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 CHAPTER ONE 
 “This is not good.” 
 Blayde stared at me, eyes wide as planets, her jaw dropping slightly as if she couldn’t quite comprehend what I’d just said. Or that I’d spoken in the first place. Or what she was doing in a white, powdered wig.  
 Well, the wig was grey now and bouncing further off her head with every bump over the cobbles, but that was neither here nor there.  
 “You think?” She raised an eyebrow, which in turn, pushed the wig further up her scalp, dropping a fair amount of chalky, white power on her face, snowflakes on her nose. She turned away from me, dropping her eyes instead on the mob following our cart. They were having the time of their lives today, screaming their little lungs off at the party riding in it. Which, unfortunately, I was now a part of, and my tied wrists kept me from ducking out early.  
 Party rockers in the cart tonight. Woop Woop.  
 Another uneven cobble sent a kick to our rears, and Blayde’s dress slipped a little, dropping more powder on her collarbone and the scratchy cotton rubbing against her skin, probably infested with fleas. It was the same dress I was forced to wear, and no matter how hard I tried to ignore it, the thought of tiny insects made my own skin crawl. 
 “Oh, shut up,” she muttered, smiling at the crowd. 
 “Boo!” jeered the crowd. On average—I’m approximating here. A lot of things yelled were not worth repeating, but it made Blayde’s grin wider. 
 “Me? I didn’t say anything.” 
 “You were thinking so loud my eardrums popped.” 
 “I’m sure my thinking had nothing to do with it.” 
 “Shut up!” 
 I kept my eyes off the mob, staring instead at my bare feet, trying not to think about the literal chariot of death I was in right now. The crowd wanted us dead. Well, they didn't exactly know me, but that didn't change the fact I had to die. They acted the same way with everyone who rode in the cart and drove up to the old, red plaza. But most of their anger was directed at one person, and she was the most solemn of the four of us.  
 No, the one they were jeering at had her head held high, her worn face like that of a scared child under her father's protective wing. Her rosy-red lips stood out against the pearly pallor of her face, and her premature grey hair seemed to be falling out in patches, barely hidden under a dirty, white cap that seemed to be fashionable at the time. She wore the white, cotton dress as well, though it was obvious she was meant for richer clothes and a higher standard of living. I was pretty sure the reason her neck was so white was because the skin there never saw the sun, from hiding under so many layers of jewels.  
 Beside her, Zander kept his eyes on the crowd, scanning it lazily. Though it was dark in the alleys around us, it was still easy to see the town's people spitting from their windows, standing on their doorsteps with an arm raised in protest or joining in the tailgate party. 
 “Not good,” Zander agreed.  
 “Better say what has to be said, then,” said the former queen of France. 
 “I said it wasn't good, not that we had to give up.” Zander snorted. “We'll get you out of this. Don't you worry.” 
 “I’m not worried.” She somehow, impossibly, sat up even straighter than she had before, her back a plum line. “I will die today.” 
 “No, you won’t. How many times do I have to tell you?” 
 The cart pulled around a corner, and there we were, out of the alley, fully exposed to the plaza where our lives would end—if only for a few minutes. The gray light of the midday sun of this dreary October day cast a bitter spell on the large gathering of people around the looming wooden arch.  The sea of red, white, and blue ribbons, flags and hats, through which we sailed, rocked us violently. Waves of angry revolutionists shook pitchforks and pummeled fists on our small, horse-drawn cart. 
 “I never thought I would actually see one of these,” I muttered. 
 “Wonderful piece of engineering, isn't it?” said Blayde. “Come on, we have more important things to look at. Find your mark, and figure out everything you can about him: right-handed or left-handed? Does he have a limp? What is his preferred foot?” 
 “Our Father, who art in heaven,” the aristocrat woman muttered, trembling only slightly. 
 “You're not going to die today,” Zander repeated. 
 The cart stopped, turned, and began the stupidly slow process of backing us up. When it finally stopped for good, our guards hopped into action, fanning out from around us and setting steps in place. 
 “Get out,” a soldier ordered. 
 “You could be a little more polite,” Blayde said as I jumped out of the cart before her, glad for the hard grasp on my shoulder since my balance was severely affected by the lack of usable arms. “You are about to execute us.” 
 The man held out his sword as a warning. She shrugged and leaped out of the cart behind me, landing lightly. It was evident in that moment the only reason she was still restrained was because she wanted to be here. A soldier grabbed her arm, shoving her up the stairs to the platform above, vying for control. She said nothing.  
 And there it stood, the great wooden frame casting a somber shadow on the proceedings. A small beam of sunlight peeked from between the clouds, hitting the sharp edge of the metal blade hanging above the square, causing an ominous, white glimmer to sparkle on the surface. 
 The guillotine. 
 I never thought I'd ever see it. But then again, I never thought I would see eighteenth-century revolutionary France with my own eyes. 
 The revolutionaries had obviously prepared the plaza for their VIPs, or very important peasants, to enjoy the show. They had scrubbed the wood on the platform, but it didn’t fully wash away the bloody residue left by the thousands of victims who had been brought there before. Maybe if someone had gifted them a power washer, but that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. The worst was the vertical wooden slat on the platform poised under the knife. A horrible, brown basket buzzed with flies at its base, stained wine red that no amount of washing and alcohol could hide. 
 They would want the queen to go last, of course. For effect. So they could see her will falter and break. So they could say she was weak in her last minutes, that she was nothing more than human. The Widow Capet, however, had no intention of letting them see her like that. Looking at her now, her head held high even in the face of certain—yet still denied by some—death; she wasn't going to let them have the pleasure of seeing her flinch. 
 So, hey, guess who gets to go first for the chopping block? Sally Webber, step right up! The soldier forced me onto the wooden table, his hands digging into my skin, grapping at the bone despite I wasn’t fighting him. He strapped my arms and legs with the still-damp leather belts and slid the slat forward so I was directly under the blade. My face angled toward the ground, with nothing to separate my nose from the foul odor of the wicker basket below, so it wasn’t much better than facing the blade itself. You win some, you lose some.  
 Hey, Louis the XIVth was here right before he died. That's rather... neat. 
 Not very reassuring, though. Images of the thousands of others who had also been there flashed before my eyes. 
 The footsteps on the platform broke their rhythm. 
 “Pardon me, sir. I did not mean to do it.” 
 “That's quite all right, um, Madame Capet,” a man muttered, his voice muffled by the hood covering his face. 
 Sound exploded around me, a cacophony of war, as if someone had turned up the volume on something terrible. A thump, echoed by another, and two bodies hit the wooden platform. Metal clashed against metal. Things were finally getting exciting, and I was too tied down to join in. 
 “Untie me!” I shouted. 
 “My hands are bound!” Marie Antoinette yelled. 
 “Then stay out of the way!” said Blayde. 
 I struggled against the restraints. The cold leather rasped against my skin but didn’t loosen. 
 The battle raged around me. I raised my chin, turning my head as far around as I could. Come on, yoga, what was all this core training for if I couldn’t lift my head? I could barely make out the two immortals as they fought against the horde of soldiers, standing their ground as they waged war on those rushing up onto the platform. 
 Their arms were unbound. Their spirits uncrushed. Their hands wielded swords like they were nothing more than an extension of their bodies. They moved gracefully through the pack of clumsy fighters, knocking each one off the platform in turn, a small pile of revolutionaries growing at its base. 
 The rest of the crowd dared not approach for fear of ending up like them. Many dispersed as the fighting started, afraid the attacks were coming from all sides.  Or maybe they realized that no matter whose side they’d take, their actions would put them right where I was. Gotta admit, the revolution was wild.  
 A strong hand shoved my face back down, and my eyes faced the basket once more. Only I kept falling, landing nose-first into the basket. The stench of rotting corpse reached my nostrils and I gagged, wanting to retch, but finding no response from my stomach. The wicker scratched at my face, sticky liquid gluing itself to my cheeks, knotting my hair. 
 I realized with a pang in my gut that I couldn't feel my legs. 
 And then felt sudden fear in my throat when I realized I couldn't feel my gut. 
 No time to think. I was on the move again. Someone had grabbed the basket, taking off as fast as they could through the crowd, shaking me around like a rag doll. I bounced up and down in the wicker casket as the stranger ran through the streets of revolutionary Paris, taking so many twists and turns I couldn’t keep track of all of them. Great, how was I going to find my way back?

 Jump. Come on, Jump. Focus.  
 Something was dreadfully wrong.  
 The basket slammed against a wall, my head hitting the stone and bouncing back into the case, this time facing the sky. 
 Where were my legs? 
 And the rest of my body, for that matter?  
 And, more importantly, what was taking my cells so long to react? 
 Panic overwhelmed me, a sheer, raw panic I hadn’t felt for so, so long, simultaneously thrilling and crushing.  
 I was getting out ahead. As in, I was just a head.  
 I had been beheaded. 
   



 CHAPTER TWO 
   
 An arm obscured my view of the sky. Tattered rags covered the pale, bony skin of what seemed to be a child’s elbow.  He ran as fast as he could, which wasn't that fast, but bouncy beyond belief. I was a ping-pong ball in a tornado. A flake in a snow globe.  
 Finally, he stopped. The buildings on each side were either so tall or the alley between them so narrow there was barely any light. The basket was dropped unceremoniously on the ground as the child threw himself down on the steps with a sigh of exhaustion. He didn’t wait more than a second before reaching into my circular casket and grabbing me by the hair. 
 “Let's see today's catch!” He moved his hands so he was holding my ears with the palms of his hands. 
 I glared at him. He was a young boy of ten or maybe twelve, all skin and bones. His smile was even missing some teeth. 
 “And who are you?” he asked, throwing me up in the air to catch me again, turning me to face him once more. “The queen could have gotten me more than a few coins, but you... Well, there are some doctors looking for some subjects. Maybe they'll pay for a nobody like you.” 
 “Nobody?” I stammered. “Come on. They were going to execute me on the same day as the queen of France. I have to be somebody!” 
 “Gah!” the kid shrieked and dropped me. I fell on the dirty ground and immediately began rolling down the steep incline of the hill, gathering speed. 
 I closed my eyes, trying to ignore how much brown I saw as I rolled around and bounced off cobblestones as I sped down the alleys.  
 WHACK. 
 I rammed into a building and rebounded from the force of the collision. My skull cracked violently, jabbing into my brain, the darkness flowing over me like thick, black ink— 
 I regained consciousness, and I was still rolling down that hill. When would it stop? Please let it stop! But the hill was still there, and I was still rolling. Maybe this would be my new forever. 
 I hit the ground, bouncing once more before landing on the cobble, finally immobile. Silence reigned around me, not a footstep or inhale anywhere within hearing distance.  
 I peeped an eye open, slowly, carefully. Something heavy was on my eyelid, weighing it down, but I forced it open. 
 Wonderful. Right back at the plaza. 
 Only this time, I was right on the edge, surrounded by a vast wasteland of nothing, broken only by the cruel form of the guillotine that stood tall and proud in the dead center of the square. The metal blade glistened in the pale sunlight, its blade tainted by its last feeding. A gruesome reminder of all it had taken from me. 
 “Hello!” I cried as loud as I could, which was not much louder than talking since I technically had no lungs. “Is there anyone there?” 
 “Rrrrrou?” a pigeon cooed as it landed next to me. 
 “Go away, pigeon.” 
 “Rrrou?” it repeated, tilting its head and watching me curiously. 
 “I mean it, bird. If you can't go and tell Zander or Blayde where I am, then leave now. Don't taunt me like this!” 
 It picked hungrily at my hair, grabbing a knotted strand and pulling it back. I sighed heavily, frustrated and missing my lungs already. 
 “Great, a severed head talking to a pigeon. This is my life now.”  I rolled my eyes, which, luckily, were still mine to roll. “How am I still alive? Do you have any idea, rat with wings? The rest of my body isn't growing back. Not that I want it growing back right now, or I'd have to run through the streets of Paris in my birthday suit. Well, you're a different story, little pigeon. But nothing's making much sense, and, if you can't tell, humans are supposed to have arms and legs and a torso attached to their heads. Headless people? Unheard of.”  
 Another pigeon joined in, getting its beak uncomfortably close to my ear, pecking at the dirt in my hair for anything that could nourish a bird like him. Or her. I wasn’t well-versed on bird gender identity. 
 “And you brought a friend,” I muttered sarcastically. “My hair is not an all-you-can-eat buffet, idiots. Now scram.” 
 Now, all the pigeons were flocking in, with at least ten pecking at my hair. The unmistakable sharpness of talons dug into my scalp, followed by an unwelcome sense that could only have been a thank you gift from the flying rat. 
 “Geddoff!” I ordered. An order they explicitly ignored, doing the absolute opposite. 
 “Ok, fine, climb all over me. See if I care.” 
 Birds were not deep enough for reverse psychology. 
 “Shoo! Scram!” a strong voice commanded. 
 This voice they took seriously. The entire flock took off into the air, their wings beating the dirt off the plaza ground onto my face.  
 “Sally, you okay?” Zander's face entered my field of view. He crouched to speak to me directly, his beautiful eyes all I could see. Relief washed over me, the small amount of me I had left. It was amazing I could still feel myself blushing, despite not technically having a heart.  
 “I can't feel my legs.” I gulped. “Zander, give it to me straight. Is it bad?” 
 “Well, I don't know how to say this, but...” He straightened, raising an arm to scratch the back of his scalp.  
 “Don’t worry, I know, I know. How did you find me?” 
 “Luck? I started retracing my steps. The plan was to talk to some locals and figure out what happened to your, ahem, remains. I’m glad I found you here. Paris is... huge.”  
 “Understatement of the century. Also, it has a surprising amount of hills, doesn't it?” 
 “What?” 
 “You really get to experience the topography it when you're a severed head.” 
 He winced, gently reaching a hand forward to push a strand of muddy hair away from my face. “What is on your forehead?”  
 “I really don't want to know.” I would have shivered, but my head just trembled slightly. “The smell is... well, it's putrid. I’d trade my nose for my legs in a heartbeat. Oh wait, I don’t have a heartbeat.” 
 “Did that bird...?” 
 “Again, I don't wanna know.” 
 He smiled, and the warmth returned to my cheeks. “Let's get you out of here, huh?” 
 “Please.”  
 He picked up my head, cupping me under the jaw with both hands, then held me at arm’s length. “To be, or not to be—” 
 “Oh, come on.” I snorted. 
 “Fine.” He put me under his arm, hidden under the cape. 
 “I can't see a thing.”  
 “Better yet, no one can see you. Come on, the French have been sufficiently freaked out today. Let's cut them a break, yeah?” 
 I said nothing. It was demeaning being a severed head. 
 “Don’t take it too personally, my dear. I do love your face. It’s a very pretty face.” 
 “Clean me up, then we talk.”  
 He marched toward a small alley that branched off from the plaza, or at least I could assume as much, but it was impossible to see anything from this vantage point. The trip was uneventful. His traveling cloak covered me from sight, so it was dark the entire time. To anyone passing by, it would have looked like he was carrying a chest of some sort. Or a basketball, if the passerby was also a time traveler. 
 A door creaked open in front of us. Suddenly, there was light and the cloak was pushed aside, Zander pulling me out and setting me on the table. 
 “Sally, you smell like death.” Blayde grinned as she grabbed a wooden chair and took a seat in front of me. “But other than that, good to see you. Sorry to see you're not in one piece. Oops.” 
 Ironically, I had no shoulders to shrug. “Good to see you, too.” 
 “I must apologize for the unsavory way in which we parted.” The queen dropped her eyes. 
 “No need to apologize. I'm the one who should be sorry. I am a severed head, after all.” 
 “Can I poke her?” 
 “No, Louis.” 
 The boy poked me anyway, his finger touching my cheek repeatedly.  
 “This is an amazing trick!” he squealed. “Now make the other girl do it.” 
 Blayde snorted. “Okay, look here, kid...” 
 “So, you're a mother now?” Zander asked. 
 “It was my duty, to the people of my country,” she replied. “Did you forget how long you were gone?”  
 “How old is he now?” 
 “Eight, give or take a few months.” She shrugged. I noticed she was in richer apparel now, the white, lice-infested garment replaced by silks and lace. “Louis, stop it now. Come here.” 
 The child stopped his incessant poking, turning back to obey his mother. He sat on the chair by her side, doing his best to keep his mouth closed. 
 “I cannot believe you planned this escape so quickly,” she said, and I could hear relief dripping from every word.  
 “I heard something about you refusing to follow anyone's escape plans. Actually, it was hard not to hear about that,” Zander chided.  
 “But escape to where? Anyone who would take me in would automatically be at war with France for treason. And my former ministers' plans were about as bad as they could be. Did you hear about my husband's infamous escape attempt? He had us leave the palace in the most expensive carriage you could imagine. Didn’t listen to a word I said. Talk about ostentatious.” 
 “At least now they think you're dead,” said Blayde. “That's better than a fancy carriage.” 
 “I’m sorry to hear about Louis.” Zander dropped his head. “It was the wrong time to be king.” 
 Marie Antoinette did not bat an eyelid. “At least he didn’t suffer long. They have been keeping the rest of my family under appalling conditions.” 
 “We'll get you out of here as soon as we can,” he promised. “Leave it all up to us.” 
 “Didn't you have more children?” I asked. “Sorry, I read your biogra—I was reading the news.” 
 “It's hard to imagine the news being accurate at this point.” She looked at me with confusion. “Yes, Maria is being held captive, but she’s my daughter and they have no reason to harm her. She was never in line for the throne.” 
 “Smuggling two people out of a country isn't that hard. I'm thinking we can send you to America. Sally, is the revolution there over?” 
 “Yeah, it ended.”  
 “Very well. Marie-A, how about America?” 
 She nodded. “I am dead. I can go wherever I want, couldn't I?” She paused. “Could you take me to the stars?” 
 Blayde glared at her brother. He dropped his head. 
 “Earth's a bit safer right now,” he replied, “You wouldn't like it up there.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “Because it's not your home,” Blayde said plainly. “Leaving Earth isn't like changing countries or houses. It's more than a new culture. It's more than a new way of living. It's new physics, things you knew for certain your entire life upside down and put to question, not to mention the different length in the days. It's not just adapting; it’s something entirely new. And even those who can take the change fall in the end.” 
 “It was only an idea,” she muttered like an embarrassed child told off. 
 “The girl smells,” little Louis whined. 
 “Right.” Zander clapped. “First off, clean Sally's hair and face. Step two, find her body. Step three, get you two out of the country. Sound about right?” 
 “Check it,” Blayde said lazily. “Do I really need to be involved in steps one and two? Or can I take a nap?” 
   
 *** 
   
 The shovel hit the cold ground with a resounding metal clang, scooping up the fresh grave dirt and throwing it to a heap on side. This action was repeated over and over again, the small mound of soil rising ever higher besides Zander. 
 “Thanks for doing this for me. I feel useless sitting here doing nothing.” 
 “It's no problem,” he replied cheerfully, the rhythmic sound of the shovel against ground not skipping a beat. “You can’t exactly call it sitting if you don’t have any legs.” 
 “How am I not just growing another body back?”  
 He shrugged. “To be honest? No idea.” 
 “That's reassuring.” 
 “Don’t worry yourself. This happened to Blayde before, and she's fine now.” 
 “Pleasant thought.” 
 “I'm serious!”  
 “I believe you.” 
 For a while, the only sound in the Madeleine cemetery was that of the shovel digging deeper into the grave. My head sat perched on a tombstone next to it to watch Zander's progress.  
 “So... you and Marie Antoinette?” 
 He stopped suddenly, leaning on his shovel. “What are you implying?”  
 “She seems to know you pretty well. Plus, the first time you came to my place, you did mention her.” 
 He let out a heavy breath. “Dance instructor.” He picked up the shovel again and got back to work. 
 “Ah,” I muttered. “When was this?” 
 “I dunno. Right before she left to get married.” He threw more dirt onto the pile, where it landed with a loud, scattering sound. “She was thirteen or fourteen at the time.” 
 “You two were close?” 
 “She was a lady. I was her dance teacher.” 
 He shrugged, not looking up from the grave. He shifted around slightly, the dirt reaching above his knees now. 
 “We were close friends way back when,” he continued. “That was it. She was just trying to find her place in the world, and I wasn’t from it. She knew she could talk to me without me trying to arrange a marriage.” 
 “You told her about your whole outer space thing?” 
 “It slipped out.”  
 “Tell me everything?”  
 “Fine.” He stabbed the tip of the shovel in the growing dirt pile and looked at my head. “We're going to be here for a while, so I guess a story won't hurt.” 
   



 CHAPTER THREE 
 AUSTRIA - HOFBURG PALACE, DECEMBER 1768 
   
 “Your quarters will be here,” the man said, handing me the fancy brass key. It was heavy and ornately tipped. And it was mine.  
 “Thanks. Am I supposed to leave a tip?” 
 The servant left without another word, trotting down the hallway back to the kitchens. I shrugged, unlocking my new door and gaping at the lavish apartment before me. Fancy bed? Gorgeous curtains? Massive fireplace? A wonderful sight to behold, warm and entirely mine. 
 “Cool place,” Blayde said, already lying flat across the bed. “Any idea how long we’re staying?” 
 So not entirely mine. Not that Blayde would want to stay here that much, anyway.  
 I put my cases down by the dresser. I hadn’t been in an Earth court for centuries and etiquette may have changed, but wasn’t someone supposed to be carrying these for me? I didn’t want to blemish my reputation before even beginning our investigation. 
 “As long as it takes,” I replied.  
 “Are you certain something's happening over here?” 
 “You heard the man. The servants are disappearing.” 
 “So?” She scooted over, her head hanging off the edge of the bed, draping rainbow hair off the sheets. “Maybe they're being dismissed.” 
 “If you believe that, then why are you here?” 
 “Because I don't believe it.” 
 “Then why are you...?” 
 “To make sure you're sure.” 
 “You're not making any sense.” 
 “Of course I am.” She smiled. She ran her fingers along her wrist, her hair shuddering in response, the bright rainbow colors turning dull brown. “Plus, I've got an in with the court here. I am the Marquise de Silvestre, heh?” 
 “Do whatever you want.” 
 “I always do.” 
 Blayde rose from the bed, pushing open the window. The cold night air of the Austrian winter blew through the room, extinguishing the fire. She rolled her eyes, pulling out her laser pointer and re-igniting it in an instant. And looked quite smug about it too.  
 “I'll see you soon, okay?” 
 “Fine.” 
 “Do you have any cash?” 
 I rifled through my pockets. A few coins, empty gum papers, some packets of instant noodles. “Five crowns.” 
 “Can I have one?” 
 “Fine. But you owe me.” 
 I chucked her the coin, which she caught in her fist, grinning wildly. “Bye for now, brother of mine.” 
 “See you around, I suppose.” 
 She leapt out of the window, leaving me alone in the lavish royal room. I sat on the edge of my bed, slipping off my leather boots and lying back on the warm, silk blankets. 
 A man could get used to this.  
 Maybe minus the monster hunting part.  
   
 MARCH 1769 
   
 “Zander.” 
 A chill ran through me. That voice shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t follow me back to this place. Not when I was on watch, not while I was working. And the impropriety, if anyone should find out. A single word, and I was terrified.  
 I spun from my window, looking back at the small form of the royal heiress. Sweat dripped from her forehead; she had run to find me. I didn’t dare get any closer. 
 “Milady,” I sputtered. “You're not supposed to be in here. You’re not even supposed to be in this wing! You should go before your mother finds out.” 
 “But it’s important.”  
 “Do you know what they will say?” 
 “I do not care.” 
 “Well, I do. I’m the one who will end up in prison or worse.” 
 “For speaking to me?” 
 “For speaking to you in my quarters. How did you even get here?” 
 “I needed your help,” she insisted, taking a step forward into the room. And shutting the door! She was insane.  
 But her small hand was shaking, clasped around a little, golden egg. She was scared. And why she had come to me, her dance instructor, was beyond my grasp. Even so, I wasn’t going to turn away someone in their time of need.  
 “What happened, milady?” 
 She held open her hands, cupping the golden egg. Only it wasn’t an egg. It was a locket.  
 “I've gotten his portrait.” Her voice was barely a whisper.  
 “His?” 
 “Yes, his.” 
 I knew then why she had come to me. I was as unobtrusive as they could get, just trying to fit in at the court and remain inconspicuous. I had done absolutely everything to be as banal as possible. While most young men—and old, too, unfortunately enough—fawned over the princess, I had made it clear I was only here to put her through her paces.  
 She had opened up to me. I just hadn’t realized she didn’t open up to anyone else. She was a kid, terrified of what the future held for her and for the husband she would not get to choose.  
 I took the locket gingerly from her hands and opened it, suddenly eye to disproportioned eye with a frog-like young boy. No, it wasn't the eyes that were wrong. It was the nose. The huge nose plastered on the front of the pale face. 
 “He's the one?” 
 “That's Louis.” She nodded. 
 “He's not that much of a looker.” 
 “Well, I have gotten used to a certain standard.” 
 I put down the locket, eyeing the small girl. “That’s not a ladylike thing to say.” 
 “Who cares? At least he has... kind eyes.” 
 I looked back at the portrait, confused. “Yeah, he does have kind eyes.”    
 “They don't look right.” 
 “That's just the artist. He's, well, I hate to say this, but he's not that good,” I said, making a show of holding the tiny portrait at arm's length to see if the distance could improve the boy's physique. 
 “I agree.” 
 “As long as you stay a good three meters away from him, and maybe squint a little, he won't be that bad. Though, on second thought… make that ten.” 
 She giggled. “Well, he is rich and next in line for the throne. Does his status fill in for the fact that his face is unpleasant to look at?” 
 I shrugged, knowing anything I could say could potentially be over the line. But then again, having her standing in my room could get me in a bind. “So, when are you to marry him?” 
 “Sometime next year. Mama is still arranging the price of my dowry.” 
 “Wow. So soon?” 
 “They want me to be Dauphine of France.” 
 “They’ve been talking about this for a few years already. It should come as no surprise to you.” 
 “It hasn't seemed real up to this point.” She sighed heavily, a hint of sadness creeping into her voice. She sat on the end of the bed, her head hanging low. Shit. Not the bed. I put down the portrait, edging closer to the window. “Now I have a date; I have a portrait. I know it's my duty. I'm just so....” 
 I nodded. “Doing what must be done can't always be easy.” 
 She lifted her small face, staring at me as if I had just told her that Earth was a slowly rotting lemon. All color drained from her cheeks. 
 “Did I say something wrong?' 
 “I see a phantom,” she said. 
 I spun on my heels, shoving the window open behind me. The night beyond was brisk and smelt of elderberries. “There’s nothing out here.”  
 “I am certain one passed in front of the window.” 
 “A ghost?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Tell me, milady, are you quite certain?” 
 “I would not lie to you,” she asserted. “To anyone else, I would keep the information to myself for fear of becoming the laughingstock of the court. But you can be trusted.” 
 Maybe I just had one of those faces. It wasn’t like I was trying to get in the girl’s good graces. Now she was stalking my room, telling me about her wedding plans, and complaining about ghosts. As much as I wanted to help her, she could put my entire investigation into jeopardy.  
 And putting herself at risk too.  
 “Yet”—I crouched—“I sense there’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 She sighed. “You are correct. There’s more.” 
 “Tell me.” 
 “It’s silly.” 
 “All the more reason to share.” 
 Her face flushed white. “This isn’t the first time I have seen it.” 
 “The ghost?” 
 “Ghost, phantom, apparition, whatever you want to call it. It has shown itself to me five times already.” 
 “What does it look like?” 
 “You believe me?” 
 “You have no reason to lie.” 
 The girl nodded vigorously. “It has no face. Like a pale white bed cloth stretched over an invisible frame of a human being.” 
 “How does it move?” 
 “By gliding, by floating, by flying,” she said, dropping her head into her hands. “You probably think I’ve lost my mind.” 
 “No, never,” I assured her. “You're not the only one to have seen it.” 
 “Truly?” 
 “Most of the kitchen staff is in fear of it. I’m certain the court has seen it as well but are afraid of their so-called reputation if they speak of it.” 
 She relaxed, glad for the information, which brought wave after wave of relief over her tormented soul.  
 Or maybe I was just being fanciful. It was nice to feel like I was helping. Even if she was a strange alien thing. 
 “But what’s it doing here in the palace?” 
 “That's what I’m going to find out,” I said, striding back to the window. “Where exactly was it?” 
 “It flew past the window. Downwards.” 
 “Then I think it is time for me to bid you goodnight, milady. Thank you for blessing me with this visit.” 
 “I came because I didn't want any pomp and circumstance, so please refrain.” 
 And because she didn’t think her actions had consequences, but that was neither here nor there. “As you wish.” 
 “You will find this apparition for me?” 
 “I shall.” 
 “Promise?” 
 “Promise.” 
 “Thank you.” She grinned cheerfully. “Thank you.” 
 Crisis averted. The princess was gone. But there was no time to relax. Her seeing the apparition multiple times meant it was nearby, and I had to save this city from whatever the frash it was.  
 I flicked back the curtain, revealing the small EMP reader I had cautiously hidden there. The readings were normal. A few clicks back in the small memory drive revealed a spike only a few minutes previously. She had indeed seen something, though what it actually was, I wasn’t sure, not yet.  
 I slid the curtain back in place, reaching my hand instead to the handle, and pushed open the thin steel-and-glass barrier against the cold. The winter air hit me square in the face, but I wasn’t in the habit of flinching. I pulled myself up on the small railing outside. I balanced there for a seconds, teetering slightly, before rising to my feet and extending my arms slowly. A harsh wind blew, trying its best to push me off, but I knew my center of gravity like it was a third arm.  For a minute or so, I stood this way, admiring the tiny city in front of me, or what I could see of it in the moonlight and whatever fires were still lit at this late hour of night. I leaned forward and back, testing myself. Then, of course, I leaped.  
 The wind flew against my face, but it was such a nice, fresh feeling. Even the cold of the night was nothing compared to the sheer exhilaration of a free fall. 
 I Jumped at the last minute, hitting the ground softly, barely making a sound on the gravel. This would have been the place the apparition landed as well, if it did fall in front of the window. I pulled the vinegar from my pocket, shaking the bottle and pouring half its contents on the rocks in front of me.  They bubbled and frothed as the chemical hit. I emptied the rest of the bottle a few feet away. Nothing happened. 
 Calcium deposits, exactly where they should be. 
 A shadow passed in front of my window, the light before me blocked by a dark form. I looked up, smiling. It was a woman, most certainly my sister coming to brag about a recent discovery. 
 Two can play at that game. I have news too. 
 I reached my hands up, jumped, and grasped the railing with my outstretched fingertips, hoisting myself back into my room and shutting the window tight behind me. 
 “Cold out tonight, huh?” I said, relieved to have my sister back, even if it was in the spirit of competition. “What do you have to tell me this time, Blayde, that's so important you have to bother me in the middle of the night?” 
 “Who is this... Blaîde?” a small voice asked nervously. 
 Oh hells.  
 “Marie-A, I—” 
 “You jumped up three floors!”  
 “You were not meant to see that.” My face glowed a bright red.  
 “What are you?” 
 “I am your dance instructor.” 
 “Now, but truly.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest, the royal confidence she had inherited now so apparent in her stature. “What are you?” 
 Well, I was screwed. “I'm here to help. I'm not... human.” 
 “That would explain a lot,” she replied. “But if not human, then what?” 
 Where to even begin with this one? “Have you ever heard of the term ‘off-worlder?’” 
 “Never even considered them.” She frowned. “So, please elaborate.” 
 “Fine.” I took a deep breath. This was a make-or-break moment, one I dreaded for multiple reasons. The first and foremost being that humans never did seem to believe me, calling me insane on more than one occasion. And they weren’t always that polite. There was a fifty percent chance of that happening now as well. 
 “I come from a different planet.” 
 “From Venus? Or Mars?” 
 “Even farther away than that. So far the name would mean nothing to you. Your telescopes are nowhere near as precise to even catch a glimpse of it.”  
 “But how could you not be human? You look like me, talk like me, dance like me...” 
 “I would like to think I dance a little better than you, or they wouldn't have hired me to teach you. But while we may be the same in many ways, I highly doubt anyone on your planet could jump out that window and survive.” 
 “And the phantom?” 
 “Don't worry. Your palace is not haunted.” 
 “That's a relief.” 
 “But there is bad news. Your palace is the hunting grounds of a ravenous Cranyonnite.” 
 “And that is?” 
 “Another alien.” 
 “Did you—?” 
 “There are many more planets in the universe than the ones we come from, Marie-A,” I said. Only a fool would put us all on the same chopping block, but I wasn’t about to call this young woman a fool. “Now, on another note, why are you here?” 
 “I came back to ask what to do if the phantom came back. You were already gone by then.” 
 “Ah.” I scratched my head, feeling suddenly stalked. “If he does show up, stay away. Don't touch him with your bare hands. If you have vinegar at hand, throw it at him. Other than that? Just run. Got it?” 
 She nodded quickly, bobbing her chin up and down like a child five years her junior.  
 “So, you're the leading specialist on these kinds of apparitions?” 
 “Probably the only specialist. But you can't tell anyone about this, you got that?” 
 Her head bobbed up and down again.  
 “Good. Now, I'm going to have to ask you to leave. I've got work to do.” 
 Her head had not stopped bobbing. She curtseyed quickly, rushing out of the room as if a ghost was at her heels. Which it might actually be.  
 I fell back hard on the bed, sinking into the pile of warm winter blankets, staring at the ceiling with a resting bitch face. At least she knew the truth now, but the friendship that could have existed disappeared as the truth would begin to take hold of her. Humans could never accept the existence of a being from another planet, let alone the fact they were actually talking to someone from one. As long as she kept her mouth shut until I had gotten rid of the Cranyonnite, everything would work out for the best.  
 And yet, how was I meant to get rid of the creature? It had been months already, and I was no closer to catching the ghost than I was to become the next king of Austria. Not something on my to-do list. The Cranyonnite, however, was a matter of life and death for most of Vienna. 
 I shut my eyes and, without realizing, fell asleep. 
   
 * * * 
   
 “And you, Marquise?” the contessa asked. “Have you had any proposals yet?” 
 “Me?” Blayde asked, astounded. “No. I have barely arrived in the court.” 
 “Do you have your eye on anyone, though?” The duchess winked. “There are many distinguished bachelors attending tonight.” 
 “It seems to be the fault of this city. All the men who are rich are equally ugly.” She flipped the fan between her fingers at her side like it was the knife she was so familiar with.  
 “And yet the handsome ones do not have the title.” The contessa sighed. “Take, for instance, that new dance teacher of the Royal Highness. Amazing complexion. What do you think of him, Marquise?” 
 She stifled her laugh. “Very attractive. But not my type.” 
 “Then what is your type?” 
 She shrugged. “Tall, dark, and handsome. Good stature but not overbearing. Trained in classic weaponry.” 
 “Quite the opposite, then.” 
 “Speak of the devil”—the contessa peered over Blayde's shoulder toward the door where guests continued to file into the ballroom—“and he shall appear. There is the man in question.” 
 Blayde turned to meet my gaze with a stern expression. I was doing my best to be the perfect example of a member of the Austrian court, but it seemed I couldn’t remain in the shadows forever. So many eyes whenever I made an entrance. This wasn’t meant to be grand in the slightest. My stiff coat was trimmed with gold, the huge cuffs embroidered with a wonderful assortment of blue flowers I was absolutely loving lately. My hair was carefully concealed under a pale white wig, as was hers, and my feet were crammed in tight leather boots, my legs in light periwinkle pantaloons.  
 I surveyed the crowd, my eyes falling back on hers almost instantly. I pushed through the crowd, reaching the trio—Blayde, the contessa, and the duchess—with a smile on my face, bowing to each in turn.   
 “Miladies,”  
 The contessa seemed overtaken with emotion. She hid her face behind her white silk fan, though her eyes remained the perfect mirror of her expression, wide and bewildered. 
 “Marquise, may I have the honor of this dance?” 
 “You may,” Blayde replied, taking my hand. I led her through the crowd, taking our places for the next little ditty. 
 “You've had a manicure,” she tutted. 
 “You got one too.” 
 “Touché.” She smiled. “This planet does have some wonderful grooming habits, though I wish baths were more common. Anyway, how's the search going? You find anything?” 
 “I have good news and bad. Which one do you want first?” 
 “Give me the good news.” 
 “I managed to track the ghost. It's a Cranyonnite.” 
 “I said good news.” 
 “That is the good news.” 
 “Then what's the bad?” 
 “The princess knows about me.” 
 “That is bad,” Blayde muttered. “She hasn't said anything to the court, has she?” 
 “Would I still be here if she had?” 
 We spun gracefully around the dance floor, keeping false smiles on our faces as we did. Blayde's emotions were boiling, though. I could feel it through her lacy gloves, the heat, the tremor. 
 “Let's get the Cranyonnite and go,” she said. “I've already gotten five marriage proposals, and I don't think I can keep refusing them. They will start to gossip. Especially since I'm dancing with one of the Royal Highness's tutors.” 
 “At least you got the mysterious one. It’s not our fault we’re the only ones who know about proper diet and exercise. In any case, we need a plan.” 
 “Haven’t you got one?” 
 “Me? This thing goes through walls, Blayde. Appears here, appears there, no way of tracking it down. I can only track where it's been, never where it is. So, no, no plan.” 
 “Mousetrap?” 
 “No bait. It only goes for members of the staff.” 
 “So, steal me a maid's uniform.” 
 “What about your reputation?” 
 She shrugged. “As if I care about that.” 
 “Then we have a plan.” I grinned. “Meet me in my room. Don't leave with me. I'll get you a uniform.” 
 “Good.” She stopped, bowing. “And I thank you for this dance. You’re remarkably standard.” 
   



 CHAPTER FOUR 
   
 “Zander?” 
 “Marie-A.” Why was she always catching me staring wistfully out my window? “What are you doing here?” 
 She froze in the middle of the room, staring at me with wide eyes. “I came to see you.” 
 “I'm kinda in the middle of something,” I said, going back to my scouting job. Down below, the small form of a woman in scullery stood poised in the small amount of light the torch gave off. Good, she was still there. 
 “Can it wait?” she asked. 
 “I'm waiting for it.” 
 “It's coming here?” 
 “I hope so. You'd better go, I don't want you to get hurt.” 
 “I'm not going anywhere.” 
 “That's an order!”  
 “I'm the princess. You listen to me!”  
 Then her face turned white, her hand rising to her mouth to stifle a scream. Because, of course, she had to be here when it appeared. 
 “Frash,” I swore and turned to see the white form falling past my window. “Go back to your quarters!”  
 I didn’t think; I didn’t need to. I jumped off the railing, pulling the bottle of vinegar out of my pocket as I fell and opening it so would pour all over the creature below. The liquid passed right through it, spilling on the ground below us. 
 I fell faster, while the creature controlled his own fall in such a way he was slower than a falling human. I passed right through it, the cold shock spreading through my body and messing up my senses, a magnet to my circuitry.  
 Slam. 
 I fell, splat, on the gravel below, bones snapping with a horrendous cracking noise. I lifted my head gingerly, letting the bones set, shaking my arms out one after the other to make sure everything was in place. Then I was back on my feet, searching for the creature. 
 And so was Blayde, except she was still frozen and not making any real effort at all.  
 “Blayde, what are you doing?”  
 She turned on her heels, joints oddly stiff, and marched toward the palace, letting herself in without any sign of having heard me at all. Her slamming the door behind her snapped me out of my trance.  
 Frashing Cranyonnite.  
 “Blayde!” I dashed after her. Meanwhile, the back of my mind was worrying about little Marie-A. How much had she seen? She'd seen me jump out the window, that was certain. Had she seen my cracked bones mend themselves as well? 
 Of all the people to know about us, of all the people in the sleeping palace, it had to be the Austrian princess. What were the odds? Another cosmic joke.  
 Blayde was walking slowly but with determination through the halls of the regal realm, seemingly oblivious to my calling after her. Which wasn’t hard to do, seeing as how I didn’t want to wake the entire palace.  
 I preferred to keep my distance, following her from the shadows, leaving the creature to unknowingly lead me to its lair. It wasn't as if Cranyonnites were very intelligent, anyway. 
 I paused when we passed through the kitchens to grab another bottle of vinegar, shoving it in the hidden pocket of my coat. I missed my old leather jacket; it was the most useful item of clothing I had ever owned. I had packed it in a locker in Da-Duhui before crashing a party there, hoping to pick it up afterward, but in our hasty escape, the jacket had completely slipped my mind. It was like I had lost a little part of myself with that old piece of leather.  
 I shook my head. I had to forget about it. I left the kitchen, rushing to catch up with my possessed sister, but her slow and clunky pace meant she wasn’t hard to find. 
 “Did you catch it?” a little voice whispered. 
 I glanced up the staircase where Marie-A stood, poised, waiting. Oh, come on.  
 “I told you to go back to your room,” I hissed. 
 “And I told you that you cannot order me around,” she snapped. “So, tell me where you are going, or I shall awaken the rest of the court.”  
 “Fine.” I rolled my eyes, considering if I could actually knock her out long enough to go after Blayde. I decided against it. “I'm following the creature.” 
 “The creature is the Marquise de Silvestre?” 
 “The creature is possessing the Marquise,” I said, trotting off after Blayde, not really caring if the princess followed me or not. Though I really hoped she would not.  
 Dammit. She caught up to me, sweat beading on her brow. “Then get it out of her!” 
 “I’m following it to its lair,” I explained. “I may be able to save the others he has taken.” 
 “Isn’t it hurting her?” 
 “Blayde? Nah. She’s been through much worse.” 
 “She’s the Blaîde?” 
 “Yeah. That’s my sister.” 
 “Your sister?”  
 “Shhhhhh!”  
 Blayde stopped as her hand reached for the door that led to a cellar. She crumpled to the floor, the white form of the Cranyonnite rising from her fallen body to slip through the door. It opened the knob from the inside then came back outside to possess Blayde once more. She rose to her feet and pushed the door open, walking through and closing it behind her. 
 I walked up to it, testing the knob. 
 “What are we going to do?” 
 “We? No. I’m going down there to save my sister and whoever else has the misfortune of being trapped in that cellar. You? You’re going back to bed.” 
 “They’re my people,” she said sternly. 
 “Sorry. But they need you alive, not dead.” 
 I dropped to my feet, getting a good glimpse of the inside of the cellar through the gap under the door. I Jumped, extending my arms to both sides to get a grip on anything in case there was a drop on the other side. Which there was. My hand slid down the thick rope tied to the wall, pulling it taut and landing noisily on the dark staircase. I froze, hoping I wasn’t overheard. 
 “Zander? Zander, where are you? Are you invisible?” 
 Would I never be rid of her? There was just no dissuading this girl. 
 “Go back to bed!”  
 “Zander, you cannot order me around. I am the princess of Austria! I demand that you...” 
 Her demands were lost on me, her voice dying to nonexistent as I made my way down the stone staircase toward a dimly flickering light. I reached the cellar in minutes. Marie-Antoinette’s voice was now inaudible, though I hoped it was because she had finally made the right decision and gone back to bed. I massaged my wrists and shook out my arms, loosening every muscle in my body, ready for the inevitable confrontation to come. 
 The small cellar was equally cold as it was smelly. It was also empty. 
 I ran my hands across the walls, searching for hidden mechanisms. The solution was surprisingly obvious, at least to anyone looking for it. I pulled down hard on the only torch stand in the room, and the back wall flipped around. Once on the other side, I grabbed the boulder that lay in the hallway beyond, flipping the mechanism and jamming the rock against the wall in such a way that it blocked the entire door from closing back on itself. With an exit strategy secured, I continued down the hall toward the inner parts of the Cranyonnite’s lair.    
 The creature was feasting upon one of its victims when I finally reached it. 
 It wasn’t Blayde, which was a relief. Blayde lay slumped in the corner of the cul-de-sac, an arm over her head, her face slack as she detoxed from whatever the creature had done to her. Around her, more of the Cranyonnite’s victims were sprawled haphazardly, with no way of telling which were alive or dead. Some were covered in cobwebs and dust, a sign of just how long they had been held prisoner by the off-worlder. 
 The off-worlder in question was hovering over a young woman on a table, the pale sheet of the ghostlike creature wrapping itself around her arm. She was oblivious to all this, staring off into space with a dazed expression on her young face. 
 I pulled the vinegar out of my pocket. 
 The creature turned what seemed to be its face toward me, the victim’s arm dropping like a doll’s. The apparition hovered closer, radiating anger rather than showing it through body language. 
 “I’m only going to ask you once,” Zander commanded. “Go and leave these people and this planet alone.” 
 The creature spun on itself, and Blayde was suddenly awake, rising to her feet with a strange elegance. Her face was expressionless, completely unlike herself. 
 “Who are you to tell me to leave?” Blayde asked. 
 “Someone who stands in your way.” 
 “You wish to feed on this territory yourself?” 
 “Feed?” I snorted. “No, quite the opposite. I’m trying to stop off-worlders from feeding on this territory, thank you very much.” 
 “Sorry, this place is taken.” 
 I held the vinegar higher. Blayde hissed. 
 “You wouldn’t,” it sneered. 
 “Oh, but I would. You leave this place, or I burn you.” 
 “You ask me to decide between death or... starvation.” 
 “You can get as much calcium as you need from human cemeteries. Or, I don’t know, just drink some milk sometime.” 
 Blayde flicked her head to the side, her body glitching. “But it is not as—how do you say—fresh.” 
 “That’s your own problem.”  
 “I’m staying here.” 
 “This is your last chance. Either you leave now, or you leave in a puddle.” 
 Blayde bared her teeth. “You wouldn’t. Killing me would mean killing her.” 
 “You know what? I’m fine with that.” 
 Blayde stood still; the Cranyonnite made no attempt to leave the room. 
 I watched, arms crossed, counting silently. The creature did not respond. 
 “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 I launched the vinegar at Blayde, who caught it expertly in her hands. 
 “You may be fine killing this one, but how about her?” 
 Blayde fell to the ground, free from the creature. Instead, the little princess stared at me from the hallway, her eyes devoid of emotion, her hands on her hips. 
 “Marie-A, I told you to go to bed.” 
 “You feel reluctant to hurt her.” 
 “Leave her out of it. Your quarrel is with me,” I snapped. 
 “Ooooh, not so gung-ho now, are you?” 
 “She’s a child!” 
 “What makes you prefer their race of any other? They eat to survive. So must I.” 
 “But you kill rather than eat food that is provided for you.” 
 “Their cattle dies naturally. They could just wait.” 
 “But they have a growing population. You, on the other hand—” 
 “The needs of the many over the needs of the one?” 
 “You’re rather talky for a Cranyonnite.”  
 “I am able to use any information stored in her brain.” 
 “And she can do the same.” I felt a smile tugging at my lips. “Marie-A, I’m giving you an order here. I order you to go back to bed. You heard me. Drop everything and go to bed. Now.” 
 “She can’t hear you!” the creature hissed, though his face seemed torn and fearful. 
 “I demand you go at once!” 
 The girl slumped to the floor. 
 “WHY DIDN’T YOU JUST KNOCK HER OUT?” Blayde yelled from beyond the crumpled body, a large metal rod in hand. “Idiot!” 
 “Good to see you back, sis.” 
 “Can’t see why that would be,” she muttered, tracing a circle of vinegar around the princess. She tossed the half-empty bottle to me, grabbing the small girl by the legs and dragging her out of the circle. The white sheet remained inside the vinegar line. 
 “That was simple, wasn’t it?” Blayde chided. “Sometimes I have no idea where your mind is.” 
 I drenched the ghastly creature in the last of the deadly liquid. “What’s past is past.” 
 “Get your stuff together. It’s time to go.” She lifted the princess over her shoulders. “Let’s get the victims back up to the kitchen and detoxed. Then we’re off.” 
 “Already?” 
 “Why? Do you have anything else you were planning on doing? Shopping for a fur coat?  Mooning the queen?’ 
 “Why would I want to do any of those things?” 
 She shrugged. “Because you haven’t done them yet?” 
   
 * * * 
   
 “Where am I?” 
 The princess blinked the confusion from her eyes, staring up at the man who had saved her life. The dazed expression was replaced by sheer awe. 
 “Don’t worry. You’re back in your room,” Zander said.  
 “What happened?” 
 “You had a bad dream.” 
 “Before or after a ghost tried to steal my mind?” 
 “Oh.” I felt heat rise to my face. I couldn’t hide the embarrassment there. “So, you do remember.” 
 “That much. But what happened afterward?” 
 “Not much. All of the creature’s victims were still alive. They’re back in the servants’ quarters now waiting for the drug the Cranyonnite gave them to pass out of their systems. That’s it.” 
 She smiled. “You saved my life.” 
 “It was a team effort.”  
 “I owe you everything. Name what you want, and it’s yours.” 
 “You know what I want?” 
 She shook her head. 
 “I want you to go back to sleep and forget me.” 
 “That I cannot do.” 
 “You said anything.” 
 “Anything within the realm of reason and possibility.” 
 “Then let me go.” 
 A tear ran down her cheek. “You’re leaving?” 
 “I have to.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because I’m not needed here anymore,” I said, and felt the weight of the words lift off my shoulder. “I’ve done what I came to do.” 
 “That’s your excuse? I still need you.” 
 “Your country needs you.”  
 I rose to my feet, still smiling at the girl. Tears streamed down her face, though she did not sob. “It’s okay, Marie-A. You’ve mastered the class. You don’t need me anymore.” 
 “I do.” 
 “Goodbye, Marie-A.” 
 “Please, don’t go.” 
 “I’ll miss you.” 
 “Will I ever see you again?” 
 “I’m sorry, but... I don’t think you will. I wish you well in your marriage to Louis.” 
 “Never?” 
 “No one ever sees me again. But you know what?” 
 “What?” 
 “I thought I could come up with an interesting goodbye speech by this point, but I think we’ll have to do with ‘Live long and prosper.’” 
 “Live long and prosper?” she asked as he shut the door behind him. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
   



 CHAPTER FIVE 
 PARIS, OCTOBER 1793 
   
 “Sweetie, she had a teenage crush on you.” 
 “What?” Zander asked, the rhythmic shoveling pausing for the first time since beginning his story.   
 “You were her, uh, Justin Bieber,” I said, though that name didn’t seem to clear things up for him at all. “She got super attached to you, and then you saved her life. And that childlike infatuation has grown in the years she hasn't seen you. Her mind's embellished the memory.” 
 “What am I supposed to do about that?” 
 I gave him an awkward smile. “How am I supposed to know?” 
 He picked up the shovel once more, digging deeper into the grave.  
 “Hey, how deep do you think you are at this point?” I asked. 
 “About ten feet?” 
 “I think you're too deep.” 
 “No body, though?” 
 I hissed. “Grave robbers.” 
 “Veesh,” He swore under his breath. “Great. Just great. Grave robbers steal the body of my smokin' hot girlfriend.” 
 “Weird moment for a compliment, but thanks!” 
 “So, what are we going to do?” I asked, as he leapt up, grabbing the higher ground and pulling himself out of the hole. 
 He clapped his hands together, rubbing the palms as he focused on coming up with an idea. He glanced around the cemetery, searching for inspiration. 
 “Okay, let's say a robber or a group of robbers sold your corpse to the nearest medical school. It's now....” He checked his watch. “October 16th, 1793. Where would they be?” 
 “Um, bar?” I offered.  
 He chuckled. “That would make sense. So, I guess we have a mission.” 
 “Wait, what?” 
 “What what?” 
 “We're going to check every bar in town? There are hundreds! Thousands?” 
 “But these guys are probably lazy. We just need to find one near a med school. Or a doctor's practice. And one that’s probably not too far from this cemetery.” 
 “Still, where are we going to find the med school?” 
 “We've got all night.” 
 “And how exactly am I supposed to come along? I'm a severed head!” 
 “Stay here,” he said, running off into the darkness. 
 “Stay here?” I snorted. “What else am I supposed to do? Zander? Zander!” 
 Five minutes or more passed, but it felt like an eternity, every second stretched to the extreme. I chewed on my bottom lip, surprisingly nervous. What if someone found me? I was a talking head and obviously not Marie-Antoinette. They would realize they guillotined the wrong woman. To be honest, they'd be idiots not to have realized by now, which they must have done, and just kept the truth hidden from the rest of the population. 
 Zander rose from the gloomy darkness carrying a huge pumpkin. He smiled as my eyes dropped, staring in shock at the gourd. 
 “What are you going to do with that?” 
 “You’ll see.” He said cheerfully, sitting cross-legged on the dirt. He pulled out a sharp hunting knife from his inside pocket, slicing a neat, round circle around the stem and pulling the lid out, placing it to his side. He slid his sleeves up, reaching inside the gourd and pulling the guts out, throwing them into the newly created hole he had dug. 
 “Seriously, you've gotta tell me what you're doing.” 
 “Just a few more minutes,” he muttered, throwing the last of the pumpkin guts into the hole, picking up the vegetable and turning it in his hands to find the smoothest face. 
 He used the knife to deftly cut out small portions of the side he had chosen.  Finally, he put down his knife, looking at his work with a smirk. 
 “So?” I asked, as he wiped his hands. 
 He turned the pumpkin around, and I stared blankly. 
 “It’s a jack-o’-lantern.” 
 “Wrong.” He grinned. “This your method of transport, Cinderella.” 
 My jaw dropped. “You're going to carry me around in that?” 
 “Don't worry, you'll be able to see. They just won't be able to see you.” 
 “And how, pray tell, are you going to explain why you have a carved pumpkin with you?” 
   

* * *

   
 “So, my brother turned around and stared at the wooden door. It was closed—locked—just as he had left it. He sighed in relief, but it was too early, it seemed.  The door creaked open. He jumped, but there was no one there. How had it opened? He glanced over at the wall where a large mirror stood propped on the mantle. Behind his reflection, he saw one of this... ghastly, wrinkled old man with a sneer that was more black than white. He spun on his heels, but no one was there. That was when something came up behind him and stabbed him in the heart.” 
 “Interesting story,” the man muttered. “But what of the pumpkin?” 
 They both took another shot, simultaneously sputtering and panting from the burn of the cheap, homemade alcohol. An almost-empty bottle rested on the table before them, showing just how much they had indulged throughout the evening.  The drunk across from us seemed to sway slowly on his seat. 
 “To purge his soul and allow him to go on to paradise, I must travel the streets of Paris at night, holding this pumpkin, until the All Saints’.  It also keeps me out of the house after dark, which is when the ghost... strikes.” 
 The drunkard shivered. “That is absolutely haunting.” 
 The smell of pumpkin was overwhelming. This wasn't the first bar of the evening, and so far, it seemed as though it wasn't going to be the last. The gooey interior of the vegetable was disgusting, but there was nothing I could do about it until we found the rest of my corpse except remain silent. 
 “A deal's a deal,” Zander said as he poured two more glasses of the pungent alcohol. “Now, you tell me what I want to hear.” 
 “What's that?” 
 “Did anyone come in tonight with a surprising amount of money for their social status?” 
 “Maybe, maybe not...”  
 “Bottoms up,” Zander indicated, and they both drank the shots. The stranger put the glass down heavily on the table, unable to control all his movements. 
 “There was this one guy.” He lowered his voice complicity. “He was bragging about having a full five francs to his name. Maybe that's the man you're looking for.” 
 “Good.” Zander leaned forward. “Now, do you have any idea where we can find him?” 
 The drunk held onto the table as if it were the only stable thing in such a haphazard world. “Probably out back where we left him.” 
 “Well, thank you,” Zander said cheerfully, all signs of being drunk suddenly gone. He picked up the pumpkin, and my limited view of the bar shifted as he walked away from the drunkard. 
 We stepped outside—well, he stepped, I didn't have any legs. The cold evening air was chilling through the warm vegetable, a shock compared to the warm interior of the bar. 
 Zander sat me down on an upturned barrel, reaching down to lift the drunk off the ground. 
 “You,” he spat at the barely conscious man. “Where's the corpse?” 
 “Wha?” he asked, an eye peeping open. 
 “You heard me.” Zander held up the man with one hand, grabbing his shirt collar. 
 “Corpse?” 
 “The one you dug up earlier. And sold for your meager five francs.” 
 “I dunno.” 
 “You do.” He shook the drunk like a bottle of coke. “And you're going to tell me who you sold it to.” 
 “Doctor Jacques.” 
 “Doctor Jacques?” 
 “50, rue de la liberté. Private practice.” 
 Zander nodded, dropping the man like a rag doll back onto the street.  
 “Drinking is bad for your liver,” he offered, picking up my carriage gently from the barrel. 
 “Rue de la liberté?” I asked. 
 “Let's go see this Doctor Jacques.” 
   
 * * * 
   
 “What do you want?” 
 The woman wiped the sleep out of her eyes, staring at the strange man with the pumpkin in his hand. She glanced at the orange vegetable with a look of confusion. 
 “We're here to see the doctor.” 
 “It's the middle of the night. Come back in the morning.”  
 “Sorry, but it's an emergency.” Zander pulled my head out of the pumpkin. 
 “I can't feel my legs!” I screamed. 
 The woman fell backwards, crashing onto the floor with a muffled slump. Zander stepped over her. 
 “Will she be okay?” I asked. “It wasn't a heart attack, was it?” 
 He reached for her pulse. “No, she's fine. Just scared.” 
 “No duh.” 
 “What have you done to her?” The doctor ran down the stairs, wearing nothing but a pair of pantaloons. He froze when he saw my disembodied head. 
 “You...You're the head.” 
 “Speak straight, sit, or forever hold your peace,” Zander said, zoning in on him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 “The body…” 
 “Ah, looks like we found the right place then. Where is it?” 
 “The body came in a few hours ago. It was technically dead for over ten hours, but there was no rigor mortis. The body was still warm and…” 
 “And what?” 
 “And every time I tried to slice it, the cuts sealed themselves.” He shuddered. 
 “That's the one.” Zander grinned. “What did you do with it?” 
 “It was stolen.” 
 “What?” 
 “Three hours ago. I came back to the room, and it was gone.” 
 “Wonderful,” I muttered, much to the doctor's continued shock. 
 “Any sign of who took it?” 
 “Not one.” The doctor shook his head.  
 “Okay, Sally, we're going,” Zander said sharply. “There's nothing for us here.” 
 “But I have a good idea of who did!” 
 Jacques bit his bottom lip. Zander took a step forward.  
 “Who?” 
 “The Cult of the Setting Sun, I think.” The words came out of his mouth in a jumble. “It's their kind of gig. Word's been going around the medical community that they're searching for the perfect corpse, stealing them from practices and cemeteries alike. Well, I think they found what they were looking for.” 
 “Thank you,” Zander said, throwing him a gold coin. “Keep this for your trouble.” 
  “Oh, thank you!” 
 “Now, any idea where we can find this cult?” 
   
 * * * 
   
 “Why am I wearing that horrible dress?” I asked, staring down at the golden table where my headless body lay, wearing the most horrendous dark blue velvet robes. 
 “Better that then them ogling your corpse.” 
 “I'm trying my best not to get grossed out by all this, but I really can't help myself at this point.” 
 “That’s understandable.” 
 “What do you think they're chanting?”  
 “Nonsense, it seems.” He shrugged. “You ready?” 
 “As I'll ever be.” 
 He lifted my head, tying it to his back with a sash so I could see everything coming. I heard swords being unsheathed. “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 “Always,” he said calmly. 
 We were airborne, launched off the alcove we were hidden in, the wall passing in front of my eyes as I realized just how high we had been. We landed on the ground with a terrible crack, but that didn't slow down Zander in the slightest.  
 There was a clash of metal against metal. The chanting stopped, replaced by the sounds of a sword fight. 
 And yet again, I could see nothing of the action. 
 A man rushed at me. 
 “Zander, behind you!” I yelled, and Zander spun around, hitting the attacker in the chest. In front of me, three people were on the ground, and many more were approaching, each with a weapon in hand. 
 He spun around once more, and I heard another body crumple to the floor. 
 “Um, Sally?” 
 “What?” 
 “Your corpse is walking.” 
 “Say what?” 
 He pulled me off his back so I could see the insane sight before me. My body was walking of its own accord, its hands extended like a sleepwalker's. It teetered like a puppet on strings. 
 “Are you doing that?” he asked, bewildered, as he fought off one of the cult members. 
 “No way!” 
 “It has to be you. Who else would control your corpse?” 
 “How should I know?” 
 “Think fast!”  He threw me at my body. I spun head over neck for a few seconds, hitting my corpse square in the chest. Surprisingly, I caught myself in my arms. 
 “You see? That has to be you!” 
 “I sure hope so!” I concentrated the hands lifting me up and placing me on the stump that used to be my neck. 
 It was horrible. 
 Suddenly, my left arm was mine. My right leg slowly returned to my senses once again. Bare patches of skin suddenly had feeling again, the tingling sensation of senses returning growing across my chest. 
 “Catch!” Zander ordered, launching his second sword at me. I grabbed it in midair, but one of my arms still wasn't working, except for a few tiny pinpricks of feeling in my fingertips. 
 “What am I supposed to do with this?” I shouted across the room. 
 “Defend yourself!” 
 “How?” 
 “However you can!” 
 I turned around, pointing my cutlass at one of the cult members. He lifted his hands, weaponless. 
 “You've gotten everyone yourself, it seems,” I called back. 
 He walked up to my side, pointing the tip of his sword at the man's neck. His hands rose higher. 
 “I want you to apologize to this young lady. It's not right to steal her corpse.” 
 “I'm... sorry?” He gulped. 
 “Good.” Zander smiled, lowering the weapon. I followed his lead. 
 “Did you take anything of hers?” 
 The man pointed to a small, silver bucket. I walked up to it, shocked to see it full of red liquid. 
 “Dump it,” said Zander. 
 I did as I was told, the blood spilling over the tile floor, staining the white-and-gold ceramics. 
 “We're gone,” he said simply, turning around, extending an arm for me to take. With my right arm finally working again, I took his, and we walked out of the mysterious temple unscathed. 
   



 CHAPTER SIX 
   
 “Where have you two been?” Blayde asked sternly. “It's been hours.” 
 The sun was just beginning to rise when we returned to the tiny room where the former queen of France was hidden. The first rays of light were hitting the buildings in front of us, a new day beginning, and yet we were hastened back into the darkness of a cold cellar. 
 “You are all right?” Marie-Antoinette asked, rising from her chair. She was dressed in commoner's clothes, her short-cropped hair and formfitting skirt making her look younger and more modern. “I was worried sick.” 
 “She was,” Blayde asserted, rolling her eyes. “She asked every five minutes about you.” 
 “We're fine,” Zander said. “Sally's back in one piece, for a start.” 
 “What an... interesting.... dress,” the former queen muttered. 
 “I take it it wasn't in the cemetery anymore?” Blayde sat down on the creaky, old bed in the corner. 
 “Um, let's see.” Zander grinned. “Cemetery, grave robber, doctor, cult. We chased it across the city.” 
 “I was in a pumpkin half the time,” I said. “And Louis? How's he holding up?”  
 “He found your iPod. He played Angry Birds until three in the morning,” Blayde said cheerfully. 
 “He did?” My eyes widened. 
 “He loved it,” Marie-Antoinette said. 
 “Okay, let's not waste time on idle chitchat. Let's get you out of Paris.” Blayde rose to her feet, grabbing my duffel bag and throwing it at me. “Get dressed. We're off as soon as you're ready.” 
   
 * * * 
   
 I'm not going to go over the details of our escape from Paris. We simply walked out of the town, no one recognizing us or caring to stop us. Marie-Antoinette's short hair and shy demeanor meant she was no longer the queen from the many portraits and paintings, just a commoner like the rest of the town, albeit with a better posture.  
 From Paris, we walked to Versailles so she could see her palace one last time. She stared at it wordlessly before indicating we had to get going. She leaned her head on her childhood friend's shoulder and walked away from her luxurious world without a tear. 
 It took us days to reach the nearest port. After countless carts and hundreds of miles on foot, our shoes worn and thin, we finally came upon the small coastal town of Saint Nazare. Zander paid the best-looking ship in town a hefty sum to get her to America in one piece. From that point on, the Widow Capet no longer existed: now she was the Widow Arroule and her son, immigrants to the Americas. 
 Then came the hard part of saying our goodbyes. We had grown rather fond of each other in the past week, making the separation ten times harder. The motherly queen hugged me tight, saying her sad words of farewell, knowing full well this would be the last time we would see each other. Her son had grown more attached to my iPod than to me, making his separation from the toy almost as difficult as his mother's separation from her former dance professor and two-time hero. She hugged him tighter than any of us, unable to let him go.  
 “I won't see you again,” she asserted. 
 “I'm sorry.”  
 “Live long and prosper,” she said, before turning around, grabbing her son's arm, and rushing up the gangway to the ship that would take them to their new home before she could change her mind. 
 “Live long and prosper?” I asked. 
 He shrugged. “Old saying on Pyrina.” 
 The next time I returned home, I made sure to look up the two on Google. According to the passenger manifest, the widow Arroule died on the trip from a horrible disease she had caught in her many years of imprisonment. Her son, however, arrived in one piece. A bit more research brought me to find he had eventually married, had three children, and died a ripe, old age. 
 Needless to say, I did not make a jack-o’-lantern that Halloween, nor any of the years since. It was only when I eventually had children of my own that I brought back the tradition, though I could not stand the smell of pumpkin spice lattes for the rest of my life.  
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