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An original collaboration among five of the genre’s brightest authors, A Glimpse of Darkness is urban fantasy as it’s never been done before. Originally featured on Suvudu.com, this is Random House’s first multicontributor chain story in which the readers voted on the outcome—now published here in its entirety as a thrilling eBook. 

Munira bint Azhar, the half-human daughter of a djinn, is a skilled Retriever in the city of Port Nightfall. Now the powerful sorcerer Temesis has given Munira a dire ultimatum: steal a magical lantern—the Light of Ta’lab—from the horrific undead kingdom below the city, or watch her father die at Temesis’s hand. Will she be able to retrieve the lantern and save her father’s life, or will they both perish in the process?
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Fan Voting Results







Dear Reader,

It started as a lunch table joke: adult choose-your-own-adventure novels.

“We could have paranormal authors write them!”
“They could be action-packed and full of cool monsters!”
“Why not have fans vote on the outcome?”

Wait a minute, these are pretty good ideas.…

So we set about compiling a list of some of our favorite paranormal romance and urban fantasy authors who we wanted to work with on this project. Specifically, we were looking for authors who wrote fun and exciting stories with fully imagined worlds, fascinating characters, and fantastic action.

We were looking for authors whose books we ourselves enjoyed.

It didn’t take us long to come up with this all-star roster: Lara Adrian, Harry Connolly, Kelly Meding, Lucy A. Snyder, and Stacia Kane.

Now, we fully expected these authors to look at our little experiment and immediately decline. It is one thing to ask an author to write a short story, but it is another thing entirely to ask them to collaborate with other authors with whom they have never worked before—in a world they weren’t familiar with. Not to mention that they would have almost no control over where the story would go once we factored in the fan voting. And if all that wasn’t enough to deter them, perhaps the fact that they would have only a couple of days to write their chapter would scare them off.

Amazingly—and luckily for us—all five authors loved the idea and jumped on board as quickly as possible. After a few planning emails and documents were sent around, the group was ready to begin. What followed was some of the most exciting, intriguing, original, and action-packed writing that we have ever seen—and some of the most fun we’ve had as editors. Guided by the fans’ voting, our authors rose to the occasion and created a fantastic piece of short fiction in a manner that has never before been attempted. We couldn’t be happier with the way these pieces came together and are extraordinarily proud of the eNovella that you are about to read.

We hope you enjoy the fruit of our “little experiment,” and hope this “glimpse” from each of these wonderful authors leads you to discover some new favorites. Toward that end, we urge you to check out all the excerpts of original fiction from our authors at the end of this eNovella.

Happy Reading,

David Pomerico and Mike Braff
Editors of A Glimpse of Darkness



Chapter 1
by Lara Adrian

By the time Munira bint Azhar stepped out of her street-level apartment that Monday morning, she had two good reasons to turn around and crawl right back into bed. The migraine jackhammering behind her eyelids had her feeling like one of the undead, but it was the near collision with a rickshaw full of tourists on their way to one of Port Nightfall’s many casinos that had really put the icing on her can-this-day-be-over-already morning.

It had also cost her a perfectly good cup of coffee, not to mention her favorite mug. She glared down at the shattered green zombie face and the cheap ceramic shards that used to proclaim GREAT MINDS TASTE ALIKE.

“Bloody tourists,” she grumbled as she swept the broken pieces into the gutter grate at the curb. “Can’t live with ’em, can’t pack ’em up and send ’em Below.”

Since trouble tended to run in threes in her experience, she could hardly wait to find out what else might be waiting for her. Unfortunately, what waited for her at her office a few blocks away was a stack of bills that weren’t going to get paid if she gave in to the prickling at her nape warning her to give the rest of this day a pass. It had been a long stretch since her last contracted job—long enough that she’d nearly begun to regret turning down the most recent one that had come her way.

Making a living as a Retriever was very specialized work, occasionally well paying, almost always dangerous. Munira had been doing it for a long time, since she was a little girl, in fact, growing up in Port Nightfall’s neighboring Baja desert lands among her father’s people. Azhar was djinn, part of an ancient ifrit tribe of beings with the power to manipulate fire. He’d taken great care in teaching his half-blood daughter how to use her own unique abilities to her best, most lucrative advantage. It had started off as a game, a challenge to see how quickly and efficiently Munira could fetch the objects Azhar had planted around their camp. She couldn’t recall when those games had turned to thievery and she the obliging accomplice, helping her father feed an insatiable habit for cards and dice.

Ancient history, she thought, heading across the street toward the local maqhan and the aroma of fresh-brewed espresso. She’d left home at the age of fifteen to make her own way and hadn’t looked back in all the years since.

As she entered the coffee shop, the tattooed barista lifted her dreadlock-fringed head and gave her a welcoming nod. Munira strode to the counter, perched on the edge of a batik-upholstered stool, and ordered a double shot. “On second thought, make it a triple, Lolita.”

“That bad, huh?”

Munira merely grunted in response. On the other side of the long lounging area, a couple of white-haired little old ladies in straw sombreros sipped Turkish coffees and listened, rapt and wide-eyed, as one of the city’s fortune-tellers dealt from a tarot deck and whispered lies about adventures soon to come in their lives. The fortune-teller was a fake, but most of the people coming to Port Nightfall and the other resort areas in the Emirate of Baja California didn’t know that.

Nor did they have any inkling of the true magic of this place. Strange and sometimes fearsome creatures roamed the land, both within the glittering city these tourists trod through so casually, and in the darker realm that lurked Below, in El Sótano: the undead domain of the necromancer Soledad. To preserve a precarious peace, Magickind kept their secrets hidden from human eyes and ears. They lived and worked among the city’s general population as though they were no different from the mundane who surrounded them.

Lolita came back with the triple and placed the lidded cup on the counter. She leaned in toward Munira, her voice barely a whisper. “Did you hear about Tariq el Sabueso?”

Munira shook her head, although she knew enough about the bottom-feeding werehound shapeshifter to guess it likely wasn’t good.

Lolita’s blue eyes were grim beneath her arched, dark brows. The dreds that covered her head writhed nearly imperceptibly, but enough that Munira noticed the heightened worry churning behind the pretty Gorgon’s level stare. “He’s dead, Nira. Last night his shredded carcass was found near El Sótano’s south portal.”

Munira blew out a long sigh. “What was he doing down there? Any idiot knows the only way you come back from Below is in pieces.”

Then again, the werehound wasn’t exactly famous for his good sense. He was reckless and opportunistic, not to mention indiscriminate, scraping up the crap jobs that Munira and her business partner, Arielle, wouldn’t touch, no matter how high their bills had stacked up. Whatever Tariq had been after in Soledad’s domain sure as hell hadn’t been worth it.

“I gotta go,” she said, paying Lolita as she hopped off the stool. “Thanks for the caffeine.”

“Anytime,” the Gorgon replied. “You be careful, Nira. You hear?”

Munira waved and headed out to the sunlit, palm-tree-lined street. The walk to her office took only a couple of minutes, past the rows of boutiques and restaurants whose architecture and offerings exemplified Port Nightfall’s mixed heritage of exotic Arabian influences and the colorful, earthy exuberance of neighboring Mexico.

Gleaming white domes of marble and slender minarets stood in serene elegance beside awe-inspiring red adobe cathedrals rich with elaborate, jewel-toned stained-glass windows and life-like, sculptured reliefs. As Munira cut through the drifting smoke of a nearby incense shop, a street vendor selling spicy kebabs and fajitas smiled at her from between the hanging clusters of bright red chili peppers that festooned his cart like bunches of grapes.

Up ahead, at the end of the main drag, a towering high-rise of sparkling glass and steel loomed, not so much a part of the city as dominating it. She wasn’t Catholic, not even human actually, but Munira barely resisted the urge to cross herself as she walked into its long shadow on her way to her low-rent office door just off the street.

Expecting her partner to be in already, Munira was surprised to find the door still locked, the blinds shuttered over the small window from the night before. Juggling her precious triple espresso, she fumbled her keys out of her pant pocket with one hand, then opened the door.

“Arielle?”

No answer. Typical of the free-spirited sylph to come in late on a Monday. Of course, it didn’t help her punctuality any that she was currently infatuated with her new man. Arielle was a decent business partner and a hell of a Retriever in her own right, but the girl was seriously impaired when it came to telling time.

Munira lifted the cup of espresso to her lips as she walked through the small reception area to her workstation down the hall.

As soon as she crossed the threshold into her cubbyhole of an office, the fine hairs at her nape and along her arms rose in warning. The normally caramel color of her skin took on a bluish tint, betraying her djinn blood. Her instincts intensified with sudden alarm.

That’s when she spotted the ball of energy hanging in the upper corner of the room.

“Holy—”

“Munira bint Azhar.” The malevolent swirling sphere of light began to waver and gather more solid form. It took on the basic shape of a man, though Munira knew all too well that Temesis the wizard was no man at all. The most powerful resident of Port Nightfall, Temesis lived in the penthouse of the city’s tallest tower, the very one that eclipsed most of the street and Munira’s office as well. “You’ve been refusing my calls, Munira. How very rude of you.”

She snorted, perhaps not the wisest response, but if he’d taken the time to teleport his likeness into her office, politeness probably wouldn’t save her now. “I’ve told you before, Temesis. I don’t want your business.”

“I think you’re wrong,” his vaporous image replied. “In fact, I’m quite certain you’ll want my business more than anything. That’s why I’ve come to pay you this in-person visit.”

She set her coffee down on the edge of her desk, wary now. “You don’t need me. There are others in this city who would be more than happy to run whatever errand you have in mind. I told you that the last time we spoke.”

“Yes, you did.” His translucent face tightened with a thin smile. “I’ve wasted enough time on imbeciles who weren’t worthy of the task. I need someone with the skill and intelligence you possess.” His lips curved into a contented, confident sneer. “I want you, Munira. I will have you.”

She didn’t like the sound of that at all. And his mention of unworthy imbeciles sent her thoughts hurtling back to poor, shredded Tariq el Sabueso. “Oh, my God. You sent the werehound to El Sótano? You should have known he wouldn’t make it back.”

Temesis shrugged. “You will, however.”

“What?” Now she was pissed. “You think you can come in here and coerce me into offering myself up to Soledad for her amusement? Forget it. Whatever it is you need from El Sótano, you’re going to have to go down and get it yourself.”

Temesis’s shrewd eyes darkened like a coming storm, a reminder of the wizard’s legendary temper and his deadly power. “You know that’s not possible. Soledad and I have an understanding; we have our boundaries. I keep to my realm up here, and she to hers Below.”

“Yet you expect me to waltz down there instead? How stupid do you think I am?”

“It’s not stupidity I’m counting on with you, Munira.”

“Then what makes you think I’d ever willingly agree to something like this?”

“Loyalty,” he said simply. “The bond of family. Namely, yours.”

Something cold grabbed hold of her stomach. “My family?”

Within the ball of energy hovering in the corner, Temesis’s image morphed into the face of someone else. Someone she hadn’t seen for many long years.

Her father.

Azhar was in Temesis’s penthouse, submerged in a large cylinder filled with water—the only element that could douse his ifrit djinn magic. He was powerless, a prisoner to Temesis’s whim. Her blood ran cold.

“You see, Munira,” said the wizard’s detached voice from somewhere all around her, “you have a very good reason to help me get what I want. You have twenty-four hours to go Below and bring me the Light of Ta’lab from where it resides at Soledad’s palace.”

She stared at her father’s face through the magic and the liquid prison that held him. Temesis was asking the impossible. Venturing Below was treacherous on its own, but to demand she steal from Soledad’s well-guarded domain? “I can’t … no one would be able to steal the Light and make out of El Sótano alive.”

Temesis’s voice held the hint of a malicious smile. “I know you can do it. The life of your father depends on it.”



Chapter 2
by Harry Connolly

The ball of energy—and the image inside it—shrank, vanishing like water down a drain. When Munira was sure it was truly gone, her ramrod-straight posture turned wobbly. She grabbed the edge of her desk to hold herself steady.

She stared, not really seeing the bills and old messages scattered on her desktop. Her rage was building, and the wooden desk became very cold to her touch.

No, she thought. Keep your cool. You don’t have the time or the energy to waste. She stepped away from the desk and took note of the scorch marks her hands had left. Again. Perfect. Arielle would be so pleased.

The worst part of all this was the expression on her father’s face. Her kind, mischievous, feckless father, who had a smile for everyone—including the ones he robbed—had despaired. His shame she was used to; he’d been ashamed of his own weakness many times. But she’d never thought of him as someone who’d give up.

Munira pushed that thought out of her mind. She only had twenty-four hours. She didn’t have time to waste.

What she did have was options. She could drop a letter of resignation on Arielle’s desk. Lolita would hire her at the maqhan. Maybe. It would mean abandoning the only thing she was truly good at, but no one would ever blackmail her into a job again. All she’d have to do is punch a clock, pay taxes, wipe up after humans, and generally wade deeper into the muck of the mundane world. Ugh.

Or she could get Arielle to help her break into Temesis’s penthouse. The pinhole he’d opened to transmit images of her father—and of the wizard’s own smug face—would linger. Arielle could probably widen it to let Munira slip through, then maybe throw a few grenades around, spray machine-gun fire, release some gremlins with grenades and machine guns—anything to create a distraction and rescue her father.

Not that they had gremlins, or grenades, or even a gun at the office. Hell, with her mug broken, she couldn’t even have thrown hot coffee on him.

The next option was the easiest: She could sit at her desk, open a magazine, and while the hours away waiting for a real job. Hadn’t she promised herself, when she’d finally left what she’d laughably called “home,” that she would never risk her neck getting her father out of trouble again?

But that was the problem. His life wasn’t in trouble because of yet another bet he couldn’t cover or because he’d been caught stealing from the wrong people. He was in trouble because of her. And however inconstant, untrustworthy, and undisciplined he was, he still loved her … in his way.

That left only one option: steal the Light of Ta’lab from Soledad’s sewer-palace within twenty-three hours and fifty-three minutes and bring it to Temesis’s doorstep so she could collect her payment.

Then she’d teach that arrogant wizard what happens to people who take from thieves.

Her first step was to call Arielle; only an idiot would try to do this job alone. While the phone rang, Munira tried to imagine what she could offer her partner in exchange for her help. Even full ownership of the company might not be enough.

Not that it mattered. Arielle didn’t answer her phone, and neither did her new boyfriend. Munira wasted another twenty minutes leaving messages with her partner’s friends. It looked like she was an idiot after all.

And there could be no holding back on this one. She was going to have to go all-in.

She opened the safe, took out three items, and slammed it shut. Within ten minutes, she was back out on the street and sprinting for home.

Her first stop was her dining room. She took a vihuela down from the wall. It had belonged to a musician she’d become friends with. She had found his daughter in an orphanage, and he had given her this guitar. It was the very one he’d played for the victims of a terrible mudslide in Acalana, and the recording of that impromptu performance had made him a star. Even now, years later, she wept when she played that concert; it was the only precious thing she owned.

Moving to her home phone, she draped the first of the items from her floor safe—a veil that made the wearer irresistible—over the phone receiver and conference-called three people who’d tried to buy the guitar from her in the past. The sudden auction landed her seventy-five thousand U.S. dollars, and she rushed to complete the sale before she had second thoughts. Forty-five minutes later, she was standing on the doorstep of a former Paraguayan paper magnate, trading the vihuela for a suitcase full of cash.

Her cab was waiting for her as requested. Time was rushing by, but there were some things she could not skip. Her actual trip Below should take less than an hour, maybe two if things went badly. Any longer and she would almost certainly never come back.

Which was why this whole setup was so frustrating. Despite what she’d said to Temesis, she thought maybe, just maybe, she could have pulled a job Below. It would have taken major preparation, maybe a year or a year and a half of planning and gathering resources. She could have raised some cash by stealing and fencing a few special items in private collections she’d had her eye on. She also knew people who needed favors and would repay them in kind: a family of Chinese sorcerers down in Mexico City, a squad of golems who hired themselves out as mercenaries, an intelligent plant in Oregon that could secrete an amazing variety of poisons and hallucinogens.

With enough money and the right favors, artifacts, and allies, Munira thought she could do anything. Hell, she could probably bring down the entire Baja Emirate. But twenty-four hours? The very idea was stupid and wasteful, and now her friend’s guitar was gone.

She cried then, a little. Not for her own life, which she had risked many times—hell, she enjoyed the danger, within reason. She cried for the empty space on her dining room wall.

The cabdriver did not notice, or didn’t mention it if she did. Typical human.

Munira had her game face on when she reached the Pescado District. No pescado was sold here anymore, but who wanted to live in the Condo District? The cab dropped her off outside the office of a waterfront tour company. Munira strolled to the alley, walked around a dumpster, and went down a flight of stairs to an old steel door.

The sign above the button read ELEVATOR REPAIR. There was no elevator. Munira took the second of the items she had “borrowed” from the floor safe and hung it around her neck. Whatever happened in the next hour, she and her clothes would stay clean. Then she rang twice in quick succession, then twice more.

A minute later, an old Hispanic woman opened the door. She was skeletal and sun-wrinkled, with dark spots on her forehead. “Munira,” she said.

“Good morning. This new look doesn’t suit you, um …”

“Alvara.” She stepped aside to let Munira into the apartment. Alvara glanced warily up the stairs, then shut the door.

As usual, the apartment was dim and stank like a garbage pit. “I don’t much like this look, either, but I have to take what I can get. At least I get to be a woman again.”

Munira didn’t know Alvara’s real name. She was a ghouleh, an eater of the dead, and the pensioners in the apartment building above kept her fed. The fact that she took on the form of those she ate, allowing her to sell their things and collect their checks, didn’t hurt, either.

“I need a map of the emir’s beachfront condo,” Munira said.

“It’ll cost you.”

“That’s why I brought this.” From her jacket pocket, Munira took out the last of the items she’d taken from her office safe. It was a book of dreaming, magically enchanted to hold the reader in a trance. Alvara snatched it from her hands with a speed and strength that would have surprised someone who didn’t know what she really was. She carried it to her desk and opened it. Then she became very still.

Munira waited a moment to make sure it took. This was a risky ploy; she’d used the book on the ghouleh two years before to acquire a map she couldn’t afford, and people who reused the same tricks eventually tipped their hand and wound up dead in an alley somewhere. Still, if the ghouleh had a map of El Sótano, she’d be unlikely to part with it. Even a suitcase full of money wasn’t worth the risk of landing on Soledad’s enemies list.

Munira counted to three hundred; Alvara didn’t move. Good. She pulled on a pair of latex gloves while she surveyed the apartment. It was a horror, of course; ghouls weren’t known for their hygiene. She ignored the flat file where the ghouleh kept her “regular” merchandise—the blueprints of houses, banks, museums, and office buildings that she sold to regular criminals. Instead Munira pushed through the curtain into the next room.

She’d ventured back here the last time she’d used the book, and this time it wasn’t as awful. There were no bloody, decomposing bodies, no stinking tubs, no piles of bones.

She approached the aging steel refrigerator against the far wall, lifted it, and set it gently and quietly in the middle of the floor.

There, set into the wall, was the safe. It was an American Security fire/burglary model, about two feet high and wide. Not the most extravagant security, but respectable. Munira bent to the dial, praying the ghouleh hadn’t changed the combination. She hadn’t.

The door swung open, revealing a rack of file folders. There was no jewelry, gold, or cash. Information was the ghouleh’s only wealth.

Munira found the folder she needed under S. Below was documented in a dozen pages of intersecting, overlapping maps. “Of course,” Munira muttered. “Because why should anything be easy?”

“I agree completely.”

Munira spun around. Alvara tossed the book of dreaming into the garbage-filled corner behind her and leaned against the filthy refrigerator. “Damn,” Munira said.

Alvara came at her with blinding speed. Munira managed to catch the ghouleh’s clawed hands at the wrists, but the impact slammed her against the wall.

Munira held Alvara at arm’s length. The ghouleh was strong, but not as strong as the half-blood daughter of an ifrit. Still, Alvara was damn fast, and no tidiness charm could protect Munira from the diseases in the ghouleh’s pointed fingernails.

Alvara’s face began to lengthen like a jackal’s, and the whole front row of her upper teeth grew long, sharp, and hollow. A snake’s fangs injected venom, but the ghouleh would inject something far, far worse.

Munira’s adrenaline raced and the room suddenly seemed arctic. Alvara winced. Munira’s grip had become scorching hot. The flame was close to escaping from her—right next to all those precious maps—and Munira didn’t think she could hold it back for long. Unless …

Alvara opened her jaws wide and lunged forward, hissing. Munira spat into her open mouth.

The ghouleh threw herself backward, choking and clutching her scalded mouth. Munira shoved her to the ground, then lifted the steel refrigerator over her head, about to pound Alvara into a paste with it.

“No! Wait!” the ghouleh gasped, her natural whining voice revealing itself. “Don’t kill me! Take what you want. Please!”

Munira hesitated, then set the fridge down. She didn’t really want to kill Alvara if she didn’t have to. “You knew?”

Alvara crouched in the filth, face petulant. “I figured it out that day. You didn’t put the fridge back in place correctly. That’s how I knew you stole from me.”

“I didn’t steal,” Munira said. She bent over the maps and snapped a photo while watching Alvara out of the corner of her eye. “I just made a couple of copies.”

“That’s stealing!” the ghouleh snapped. “I don’t sell maps. I sell the license to a map. I retain the copyright, and if you make illicit copies, you’re ripping me off!”

Munira stared at her, a little incredulous. “You do realize that your entire client base is made of thieves and killers, don’t you?”

But Alvara’s petulant outrage evaporated as she realized which file Munira was copying. “Are you planning to go Below? Are you going to hurt Soledad?”

Munira looked at her warily. “I’m planning to steal something from her, yeah.”

“Munira, do you know what Soledad does to carrionkind? Haven’t you wondered why there are so few of us in Port Nightfall? Honey, I used to have a husband and children.” There was a quiet moment as Munira tried to think of something to say. She couldn’t. “Come along,” Alvara said, standing. “Bring those maps.”

The ghouleh cleared her desk by sweeping everything to the floor, then laid out the sheets of paper to form one large map. “I’ve been grabbing Soledad’s creatures, one at a time, to learn what I can. Not so many that she’d notice, but my map is nearly complete. There are five ways in that I know of. To the north, there’s an unused pipe on the lowest floor of the sewage treatment plant, but everyone knows about that.”

“That’s where the spiders are.”

“Don’t try to get past the spiders. You smell too good. To the west, there’s an underwater grotto, just beneath Pier Twelve.”

“Really?”

“Don’t go that way, either. I mean it. The necromancer doesn’t just experiment on humans, or dogs, or combining humans with dogs. Or horses. Or—”

“Okay, I get it.”

“No, you don’t. You really don’t. Just don’t even try entering that way. Please?”

“I hear you.”

“To the south, in the basement of an old paper mill, is the front door. That’s the ‘official’ entrance to her domain, where she does business if she’s got business to do.”

“That’s where Tariq was killed.”

“Yes,” Alvara said. “He tried to bluff his way in through the front door. Very stupid.”

“There are two more?”

“Here’s what most people don’t know: Nearly every storm drain in the city can get you down there. You drop into the catch basin and slip into the drain itself. The dead patrol there, too, but the pipes are bigger and cleaner than they are in the sewers. Big enough, maybe, for a large dog. It is not far from there to the palace tunnels that Soledad’s undead servants use to travel beneath the city.”

Munira’s father, an ifrit, could change his shape and enter through those pipes, but she didn’t have that much fire. “And the fifth?”

“That is the best one! Look here! This office building, just six blocks from city hall, is on the edge of the Tacktown neighborhood.”

“You mean Cracktown.”

“The crack is mostly gone. Now it is simply poor again. Soledad grabs many of her victims from this part of the city, because the people are poor and no one cares very much. But this office building is built on a foundation of friction piles.”

“Um, what?”

“Friction piles.” Alvara sighed. “Long wooden rods driven into the ground to hold the building in place, like the bristles of a hairbrush pressed into the dirt.”

“Okay.”

“Some of these wooden piles are unusually large, and one of them has been hollowed out. Soledad’s palace is there, under this building, and nobody knows but her and me. And now you.”

Munira was quiet a moment. She didn’t need Alvara’s insistence that she avoid the western entrance. Ifrits—even half-ifrits—don’t like large bodies of water. She also had no intention of knocking on Soledad’s front door and introducing herself.

But what about the other options? The northern entrance would have fewer of the living dead, if only because the spiders ate them. The storm drains would be well defended, if she could even get inside. And the hollow piling that led straight to the palace would lead straight into the heart of Soledad’s power.

She took out her camera again to snap more pictures of the map. “Oh, put that away,” Alvara said. “I have a color scanner right here. And I can email a high-res picture to your phone.” She opened a cabinet behind her, revealing three shelves of electronic equipment. “Who will you see for your equipment? Karl the Mole? The Rascal? Wendy Feathers is missing, you know.”

“I heard she was dead.”

“Wendy gets herself killed every three or four years. It doesn’t stick.”

“I was thinking I’d go to see Wide-Awake Joe.”

“What?” Alvara turned to her, shocked. “He’s a human!”

“But he’s Wide Awake. He also sells reliable gear. I don’t know where Rascal gets his stuff, but I can’t depend on it anymore. He nearly got me arrested six months ago.”

Alvara shrugged and went back to her equipment. Within five minutes, Munira had three copies of the complete map in various sizes, and a ping from her phone letting her know the file had arrived.

“Thank you,” Munira said. “What do I owe you?” The ghouleh’s maps were expensive. A map of a mansion or a museum could cost three thousand U.S. She was almost afraid to hear what a map to the home of the most dangerous woman on the western half of the continent would cost.

Alvara looked at her steadily, her face still showing the partial transformation to a jackal. “One dollar U.S.”

Munira pulled four quarters from her pant pocket and set them on the edge of the desk. They nodded to each other, and Munira left feeling oddly elated.

That good feeling—along with the stink of the ghouleh’s apartment—lingered when she strolled into a dingy bar called the Clay Lantern not half an hour later. Wide-Awake Joe was an American who said he’d moved to Baja “for the women.” He had also somehow learned that there was a supernatural world existing alongside his mundane human one. Rather than become a wizard, as most humans did, he became a salesman, and the back booth of this dark, run-down bar was his general store.

“Munira!” he called when he saw her. “My God, how gorgeous you are! Every time, it’s like I’m seeing an angel.”

“You’re packing on the pounds, Joe.” Munira nodded toward the potbelly straining against his silk shirt. She sat across from him in the booth, keeping her suitcase very, very close. “And you forgot to shave this week.”

“I could use a few plugs up top, too, eh?” he said, stroking his receding hairline. “Believe me, I know you’re out of my league, babe. I’m just saying you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my life. Testify!”

“Arielle—you remember her? My partner?—says you tell her the same thing, word for word.”

Joe shrugged, unembarrassed. “What can I say? I’m running a business here.”

Americans. Munira couldn’t help it. She laughed. “I need a standard number five kit, Joe.”

“It won’t be the standard price. Ah ah ah!” He held up his hand to ward off her objection. “There’s nothing I can do about it, angel-face. Temesis is prepping for something big, and supplies are scarce. However, if you want to buy a little bag of oregano and sawdust from I Rascal, be my guest.”

“How much more?”

“Fifty percent.”

“Fifty?”

“I know, I know. You think I like it? I’m getting reamed here, too! It’s cutting into my profits. I had to hock two of my rings!” He held out his hand to show that his thumbs were unadorned, though he still wore gold on the other digits.

“Fine.”

“And that’s U.S., sweetie, like always. You want some undead packets? Don’t give me that look! There’s been a lot of interest lately.”

That caught her interest, too. One touch of a properly made packet, and the animated dead lost their animation. Then she remembered: Twenty-four hours. “No,” Munira said. “I don’t have time to wait for them.”

“But that’s the beautiful thing: They’re already made. A were-jaguar thought he might be in a little trouble with you-know-who and asked me to get twenty for him, which I did. Then he had the nerve to lowball the price! I wouldn’t play and he stormed out. Next morning his friends found his apartment wrecked but no were-jaguar, which to me means he should have paid, right? The best part is that these babies are still fresh, only three days old!”

If Joe was saying three days with such enthusiasm, they were probably closer to two weeks, which wasn’t a deal-breaker. But there were only twenty. Rumor was that Soledad had a hundred times that number of servants. Munira wouldn’t win a war with the packets, but …

“Tariq turned them down,” Joe said smugly. “ ‘Don’t need ’em,’ he told me. ‘I got teeth.’ ”

“I have teeth, too,” Munira said. “If they’re fresh, I’ll take them all, for a thousand each.”

“A thousand!” Joe spluttered. “Angel-face, that’s below cost! I’d be losing money!”

“I doubt it,” Munira said. She felt herself growing annoyed. Joe’s American bluster was charming in its grimy way. His American whining was not. “Come on, Joe. We both know you’d never pay more than a thousand for a score of those packets. And I have a lunch date, so let’s hurry. If we can’t do the deal, I heard that Wendy Feathers is back in town.”

“Already? Okay! Fine! But only for you, gorgeous.”

Joe’s heart wasn’t in the compliments anymore, which made Munira glad. If he’d looked too comfortable, she’d know he was cheating her. “And I’m going to need something special.”

He smiled. “What do you need?”

“What do you have?”

He pulled an iPad out of his satchel, tapped something on the screen, and handed it to Munira. “The prices for these items are not negotiable.”

Munira sighed. The packets were already going to set her back twenty grand, and with the price boost the kit was going to be fifteen. That left her with forty thousand U.S. to spend.

Joe’s list was longer than she’d expected—he really did have a lot of great gear to offer. Unfortunately, most of it was out of her price range. The first thing she did, though, was scroll down to L to see if he listed “Light of Ta’lab.” Nope. It was a long shot, anyway. She wanted the knit cap that rendered the wearer invisible to every sense, but it cost twenty times what she had.

With a tap, she reorganized the list by price, cheapest items at the top. Everything under forty grand was in potion form, which was okay. They’d work, but the effects wouldn’t last terribly long. Worse, the cheapest item she had any interest in at all cost nearly thirty grand.

She could only afford one.

First was a spirit-boosting potion. She’d taken this before: It brought out her ifrit aspects, allowing her to change shape for three to five minutes. Despite the fight with Alvara earlier, she thought she had enough fire left to become a column of smoke for five minutes, and that should be enough to get her down a narrow storm drain, past whatever undead things guarded the palace entrances. Probably. After that, it would be on her, the packets, and the kit.

Second was a spider-mimicking potion: It would make her sound and smell like one of the giant ambush spiders that hunted the treatment plant pipe. The creatures’ venom was valuable, and the collectors who went after it used the potion to capture spiders at the edge of their hunting grounds. Would it disguise her well enough to let her cross hundreds of yards of their territory?

Third, and last, was the potion of dreamless sleep, sometimes called Juliet Juice. If she drank it, she would appear dead to every natural and supernatural sense. Soledad’s servants, hunting for bodies to experiment on, would carry her down the hollow friction pile. It would probably get her deep into the palace without even breaking a sweat. Still … she’d be helpless until the juice wore off.

Those were her options for breaching the defenses of El Sótano. But which was the smartest way in?



Chapter 3
by Lucy A. Snyder

Munira bit her lip, stared down at the iPad, and considered her cash-limited options. Soledad’s undead guards would be a problem no matter the path she chose … but ugh, the ambush spiders. The creepy chittering noises the monsters made never failed to wreck her nerves. Even with a very strong potion—which she doubted Wide-Awake Joe was selling—she wasn’t sure she could convincingly pretend to be something she despised so thoroughly.

And the notion of drinking the Juliet Juice and leaving herself at the mercy of the creatures Below seemed less and less wise the more she thought about it. What if hungry sewer rats found her paralyzed body before the necromancer’s minions did? She shuddered.

“I’ll take the spirit booster.” She passed the iPad back to Joe. “And that—along with everything else—comes to seventy thousand, right?”

“Right you are.” He gave her a broad smile. “You’re getting all this for a song, gorgeous.”

She snorted. “Sure I am. Show me the merchandise, and I’ll show you the money.”

#

Five minutes later, Munira stepped onto the hot sidewalk outside the Clay Lantern, her suitcase heavy with potions and packets, but light on cash.

As she headed back to her office, she considered what she’d learned from Joe. If he was running low on supplies, then clearly she and poor mangled Tariq weren’t the only Retrievers whom Temesis had sent Below. What was the wizard up to?

She knew a little about the Light. Ta’lab was an old moon god; worshippers and travelers had sought knowledge of the future at his temples hundreds of years before the Oracle at Delphi would put the focus on Greece and the sun as a source of prophecy. In the seventies, UK archaeologists discovered the Light in Yemen. Once restored, it was kept behind locked doors at the British Museum, available only to “scholars” that Munira knew were European and Middle Eastern wizards who paid a handsome viewing price.

The Light had gone missing a decade ago, and soon after it was common knowledge all over Baja that Soledad had it. Not that anyone on this side of the Atlantic really cared. Ta’lab hadn’t been anyone’s go-to god for two thousand years, and the world was full of ancient oracular artifacts. And whatever the Light did, the Brits apparently hadn’t felt that trying to Retrieve it was worth tangling with the sewer sorceress.

So what could Temesis possibly want with it? He was rumored to own far more impressive prophetic artifacts. And why the rush to get the Light now, considering it had been Below for years?

As she unlocked her office, Munira realized that all the “whys” her mind could mill wouldn’t slow her deadline or make it any easier to find the Light. She had to focus on the job and worry about Temesis’s machinations later. When she knew her father was safe.

She opened the suitcase and pulled out the brown paper bag containing her standard kit. The disposable cell phone had a full battery and a Los Angeles number—she’d hoped it would trace to a more distant location, but L.A. was good enough—and the bottle of Impresso looked fresh. Excellent.

Munira was very good at her job, but even she couldn’t track a completely unfamiliar object. Studying a photo wasn’t reliable enough for get-in, get-out Retrieval. And calling her contact at the British Museum might attract unwanted attention. Fortunately, a bit of Googling and phoning connected her to a professor in Boston.

“MacDougal here … what d’ya want?” His voice was gruffly Scottish.

“Hi, my name is Sara Larson.” She covered the microphone with her left thumb and downed the coffee-flavored Impresso.

“I’m with Archaeology Magazine,” she continued, already woozy and tingly from the potion. “I’m doing a piece on Sheban artifacts, and I’m told you worked on some key digs?”

“Oh.” Now he sounded keenly interested. “Well, yes, but I was just a grad student …”

“You helped find the Light of Ta’lab, didn’t you? What was that like?”

As he reminisced, the potion took hold and her mind followed his voice into his memories until it seemed as though she were brushing the dirt off the ancient, intricate octagonal brass lamp with her own hands. Once she was sure she had a good feel for the Light, she thanked the professor and ended the call.

Munira closed her eyes and let her consciousness expand, drift, seeking the Light. She expected it would be casting a wise illumination in a meditation chamber … but the artifact was down in Soledad’s laboracombs, where the sorceress kept barely living bodies on slabs and body parts in preservation jars for experimentation. The vision was strong: The shining brass lamp hung from a rusty nail on the cave wall, casting a peculiar blue light across the naked bodies of humans, animals, and demi-humans arrayed beneath it.

A pity she hadn’t bought the Juliet Juice. Then she remembered the possibility of rats …

Of course, using a spirit booster made wardrobe choices tricky. Synthetics wouldn’t change state with her; her natural magic couldn’t affect them. Natural fibers like wool and cotton could change … but her magic was more than likely to reduce them to ash. She could bring a change of clothes with her—she’d have enough power to levitate a few pounds while she was immaterial—but didn’t want to spend even a second naked Below.

Fortunately, she’d faced the same challenge the last time she’d taken a booster for a job—and she’d had more time and money to prepare then. Consequently, she’d acquired a genuine salamander catsuit and matching boots. The suit’s shiny lace-up leather look was a little too gothic for her tastes, but she hadn’t bought it for fashion. Made from the sleek skin of one of the legendary fire creatures, the clothing would turn to smoke with her and never burn.

After a trip back to her apartment to change and transfer her gear into a water- and fireproof backpack, she let her Retriever’s sense lead her to a storm drain that would provide the most direct access to the laboracombs. Following half an hour of walking—and only two propositions from strangers on the street—she found herself in a concrete spillway beneath the northbound Ensenada Highway overpass.

The spillway was dry, and the circular steel grate wasn’t bolted down. Gripping the grate, she pulled it aside, carefully lowered herself down through the drain, and dropped eight feet to the concrete floor of the catch basin. It was much drier and cleaner than she’d feared; there was only an inch of sandy mud squishing around her boots. The city got very little rain most of the time, but during hurricane season the storm sewers were critical.

At chest height was a set of pipes. The large ones would carry any overflow to the salty lake outside the city. Her sense told her that the smallest pipe, the one not quite big enough for an adult, the one that smelled of death, led to Below.

With a quick, silent prayer that the magic would last long enough for her to get clear of the pipe, Munira pulled out her spirit booster and drank it down. It tasted of alcohol and bitter oranges, like a shot of Curaçao liqueur, and for one bad moment she was afraid Joe had cheated her.

But then she felt the warmth spreading throughout her body and an adrenaline surge as her ifrit powers awakened. She was floating, and then she was fire and smoke, pushing her backpack ahead of her on a cushion of air. Being airy smoke made her feel more free and powerful than she remembered, and as she blew down the pipe, faster than any bird, she envied her father for being able to take this form whenever he pleased.

She puffed out into a large cavern and silently flew over the heads of the three huge, misshapen ambush spiders—sheesh, were those things everywhere down here?—and a squad of weird, stitched-together undead monstrosities she was happy to have only seen in passing. None of the guards seemed to notice her.

Joe’s potion lasted longer than she expected, and she wasn’t forced to re-form until she was well into the passageway leading to the laboracombs. It felt depressingly mundane to be standing there on two heavy flesh legs; her soul keened to be able to fly again. She told her soul to shut the hell up and dug out her Maglite and a couple of undead packets, just in case.

As she turned on the flashlight, something slithered into the light beam. It had cloudy undead human eyes and a reptilian body; it took her half a second to realize that Soledad or one of her minions had stitched a man’s head onto a crocodile’s body. The thing stared at her, opened a mouth filled with dog’s teeth, and took a breath, she guessed to holler an alarm—

She pitched one of the packets right into the thing’s mouth, and the paper egg burst in a puff of ash and salt and herbs. The undead creature dropped, now nothing more than somebody’s twisted taxidermy project. It smelled ghastly. Shuddering, she stepped over the corpse and continued on to the laboracombs.

Blue light streamed into the passageway from one of the rooms, and when she stepped inside, her initial view of the laboracomb perfectly matched her vision of the place. Wanting to spend as little time in there as possible, Munira scanned for guards; seeing none, she hurried past the slab-sleepers to the Light of Ta’lab on the wall.

She carefully lifted the precious brass lantern off its unceremonious rusty nail.

The moment she freed it, she heard a rustling of leathery wings from the ceiling. Her stomach lurched in panic and she looked up. Dozens of saucer-sized eyes reflected the blue lantern light back at her, and she caught glimpses of curving claws and sharp fangs.

“Thief!” one began to squawk, and soon they were all shrieking, louder than any air raid siren, wings flapping, preparing to fall on Munira like curses from the gods.

She clutched the Light to her chest and crouched, preparing to sprint for it—

—but then her eyes locked on the face of a nearby sleeper. It was Arielle, her sylph partner. Temesis must have recruited her before he approached Munira.

Damn him.



Chapter 4
by Kelly Meding

Indecision was not a place Munira liked to be, but it had rooted her to the floor of Soledad’s undead laboratory, a flock of winged monsters screeching overhead. She’d completed the job, in the sense that she now held the Light of Ta’lab in her hands. All she had to do was get safely out of El Sótano with the prize, hand it over to Temesis, and get her father back safely.

All manageable things, in theory, if her partner Arielle weren’t part of the sewer sorceress’s collection of bodies, chilling on a table and awaiting a horrendous fate as an undead experiment. Arielle was flighty, free-spirited, and entirely too reckless on occasion for Munira’s taste, but she was a damn good Retriever. More important, she was Munira’s friend.

She couldn’t leave a friend Below.

But she also couldn’t manage the Light, fight those carrion carriers leering down at her screeching “Thief!,” and carry Arielle out.

One of the carrion carriers dropped down from the shadowed alcove, away from its dozens of friends. It landed on the stomach of a nearby body, long talons cutting cold flesh. The thing was a horrifying amalgamation of a turkey vulture and a gargoyle—with none of the beauty of either—and it wouldn’t have shocked Munira to discover that Soledad had actually mated the two to produce such a monster. She also saw no signs that the thing was of necromantic origin, which concerned her a great deal.

Still, she yanked an undead packet out of her pocket anyway and lobbed it at the carrion carrier. The packet exploded against its hooked beak. Munira held her breath, waiting for it to drop dead. It simply sneezed through the cloud of salt, ash, and herbs.

“Crap,” she said. Fear ratcheted up her pulse, sending a warm flush through her body. Strong emotions ignited her ifrit half—a side of herself she had learned to control with an iron fist, lest the power of it accidentally destroy the very thing she went on a job to Retrieve. But if the carrion carriers weren’t undead, then they could die the old-fashioned way.

She hoped.

She remembered the Blur potion tucked away in her backpack, part of her standard kit. Smashing it on the ground created a flash of light that temporarily blinded anyone nearby to the presence of the potion’s owner. Granted, it usually only lasted about fifteen seconds, but it would make her and Arielle’s getaway a lot simpler—if only it didn’t require putting down the Light of Ta’lab to fish the potion out of the pack.

Munira had to risk her own fire, then, and just hope it didn’t damage the Light—or Arielle. She drew upon her ifrit half, feeling her skin heat and the air around her shift and shimmer. The power that she rarely used rose to the surface and enthralled her, made even more pleasurable after her earlier smoky entrance into Below. Above, the shrieks of “Thief!” lessened, replaced by squawks of confusion. The carrion carrier nearest her screeched and flew at her, all black feathers and spindly wings.

She didn’t react fast enough, and it slammed into her stomach hard enough to make her stumble back a step—and nearly drop the Light. Agony seared across her belly and a sharp beak snapped at her eyes.

Munira didn’t waste a scream. Instead, she spit at it.

Her burning saliva hit the thing in the eye. It rolled on the floor, a flurry of leathery wings and squeals of agony that dragged cold fingernails down Munira’s spine and matched the pain in her stomach. Too bad she didn’t have time to spit on all of them. Once they smelled her blood, they’d be on her in force.

She wasn’t fond of blood, and looking at the source of her own pain was not going to help her get out of this. The carrion carrier hadn’t disemboweled her; a lesser wound like this could wait. Job first.

Munira pulled on her internal fire—on all of the power of her ifrit ancestry—and held it all tight in her breast. It centered there—burning, roiling, ready to be unleashed.

The odds of her fire going straight up and frying the carrion carriers into identical chicken dinners were about as good as the odds of her parboiling everyone in the laboratory, but she was out of options.

“Forgive me,” she said to Arielle—just in case.

“No need.”

Munira almost screamed at the familiar voice. Arielle’s eyes were open, narrow slits of cerulean blue, mouth flat in a grim line. The air elemental winked once, and a cool caress of wind brushed Munira’s cheek. She grinned. She remembered this trick.

“Now,” Munira said.

The blue flame of Munira’s fire exploded from her chest—more heat and energy than actual flame—and it twisted into a spiral of shimmering, blazing air that Arielle manipulated with her own sylph magic, sending it straight to the rafters. The smell was horrendous—burned leather, charring skin, sizzling fat—and the sound soul-rending. “Thief!” turned to wails of agony, and extra-crispy carrion carriers fell from the ceiling.

Munira ceased the energy burn, her entire body suddenly chilled to the core. Trembling fingers fumbled the Light and nearly dropped it. She slid her backpack off her shoulders, yanked out the Blur and as many undead packets as she could reasonably hold, then shoved the Light into the pack. A quick check of her front found a faintly darkened spot on her chameleon suit just above her breasts, courtesy of her fire, and six deep gouges in her abdomen. They oozed blood, but they weren’t gushing. Running around Below bleeding was so not on the itinerary. Too bad she hadn’t thought to pack bandages.

Not to mention how expensive repairing the suit was going to be—one more thing to worry about later. The “Thief!” chant couldn’t possibly have gone unnoticed.

She zipped up the backpack, shouldered it, and gathered up the undead packets. Time to get out of Soledad’s lair.

Arielle was struggling to sit up, her already pale skin seeming translucent, stretched too tight. Whatever she’d been given was still in her system.

“We have to run right now,” Munira said. She slid an arm around Arielle’s shoulders and helped her sit up. Munira’s wounds protested, and she winced.

“You didn’t come for me,” the sylph said matter-of-factly. “Take your Retrieval and go. I’ll get out.”

The memory of Tariq’s bloody corpse made Munira believe otherwise. “I can’t leave you.”

“Yes, you can. I’d leave you.” For all of Arielle’s faults, the sylph was no liar. Whether they were discussing magic, men, or whether her new miniskirt turned the corner from sexy to slutty, Arielle told Munira the truth.

Arielle was awake and capable. Munira’s father was not; he needed her more.

“Don’t be late tomorrow,” Munira said, giving her partner’s shoulders a squeeze.

“See you at the office.”

She thrust a couple of undead packets at Arielle, then turned and fled the laboratory before she changed her mind.

#

Munira raced through the underground tunnels, exhaustion pulling at her muscles, stomach cramping, her heart heavy over leaving Arielle behind. She shoved that out of her mind. Once this job was over, she was out from Below, and her father was safe, she could dwell on her partner. Now wasn’t the time, not if she wanted to escape El Sótano in one piece.

Somewhere behind her, a nightmare growled. She didn’t stop, vaguely aware of the direction she’d chosen. If her memories of the maps were correct, she had two exit points coming up. Illumination was almost nonexistent here, and she paused long enough to pull her Maglite out of a side pocket of the backpack. The strong beam cut through the inky blackness ahead of her, but could do nothing for the strong, suffocating odors of rot and tepid water. It couldn’t touch the chill that had settled deep in her bones.

Ahead the tunnel seemed to widen, and very soon Munira skidded to an ungraceful stop at a junction of sorts. It was roughly fifteen feet in diameter, with a five-foot-wide hole in the very center. Water trickled down from straight above, and the nauseating odor of human waste somehow rose above the rotten medley of stink she’d been breathing since coming Below. This was some type of drain. More liquid ran down from the lips of two different tunnels that angled off to her right and left.

Something clattered in the pipe above her, and Munira shrank back. She didn’t allow shock and disgust at the creature slithering out of the pipe to distract her from throwing a packet right at its crow-like head. The packet burst, and the undead thing fell straight down the drain, barely allowing her a glance at a long, snake-like body.

A second appeared, and it hissed a furious warning at her before she could throw another packet. Two more followed in quick succession, until Munira snorted at the ridiculousness of her situation. She’d disturbed a nest of undead crow-snakes, and she was wasting her packets. She was also wounded, sweating, and just a little bit woozy. She had to pick an exit and go.

The tunnel on the right went west, toward the underground grotto beneath Pier 12. She wasn’t entirely sure of the dangers lurking there, only that Alvara had made her promise to not go that way. The tunnel to the left went south, and would take her to the old paper mill and El Sótano’s official front door—and the place where Tariq had been killed.

Indecision rooted her again.

And then from the tunnel behind her came a menacing jangle that sent terror shooting through her heart: the shaking warning of a rattlesnake’s tail.



Chapter 5
by Stacia Kane

Of course, it would be foolish to expect what followed her to be a regular rattlesnake. This was El Sótano; the odds of a normal snake, one she could reasonably stomp on or use her fast Retriever reflexes to grab behind the head and throw away, were slim to none. Munira could only imagine the sort of snake-beast she would face, a revolting fusion of gods-only-knew how many once-living creatures. The only thing she knew for sure was that every one of its mismatched parts would want to kill her. Which meant she needed to get the hell out of there before it had a chance.

A scraping noise like a blade on stone to her left drove the point home. No matter what she’d promised Alvara, she had to go right … and toward Pier 12. Fear choked her throat, sharpening the horrible stench of decay, of forgotten things rotting in the dank crypt of the dead-world. Fear also kicked in her a burst of extra speed. Useful. Not as good—or as easy, or as pleasurable—as the spirit booster, but hey, it wasn’t like she had any other options. Not unless she happened to come across a bottle of potion there in the tunnel.

And was stupid enough to actually drink it.

Resigned, she gripped the Blur potion, then waited until the rattles were as close as she dared and she saw a separation in the shadows that told her the snake-thing would appear any second. She squeezed her eyes shut and smashed the bottle onto the wet cement.

Fierce blue-white light flashed in the tunnel, but she’d already started running. The Blur would give her a few seconds, but not enough to escape completely; she could only hope it might scare or confuse the snake-thing. Her boots pounded the cement, filthy corpse-water splashing her legs with every step. Her suit was going to need some serious work when she got out of this. If she got out of this …

A slight bend in the tunnel, another desultory waterfall, and a faint gleam of light at the end. Almost there. Almost there, and the rattles sounding again behind her. Damn it! It had the scent of her blood, and it wasn’t going to give up. She didn’t dare look back, even as she wasted a few seconds she couldn’t spare to tuck all of the packets into her backpack. She couldn’t let that thing get close enough to use one on it.

The water deepened with every step. Whether by accident or design—probably the latter—Temesis had sent her down as the tide came in. If she didn’t get out fast, she’d be in for some serious breath holding.

More waves, more water. The rattles closing in behind her. Could that thing swim?

Ick.

One last wave hit her as she threw her body forward, and she rode it as best she could, out into the grotto itself, until she knocked against the legs of the pier like a piece of driftwood. Cautious relief touched the edges of her mind. At least she’d gotten out of the tunnel, and it would be easy to scale the leg. Even a half-ifrit like herself had special skills in that area.

Splinters buried themselves in her hands as she half climbed, half shimmied her way up one of the legs, tugging at the skin of her suit and sending fresh tremors of pain through her from the wound on her stomach. Great. How wonderful to leave a nice handy trail of blood for Soledad’s violent pets.

Light filtered onto the pier itself, a reluctant sooty light, like water used to wash moldy clothing. Above her, the gunmetal sky glowered and shifted, clouds racing past the fading sun. She readjusted her backpack on her shoulders and started to move, shivering in the threatening breeze with the hair on the back of her neck prickling and itching.

Shadows lurked on the shore, along the crumbling walls of what had once been vacation homes and luxury office buildings and beneath the rusted exoskeletons of long-discarded cars. Empty windows stared at her; more shadows draped over the broken concrete, over the chunks of rock and garbage that made up the street back toward the center of town. Toward the tower where Temesis held her father.

Those shadows were what disturbed her. They weren’t just shadows; they looked wrong, felt wrong. Heavy somehow, as if they were full to the top with every sort of darkness and evil and cold, as if any second they would burst and spill greedy malevolence over everything. Including her.

No time to worry about that. She forced her legs to move, her every sense waiting for something to jump out at her.

Sure enough, something did. Not just one something: a lot of somethings, and the undead packets still buried in her backpack. Damn. What Munira saw didn’t make sense—these things shouldn’t have been on the pier, shouldn’t have been able to withstand even the thin light Above. Their spiny, crooked legs trembled, both the human ones and the … extras. Bloody eyes centered in misshapen heads, hands on too-long arms reached out to grab her. They scuttled toward her like bilious crabs, their clawed toes clicking on the pier, a wretched battalion of gruesome butchery eager to make her one of their own.

But the worst thing had to be the rows of razor-edged teeth, like sharks’ mouths—hell, that was probably where Soledad got the parts—gleaming with thick whitish saliva, tinged with traces of pink from blood. When the tallest one of them—it seemed to manage its rotting collection of limbs with greater skill than its siblings—spoke, its voice dragged sharp black ice over her skin. “You steeeeal. Isssss bad to steeeeal. Missstressss sssays no steeealing.”

She thought about answering, but didn’t bother. Didn’t want to, anyway. Even if she were the sort of person who could toss out witty one-liners for every situation, she wouldn’t. Instead she let heat boil in her mouth, in her chest; whispers of steam rose from her still-damp salamander suit. She’d rather not waste the energy, but she needed to be prepared.

Escape would be the best plan. She ducked and darted to their right. The stench of them! Bile rose in her throat; she forced it back down, along with what little remained of her faith in the division between Above and Below.

Cold fingers like tendrils of icy slime on her arms, in her hair. She’d have to use her power after all. The air around her froze; those grasping hands disappeared, but she knew they’d be back. It would take more than a little heat to deter those things. She needed those undead packets.

She wheeled around, sliding the backpack to the right and tugging the zipper down. More humanoid flesh-eaters spilled from doorways, scrambled down walls from blind windows. The alleys coughed up two-headed dog-things, barking furiously and running on what looked like crocodile legs. The patchwork stitches binding their parts together were visible even from where she was, and the sick crawling magic of them weighed on the air around her.

She didn’t have enough packets. She had barely enough time to use the last item in her kit, the item she’d counted on saving until her father was safe in her hands: a Relocation potion, which would enable her to dematerialize and rematerialize anywhere within a one-mile radius of where she stood. It was the only way she could imagine escaping Temesis’s tower alive. But if she didn’t manage to reach the tower, that potion was moot anyway. Weariness overwhelmed her; such a long way to go, a never-ending trial from which she was starting to think there was no way she could emerge victorious. Fire began to build in her chest.

She managed to grab a handful of packets—maybe four or five—before a crab-thing yanked her arm back. One of the packets flew backward; a thud and the sharp herb-ash smell told her that one of the creatures, at least, was dead.

Too bad there were so many of them.

And not just the crab-monsters. As they lifted her off the ground, she saw actual humans—or things that still looked like humans. Their parts didn’t match, but they possessed the standard sets. Worse than that. These were the magical undead, Talents whose bodies had given out on them. Through the sea of arms and teeth around her, through the swarm of unnatural beings, she caught a glimpse of Tariq el Sabueso, the werehound who’d lost his life Below only a few days before. Now his eyes gleamed red in his wolfish face.

Her left arm shrieked in pain, knocking out the heat building inside her with a wash of agony. One of the crab-things had torn through her suit, ripped into her flesh, and peeled off a long strip of it. The others squealed. Their needle-like, bloodstained claws reached for the chunk and tried to grab it for themselves. More claws on her skin, trying to get their own piece. If she didn’t do something fast, she was going to be dinner.

Ignoring the pain, ignoring the clicking sound of their numerous teeth, she managed to toss one of the packets, then another. The things holding her dropped.

Too bad it meant she dropped, too, but she could handle that. It was also too bad more of them reached for her—at least the ones that hadn’t given up on eating her and gone for their dead cousins instead. Murky blood spilled onto the pier; bits of rancid flesh flew everywhere. She used another packet to kill the one whose teeth were positioned in just the right place to bite her arm off, but the one by her head was too quick for her. The packet fell on the wood beneath her.

Son of a …

In desperation, she kicked as hard as she could at the one about to eat her leg, the heel of her boot connecting solidly with its misshapen head. It exploded with a horrible gooey splurch. Munira knew she’d be hearing that sound in her nightmares for a good long time. Chunks of sour meaty tissue rained down on the pier; its blood, like cold oil, soaked her boots and her suit. Worse was the way some of the dog-things fell on the carcass, the way even the magical undead tried to shove whatever they could into their mouths.

“Misssstressss ssssayssss no sssssstealing,” another hissed. Its claws bit her shoulders; she felt her blood begin to flow. “No ssssstealing.”

It pulled her close to its mouth, dropping its jaw obscenely low. So low she could have counted every one of those vile teeth if she’d had time. She didn’t. Instead she spat at it. It screamed and fell back, a patch of skin above its eye sizzling and bubbling horribly, but didn’t release its grip.

She was still close, though. The hands grabbing her—the claws still trying to steal her skin or scratching at the blood on her stomach with repugnant avarice—grew colder and colder as her skin heated. She could only hope she’d be able to build enough after everything she’d been through.

The sizzle-skinned one stepped on the fallen undead packet and collapsed. The sight gave Munira the burst of energy she needed. The air around her shimmered for one glorious second before heat exploded on her body, the splinters in her hands bursting into flame. She grabbed two of the beasts with those hands and took a grim satisfaction in seeing the fire catch and start devouring the dry, dead skin.

The crab-things screamed. They weren’t smart enough not to keep trying for her, but their hesitation gave her what she needed. Her feet hit the ground; she threw herself forward, out of reach of those germ-ridden claws.

And landed a foot away from the snake, now slither-crawling up the pier, the flabby, blistered seam it probably used as a mouth stained reddish with blood. Its tail—or whatever that thing was called—rose high above its back, stabbing at the low-hanging sky: a cluster of smaller rattles like flesh-colored grapes that terminated in the stinger of a scorpion. Lizard legs in the back, human hands in the front. Oozing sores covered its crusty greenish black skin, and its eyes glowed dead-beast orange, illuminating the flat nose and making the rest of the head appear even more hideous.

Damn!

The crab-beasts seemed to disagree with her sentiments. They left their half-eaten friends and surged toward her, their bodies lurching and bobbing on their unnatural legs.

The snake-thing hesitated for a second. Munira could almost read its thoughts: grab her and take her back Below, or kill the crab-things?

She knew which choice she preferred. Let it see they had so much more meat than she did. Crab legs were a delicacy, right? Not that the snake-thing looked like much of a gourmand, but who knew what hidden qualities it may have?

The crab-beasts made the decision for it. Their claws reached out, gouging and tearing at its skin. Its bellow split the air and vibrated down her spine. Its tail soared over its back, impaling one, two crab-things. Piercing several of the dog-beasts and the magical undead.

Those beings, at least, hadn’t completely forgotten about her. More pain coursed through her as one of them pulled her hair, attempting to throw her to the ground. It was almost pleasant to be attacked by something that actually looked mostly human. She still had enough heat to discourage it, but not enough to do any real damage; she was exhausted.

The fight turned into a melee. The barking and howling, the roar and rattle, the screams and squeals. The rattler’s tail knocked her down, and she hit the edge of the pier with a bone-cracking thud.

No bones broken, though. Luckily. Cuts everywhere, missing skin, searing pain, but no broken bones. Through the confusion of legs and disconnected body parts being tossed around she saw the snake tear off the torso of a crab-thing, saw crab-things climb onto its back like deadly spiders and try to bite off its head, its tail. The smell of fetid blood hung thick in the air, so heavy it made her gag.

This was her chance. She dragged herself to her feet. Only a few steps between herself and the shadows. Only a few stumbles and then she could merge into the darkness and flee. Once she escaped from the pier, she’d be safe—or as safe as one could be in Port Nightfall. Munira was pretty sure that if she could just get into the city proper, she would be able to lose any of Soledad’s monsters easily if they decided to follow. Hell, she could even lead them right to Temesis and let his pretentious ass deal with them. Protecting him from undead minions was not part of their deal; she’d happily drag hell itself into his living room at that moment.

She ducked into the shadows and began to run.

Now all she had to do was decide if she was confident enough to walk right into Temesis’s tower, through his defenses and guards, thus giving him warning that she’d arrived. Or if it was worth using the last of her money—her father had better appreciate this; every time she thought of that vihuela, her chest hurt—to bribe a gang of Cracktown down-and-outers to create a distraction while she scaled the smooth glass edifice the wizard called home.

***



Chapter 6
by Lara Adrian

Munira hurried through the nighttime shadows of Port Nightfall, the backpack containing the Light of Ta’lab slung over her aching shoulders, her stomach pitching a serious revolt. Behind her in the darkness, she could still hear Soledad’s menagerie of undead pets clambering after her in the distance. The crab-beasts, crocodile-dogs, and snake-things were bad enough, but it was the zombie moans of Tariq and his reanimated pals that made her ifrit blood run cold as ice in her veins.

She didn’t know what was keeping Soledad’s undead minions so hot on her heels. Could be the blood trail she was leaking from her stomach wound, or the fact that she had actually managed to escape El Sótano with the necromancer’s precious Light? Hell, maybe it was her stench. The putrid sewers of Below and the corpse-water filth of the tunnel she’d had to navigate to find Pier 12 had steeped her in a disgusting stew of foulness.

Any chances she might have had to use the element of surprise on Temesis were pretty much nullified based just on the stink of her. She couldn’t sneak into a room full of month-old roadkill unnoticed, let alone attempt to catch the shrewd wizard unaware. It was that sober reality that finally made her mind up on whether she should chance a trip to Cracktown for some outside assistance, or just suck it up and waltz right into Temesis’s lair on her own.

Still, as she approached the tall glass high-rise, illuminated like a glittering column of crystal and diamonds against Port Nightfall’s evening sky, she had a moment of doubt. A small, bitter voice reminded her that her father’s problems hadn’t been hers to clean up for a long time. She didn’t owe Azhar anything, did she?

But as soon as she thought this, a wave of shame washed over her. She knew to her marrow that if she were the one in trouble right now, nothing would keep her proud djinn father from risking everything he had—including his life—to save her. The fact was, it was she who’d abandoned him. She’d walked out, turned her back on her family, the same way her mother had not long after Munira had been born.

Munira stood on the street in front of Temesis’s tower and shifted the backpack around in front of her. She unzipped it and carefully removed the octagonal, jewel-encrusted brass lantern. It didn’t seem all that remarkable on first glance. But the longer she looked, the more the dark red jewel embedded in the heart of the lamp began to glow.

Munira peered deeper into its murky, blood-hued facets. The glow inside the gem twisted and churned, glorious with color and vibrant with a magical, mesmerizing life of its own. She felt the dark light of the lantern reach out to her. It was alluring, seductive … dangerously so. The Light beckoned to a part of her she didn’t recognize, something that was burrowed deep within her, an astonishing, terrifying magic that seemed all too willing to awaken the longer she stared into the blood-red gem.

“Holy crap,” she muttered, forcing herself to break the unsettling connection.

When she looked up, she found half a dozen of Temesis’s guards storming toward her from the lobby of the high-rise. Behind her, still making their way up the shadowy street, Soledad’s undead beasties were closing in.

Munira faced the guards and walked toward the building entrance. When they reached for their guns, she held up the Light of Ta’lab for them to see.

“Let her pass” came the detached growl of Temesis’s voice seemingly from all around them.

One of the guards opened the door and Munira walked through, heading straight for the elevator that would take her to the top floor. She was accompanied by the biggest of the armed men. He sniffed in disgust as the doors closed and the car began to rise. Munira smiled and inched her olfactory rankness even closer to him, trying hard to ignore the bite of the rather large gun he’d jabbed into the side of her bruised ribs.

A moment later, the polished steel doors slid open and she found herself walking into the midst of Temesis’s palatial home. Glass walls overlooked the twinkling city below. Above her head, expansive skylights made it seem possible to reach out and touch the stars that glittered against the black night. Breathtaking sculptures and ancient artifacts—enough rare objects to fill a museum—adorned the impressive place.

And there, in the center of the spacious suite, stood the cylindrical water prison that held her father submerged and powerless inside. His eyelids lifted as though he sensed her in the room, but he seemed too weakened to even attempt to lift his head.

“Oh, my God,” Munira gasped. “Dad …”

To her left now, Temesis strolled out of another room. He was dressed in a long red tunic and ceremonial robe. “My compliments, Munira. I knew you’d succeed. And with a few hours to spare, as well.” He held out his hands. “I’ll take the Light now, if you please.”

Munira shook her head. “Let him go. That was our deal.”

He chuckled and walked across the room to a white marble pedestal lit by a ring of black candles. A polished silver dagger lay atop the obelisk, the blade gleaming on a small cushion of blood-red silk. A chill worked its way down Munira’s spine as she stared at what was quite obviously an altar meant for a magical sacrifice.

“Release my father,” she demanded, wanting to get the hell out of this place as quickly as possible.

Temesis shook his head. “You’re not in any position to make demands. And you are no match for me, little girl.”

He thought her no better than a child? Anger replaced her earlier chill. The heat of her ifrit fury started roiling inside her. She let it flow into her limbs, down to her fingertips where she clutched the Light of Ta’lab. She backed subtly toward the water prison in the center of the room, needing to give her fire a chance to regenerate from its exhaustion down at the pier. “You made a promise, Temesis. My father for the Light. We made a deal.”

The wizard sent an irritated look at his guard. “Shoot her.”

Munira heard the click of the weapon as the guard prepared to carry out his master’s command. She forced all the heat she could muster into the hammered metal of the Light, dodging the bullet that narrowly missed her head. As she ducked, she tossed the lantern at Temesis like a hot potato. He caught it, screaming in agony as his hands seared on contact.

Munira rolled low on the floor, coming up next to the cylinder that held Azhar. She smashed her hand through the magic and glass, pushing still more fire into her blow. The prison shattered. A cascade poured out, spilling her father’s limp body onto the floor.

Temesis was still roaring in pain, still determined to get his burned, smoldering hands on the Light. Munira raced for it, too, thwarted when the guard stepped directly into her path with his weapon pointed at her face. Munira sighed as if defeated, even though she was far from it. She gathered a ball of ifrit smoke from deep within her lungs and belched it out at him, spewing a cloud of hot ash into his eyes. Blinded, he screamed and fell to his knees in a blubbering heap.

She dived for the lantern, snatching it out of Temesis’s grasping reach. She held it close to her, unaffected by the magic that was still burning deep within the Light. “Try anything, and I will melt this damn thing into a puddle of solder.”

The wizard stood, glaring at her with dangerous rage. To his credit, he didn’t seem eager to test her threat. She walked over to where her father slumped, soggy but reviving.

“Azhar, get up,” she said. Still holding fast to the lantern, she reached out to give her father her other hand. “Come on, get up. I’m taking you out of here right now.”

His strong hand clamped around her fingers, and she pulled him to his feet. Azhar didn’t move fast, his dark head still drooping weakly against his chest. Munira and he hadn’t taken more than a few careful steps when a strange, heavy darkness began to descend on the penthouse from above. Munira glanced up—just in time to see the huge, taloned feet of an unearthly winged beast come crashing through the glass of the skylights.

The undead griffin was hideous, its body and legs comprising mange-speckled reanimated lion parts, its feathered head and wings taken from the rotted corpse of an enormous eagle. Soledad had apparently felt the need to improvise: The eagle’s clawed feet thrust out from the breast of the griffin like short, spindly dinosaur arms. Munira shuddered at the sight, guessing the necromancer’s design had probably seemed better in concept than in its reality.

The beast shrieked a bone-raking cry as it touched down on the floor of the penthouse suite. Massive wings swept downward, revealing the long silver hair and cold, shark-like black eyes of the rider who clung to the creature’s back.

Soledad.

Munira gasped. She couldn’t help it. The mistress of El Sótano had never been seen outside her sewer-realm Below. Testament to that, her skin had the same gray pallor as many of her undead subjects. But Soledad was very much alive. Pissed off, too, if the tight line of her black lips and deep scowl were any indication.

El Sótano’s most powerful resident turned all of her ire on Temesis. “You broke our covenant, wizard.”

Defiant, he shook his head. “I never set foot in your realm. There was no breach on my part.”

“You cheated,” she charged hotly, her fury making the griffin paw the air and snap its sharp beak. “You conspired against me repeatedly, and now, with only a few hours to spare in our truce, you attempt to undermine my dominion by stealing the Light that keeps my subjects obedient to me? Already they are pouring into your city, drawn to the Light’s power.”

As Soledad spoke, Munira glanced at the lantern still clutched tight in her hands. Now she understood why the crab-beasts and zombies pursued her from the pier. All the way up in the penthouse, she could hear the screams of Temesis’s guards carrying from the lobby, the cries of the pained and dying echoing in the elevator shaft that was the only means of escape for her and her father.

Soledad’s undead mount shifted beneath her in agitation. The necromancer glanced across Temesis’s lair, to the dagger resting atop the candlelit pedestal, then to the slumped bulk of Azhar’s body, the big ifrit djinn held upright by Munira’s will and not much else. “I might have known,” Soledad snarled, a vein pulsing under the nearly translucent gray skin of her brow. “You wouldn’t be satisfied in simply stealing the Light, would you? All this time, you planned to bind its power to your own by feeding the Light the lifeblood of a djinn.”

“I’ve grown bored of ruling Port Nightfall,” Temesis replied with a belligerent shrug. “I have bigger plans. Plans that extend beyond this ridiculous little tourist-trap town.”

“You bastard!” Munira cried, unable to hold back her outrage.

Being duped was one thing, but being used as a tool meant to hammer the final nail in her kin’s own coffin was something else entirely. She summoned fire to her fingertips, ready to cook the damn lantern and say to hell with Soledad and Temesis both.

But something held her back.

It was her father’s hand, coming to rest on top of her own, the one radiating heat waves where it clutched the Light of Ta’lab. “Munira,” he murmured. “Wait …”

His voice caught Soledad’s attention. The curtain of long silver hair sifted like silk against the smooth black surface of her form-hugging leather suit. Her round shark’s eyes narrowed on Munira’s father. “You …”

In the moment of distraction, Temesis lunged at Munira in an attempt to grab the lantern. She sent him reeling back with a single touch of his face, taking perhaps more satisfaction than was healthy in the sizzle and pop of his blistering skin.

“We’re out of here,” she told her father, taking hold of his wrist. She hauled him toward the elevator. They didn’t make it very far.

The griffin stomped its nasty taloned claw down in Munira’s path. It screeched like a thousand fingernails down a chalkboard, its breath like a blast of sulfur in her face.

“Ugh!” she gasped, recoiling. She winced up at Soledad. “Can’t necromancers create anything that isn’t hideous and doesn’t reek of death and decay?”

The gray-skinned face softened only for an instant as Soledad peered down from her abomination of a mount. In that moment, she seemed more female than monster. Almost attractive, in a death-warmed-over kind of way. “I can only claim one thing of beauty in my entire life’s repertoire.”

Soledad’s gaze moved to Azhar then, and lingered on him for too long. In the silent exchange that passed between her father and the mistress of El Sótano, an unsettling realization fell over Munira. Her mind flashed back to all the times her father refused to speak of her mother. All the times he tried to reassure his sullen little girl that she was nothing like the woman who bore her.

“Oh, no,” she murmured, incredulous at the thought. “Tell me it’s not her, Dad …”

They weren’t listening, still caught in a disturbingly sweet look of regret and longing. Good Lord, Munira thought. Of all the scenarios she’d imagined over the years, never had she dreamed she might be the heir apparent to the sewer-realm of Below.

Fresh screams carried up from the floors of the high-rise beneath the penthouse. More of Temesis’s guards being attacked and killed by the unleashed horde of zombies and undead beasties.

The wizard’s face took on a panicked look now. “The Light, Munira. Give it to me! There isn’t much time. I can control its power and drive the monsters back!”

“Don’t listen to him,” Soledad countered. The shark-like glint sparkled dully in her eyes again, shrewd and merciless. “The Light belongs to me. It can belong to both of us, child. Let me have it, and I will take you Below with me to be part of my world. I will teach you everything I know.”

Munira couldn’t have cared less about the Light of Ta’lab or its seductive powers. All she wanted was to get the hell out of there with her father. Preferably before the army of beastly creatures came flooding into the room.

“You both want it so badly?” she asked, the muscles in her arms coiling with ifrit heat and strength. “Then go ahead and fight over it.”

She lofted the lantern high into the air. It sailed up, through the broken skylight. Temesis bellowed. A cloud of shimmering magic churned beneath his feet, catapulting him up into the air at the same time Soledad spurred the griffin into an upward leap.

The necromancer reached the prize first. As she grabbed the lantern, the undead griffin opened its beak and snatched the wizard around the waist. The great bird swooped away on Soledad’s command, Temesis’s howl of defeat carrying on the night wind.

“Come on.” Munira pulled her father along with her as she punched the call button on the elevator. The doors slid open and a trio of crab-beasts came clacking out of the car. Munira screamed, leaping out of their way. “So not in the mood,” she said, then shot a stream of ifrit fire at the disgusting little buggers.

As the smoke cleared, a fine white mist drifted into the penthouse. “Anyone need a lift?”

“Arielle!” Munira cried, never more happy to see her friend and business partner until that moment.

“Quite a party going on down there,” she quipped. “It was hell trying to get an elevator. And for what it’s worth? I’d avoid taking the stairs. They’re full of undead icky and it’s all heading this way.”

“Get us out of here,” Munira said, holding fast to her father as she reached out and took the sylph’s diaphanous hand.

Arielle floated them down to the street, just in time to see the last of the creepy-crawlies and zombies entering the lobby of the glass high-rise.

Munira shuddered, then turned an arch look at her friend. “I don’t know about you, but I’m in the mood for barbecue.”

Arielle smiled. “You sure you’ve got it in you after all you’ve been through today?”

“Let’s find out.”

She called upon the remainder of her ifrit power, watching as Arielle sucked in air beside her. They turned it loose together. It wasn’t going to make it. But then, on Munira’s other side, Azhar joined in. He stood tall next to his daughter and threw a fireball of pure blue flame at the wizard’s lair.

The place went up in a dizzying shower of sparks. Temesis’s magic, the very spells that had protected the tower and kept him safe within it, ignited like shooting stars, sending tails of shimmering fire and ash high into the night sky. One detonation after another lit up the street—probably all of the city and the Baja Peninsula, too.

Humans paused on the darkened street to gape in awe at the stunning display. Munira heard one of the milling tourists remark, “Holy mackerel, Judy! Will you look at that? I told you Disney World’s got nothing on Port Nightfall!”

Munira and her two companions headed away from the spectacle as more tourists gathered to watch the magical explosions. While they strode toward the other end of town, Arielle tapped Munira on the shoulder. “So, would this be a bad time to tell you I’m going to be taking some time off? I kind of told my new boyfriend we could spend a couple of weeks together on a beach somewhere …”

Good old Arielle. Half undead a few hours ago, already back to her usual, flighty self. “Yeah, sure,” Munira said. “A couple of days off sounds really good to me, too, now that you mention it.”

“You’ve certainly earned it,” her father put in from beside her. “Munira, I have never been more proud, nor more grateful. I can never repay you for saving my life.”

She thought about that for a moment. “Don’t be so sure,” she replied. “Come back to my place where you can dry off and get some rest. Then in the morning, you can fill in for my business partner, who just told me we have a temporary opening at the office.”

“You expect me to work?” Azhar asked, sounding genuinely confounded. God help her, but he was family and she loved him. She glanced at his stricken expression and couldn’t do anything but laugh.

“Yeah, I do,” she replied. “Think of it as a long-overdue opportunity to bond again with your daughter—doing an honest day’s work for a change. While we’re at it, you can answer a few questions for me about a certain necromancer you may know, and I can tell you about an antique vihuela you’re going to earn back for me.”
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Vampires.

The night was thick with them. He had counted more than a dozen in the dance club, most of them trolling the half-dressed, undulating crowds, selecting—and seducing—the women who would Host their thirst that night. It was a symbiotic arrangement that had served the Breed well for more than two millennia, a peaceful cohabitation that depended on the vampires’ ability to scrub the memories of the humans on whom they fed. Before the sun came up, a good deal of blood would be spilled but in the morning, the Breed would be returned to their Darkhavens in and around the city, and the humans they had enjoyed tonight would be none the wiser.

But that was not the case in the alley outside the nightclub.

For the six blood-gorged predators there, their unsanctioned kill would be their last. They were careless in their hunger; they hadn’t detected that they were being watched. Not when he was observing them in the club, nor when he had trailed them outside, surveilling them from the ledge of a second-story window of the converted church.

They were lost to the high of Bloodlust, the disease of addiction that had once been epidemic among the Breed, causing so many of their kind to turn Rogue. Like these, who fed openly and indiscriminately from the humans who lived among them.

Lucan Thorne had no particular affinity for humankind, but what he felt for the Rogue vampires before him was even less. To see one or two feral vampires in a single night’s patrol of a city the size of Boston was not uncommon. To find several working in tandem, feeding in the open as these did, was more than a little troubling. The Rogues were growing in numbers again, becoming more bold.

Something had to be done.

For Lucan and several others of the Breed, every night was a hunting expedition aimed at routing out the diseased few who would jeopardize all that the vampire race had worked so hard to achieve. Tonight, Lucan tracked his prey alone, not caring that he was outnumbered. He had waited until the opportunity to strike was prime: once the Rogues had greedily fed the addiction that ruled their minds.

Drunk on more blood than they could safely consume, they had continued to savage and fight over the body of the young man from the club, snarling and snapping like a pack of wild dogs. Lucan had been poised to dispatch quick justice—and would have, if it hadn’t been for the sudden appearance of a ginger-haired female in the darkened corridor. In an instant, she had thrown the entire night off course: following the Rogues to the alley, then unwittingly drawing their attention away from their kill.

As the light from her cell phone’s flash exploded in the dark, Lucan descended from the shadowed ledge of the window and landed on the pavement without a sound. Like the Rogues, Lucan’s sensitive eyes were partially blinded from that sudden spark of light amid the dark. The woman fired a series of piercing flashes as she fled the carnage, those few panicked clicks likely all that spared her from the wrath of his savage kin.

But where the other vampires’ senses were clouded and sluggish with Bloodlust, Lucan’s were ruthlessly clear. From beneath his dark trenchcoat, he drew his weapons—twin blades wrought of titanium-edged steel—and swung to claim the head of the nearest Rogue.

Two more followed, the bodies of the dead thrashing as they began their swift cellular decomposition from oozing acidic pulp to incinerated ash. Animal shrieks filled the alleyway as Lucan severed the head of one more, then swung around to impale another Rogue through the torso. The Rogue hissed through bared, bloody teeth, its fangs dripping gore. Pale-gold eyes held Lucan in contempt, the huge irises swelled in hunger, swallowing up pupils that were narrowed to thin vertical slits. The creature spasmed, long arms reaching for him, its mouth stretched into a hideous, alien sneer as the specially forged steel poisoned its Rogue blood and reduced the vampire to smoldering stain on the street.

Only one remained. Lucan whirled to meet the large male, both blades raised to strike.

But the vampire was gone—fled into the night before he could slay it.

Damn.

He’d never let one of the bastards escape his justice before this. He shouldn’t now. He considered chasing the Rogue down, but it would mean leaving the scene of the attack unsecured. That was the greater risk here, letting the humans know the full measure of the danger that lived among them. Because of the savagery of the Rogues, Lucan’s kind had been persecuted and hunted by humans throughout the Old Times; the race might not survive a new age of retribution, now that man had technology on his side.

Until the Rogues were suppressed—better yet, eliminated entirely—humankind could know nothing of the existence of the vampires living all around them.

As he set about cleaning the area of all traces of the killing, Lucan’s thoughts kept returning to the woman with the sunlit hair and sweet, alabaster beauty.

How was it she had been able to find the Rogues in the alley?

Although it was widely held among human folklore that vampires could disappear at will, the truth was only slightly less remarkable. Gifted with great agility and speed, they could simply move faster than human eyes could register, an ability that was augmented by the vampires’ advanced hypnotic power over the minds of lesser beings. Oddly, this woman seemed immune to both.

Lucan had seen her in the club, he realized now. His gaze had been drawn away from his quarry by a pair of soulful eyes and a spirit that seemed nearly as lost as his own. She had noticed him, too, staring at him from where she sat with her friends. Even through the crowd and the stale odor of the club, Lucan had scented the trace notes of perfume on her skin—something exotic, rare.

He smelled it now as well, a delicate note that clung to the night, teasing his senses and calling to something primitive within him. His gums ached with the sudden stretching of his fangs, a physical reaction to need—carnal, or otherwise—that he was powerless to curb. He scented her, and he hungered, little better than his Rogue brethren.

Lucan tipped his head back and dragged the essence of the woman deeper into his lungs, tracking her across the city with his keen sense of smell. The sole witness to the Rogues’ attack, it was more than unwise to let her keep the memory of what she had seen. Lucan would find the female and take whatever measures were necessary to ensure the protection of the Breed.

And in the back of his mind, an ancient conscience whispered that whoever she was, she already belonged to him.

“I’m telling you, I saw the whole thing. There were six of them, and they were tearing at the guy with their hands and teeth—like animals. They killed him!”

“Miss Maxwell, we’ve been over this numerous times already tonight. Now, we’re all tired and the night is only getting longer.”

Gabrielle had been at the police station for more than three hours, trying to give her account of the horror she witnessed outside La Notte. The two officers she spoke with had been skeptical at first, but now they were getting impatient, almost adversarial. Soon after she had arrived, the cops had sent a squad car around to the club to check out the situation and recover the body Gabrielle had reported seeing. The call had come up empty. No reports of a gang altercation and no evidence whatsoever of anyone having met with foul play. It was as if the entire incident had never happened—or had been miraculously swept clean.

“If you would just listen to me … if you would just look at the pictures I took—”

“We’ve seen them, Miss Maxwell. Several times already. Frankly, nothing you’ve said tonight checks out—not your statement, and not these grainy, unreadable images from your cell phone.”

“I’m sorry if the quality is lacking,” Gabrielle replied, acidly. “The next time I’m witnessing a bloody slaughter by a gang of psychos, I’ll have to remember to bring my Leica and a few extra lenses.”

“Maybe you want to rethink your statement,” suggested the elder of the two officers, his Boston accent tinged with the Irish brogue of a youth spent in Southie. He stroked a chubby hand over his thinning brow, then slid her cell phone back across the desk. “You should be aware that filing a false police report is a crime, Miss Maxwell.”

“This is not a false report,” she insisted, frustrated and not a little angry that she was being treated like the criminal here. “I stand by everything I’ve said tonight. Why would I make this up?”

“That’s something only you can answer, Miss Maxwell.”

“This is unbelievable. You have my 911 call.”

“Yes,” agreed the officer. “You did, indeed, make a call to emergency dispatch. Unfortunately, all we have is static on the recording. You didn’t say anything, and you didn’t respond to the dispatcher’s requests for information.”

“Yeah, well, it’s hard to find the words to describe seeing someone get their throat ripped out.”

He gave her another dubious look. “This club—La Notte? It’s a wild place, I hear. Popular with the goths, the ravers …”

“Your point being?”

The cop shrugged. “Lotta kids get into some weird shit these days. Maybe all you saw was a little fun getting out of hand.”

Gabrielle exhaled a curse and reached for her cell phone. “Does this look like fun getting out of hand to you?”

She clicked the picture recall button and looked again at the images she had captured. Although the snapshots were blurry, diffused by the flash, she could still plainly see a group of men surrounding another on the ground. She clicked forward to another image and saw the reflective glow of several eyes staring back at the lens, the vague outlines of facial features peeled back in animal fury.

Why didn’t the officers see what she did?

“Miss Maxwell,” interjected the younger police officer. He strolled around to the other side of the desk and sat on the edge before her. He had been the quieter of the two men, the one listening in careful consideration where his partner spewed nothing but doubt and suspicion. “It’s obvious that you believe you saw something terrible at the club tonight. Officer Carrigan and I want to help you, but in order for us to do that, we have to be sure we’re all on the same page.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“Now, we have your statement, and we’ve seen your pictures. You strike me as a reasonable person. Before we can go any further here, I need to ask if you would be willing to submit to a drug test.”

“A drug test.” Gabrielle shot out of her chair. She was beyond pissed off now. “This is ridiculous. I am not some tripped out crackhead, and I resent being treated like one. I’m trying to report a murder!”

“Gab? Gabby!”

From somewhere behind her in the station, Gabrielle heard Jamie’s voice. She had called her friend soon after she arrived, needing the comfort of familiar faces after the horror she had witnessed.

“Gabrielle!” Jamie dashed up to her and surrounded her in a warm hug. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner, but I was already home when I got your message on my cell. Jesus, sweetie! Are you all right?”

Gabrielle nodded. “I think so. Thanks for coming.”

“Miss Maxwell, why don’t you let your friend here take you home,” said the younger officer. “We can continue this at another time. Maybe you’ll be able to think more clearly after you get some sleep.”

The two policemen rose, and gestured for Gabrielle to do the same. She didn’t argue. She was tired, bone weary, and she didn’t think even if she stayed at the station all night she’d be able to convince the cops of what she witnessed outside La Notte. Numbly, Gabrielle let Jamie and the two officers escort her out of the station. She was halfway down the steps to the parking lot when the younger of the men called her name.

“Miss Maxwell?”

She paused, looking back over her shoulder to where the officer stood beneath the floodlight of the station.

“If it will make you rest any easier, we’ll send someone around to check in on you at your home, and maybe talk to you a bit more, once you’ve had some time to think about your report.”

She didn’t appreciate his coddling tone, but neither could she find the anger to refuse his offer. After what she had seen tonight, Gabrielle would gladly take the security of a police visit, even a patronizing one. She nodded, then followed Jamie out to his waiting car.

From a quiet corner desk in the precinct house, a file clerk hit the print key on his computer. A laser printer whirred into action behind him, spitting out a single page report. The clerk drained the last swallow of cold coffee from his chipped Red Sox mug, rose from his rickety, putty-colored chair, and casually retrieved the document from the printer.

The station was quiet, emptied out for the midnight shift break. But even if it had been hopping with activity, no one would have paid any attention to the reserved, awkward intern who kept very much to himself.

That was the beauty of his role.

It was why he’d been chosen.

He wasn’t the only member of the force to be recruited. He knew there were others, though their identities were kept secret. It was safer that way, cleaner. For his part, he couldn’t recall how long it had been since he first met his Master. He knew only that he now lived to serve.

With the report clutched in his hand, the clerk shuffled down the hallway in search of privacy. The break room, which was never empty no matter the time of day, was currently occupied by a couple of secretaries and Carrigan, a fat, loud-mouthed cop who was retiring at the end of the week. He was bragging about the primo deal he had gotten on some backwater Florida condo while the women basically ignored him, the two females lunching on day-old, frosted yellow party cake and washing it all down with Diet Coke chasers.

The clerk ran his fingers through his pale brown hair and walked past the open doorway, toward the restrooms at the end of the corridor. He paused outside the men’s room, his hand on the battered metal handle, as he casually glanced behind him. With no one there to see him, he moved to the next door down, the station’s janitorial supply closet. It was supposed to be kept locked, but seldom was. Nothing much worth stealing in there anyway, unless you had a thing for industrial-grade toilet paper, ammonia cleanser, and brown paper towels.

He twisted the knob and pushed the old steel panel inward. Once inside the dark closet, he clicked the push-button lock from within and retrieved his cell phone from the front pocket of his khakis. He pressed speed dial, calling the sole number that was stored in the untraceable, disposable device. The call rang twice, then fell into an ominous silence as his Master’s unmistakable presence loomed on the other end of the line.

“Sire,” the clerk breathed, his voice a reverent whisper. “I have information for you.”

He spoke quickly and quietly, divulging all of the details of the Maxwell woman’s visit to the station, including the specifics of her statement about a gang killing downtown. The clerk heard a growl and the soft hiss of breath skating across the cell phone’s receiver as his Master absorbed the news in silence. He sensed fury in that slow, wordless exhalation, and it chilled him.

“I ran her personal data for you, Sire—all of it,” he offered; then using the dim glow of the cell’s display, he recited Gabrielle’s address, unlisted phone number, and more, the servile Minion so very eager to please his dreaded and powerful Master.
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CHAPTER ONE

It felt good to sit behind the wheel again, even the wheel of a battered Dodge Sprinter. Even with this passenger beside me.

The van rumbled like a garbage truck, handled like a refrigerator box, and needed a full minute to reach highway speeds. I’d driven better, but I’m a guy who has to take what I can get while I’m still alive to get it.

The passenger beside me was Annalise Powliss. She stood about five foot nothing, was as thin as a mop handle, and was covered with tattoos from the neck down. Her hair was the same dark red as the circled Fs I used to get on my book reports, and she wore it cropped close to her scalp. It was an ugly cut, but she never seemed to care how she looked. I suspected she cut it herself.

She was my boss, and she had been forbidden to kill me, although that’s what she most wanted to do.

“Where are we going?” I asked for the fourth time.

She didn’t answer. She wasn’t talking to me except to tell me where to drive. To be honest, I didn’t blame her. She had good reason to hate me.

At the moment, though, she and I had a job to do and all I knew about it was this: Annalise was on her way to kill someone. Maybe several someones. I was supposed to help.

Because she wouldn’t talk to me, I was not entirely clear who had ordered her not to kill me or why they would bother. I was just the driver, and I didn’t even know where we were going.

“Quarter tank,” I said as we approached a gas station. I hated to drive on less than a half tank of gas, but so far the boss had refused to let me fill up. Since she had the money, the title, and the physical strength to tear my arm off, she made the decisions.

She glanced down at the scrap of wood in her hand—unpainted and unfinished except for the twisted nonsense shape made of several colors on one side—and said nothing. I stifled my irritation and drove past the pumps.

We were westbound somewhere on the Olympic Peninsula. There were no other cars on the road. The streets were slick with misting rain, and the sky was growing dark as evening approached. After my years in Southern California, I’d forgotten how long it could take for night to fall in this part of the world.

The road was one of those rural highways with one lane in each direction and a speed limit of fifty-five. I was staying below the limit because the van, with its balding tires, whining brakes, and load of equipment in the back, wasn’t equipped for the twists and turns of backwoods driving.

I was enjoying the drive anyway. I had a key to the door and I could see the sky. It felt good to be a free man again.

Up ahead, I saw a big cedar right up close to the road. Annalise was not wearing her seat belt. I was wearing mine. The speedometer on the Sprinter shuddered at the fifty-miles-per-hour mark. All I had to do was swerve. She and her little scrap of lumber would fly through the windshield and slam against the tree, while I would be safe in the arms of the shoulder harness and air bag.

I didn’t try it. It wasn’t just the motorcycle Annalise kept on flimsy mounts in the cargo area behind me. In truth, I doubted that slamming face-first into a tree trunk would do more than muss her thrift-shop clothes. And piss her off. She’d survived worse. I’d seen it.

I was pretty sure Annalise wasn’t a human being. She had been, once, I thought, but I wasn’t sure what she was now.

A Volvo station wagon with luggage strapped to the roof drove eastbound toward us. As it passed, the painted scrap wood in Annalise’s hand flashed like a camera flashbulb. The design painted on the face of the wood began to twist like a nest full of snakes.

Annalise lunged toward me. “Turn around!” she yelled. She had a high, funny voice more suited to a cartoon squirrel than a grown woman. “Turn around and follow that station wagon!”

I was already doing it. I hit the brakes and twisted the wheel, letting the clumsy van fishtail as much as I dared. I heard crashing noises from behind me as Annalise’s things toppled over. We came to a rest, and I threw it in reverse.

“Let’s go! Goddammit, hurry up!”

“Keep your shirt on.”

I backed up onto the shoulder, swung the wheel all the way around, and stomped on the gas. We crept after the station wagon.

“Goddammit, Ray,” Annalise growled. She was very close to my ear, and I could hear the hate in her voice. “If you let them get away, I’m going to tear you apart.”

“Oh yeah? Who are you going to find who can reach the gas pedal?” I said. My voice betrayed too much fear. When Annalise threatened to tear someone apart, she meant it literally. “This is your broken-down van. If we don’t catch them, you can blame yourself for not buying better wheels.”

She settled back into her seat and glared through the windshield at the empty road ahead.

I forced myself to smile at her. “Isn’t this nice? Our first job together and we’re getting along so well.” It was stupid and dangerous to taunt her, but I was afraid of her and I hated to show my fear.

She ignored me, for which I was secretly grateful.

We picked up speed, rounding curves and topping hills the van could barely handle. Night was coming and the forest around us was filling with shadows. I switched on the headlights, but Annalise snarled at me to turn them off.

A red light flashed from between the trees on the right. I slowed. Annalise started to protest, but I shushed her. She didn’t look pleased about that.

We came to a break in the forest—a gravel parking lot with a row of abandoned wooden stalls at the back. It looked like it had once been a roadside farmer’s stand. The station wagon was parked at the far end, red brake lights glowing.

I parked a couple of car lengths away from the vehicle and jumped from the van as quickly as I could. Annalise was a little faster. She walked toward them, holding the fist-sized scrap of wood in her hand like a Geiger counter. The design on it writhed wildly; something about the car or the people in it was setting it off.

All the wagon’s side doors stood open. A man and woman had their head and shoulders in the back doors, and they were working frantically at something. I checked their stuff. Among the things strapped to their roof was a vacuum cleaner in a clear plastic trash bag beaded with rain. These people weren’t on a camping trip. They were skipping town.

All I could see of the man was a pair of extra-wide Dockers and the pale skin that peeked above his sagging waistband. Office worker, I thought. He must have heard us approach, but he didn’t turn to look at us. Was he completely engrossed, or did he have a weak survival instinct? Out of unshakable habit, my next thought was: Victim.

No, no. I pushed the thought away. That was not part of my life anymore.

From what I could see through the car windows, the woman was also wider than strictly necessary and also dressed for casual day at the office. They continued to struggle with something in the backseat.

I felt a pressure against my chest, just below my right collarbone. Strange. I tried to ignore it and said, “Do you folks need any help?”

The woman glanced up, noticing us for the first time. She had a terrified look on her face, but I knew it had nothing to do with Annalise or me. Her husband glanced back as he came out of the backseat. His glasses were smeary from the drizzle. “No,” he said too quickly. “We’re fine.”

The pressure against my chest increased.

Then their little boy climbed out of the car.

He was a good-looking kid, maybe eight or nine years old, although I’m no judge. His hair stuck up in the back, and he had scrapes on both elbows. “I feel funny, Dad,” he said. He laid his hands on his chest and pressed. “I feel squishy.”

Flames erupted around his head.

I felt light-headed suddenly, and the pressure against my chest vanished. Before I could think about it, I ran toward them, stripping off my jacket.

The woman screamed. The flames around the boy’s head spread downward past his crotch. In an instant, his whole body was ablaze.

The father fumbled for a jacket draped over the driver’s seat. I heard Annalise’s footsteps behind me.

“Wow!” the boy said. “It doesn’t hurt, Daddy. It doesn’t hurt at all.”

The father lunged at his boy with the jacket, knocking him to the gravel, then beating at the flames. I got there a half second later and slapped my jacket over the boy’s face and head.

Rain steamed off the burning body. Beside me, the father made a noise like a strangled dog. I tried not to think about that. I tried not to notice the black scorch marks where the flames touched the ground. I tried not to think about what was happening. I just worked at the flames. I slapped at them, smothered them, wrapped them in my jacket.

It was no good. The fire flared up and my jacket erupted in flames. I threw it aside and started to drag my shirt over my head.

The kid laughed as though we were tickling him. Then his skin turned silver-gray and his whole head came apart.

The flames roared. A wave of heat forced me back. The father rolled back onto his padded behind, almost bowling over his wife as she rushed around the car toward us.

I let my backward momentum roll me onto my feet. Annalise stood nearby. She had unbuttoned the fireman’s jacket she always wore, revealing colored ribbons alligator-clipped to her clothes. She pulled a green one free. The small sigil drawn on the bottom glowed with silvery light.

I turned back to the family. The boy’s head, arms, and chest had come apart and been transformed into a mass of fat, wriggling, silver-gray worms, each about the size of my pinkie. Then his stomach came apart, then his hips. It happened so fast I had no chance to think about it. I saw the worms twisting themselves against the packed gravel, trying to burrow into the earth. They swarmed over one another, heading west. Everything they touched turned black with scorched, greasy soot.

I felt a tightness in my throat that might have been the urge to vomit, but there was nothing to bring up. I was completely hollow inside.

The father struggled to his feet, and his wife tried to move around him to her son. The expression on her face told me she already knew the truth, already knew her son was gone, but she could no more stay away from his disintegrating body than she could leap up into the clouds.

I tackled them. My shoulder sank into the father’s broad, soft belly, and I grabbed the mother around the waist. With all my strength, I pushed them away from the car.

I didn’t look back at Annalise. I didn’t have to. I knew very well what those green ribbons did and how little she cared about collateral damage.

The father and mother stumbled backward and fell over each other, hitting the gravel hard. I landed on their legs.

I heard a whoosh of fire behind me. Annalise’s green ribbon had hit its target. I glanced back and saw flames, green ones this time, roar up around the wriggling mass that had once been a boy’s body. Where the flames touched them, the gray worms burst apart.

The sphere of green fire expanded. I pulled in my legs, trying to get away, but I was too late. The cold green fire washed over me.

I sucked in a lungful of air to scream my life away. It was too soon. Too soon. I looked down at my legs, expecting them to burn away to blackened, smoking bones.

It didn’t happen. There was no pain, no damage to my legs, nothing. My clothes didn’t even burn. I felt nothing more than a slight pressure below my collarbone—a place the flames did not even reach.

The flames receded. I was undamaged. So were the parents. I had pushed them out of range just in time.

The worms had not fared so well. There was nothing left of them but gray slime.

“Holy God,” the mother said, her voice thin and strained. Her face was slack and her eyes were glassy. If I hadn’t pushed her away, she would have been killed along with her son—another person struck down for no other reason than she was next to someone Annalise wanted to kill.

Annalise took another ribbon from beneath her jacket. This one was blue. I had no idea what the blue ones did, but I knew it wouldn’t be good.

Before she could use it, a force passed through me. It wasn’t a physical push. It struck my mind, my consciousness, whatever you want to call it, and it felt as though I was standing in heavy surf. It almost toppled me.

At the same moment, I felt a twinge high on the right side of my chest again.

Annalise staggered and winced; her blue ribbon fell from her hand. She felt it, too. The mother and father didn’t stagger. Their expressions went blank.

Then it was gone.

The couple stood and began to straighten their clothes. “You didn’t have to knock me over,” the man said. “I was only trying to help.”

“What?”

“We pulled over to help—oh, forget it.” He slapped at the dust on his pants.

His wife clutched at his shirt and looked at me worriedly. “Douglas, let’s just go.”

They started walking toward the car, glancing back at me as if I was a stray dog that might bite.

They did not look the least bit upset by what had just happened to their son.

After they got into their car and slammed the doors, Douglas started the engine. His wife leaned into the backseat and fussed with a baby sleeping in an infant seat. I hadn’t noticed the baby until then. Douglas turned on the music. Bobby McFerrin. Gravel crunched under the tires as they began to drive away, as though they were leaving behind nothing more important than some old fast-food wrappers.

Annalise charged past me, lowered her shoulder, and slammed into the car’s front panel, just above the wheel. Her legs pumped. The fender crumpled and the car slid sideways like a tackling dummy until it tipped into a ditch.

She stood and straightened her jacket, a scowl on her delicate little face. I had seen her strength before, of course. She could have flipped the car onto its roof or torn the door off and pinched off Douglas’s head. I assumed the only reason she hadn’t done either was that she hadn’t finished with them yet.

Douglas jumped out of the car to inspect the damage. He looked at the crumpled metal, then at Annalise, then all around.

“What …” he started. He couldn’t finish the question. He ran his hand over the ruined fender, reassuring himself that it was really bent metal. He looked at Annalise again. “What hit my car?”

“I’m not done with you,” Annalise said. She stepped toward him.

The wife leaned toward his window. “Douglas, get back in the car,” she said. She leaned into the backseat to check the baby. Still sleeping.

Douglas let the keys in his hand jangle and backed toward the driver’s door. My own hands were shaking. I felt hysteria building in me. That little boy had called him Daddy, and now he was going to drive away as though he’d just stopped for a piss? They’d shrugged that kid off as if he was roadkill. I had never even met the kid before two minutes ago, and what I’d seen made me want to weep and puke my guts out at the same time.

I didn’t do either. Instead, I got angry.

“You’re just going to drive away?”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Douglas …”

“What about your kid?” I stalked after them, determined to see some sign of grief from them. I needed my anger. Without it, I thought I might shake myself apart. “He called you Mommy and Daddy! Don’t you care what happened to him?”

Douglas would have to turn his back on me to climb into his car. He wasn’t going to risk that. “Sir,” he said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“He called you Daddy! And he just … your own son!”

My anger was growing too large for me, but I couldn’t stop myself. I needed to see a reaction from them. These people were going to show some grief if I had to wring it out of them with my bare hands.

The man rounded on me. “My son didn’t call me anything! He’s only three months old!” he shouted.

“Ray,” Annalise said.

I ignored her. I just stared at Douglas, stunned and horrified. “You don’t care at all, do you?” There was no more anger in my voice, no accusation, only amazement. I was building toward something terrible, and I had no idea how to stop myself.

If I had Annalise’s strength, I would have stripped the flesh from his bones. If I had her arsenal of spells, I would have burned him alive.

“Ray.”

I turned toward Annalise. Her thin, girlish voice sounded pinched. Even she had been rattled by the boy’s death. “Settle down,” she said. “They can’t remember. Something took their memory away.”

It took a couple of seconds for that to sink in. The wave. The wave I’d felt after the boy fell apart must have hit them, too. It must have erased their memories.

Why hadn’t it erased mine?

Douglas was leaning back, one arm reaching toward his wife. There was a smack of metal slapping into a soft hand, and he came at me.

I was distracted and off-balance; if he’d been faster, he would have killed me. But he wasn’t fast—he was an overweight office drone. A victim. I instinctively raised my arm to protect my head, and he slammed a tire iron onto my tattooed forearm.

I felt no pain and barely even any pressure. Annalise was not the only one with tattoos. Like hers, mine were magic. Hers covered her entire body, but mine covered just a couple of spots, including the outside of my forearms and hands.

Douglas thought he’d scored a winning blow. He smirked and waited for me to cringe and clutch my arm. Instead, I snatched the tire iron away from him and racked him up against the car.

Annalise stepped up to him. “Wallet,” she said.

He barely glanced at her. Annalise was a far greater danger to him than I was, but all of his attention was on the big, tattooed man, not the tiny woman. She had to repeat herself.

His wife called out. “Douglas! For God’s sake, give her your wallet!”

He produced the wallet and Annalise took it. “ ‘Douglas Benton,’ “ she read. “ ‘144 Acorn Road, Hammer Bay, Washington.’ ”

“We don’t live there anymore.” Douglas sounded a little frantic. “We’re leaving town.”

I shook him. “Why?”

His mouth opened and closed several times. He couldn’t think of an answer.

“He’s forgotten that, too,” Annalise said. She pulled a card from his wallet. It was white with a magnetic strip across the back. “Hammer Bay Toys,” she read. “This where you work?”

“Yes,” Douglas said.

“But you’re not going back.”

“No. Not planning to.”

“You didn’t return your security card?”

“I—I forgot.” Sweat beaded on his lip. He glanced at each of us, trying to think of a phrase that would placate us and let him drive away. He thought we were crazy, and the way I felt at that moment, he wasn’t far wrong.

“Hmm,” Annalise said, as though she was unsatisfied with his answer. There was a moment of silence. Douglas couldn’t bear to leave it unfilled.

“Look, I don’t know what the problem is,” he said. “I’m sure we can do something to work all this out. Right? I’m sure it’s just been a misunderstanding or something.”

Annalise seemed thoughtful. “Maybe you’re right, Douglas.”

I wondered if this was the moment she would kill them both.

That made him a little bolder. “Sure, sure, I understand. We’re just a little confused. All of us. The baby didn’t call me Daddy, right, Meg? He’s too young for that.

“Meg and I have always wanted a son, but we were never blessed until just this winter. See? We’re all just a little mixed up.”

“One of us is,” Annalise said. “Because you have a front-facing car seat in there.”

We all looked into the backseat. A plastic car seat was buckled onto the far side of the infant’s seat. A small one. The boy who had just … I wasn’t ready to approach that thought yet, but he was too big to be sitting in such a small car seat.

Had they lost more than one? Had they forgotten that, too?

Douglas and Meg looked to each other for an explanation. Silence. Douglas turned to us and said: “We’re bringing it to my sister?” As if he was guessing.

“There are scorch marks on it,” I said. They were the same sort of marks on the ground where the boy had …

The Bentons didn’t seem to know what to make of that. The blank confusion on their faces was fascinating. They really were enchanted. My anger was still going strong, but it wasn’t directed at them anymore. I was beginning to pity them.

Meg went to the backseat, unbuckled the car seat, and heaved it toward the woods. It bounced once on the gravel and disappeared into a patch of nettles.

Douglas glanced at me nervously. “I don’t know who put that there. Really.” Then he turned toward Annalise. “Do you want money? Is that it?”

Annalise gave him a sour smile. She took the scrap wood from her pocket and laid it against the station wagon, then against Douglas’s ample belly. The designs twisted, but more slowly than before.

“Does this hurt?” Annalise asked.

“No,” Douglas replied.

“Tell your wife, because I’m going to do this to her, too.”

She walked around the car and laid the scrap of wood on Meg’s palm. Douglas stared at something fascinating in the gravel at his feet.

That’s when I noticed his hands. They were red, swollen, and shiny wet. Burned. He didn’t seem to be in pain. If I pointed them out to him the way we had pointed out the car seat, would he suddenly “remember” them? Would he suddenly be in terrible pain?

Annalise leaned into the Volvo and yanked on the gearshift. Then she walked to the front of the car, laid her tiny hand on the bumper, and shoved it. It rolled out of the ditch onto level ground. She started toward the van. “Ray, let’s go.”

“Get out of here, Douglas,” I said.

“Yeah, Douglas,” Annalise said. “Get far away from Hammer Bay, and don’t come back.”

We didn’t need to tell him twice. Douglas jumped into his car and peeled out of the lot.

I watched them go, feeling my adrenaline ebb. I couldn’t stop thinking about that little boy, or how fiercely hot the flames had been. I looked down at my own undamaged hands. I felt woozy and sick.

Annalise called my name again. I turned away, ran to the edge of the lot, and puked into the bushes.

When that was over, I had tears in my eyes from the strain of it. They were the only tears that little boy was ever going to get. I tried to spit the acid taste out of my mouth, but it wouldn’t go away.

I wiped my eyes dry. My hands were shaking and my stomach was in knots. That kid had no one to mourn for him except me, and I didn’t have that much longer in this world, either. Something had to be done for him. I didn’t know what it was, but as I wiped at my eyes again, I knew there had to be something.

I heard footsteps behind me. “Don’t get maudlin,” Annalise said.

I told her what she could do with herself.

“Enough with this weepy Girl Scout routine. Drink this.” She shoved a water bottle into my hands.

I rinsed my mouth and spat. As long as I did what she told me to do, she wasn’t allowed to kill me. I did it again. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me,” she said. “I just didn’t want you to stink up the van with your puke breath.”

We walked toward the van. I wondered how many dead kids Annalise had seen. Maybe the number was so high they barely registered anymore.

I climbed behind the wheel and buckled in. Annalise never wore her seat belt. She had other, less mundane protections.

“When the boy burned, he turned into something,” I said. “It was, like, gray maggots or something, and they started burrowing into the ground. What were they?”

“Start the van.”

“Why weren’t my hands damaged by the flames? I don’t have tattoos over my fingers. Why wasn’t I hurt like Douglas?”

She didn’t answer.

“What was that wave I felt? I know you felt it, too. It was like something pushed against my mind.” The words coming out of my mouth sounded ridiculous, but Annalise had just seen me crying like a baby. It’s not like I had any pride left. “And I felt this twinge on my chest—”

“Start the van,” she interrupted.

I did. Once we hit the road, Annalise took a cell phone from the glove compartment. She hit speed dial. After a few seconds, she said: “It’s Annalise.” She told the person at the other end of the line Douglas’s name, address, and license number. “Check him out,” she said. “And I’m still waiting for a current report.” She snapped the phone shut without waiting for a response.

At least I wasn’t the only one she was rude to.

I focused on the road. The long, slow descent into an overcast northwest night was well under way. I turned on the headlights just in time to light up a sign that said HAMMER BAY 22 MILES. This time, Annalise didn’t protest. Aside from the rumble of the van, it was quiet. Suddenly, I didn’t like the quiet.

“Who did you call?” She didn’t answer. “Your mom?”

She shot a deadly look at me. Oops. Sore spot.

“Why didn’t you kill Douglas?” I asked. “Isn’t that our job? To kill people who have magic?”

Her response was irritated and defensive. “The Bentons didn’t have magic. Were they carrying a spell book? Had they cast a spell on themselves? Were they hiding a predator?”

“Guess not.”

“Someone cast a spell on them. That’s who we want. Those people were no threat. They’re victims.”

I didn’t say, That’s what I thought, too. I didn’t think the word meant the same thing to her as it did to me.

We were silent for a couple of minutes. I kept seeing the boy’s face as the flames erupted around it. I kept hearing him say it didn’t hurt. I needed to keep talking, or I was going to start weeping again.

“Why are we going to Hammer Bay?” I asked. “Not for Douglas. What’s going on there?” She didn’t answer again. “Come on,” I persisted. “We’re supposed to be doing this job and I don’t know anything about it. Tell me what’s going on. Or don’t you know? Flames that don’t hurt. Boys that turn into maggots. People who forget their dead kids. Something that pushed against our minds.” She was silent. “Aren’t you going to explain any of this?”

“No reason to.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’ll be dead very, very soon.”

We drove the rest of the way in silence.

We passed over the crest of a hill, and the Pacific Ocean suddenly appeared below us. Then I saw the town of Hammer Bay. We drove down the hill, straight toward the heart of it.
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Slaying the Dragon

I lifted the shotgun to my shoulder and trotted toward Smoky, who was still sniffing the pieces of shattered door glass. Smoke rose from his nostrils with each exhalation.

I am so about to get myself barbecued, I thought. I wish Cooper were here; he’d know exactly what to do.

Tears welled up in my eyes. Where was he? Was he okay? If he’d been sucked into that black pit of nightmares I’d seen … dammit, I should have insisted we wait another day to summon the rain. We never should have gone out that night.

I could have been curled up on the couch with Cooper, watching an old movie with little terrier-sized Smoky on his lap and my ferret on my lap, eating popcorn and laughing and smiling and kissing instead of being wet and scared and alone and not knowing what the hell I was doing in this stinking parking garage.

I was about a dozen yards from Smoky. Close enough for a clean, strong hit with the shotgun, although I didn’t want to do that. In the yellow lights of the garage, he was truly frightening: part dog, part Asian dragon, part centipede, all wrong. Green slime caked the edges of his lips—blood, poison, or both? His eyes, I realized, were faceted like an insect’s. Would he recognize me through his new eyes, or would I look as monstrous to him as he did to me?

I set the shotgun muzzle down and leaned the stock against my damp leg so it would be close at hand. While Smoky had never been able to speak to anyone but Cooper, I hoped to get some kind of friendly response, and I figured pointing a firearm at him wasn’t the best tactic.

I whistled at him. “Smoky! Smoky, whatcha looking at there, buddy?”

His head jerked up from the smashed glass, and he stared at me. His lips drew back from his dagger-like teeth in a snarl. Green poison dripped from the tips. A growl like an anvil dragging across concrete rolled out of his throat.

Not the response I’d been hoping for.

“Smoky, don’t be like that. It’s me, Jessie. You know me, I’m your friend. I fed you just this morning. Cooper’s missing, and I need your help if we’re gonna get him back.”

I slowly reached into my pocket, hoping I had a rubber band or hair tie in there, but could only find a loose thread from the stitching. It would have to do. I broke it off and began to chant old words for “bind.”

At the first weak touch of my magic, Smoky lunged at me, fast as a striking cobra.

No time to finish. I snatched up the shotgun, swung the muzzle up toward Smoky, and squeezed the trigger. It blasted into his open mouth.

Smoky roared and jerked back, shaking his head like a dog with a wasp-stung nose. I pumped the gun, aimed for his eye, and fired again.

Smoky bucked, and I didn’t see his tail flailing toward me until it was too late. The tail slammed into my left shoulder, knocking me off my feet and the shotgun out of my hands.

I tumbled across the concrete and landed back-first against the cinder-block wall, knocking my head painfully. I lay there, dazed, expecting to feel Smoky’s hot breath on my skin as his jaws clamped down on my prone body—

—but instead I heard glass breaking. I turned my head in time to see Smoky’s tail disappearing through what was left of the doors to the Riffe Center. The shotgun lay ten yards away from me.

“Oh great,” I moaned, awkwardly sitting up. I’d banged up my knees and elbows and hands pretty well during my tumble. “This is going well.”

At least you’re not barbecue, I reminded myself. Or giblet surprise.

I scratched an itch on my left forearm, and my hand came away sticky with blood. Smoky’s tail had torn my T-shirt and opened a three-inch gash in my shoulder. I couldn’t see anything but blood in the wound.

I tried to raise my left arm and was answered with a bright blue spike of pain from the muscles and joint. It even hurt to make a fist. I had to take care of the arm before I could think about tracking down Smoky.

Bracing myself against the wall with my good arm, I climbed to my feet. There was wriggling movement on the floor near the broken glass. I retrieved the shotgun and slowly approached it.

Smoky’s green blood had spattered on the floor, and a strange moss was growing from it. As I watched, the moss sprouted thorny tendrils that wiggled out across the concrete like earthworms seeking dirt. Or tentacles seeking meat.

I stepped back out of tendril reach. You don’t know what that is; don’t even think about touching it, I thought. This ain’t biology class; don’t experiment.

But if a few drops of blood produced this … he was bound to bleed a lot more if I had to kill him. Would the reality warp end with him, or would the moss survive him and sustain it?

I jogged through the broken doors and entered the basement floor of the Riffe Tower. Moss was spreading across the pinkish marble stairs leading to the foyer. I hoped he wouldn’t go too far before I could catch up.

To my right was the locked gate to a little cafeteria; I’d eaten there after I’d been to an art exhibit on the main floor. It wasn’t exactly gourmet dining, but I knew the place would have what I needed.

It took me a couple of minutes of searching for words for “rust” to rot the steel Master Lock enough that I could bash it open with the butt of the shotgun. I heaved the gate out of the way. The kitchen was locked, too, but I was getting better at finding good words for “corrosion.” The doorknob’s comparatively flimsy lock gave after a minute of chanting.

The kitchen was lit in the red glow from the EXIT signs. I set my shotgun down by the door. A white steel medical kit was bolted to the back wall between the grill and one of the prep tables; I opened it and found a roll of gauze and an Ace bandage.

“Mustard, mustard, where are you, mustard …?” There it was, right below the prep tables. I pulled the huge plastic jar off its shelf and set it on the steel tabletop.

I heard a roar and frightened shouts upstairs.

Three firecracker pops of a pistol. Then a loud thumping and shattering glass. The scream of a man in pain.

Girl, you better hurry, I thought.

My arm ached, and my palm had gone numb. Maybe Smoky had put a little something special into my wound. Or maybe his cut had damaged a nerve.

Cooper had shown me how to make a healing poultice out of mustard and onions from our weenie roast fixings when we’d gone swimming at Buckeye Lake and I cut my foot open on a broken bottle. But mustard and onions weren’t much use for poison. Would ginger work? Garlic? My memory pinged: basil. People once used basil in poultices to draw out venom. Hindus? Medieval Europeans? My memory failed. No matter.

I found all the herbs I needed in a cabinet; the powdered garlic was relatively fresh, but the dried basil was sad and stale. I dumped what was left of the tin onto a cutting board, mixed in an equal portion of chopped onions from the refrigerator, a few pinches of dried garlic, and enough mustard to make a paste. I kneaded the mixture as I spoke the ancient words for “health” and “healing,” then pulled up the remains of my T-shirt sleeve and pressed a handful of the paste against the angry wound.

Pain jagged from the wound down my arm and into my chest. I managed to keep from screaming, kept up my chant as I tried to think cool thoughts, healing thoughts. I visualized the pain and poison leaving my body and my flesh closing beneath my fingers.

It was done. I pulled my hand away. The wound had knitted into a red seam. It looked like it might not even scar. As a precaution against the wound being pulled open, I wrapped my shoulder in gauze and then the Ace bandage, then flexed my arm. I felt a twinge when I rotated the arm backward, but all things considered the joint felt pretty solid.

There was a phone bolted to the wall near the door; would I be able to get through to anybody on a landline? I lifted the receiver and put it to my ear. Instead of a dial tone, I heard a hollow, faint roar.

I jiggled the cradle. “Hello?”

“I need to get warm.” My aunt’s voice was thin, barely more than a whisper. “It’s so cold in here. Let me warm up inside you. I can slip in through your ear and you’ll hardly know I’m there at all—”

Shit.

I slammed the receiver back in its cradle, grabbed the shotgun, and headed back to the stairway.

Then stopped.

The marble steps were completely covered in waving, curling vines and meat-purple fern-like fronds. The vines shuddered and stretched out toward me, yearning for my heat or blood or both.

I backed off and ran down the corridor to the other set of stairs that led up to the first floor. I jogged up the steps and peeked out around the corner.

The entire floor between the basement stairway and the entrance to the art gallery was covered in a jungle of undulating fronds. A viney lump twitched in the middle of the floor. The vines shifted, and I saw a section of white uniform shirt. A walkie-talkie crackled.

I forced my gaze from the dying security guard and realized that half a dozen round pods were growing near his body. They looked like football-sized red grapes. As I stared at the translucent pods, I realized I was seeing tiny embryos like curled eels growing inside. Thick, thorny umbilical vines pulsed between the guard’s body and the pods.

Oh hell. How fast were Smoky’s pups growing? I raised my shotgun and took aim … then lowered it. Jesus. I didn’t have enough ammo if every drop of his blood was going to turn into a hungry, baby-spawning briar patch.

On the bright side, I wouldn’t have to worry about trying to contact anyone if this got much worse. The entire downtown would look like an inferno of bad magic to anyone even remotely sensitive.

Surely the governing circle knew what was going on by now, and would do something to help. They are a group of seven powerful witches and wizards who act as the local government for the Talents in Columbus and a few counties beyond. They arbitrate disputes, set policies, and enforce the laws set forth by the Virtii, ancient air spirits who had been tasked by the powers that be with overseeing Talented humankind.

Past that, I was stupidly hazy on the details, like who was part of the circle, how many people worked for them, how much power they had, and how quickly they could turn my life to utter shit if I pissed them off. The circle doesn’t shine a very strong light on its activities, but my ignorance was mostly my own fault. I’d never been much for paying attention to local politics, and my understanding of our laws was pretty much at a kindergarten “white magic good, necromancy bad” level. But I wasn’t living in abject ignorance—at least I did know that Benedict Jordan was their leader.

Mr. Jordan pretty much owned Columbus. He was a direct descendant of the two most powerful Talented families who’d founded the city, and he had been head of the governing circle for at least twenty years. He was also the controlling partner of the Jordan, Jankowitz & Jones law firm downtown and sat on the city council. Rumor had it that he was worth billions; he owned the high-end clothing store chain The Exclusive, and it seemed like he owned half the buildings in the trendy Short North.

So, I figured with so much trouble downtown, and him having so much money tied up in it, he would be bound to send the cavalry out to help us tout de suite. Yeah. I seriously needed to work on my clairvoyance.

Smoky had smashed through the plate-glass doors; vines were devouring the glass where his blood had smeared.

I stared down at the shotgun in my hands. It was like trying to stop a forest fire with a can of gasoline. And unless I found a piece of rope or a good intact spiderweb, another try at a binding spell would probably be useless. What on Earth could I use to stop Smoky that wouldn’t involve him shedding more blood?

Gee, maybe if I swore real hard he’d faint, I thought darkly. Or maybe I could jump into his mouth and hope he chokes on me?

Then my mind flashed on Cooper’s brief lecture on the uses of goose droppings. Offal could always be used to control the creature that produced it … if you could just figure out how. And Smoky had left plenty of fur on the car seats and some hide on the grass.

“I’m an idiot.” I ran back down the stairs.

The lights went off just as I entered the tunnel leading to the garage. I hunted vainly in my thigh pockets for my penlight, found nothing but a wad of dryer lint. Fortunately, Cooper had showed me lots of dryer lint tricks during our hours of shame at the Laundromat. I used the wad and a dead word for “cold flame” to light a green faery fire in the palm of my left hand. It didn’t cast much illumination, but it was enough to let me hurry through the dark and tremendously forbidding garage.

Cooper wouldn’t need to use these crappy little props for rinky-dink spells, Old Lady Mabel complained as I skirted the starving thatch of Smoky’s vines. He’d be calling down the ghost of Thomas Edison to juice the whole building and light it up like Christmas. He’d have shrunk Smoky right back down before he left the park. We’d be at the Panda Inn by now.

As I emerged from the garage, I realized something was terribly wrong with the sky. The slate-gray clouds had become a pearly white flatness streaked with ruby highlights. The air hung still and dead. The white of the sky cascaded down like an ethereal waterfall at the edge of the Grove; I could barely see the trees beyond.

“Motherfucker,” I whispered, shivering with a mixture of frustration and fear.

Someone—presumably a wizard employed by the governing circle—had cast an isolation sphere on the entire downtown area. I’d done a paper on isolation spheres in my freshman enchantments class at OSU, so I knew in painful detail what kind of trouble I was in. The sphere would be invisible to any mundanes outside it, but anyone attempting to approach the barrier would find himself with a sudden compulsion to turn around and go back the way he’d come. Inside, the sphere was much like trapping a spider under a jar, and I the unlucky cricket trapped with it.

The white color of the sky meant we were totally locked down. Nothing could get in or out, not man nor spirit nor spell nor electrical signal. But that wasn’t the bad part.

The ruby highlights meant the governing circle mages had hugely sped up time within the globe. And that meant that the governing circle had sensed the reality tear and had decided the easiest way of dealing with it was to isolate it, time-accelerate it, and wait an hour to see if whatever was causing trouble starved or died in the years that had passed within the globe. They’d be able to call a tornado in to mask any magical destruction to the city. Apparently Mr. Jordan had decided to go for an insurance write-off.

The cavalry wasn’t coming to save me or anyone else.

“Goddammit, this isn’t fair! I need help down here!” I screamed at the blank sky.

“Be quiet,” the ferret fussed. “They’ll hear you.”

Palimpsest was sitting on the hood of the Dinosaur. I hurried across the street.

“ ‘They’? It’s a ‘they’ now, for certain?” I asked.

“I thought you didn’t want my help,” Pal replied crossly.

“Mostly I need your nose. Help me find where Smoky left his skin. This”—I shook the shotgun at him—“was a very, very bad idea. I need to work an old-fashioned control spell.”

“I might not know everything—”

“No! Really?”

“—but I don’t think you’re ready for an incantation of that complexity, which is why I suggested the shotgun in the first place.”

“And your suggestion got us this lovely bit of helpful intervention from the local pointy-hats.” I jabbed my middle finger toward the sky. “So if I can’t take care of this my ownself, you’re going to be here for a very, very long time. So try to be a little supportive, please?” I asked.

The ferret seemed to shrink into himself. “I’m sure now that Smoky is tracking something, but I don’t yet know what it is. I caught smells of rage and pain and hunger … I think it did kill those men in the garage.”

“How?”

“Malevolent spirits will often attempt to possess the bodies of weaker creatures. But if the spirits are especially powerful and uncontrolled, the hosts often experience violent, fatal physical reactions.”

I paused, wincing as I thought of the men. “You mean they explode.”

“Yes, that would be one such reaction.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay. We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m sorry if I’ve been a horrendous ungrateful bitch, but this whole thing has me royally freaked. So can we start over, and try to get ourselves out of this mess?”

“I accept your apology. And yes, I’d quite like to get out of here as well. I’ll find that hide you wanted.” He hopped off the car and scurried over to the grass where Smoky had made his transformation.

I followed, and soon we’d gathered a good handful of fur and limp, bloody, stinky hide. I wished I’d thought to bring along some hand sanitizer.

I’d never tried a control spell, and had only seen Cooper do them a few times. In theory it was all pretty straightforward: I just had to get inside the target creature’s head and take command.

Yep. Straightforward like busting through a brick wall with your bare hands. Hell’s bells.

I gingerly squeezed the handful of bloody hide and glanced at Pal, who was sitting on the picnic bench. “If I start barking, don’t you dare laugh at me.”

“Perish the thought,” he said.

“Okay then.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.

I started a simple divination chant, asking the spirit residue on the hide and blood to lead me to Smoky. Palimpsest had told me the truth about the dog body being a mere puppet; though the flesh and blood was real, it felt as spiritually dead as a discarded Halloween mask. I focused on the faint, darker, alien essence that curled around the cells like aether.

Ancient words for “hunt” spilled from my lips in a dozen languages I could never name. I felt rather than saw Smoky standing on a deserted street, belching fire.

I knew his true name, his true nature. Kyothalahüi, Servant of Flame.

“Become!” I barked in Smoky’s ancient, secret language.

I felt myself slip into his scaly skin, into his fragmented mind. My senses were crippled by his anger and pain, drowned by the ocean of information from a dozen too many legs and a hundred too many eyes. I couldn’t control it, couldn’t understand it. The fire stopped, and the body stumbled.

I saw a dark, twisted form. Smoky’s faceted eyes wouldn’t focus for me. What was it?

The twisted thing darted forward. I felt a slashing pain at my throat, my belly. The thing was digging inside me, and I couldn’t stop it—

—I broke the connection, collapsing back onto the grass.

“Oh hell,” I gasped, rising onto my knees. “I messed up. Oh God, I messed up …”

“What happened?” asked Pal.

“There was this thing. A demon. Smoky was attacking it when I entered his mind, and the demon … I think it killed Smoky.”

A brief blast of cold, sulfurous wind rippled across the landscape. In its wake, the trees and grass lost their color. In the white light from the blank sky, the world suddenly looked as though it had been carved from bleached bone.

“Now it killed Smoky,” Pal replied. “And the demon is changing the reality in our isolation sphere.”

My brain was just beginning to process what I’d sensed inside the dragon. “He never meant to hurt us—he was always focused on killing the monster that came into our dimension, but we all looked so alien to him, he couldn’t really see that we were his friends. Oh hell.”

Smoky might have calmed down once the demon was dead, and I had no doubt that the demon would be dead if I hadn’t interfered.

I swallowed down the sick bile rising in my throat. I wanted to cry.

“Did he wound it?” Pal asked.

“I—I think so. He was burning it. But it was still strong enough to tear him up.”

“Let’s hope he weakened it. Because … well, you know what we have to do now,” Pal said.

We had to do what strong, terrifying Smoky hadn’t quite managed: kill the demon. And hope it didn’t kill us first.
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Chapter One

71:59

I don’t recall the first time I died, but I do remember the second time I was born. Vividly. Waking up on a cold morgue table surrounded by surgical instruments and autopsy paraphernalia, to the tune of the medical examiner’s high-pitched shrieks of fright, is an unforgettable experience.

I vaulted off the table, my mind prepared to execute a move that my chilled body hadn’t quite caught up to, and promptly lost my balance. My knees didn’t bend; my ankles stayed stiff. I landed on my bare hip, earning another shock of cold and something quite new: pain. Sharp and biting, it lanced up my hip and down my thigh, orienting me to two facts: I was on the floor and I was completely naked.

Something metal clanged to the floor, rubber squeaked on faded tile, and the screams receded. Far away, a door slammed. The soft hum of machinery mingled with the hiss of my ragged breathing. Fluorescent light glared down from gray overhead fixtures. I smelled something sharp, bitter, and completely foreign.

My bruised hip protested as I sat up. The room tilted. A sheet dangled from the edge of the table I’d fallen from. I wrapped the thin, papery material around my shoulders. It did little to cut the chill.

Coroner’s table. Naked. Scalpel on the floor. What the holy friggin’ hell?

I searched my addled memory, hoping for an explanation as to why I was bare-ass naked on a morgue floor.

Nothing. Zilch. Awareness wrapped in cotton batting. No cinematic instant recall for me.

My chest seized and I began to cough—a wet rasp from deep inside my lungs. I spat out a wad of phlegm and continued coughing until I thought my chest would turn inside out. When the spasms ceased, I grabbed the side of the table and pulled. My feet responded. Knees bent. I managed to stand up, using the surgical table as a crutch, and found myself staring down at its shiny surface.

And a stranger’s face.

A curtain of long, wavy brown hair framed a curved chin and high cheekbones. Not mine. A smattering of freckles dotted the bridge of her nose. Definitely not mine. I touched my cheek, and the stranger touched hers. All wrong. I was pale, with blond hair, blue eyes, and no freckles. And younger. The dark-haired woman with track marks inside her left elbow and an open, but healing, gash down the inside of her forearm was not Evangeline Stone. She was someone else.

Another sharp tremor raced down my spine, creating gooseflesh across my back and shoulders. Wyatt. I was on my way to see Wyatt Truman. We’d agreed to meet at our usual spot by the train yards. I arrived. Waited. And then what?

Something bad, apparently.

I gazed around the small autopsy room with its plain gray walls and yellow tiled floors. Two identical beds lay on either side of a floor drain. An instrument tray lay upended on the floor. A wall of doors, roughly three-foot-by-four each, had to be where they kept the bodies. How long had I been in there?

Why had I been in there?

Wyatt would know. He had to know. He knew everything. He was my Handler; that was his job.

Did he know where I was? Or who I was, for that matter?

Opposite the refrigeration unit was a desk and beyond that a door marked PRIVATE. I stumbled toward it, clutching the sheet around my shoulders, still having some trouble with my extremities.

I limped into a small bathroom containing a sink, two stalls, and a bank of four gray lockers. I tried each one. The last opened with a sharp squeal, and the eye-watering stink of old tennis shoes wafted out. My stomach churned. Inside I found a pair of navy sweatpants in XXL and an oversized white T-shirt. Nothing else useful.

I dropped the sheet and tugged the shirt on, not surprised that it swam all over my thin frame. I was a few inches taller than I’d been. Bigger breasts, rounder hips—less the blond waif, and more the curvy woman. Definitely an upgrade. I rolled up the extra material and knotted it around my torso. The sweatpants went on next, and even with a drawstring, they were ridiculously huge.

It didn’t matter. The clothes just needed to get me out of there. I blotted my hair in the sheet, removing some of the excess moisture now that it was starting to thaw. The pants slipped, and I hiked them back up. A red hole peeked through the top of my belly button, hinting at a vanished piercing.

Voices bounced through the other room. I tiptoed to the door and pulled it open just far enough to peek outside. The technician was back, waving her hands wildly. Short, red hair bobbed around her shoulders each time she turned her head. Her companion was an older man, white-haired and wrinkled, dressed in surgical scrubs. He picked up the chart hanging from the end of the bed I’d previously occupied and skimmed the contents.

“Dead bodies don’t just come back to life, Pat,” the man said.

“I know that, Dr. Thomas, but she was dead. I was here when she was brought in early this morning. I pulled out the drawer when her roommate came to identify her.”

Roommate? My roommates were gone. I didn’t even have a couch to crash on anymore, now that the Owlkins were dead and their apartment building razed.

“She was still dead when Joe put her on the table for me,” Pat continued, “but then I got a phone call. When I got back and pulled the sheet, she was pinking up. I swear, I thought I was seeing things, but then she sat up.”

“I see,” Dr. Thomas said, in a tone that clearly indicated he didn’t believe her. “The physical examination showed that she died of acute blood loss. How do you think a dead body without blood sat up and walked out of the room?”

Pat gaped at him, her mouth opening and closing, but producing no response.

“The last thing we need,” Dr. Thomas said, “is a lawsuit from that girl’s family, because we misplaced the body. So I suggest you stop acting hysterical and find her, or you’ll be looking for another job.”

Dr. Thomas spun on his heel and stalked through a pair of swinging doors, leaving Pat behind. She stared at the settling doors, hands limp by her sides.

“I’m not crazy, you son of a bitch,” she said in a small voice. Not much of a fighter, that one. Then her entire body went rigid. Slowly, she turned in a small circle, eyeing the room. Her head snapped toward the far corner, as though she’d heard a noise. I held my breath and waited.

“Hello?” she said. “Chalice? Chalice Frost? Are you there?”

Chalice Frost? I could only imagine the sort of teasing she’d endured as a child. Probably why she (I?) had turned to drugs. Not that I possessed any memory of such a thing; I only had the track marks on my arm as proof. The gash, too, and the longer I stared at it, the more convinced I became that the exposed flesh had knitted, drawing the skin closer together. Healing.

“Get it together, Pat. It’s your blood sugar, that’s all. It’s off, so you’re seeing things.”

It was just too painful. I stepped into the autopsy room, still clutching the front of my borrowed sweatpants in an ongoing attempt to protect my modesty. The door shut with a solid thump. Pat jumped and spun around. Her mouth fell open, eyes widening to impossible proportions.

“If it helps,” I said, the voice strange to my ears, “you aren’t really crazy.”

She adopted an unhealthy pallor, then fainted dead away. Her head bounced off the tiled floor with a sickening crack. I winced. She lay still, her chest slowly rising and falling.

“So much for not scaring anyone,” I muttered. Chalice’s voice was deeper than mine. It felt powerful, like I could scream to wake the dead. No pun intended.

I crouched next to Pat and checked her head, but found no gushing wound. Just a small lump. It’s not every day that someone sees a reanimated corpse. Likewise, it’s not every day a person becomes a reanimated corpse. My day was decidedly much worse, so I did the first sensible thing that came to mind. I stole her tennis shoes.

No way was I walking hell knew how far in my bare feet. The white canvas shoes fit snugly, unlike my clothes, and helped provide a bit of warmth for my ice-cube toes. I padded over to the medical examiner’s desk. A cardboard box labeled “Effects” sat on the blotter, surrounded by untidy files, scraps of paper, and other office sundries.

Inside the box, I discovered a stack of manila envelopes, each one different in thickness and weight. I sifted until I found a slim one with “Chalice Frost” printed on the front. I tore it open and upended the contents onto the desk.

Out fell a pair of sealed plastic bags. Inside one was a gold hoop—the missing belly ring—and in the second a pair of silver cross earrings. No wallet or license. No scraps of information to tell me who this Chalice chick was, besides poorly named.

I needed an address, or even a phone number. I’d broken into morgues in the past, usually to check mutilated bodies for signs of Dreg attack, so this wasn’t an entirely unfamiliar environment. I plucked her chart from the foot of the exam table. Chalice Frost, aged twenty-seven. She lived in an apartment in Parkside East, one of the last “nice” neighborhoods in the city.

The chart also listed a phone number. Pat said my—her—roommate identified Chalice’s body. Was she at home? Would she pick me up if I called? Or would she freak out and faint like reliable old Pat?

The one thing I really wanted was a cell phone. Pat had a phone on her desk, but as I reached for the receiver, I couldn’t think of a single number to call. Not even Wyatt’s number. I should have known his number. I had dialed it a thousand times. But no, the little space in my brain reserved for that string of digits was empty.

This was bad.

I tore a piece of paper from one of the M.E.’s files and scribbled down the address and phone number. With no pockets in my extra-baggy clothes, I stuck the paper in my borrowed shoes.

A daily newspaper caught my eye. Ignoring the headlines about inflated gasoline prices, I checked the date. May twentieth.

“Twentieth,” I said, trying it out. “May. Twentieth.” Nope.

It had to be a mistake. My brain was fuzzy and my memories hazy, but I knew that I set out to find Wyatt on May thirteenth. It was the day that the Owlkin Clan was attacked; the entire nest was destroyed because of me. Everything had changed two days before that, the night my partners and I were attacked by a pack of vampire half-breeds. My partners had died; I hadn’t.

The other Hunters had come after me, screaming for my head, and I’d run. I’d eventually gone to the Owlkins—a peaceful race of shape-shifting birds of prey. Then I’d been found and the Owlkins slaughtered. It hadn’t made sense then, and it didn’t make sense now. I’d given up and decided to turn myself in. To stop running. To stop getting others killed.

Had I gotten myself killed in the process? Chalice died last night, but when did I, Evangeline Stone, die? What had happened to the last seven days? And why the hell was I back?

Instinct told me that someone had screwed up. You didn’t mess with a reincarnation spell without putting all of your ducks in a row, and while my new body was strong and young, it felt untrained. Unready for the physical, painful nature of my former job as a Dreg Bounty Hunter, and whatever task still lay ahead of me. Chalice Frost could not have been their first choice—whoever “they” were. Someone should have been there to greet me when I woke. Instead, I was rooting through a dead woman’s personal effects, scaring the shit out of hapless coroners, and hoping I could get away without being caught.

Time to trek across town to Chalice’s apartment for more cash and a change of clothes. Maybe I’d even remember Wyatt’s phone number on the way. I just hoped that her roommate wasn’t home. One freak-out per day was my limit.

From the desk drawer, I rustled a key ring that held at least a dozen different keys, all attached to a glittery metal P. One of them had a black, plastic sleeve around the top, engraved with a familiar logo. Car key. Bingo.

“Who the hell are you?”

The male voice echoed through the cramped room. I pivoted on one foot, dropping my shoulders and balling both fists. At least, that’s what I did in my head. In reality, my gradually loosening limbs tangled, and I stumbled two steps forward, hands up like a drunk ninja.

Dr. Thomas stood just inside the room, a file in one hand and an expression of confusion painting his age-lined face.

No one had sneaked up on me in years. Not even a goblin, and they were built for stealth. I should have heard the squeak of the door hinge and ducked before he ever saw me. But I was listening with someone else’s ears—untrained ears, without years of survival to make them sharp. Indecision froze me—not a place I liked to be.

Dr. Thomas shifted his confusion from me to Pat’s sprawled body, his caterpillar eyebrows arching high on his small forehead. “Pat?” His attention reverted to me, widening both eyes. “What did you do to her?”

His voice quavered. He didn’t launch himself at me or attempt to help Pat, further hinting at the total wimp beneath the angry bluster. I considered whamming him with the truth, but didn’t really want a stroke on my conscience.

“I didn’t lay a hand on her,” I said, which was very much true. The next part, not so much. “I got lost.”

He stared, not quite believing. His attention wandered, probably taking in my odd state of dress. He paused on my right hand. I looked down and groaned. The plastic I.D. bracelet still clung to my wrist, probably attached when the body was brought down to the morgue.

“Damn,” I said, tugging at the reinforced band. It didn’t give.

“That isn’t possible,” he said.

I smiled. “What’s not possible? A frozen dead girl coming back to life? Doc, if you only knew half of the things that happen in this city after dark, you’d run screaming for the sunny south and never look back.”

He continued to stare, all of the color slowly draining from his face. Better ask my questions before he did something crazy like scream for help or pass out.

“I don’t suppose you know where Shelby Street is from here, do you? I’m a tad disoriented.”

He jacked the thumb of his right hand over his shoulder—a vague direction at best—and grunted something. I took fast advantage of his incredulity, and headed for the door. On second thought, I about-faced and snagged Pat’s keys off the desk.

“Wait,” Dr. Thomas said.

“Can’t; sorry.”

“You were dead.”

His plaintive tone gave me pause. For someone so intimidating only five minutes ago, he looked like a lost child. It made me want to put him out of his misery.

“Do yourself a favor,” I said, crossing the distance between us in three long strides. “Tell yourself someone broke in and stole the body. It’ll make it easier to sleep at night.”

He blinked. I swung and caught him low in the jaw. The impact jarred my fist and shoulder—Chalice was definitely not a fighter—but Thomas went down like a stone. Two people unconscious in a matter of minutes was not a great start to the day.

No time to ponder the consequences, though. I had a former Handler to find, no idea where to start looking in a city of half a million people, and if anyone else in Chalice Frost’s life knew she was dead, I was in for a very eventful day.
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I dumped Pat’s car two blocks away from my destination and humped it through one of the nicest neighborhoods in the city to get to Chalice’s building. Uncracked sidewalks, trees with little fences around them, neatly trimmed hedges, and graffiti-less walls surrounded me on all sides. So different from the rest of the city.

Few Dregs crossed the Black River, so I rarely ventured into Parkside East. I certainly couldn’t have afforded the clean, spacious apartments that lined the streets on this side of the river—a slash of concrete and putrid water that divided light from dark, human from Dreg.

During the trip across the river, the gash on my left arm finished its annoying, itchy healing process. A pencil-thin scar remained, the only fading evidence of what Chalice had done to herself. Even the dappling of track marks had disappeared. I checked my belly button. The hole for the gold hoop was gone. Completely healed. So were my earlobes. Weird.

I double-checked the scribbled address against the apartment building, then went inside. The small lobby was tidy and smelled of furniture polish and glass cleaner. Even the elevator smelled fresh and new. I punched the button for the fifth floor and waited for the doors to close, completely lacking a plan for once I got up there. Knock and hope the roommate answered was my best option. Breaking and entering was possible, thanks to my day job. It was just made more difficult by my severe lack of tools to—

A hand jammed its way between the sliding doors and forced it back open. I tensed, instincts preparing me for a fight. A little girl, no more than ten years old, dashed inside, clutching a cloth grocery sack. She flashed me a pink-lipped smile.

“Thanks, Chalice,” she said in a sunny, singsong voice.

Neighbor. Cute kid. “No problem,” I said.

She eyed me over the lip of the sack and a protrusion of potato chips. “Your clothes look funny today.”

“I’m in disguise.” I held one finger to my lips, hoping the child played along. The last thing I needed was a pint-sized shadow, especially if I ended up jimmying the door lock. “Don’t tell anyone you saw me, okay?”

“Like a game?” Her round eyes widened, delighted at having a secret with an adult.

“Absolutely like a game.”

She giggled and nodded, her blond hair swishing around her cherubic cheeks. She shifted the bag into one arm and pretended to turn an invisible key in front of her mouth.

“That’s my girl,” I said.

As each floor lit up and passed us by, my anxiety mounted. She hadn’t gotten off yet. Please, let her live on one of the floors above.

The elevator dinged on the fifth floor. I stepped out, and she followed. The corridor branched left and right, but had no signs indicating which numbers lay in which direction. I glanced at the plates on the two nearest doors: 508 on the left and 509 on the right. Chalice lived in 505, so I took a chance and turned left.

The little girl followed, still grinning like a lunatic, and stopped in front of 506. No wonder she seemed so friendly. We were neighbors.

They were neighbors.

Whatever.

She watched intently while I stared dumbly at an apartment I’d never seen, in a body that wasn’t mine. I tossed her a sunny smile, turned the knob, and made a show of surprise. “Well, darn it,” I said. “That’s not supposed to be locked.”

“Where are your keys?” she asked.

“I must have lost them. That was pretty silly of me, huh?” I turned, pretending to leave.

“You gave my mom a key.”

Thank God. I turned back around. “Really? Gosh, I’d forgotten that.”

“Yeah, when you and Alex were both gone a week last summer, we came over to water the plants. I’ll get it!”

She was inside her apartment before I could respond, and back in seconds, sans groceries. She proudly displayed the round, copper key. “There, see?” she said.

“You’re a lifesaver.” I plucked the key from her small fingers.

“Grape or cherry?”

I blinked. “What?”

She grinned as if this was our own private joke. “What flavor Lifesaver, silly?”

“Definitely cherry.”

She bounced, giggled, and let the euphoria dance her back into her own apartment. The door finally closed and stayed that way.

I pushed the key into the dead bolt, turned it, and the solid wood door opened. I stepped inside and closed the door.

The immediate odor of stale beer surprised me. I stood on the edge of a spacious, well-decorated living room. A matching striped sofa and chair coordinated with the dark wood tables. Lamp shades matched the shade of the throw rug. Framed prints of ocean scenes decorated the walls. It wasn’t expensive, but definitely tasteful.

An open kitchen with eating counter was situated on the right side of the apartment. Directly ahead, sliding glass doors gave way to a patio of some sort, hidden behind gauzy mauve curtains. Three doors lined the left wall. Chalice’s room lay behind one of them.

In the kitchen, a garbage can was overflowing with glass beer bottles. Two empty cases sat on the floor next to it. No other party evidence pointed to a recent, serious bender. A troubling thought.

A framed photograph lay facedown on the counter. I lifted it. My new face smiled back at me, happy and whole, arms around the shoulders of a very handsome man. He had vivid blue eyes, brown hair, and a cocky smile. Boyfriend? Brother? Hairstylist?

I wished for some of Chalice’s memories; it would make this part a lot easier. Of course, I didn’t really want a dead woman’s consciousness vying for control of this body. I had enough things to deal with without adding multiple personality disorder to the mix.

Door number one concealed an ivory and blue room with plain oak furniture, a desk covered with books, and very little in the way of personal items. Very male, and very likely not Chalice’s. The middle door was the bathroom, squeaky clean and organized. Toothbrushes in the holder, no water marks on the mirror or dry toothpaste blobs in the sink. Chalice and her roommate must have been like-minded neat freaks to keep an apartment so tidy.

The third door opened easily, and I stepped into an unfamiliar world—a world of white carpet and pink-flowered wallpaper. Pink and red pillows rested on a white bedspread, and red curtains bracketed the room’s single window. An enormous painting of a vase of flowers covered most of the wall above a whitewashed desk. Every stick of furniture in the room was painted white. Stuffed animals lined a shelf high on the wall—bears and cats and puppies and pigs.

“Oh, ew,” I said.

I marched over to the white-shuttered closet doors. If her clothes were mostly pink, too, I was going to throw up. I yanked them open and was presented with an array of colors and styles. Very little pink in the bunch. Disaster averted. I rifled through until I found a stretchy red tank top and a pair of black jeans. Comfort clothes, something I could easily move in.

A quick search through her dresser turned up the appropriate undergarments, and I changed. Money was next. I inspected the half-dozen purses I’d spotted in the closet. Where the hell was her wallet? I’d settle on untraceable cash hidden in a sock, but that drawer had, likewise, yielded nothing.

I poked through her jewelry box. Standard mall stuff, nothing of secondary market value. Wrapped in pink tissue—what else?—I found a tasteful silver cross necklace. Engraved on the back were three words: “Love Always, Alex.” Sweet. I put it on. Crosses were an old joke in my line of work, a holdover from a time when people actually believed they warded off evil creatures. Silly superstitions.

Silver, on the other hand, is a potent weapon against the shape-shifters of the world. Weres are as allergic to silver as Bloods are to unpolished wood. I’d seen vampires stabbed with pine splinters as small as my pinkie who fell into their version of anaphylactic shock and died within minutes.

I used a pair of fingernail scissors to snip off the morgue bracelet. I tucked the creepy thing into the back of her jewelry box, glad to have it out of sight. Her desk yielded the jackpot—a slim, leather wallet and three keys on a C-shaped fob. One of the keys matched the one I’d gotten from the neighbor girl. They went right into my pocket. The wallet had a driver’s license, a bus pass, a debit card, and twenty dollars in cash. Not much, but it was a start.

One last toss of the desk uncovered a lot of organization and nothing very personal. Not even a journal or an address book. Just a few photos of Chalice with other people, including a few more with the man from the picture frame. Had to be a boyfriend.

Her laptop was off. I left it alone, but made a mental note to snoop later. It was inching closer to five o’clock, and I needed to get in and out before the roommate came home.

I crouched down and reached under the bed. Nothing, not even dust bunnies. I turned around and flopped down on the floor, blowing hard through my mouth. My fingers curled in the thick carpet. I wanted to rip it up and fling it out the window, to stop feeling so helpless. I hit the side of the mattress with my elbow. The headboard cracked against the wall.

Is this what a suicidal person did? Clean her room spotless before slashing her wrist? She couldn’t have done it here—no way the carpet would be so spotless. Bathtub, maybe. No streaks or overflowing water, not for such a tidy girl. And what about those track marks? I hadn’t found a single syringe or bag of powder among her things.

“Why did you do it, Chalice?” I said, fingering the thin chain around my throat.

As much as the pink-loving contradiction of a young woman deserved understanding, I couldn’t waste time on it today. Her body wasn’t ideal, but it was alive and healthy (unusually so), and I had it on loan for a little while. Item number two on my list of things to find out ASAP: how long did I have?

I stood up and went into the kitchen. A basket of mail sat on the counter. I shuffled through it. Bills and official mail, all addressed to Chalice Frost. Near the bottom of the stack were three letters, sent to this apartment, under the name of Alexander Forrester. Same as the one engraved on the necklace charm. I remembered what the neighbor girl had said, about my roommate’s name, and glanced at the framed photo on the counter. He kind of looked like an Alex.

No time, Evy, no time. Get the cash and get out.

Under the kitchen sink seemed like the next best place to check for stashed money. It smelled strongly of fresh cleaning solution. I pushed a bucket and sponge out of the way, both still moist. More bottles and a few empty coffee cans at the very back of the cabinet. Dish detergent and a box of steel wool. Nothing terribly useful.

The front door rattled. I froze, head halfway under the sink, heart pounding. A male voice was talking as the door opened.

“I appreciate it, Teresa, and I’m sorry I missed the lab,” he said. “I—hold on, I have another call.” Something beeped. “Hello?”

The door closed. I backed out as slowly as possible, careful to not knock anything over and give myself away.

“Yes, this is Alex Forrester,” he said. “Yes, I was the one who—What?” Keys clanked to the floor. “What are you saying? She’s alive?”

His shock-laden voice seemed to come from the center of the living room. I crawled to the edge of the counter and peered around, but I couldn’t see him.

“How is that possible? We both—” He inhaled sharply. “Yes, if I see her, I’ll call. I just … don’t know what to say. Thanks.”

A snap, probably his phone closing. Utter silence filled the apartment, interrupted every few seconds by a deep exhalation of breath. I silently urged him to leave, to run from the apartment in screaming shock, so I could escape undetected. But footsteps shuffled across the carpet, stopped.

“The hell?” he said.

The bedroom door. I had left it open. Shit. Might as well get this over with.

I stood up and moved out from behind the kitchen counter. A broad-shouldered man faced away from me, wearing tight jeans and a black polo, hands fisted by his sides, staring at Chalice’s bedroom door.

“Alex?” I said.

He yelped and turned too quickly, tangling over his own ankles. He tripped, hit the wall with a rattling thump, and stopped. And stared. He was wild-eyed and red-faced, but definitely the fellow from the photos.

“Chal?” he asked. Beneath the spots of red on his cheeks, the rest of his face was taking on a frightening pallor.

“Breathe,” I said. “Do not freak out on me. I’ve seen quite enough of that today, thanks.”

He took direction well and began sucking in large amounts of air. He straightened and pushed away from the wall, but did not approach. So far, so good. His eyes roved all over my body, taking in the details. Assuring a confused mind that it wasn’t seeing things.

“It’s really you?” he asked.

“It’s me.” I hated lying to him; he seemed like a genuinely nice man.

“How?”

“No idea. I honestly don’t remember much about the last couple of days. It’s all a blank.”

He blinked hard. “You don’t remember yesterday?”

I shook my head. He stepped toward me. I backed up, and he stopped his advance, hurt bracketing both eyes.

“I have to go,” I said.

His hand jerked. “Go where?”

“I can’t tell you.”

His hurt and confusion became palpable. He seemed fragile. Scared. Great, he just had to be the sensitive type.

“Do you trust me, Alex?” I asked, taking a step toward him.

“With my life, Chal.”

“Then please trust me now.” Another few steps. He let me close the distance between us. “I need to go and figure out a few things, and I’ll try to explain all of this later. Okay?”

“You’ll come back?”

I stopped at arm’s reach. I could smell his cologne and see the razor nick on his throat. He had a few inches on me, and muscular arms that seemed ready to sweep me up into a protective hug and never let go—something I didn’t get often enough in my line of work.

“All my stuff’s here, isn’t it?” I said. “Where else would I go?”

“You’re leaving now.”

I sensed a challenge in his words, only I had no prior experience with which to judge them. “Yes, I am, but I’m coming back.” Maybe. “This is going to sound strange, but who else thinks I’m dead?”

His lips puckered. “The cops and EMTs who came when I called.”

My stomach roiled. So he had found her with her wrist open and called for help. He’d probably spent the entire night cleaning the bathroom, trying to erase the blood from memory and sight.

“The coroner’s office, obviously,” he continued. “Jenny called this morning when you didn’t show for work, but I didn’t pick up. I hadn’t …” He inhaled, held it, and blew hard through his nose. “I hadn’t called anyone else yet. Good thing, huh?”

“Yeah. Good thing.”

“Are you sure you don’t remember—?”

“I don’t.” I held up a hand. Twenty questions dangled on my lips, but Chalice was not my priority. “I really don’t. Later, okay?”

“Okay.” His hand rose up, away from his hip. I tensed. He stopped, fingers hovering inches from my face. I forced myself to relax, to give him this little thing. The tip of one finger traced a line from my cheek to my chin, feather light. Sweet. “I can’t believe it’s really you,” he said.

Instinctively, I reached up and grasped his roaming hand. Squeezed. He clutched it like a lifeline, his eyes sparkling with moisture.

“I’ve never been so glad to be wrong about something in my life,” he said. “When I saw you like that, the tub full of blood, I almost died. You’re my best friend, Chalice. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

My heart broke for him. For a brief, blinding moment, I considered spitting out the truth. But it would do me no good. He would return to mourning for his friend sooner or later. Today, he had the luxury of make-believe. Sometimes denial was better than reality.

“Me, too,” I said, forcing out the lie. “Just … don’t tell anyone you saw me?”

“Okay.”

I released his hand. He watched, silent but intent, as I laced up a pair of running shoes. I kept my eyes forward, away from him, pretending that I belonged there as much as he did. He bought the illusion, every scrap of it.

Still wishing I had a cell phone and more cash, I headed for the front door. Alex watched me go from his spot by the bedroom door. I stopped with my hand on the knob and looked back at him. He smiled. I smiled back, then ducked out into the hallway.
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Once I crossed the Black River and retreated to the east side of the city, I lost the keen sense of displacement that had haunted me since waking up in the morgue. In its place, I discovered something new and barely detectable. The air around me seemed alive, energized, like an impending lightning strike. It might have been a side effect of the resurrection, but I doubted that. It hadn’t started until I crossed the river again—until I found myself downtown, in the neighborhood known as Mercy’s Lot. It was where I belonged, among the hopeless and the damned. Angry human souls without privilege, living side by side with creatures they couldn’t comprehend and chose not to see.

The real cause of the city’s sharp contrasts between prosperity and decay isn’t unemployment or a police department impotent to stop rising street gang violence. It’s the Dregs: creatures of nightmare and legend, eking out their existence with the rest of us. Some are friendly to humans—gargoyles, the Fey, and most of the were-Clans are tentative allies. Other races, like gremlins and trolls, just don’t care; they leave us alone and we leave them alone.

But vampires, goblins, and some weres longed to see us wiped out, and that’s where people like me came into play. Dreg Bounty Hunters. Enlisted young and trained hard, we are the only defense between the violent Dregs and innocent humans. Our credo is simple: they break the law, they die.

The fun part was deciding how they died.

I took the Wharton Street footbridge across a spiderweb of intersecting railroad tracks. The heavy odor of metal and burning coal tingled my nostrils, familiar and welcoming. Far away, a train whistled. I paused and looked at the tracks, the warehouses on both sides of the stretch of sandy ground, and the rows of abandoned boxcars.

My first kill as a trainee had been down there. Six months of Boot Camp hadn’t prepared me for working as part of a team. It taught me to defend myself, to think on my quickly moving feet, and to kill. Teamwork is learned in the field or you die fast.

Two days after being assigned to Wyatt and given a room in a shabby apartment above a hole-in-the-wall jewelry store, our Triad went hunting. Physically, we were an odd group. Ash Bedford was senior Hunter, but she barely hit the five-one mark; black hair and almond eyes hid a wealth of savagery always tempered by a sunny smile, present even when killing. Jesse Morales, conversely, towered at six-one—with dark hair, dark eyes, and smoldering cynicism that hid his marshmallow center.

I hadn’t known those things at the time. My impressions were less than sparkling, as were theirs of me—the skinny, blond-haired, blue-eyed bitch from the south side, with a huge chip on her shoulder and enough ice around her heart to sink a luxury liner.

Our first assignment: two rogue vampire half-breeds had crashed the local prom. We had to kill them before they could turn their dates into midnight snacks.

I hadn’t expected much from my new partners that night, so I ignored Ash’s plan and barreled into the open, blades flashing. I never expected one of the two unsuspecting victims to hit me in the head with her rhinestone clutch. Teenage girls are, apparently, protective of their boyfriends, vampire or not.

Jesse had yanked me out of the way before Halfie Number One could sink his half-formed fangs into my elbow and leave me to a fate worse than dying.

Halfies are easy targets for a rookie, because they’re often young, always dumb, and, once in a while, completely insane from the infection. Creating half-breeds, though, is a major no-no, and the vampire Families, like the Hunters, make it their business to thin them out. Even more than humans, they disdain the mixing of species. Tainting bloodlines, so to speak, and it’s one thing on which I actually agree with them.

For almost four years, Jesse, Ash, and I had been the most feared Hunter Triad in the city, our kills more than double that of the next team. The Dreg populations knew our faces and our reputations, and for the first time, I had a family. The first family to truly accept me.

My mother had ignored me in favor of a string of live-in boyfriends and, later, a heroin addiction, leaving me to fend for myself at the ripe old age of ten and a half. Seven months after my stepfather left us, she became Jane Doe Number Twelve, dead a week before the body was found. I became a ward of the state, and their rules and I did not get along. Bitterness was my only friend for seven years, until the Triads found me.

Ash showed me how to apply mascara. Jesse taught me how to whistle. For all their trouble, I watched Ash get stabbed in the throat, and then I shot Jesse in the back. Nothing puts your allies on you faster than being accused of turning traitor and murdering your teammates.

Even if that’s not what happened.

The only advantage to walking around the city in Chalice’s body was anonymity. If both Triads and Dregs knew Evangeline Stone was dead, they’d never see me coming.

Unless Chalice was a klutz, and I couldn’t get her body to do what needed to be done.

At the far end of the bridge, a sharp tremor tore up my spine. I grabbed on to the handrail, certain I’d been attacked, but no one was within a dozen yards of me. Traffic continued past, paying me no mind. I looked for shadows, strange shapes, prying eyes, anything out of the ordinary. Nothing.

“You’re being paranoid, Evy,” I muttered, and kept walking.

Four blocks from the train yards, the ground began to slope. On the east side of the river, the city had dozens of hills and dips. Some streets followed the natural curve of the ground, and others crossed above the city on elevated bridges, in a maze of over- and underpasses.

Cars and trucks drove past. Once or twice I earned a honk. I discounted hitching on the grounds that, in the middle of a fight, I didn’t need to discover that Chalice had a glass jaw.

My progress took me into a residential area on the north side of Mercy’s Lot, full of weekly apartment rentals and cheap motels that advertised hourly rates. Many of them rose ten or more stories into the sky. Already elevated on hills, they appeared to tower over the rest of the city. Then a gap appeared in the distance, a block to the west of my current position. As I continued up the sloping street, the gap became more pronounced, like a missing tooth in an otherwise perfect mouth.

Yellow tape cordoned off the block. Sawhorses stood a weak sentry line across the sidewalk that ran parallel to the wreckage. It looked like no one was willing to pay to have the site bulldozed, so a mass of burnt wood and brick and metal lay where the Sunset Terrace apartment complex had once stood.

I stopped across the street, hands shaking, overcome by a wave of grief. Many were-Clans lived together, finding comfort and safety in their own kind. The Owlkins—a race of gentle shape-shifters who took on the form of owls, falcons, eagles, and other birds of prey—had once lived in Sunset Terrace. The community had thrived, because they chose neutrality over hostility. Levelheaded and fair, they often served as negotiators between disputing weres.

Now, because of me, they were gone. I didn’t know if any had survived the Triads’ assault.

I could still hear their screams. Feel the scorch of the fire on my face. The smell of burning wood and flesh. Danika’s voice telling me to run. Three hundred dead. It was the price they paid for harboring a fugitive Hunter. Fugitive for a crime she didn’t even commit.

I hadn’t understood it then, and I still didn’t. We’d been lured to Halfie territory and attacked. So why come after me less than ten minutes after I reported the assault? Why was I dodging the bullets of other Hunters, instead of working with them to learn who set us up in the first place?

If I knew any of that before I died, it was lost to a well in the Swiss cheese mess of my memories. All I recalled was going to the Owlkins for protection, being tracked there by the Triads, and running yellow while three hundred gentle souls were burned alive for their kindness. A hostile and over-the-top reaction I just did not understand. And I couldn’t imagine how the Triads had justified it to themselves.

“Now what?” I asked the wreckage. The faraway beep of a car horn was the only response given.

Behind me, a door slammed. I jumped, pivoting on one foot with a surprising amount of grace. A woman in a short skirt, wearing makeup piled on with a shovel, clacked down the sidewalk in high heels, away from the building behind me. She paid no attention to me, but even from a distance, I sensed something off about her. It was the way she walked, holding herself a little too upright, too stiff-legged—the way a goblin female walked when she was trying to pass as human.

Only goblin females could pass and, even then, it was a rare feat. Goblins had naturally curved spines, which accounted for their hunched-over appearance. Some females were able to overcome the curve and maintain a straight posture. Contacts covered red eyes, dye took care of the blue-black hair, and files flattened sharp teeth. Males were incapable of passing. They had more severe hunches, oily skin, pointed ears, and rarely grew taller than five feet—even when standing straight up.

On a normal day, I would have slipped into the shadows and tailed Madame Goblin until I discovered why she was wandering around the city in broad daylight, dressed like a hooker. But today was hardly normal, and I had no proof she wasn’t just bad at walking in heels.

She disappeared around the block. On the same corner stood an old-fashioned telephone booth. Dialing Wyatt’s number should have been as natural as breathing, but even if I could remember it, what would he say? When had I last spoken to him? What did we say? He had been a driving force in my life for the last four years. At once fiercely supportive and shatteringly critical, and somehow he always made it work. We worked as a Triad because of him.

Only now his team was dead, and nothing was how it used to be. Now I had no one to turn to, except for Chalice’s roommate, and he was likely to have me committed if I tried to tell him the truth.

At some point, I’d started walking toward the phone. I stopped halfway there. Turning myself in to the Department was giving up. It meant that the Owlkins died—no, not died, they were slaughtered—for nothing.

No. They died for something: me. A debt worth more than I could possibly repay.

The wind shifted, pushing the acrid stench of burnt wood and tepid water in my direction. I sneezed and bit my tongue. My eyes watered.

Overwhelming loneliness—something I hadn’t felt in a very long time—crashed over me like a wave. I was crushed beneath it, helpless and alone. The world grayed out, at once fuzzy and keenly electric. I held on to consciousness until the dizzy spell passed. Fainting in the street was not on today’s To Do list. Getting answers was.

I grabbed the pay phone’s handset, unaware that I’d entered the booth until I touched the grimy plastic. I lifted it, then dropped it back into the cradle. Was getting those answers worth probable execution? The Department would file me away as Neutralized. Normally they allowed Triads to operate under our own rules, answerable only to our Handlers, who answered to the brass—three key people in the Metro Police. Until someone really, truly screwed up.

The phone rang. I yelped and jumped back, slamming my elbow into the corner of the door. Needles lanced up my right arm, numbing the nerves. Fucking funny bone.

Two rings, sharp and clear.

I spun in a complete circle, halfway in the booth, surveying the surrounding buildings. No one came running to answer the call. The street was quiet, empty.

Three rings. Insistent.

My fingers closed around the mouthpiece.

Four.

I picked it up, silencing the offending noise. Gingerly, I held it to my ear. The line was open, but I heard nothing. Not even heavy breathing. Seconds ticked off, each one stretching out in a lengthy silence.

Frustrated, I swallowed my doubt, and said, “Hello?” Silence. I took a chance, not daring to hope. “Wyatt?”

Click.

Shit.

I dropped the phone and backpedaled out of the booth. My foot stamped down on something hard. The warmth of an arm wrapped around my waist, while a hand clamped over my mouth. Panic hit like ice water. One of my hands came up, clutching at what my eyes couldn’t see. Years of training told me that screaming was futile, but Chalice’s body refused to cooperate.

I shrieked against my human (I hoped) gag, and tried to bite the palm and failed. I ground the heel of my sneaker down, longing for my heavy combat boots. My captor grunted, but didn’t loosen his ghostly hold.

Broad daylight. He was attacking me in broad daylight.

I hooked my left ankle around his, shifted my weight backward, and pulled. We fell over. I drove my elbow into his ribs just as he hit the sidewalk. The pained grunt it elicited was music to my ears. I landed a second jab. His hold loosened.

“Will you stop? I won’t hurt you.”

I froze, surprise replacing my fight instinct, and marveled at the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. Rolling sideways, I dropped into a crouch and found myself face-to-face with—

Dead air. And the sidewalk. Lots of empty sidewalk.

“Wyatt?” I asked. Had I hallucinated the whole thing as preparation for my loony bin audition?

Warmth brushed my hand. I jerked.

“Evy?” asked Wyatt’s disembodied voice. He could have been right in front of me, as the direction of his voice implied.

Wherever he was, he shouted a sudden warning. “Behind you!”

The air behind me shifted, and I flattened myself to the sidewalk. Something sailed over my head, “oofed!” as it hit a person who wasn’t even there, and skidded on its scaly ass until it slammed against a trash can.

The goblin was young and stupid to be attacking me alone. He scrambled to his feet, standing barely four-foot-five hunched over, which made him tall for a goblin. Ruby eyes glared at me from beneath bushy black eyebrows. He snarled, lips pulling back over jagged teeth.

Bile scorched the back of my throat. The unexpected reaction came without explanation or emotion—just immediate and profound revulsion at the sight of the angry goblin male, a simple leather loincloth the only thing between him and immodesty.

Goblins never attacked in the open, or during the day.

Air swirled behind me. I spun around, anticipating an attack from behind. The assumption proved correct, but the additional pair of goblins who appeared to assist their friend were already sprawled on the sidewalk. Like they’d run headfirst into an invisible brick wall.

I pivoted again, but turned too late. Two inches of a dagger blade sank into my left shoulder, just above the cleft of my armpit. Pain shrieked through my chest. I spun the other way and clipped the goblin square in his pointy nose with my elbow. His head snapped backward. Fuchsia blood spurted from his nostrils. I continued my pivot and landed a roundhouse kick to the side of his head. He tumbled ass over teakettle into the street.

Chalice’s untrained legs almost tangled together, but I kept myself upright. Inner thigh muscles screeched, protesting the acrobatic move. I grabbed the narrow hilt of the goblin’s blade and yanked. It slid out neatly and with only a minor amount of additional pain. I charged the downed goblin, intent on slitting him from sternum to scrotum.

Wyatt cried out—a pained sound I knew too well. Attacker forgotten, I fixed my attention on the other two goblins, who appeared to be hanging in midair, attached to some invisible object. An object that was bleeding from a dagger, which dangled from nothing about four feet off the ground. The smaller goblin’s head was snapped back by an invisible blow, followed by a second that dislodged him. He hit the pavement and took off running.

The remaining goblin snapped his cone-shaped teeth at the air. The blade of the embedded dagger became suddenly visible, coated in red blood. It turned and buried itself to the hilt in the throat of the trapped goblin, splattering fuchsia blood across what looked like a pair of human legs. The dead goblin was tossed to the sidewalk.

Blood-soaked shoes took a step toward me. I stepped backward. Red, human blood continued to ooze into thin air, outlining a man’s torso.

It couldn’t be. He was Gifted, sure, but his power was summoning inanimate objects. Since when could Wyatt turn invisible?

The retreating goblin had almost reached the end of the block. I stepped into the quiet street, took aim, and with every bit of concentration I could muster, loosed the knife. It sailed straight, but arched down at the last instant. Instead of hitting the goblin square in the back, it buried itself in the creature’s leg. He stumbled forward, into the road, and was flattened by a speeding pickup truck. Brakes squealed, and the truck fishtailed out of sight.

From a distance, the mess looked like the remains of someone’s dog, all black and pink and grotesquely inhuman. The truck’s engine continued to rumble just out of sight. I waited for the driver to back up or walk over, to see whose pet he’d just mangled. Instead, the engine roared and was gone.

Typical.

“Where’s the third?” Wyatt asked.

Shit. The one who stabbed me had gotten away.

“We need to get off the street,” he said. “Now.”

I wasn’t about to argue. I followed the free-floating bloody torso toward the nearest apartment building, trying to reconcile my eyes with my senses. I smelled the blood, both human and goblin, and something else, so familiar—a spicy aftershave, like musk and cinnamon, unique to Wyatt. The continued invisibility frightened me, even though I’d never admit it. I wasn’t the only one who had changed.

He led me through a narrow, musty lobby, past a row of mailboxes, toward a door marked with a laundry machine symbol. I followed him into a dank stairwell. Down we went, into a gray and damp world of concrete floors and cement-block walls. A chill wormed down my spine. At the bottom of the stairs, the room opened up. Four washing machines lined one wall, with four dryers opposite. A long, wooden table divided the room. There were no windows and no chairs.

“It is really you?” his disembodied voice asked.

I nodded at the blood. “It’s me, and if it’s really you, I could sure as shit use some answers. Maybe a face to talk to.”

“Right; sorry.”

He spoke words I didn’t recognize. The air around him shimmered and rippled, like heat off the surface of a desert road. A body materialized, faded, and then appeared with perfect clarity. One hand pressed against his wounded side; the other clutched a glowing yellow jewel. He desperately needed to shave the dark stubble that shadowed his chin and cheeks—as black as his short hair and intense, thick-lashed eyes. Blood of two species had soaked the legs of his jeans, staining them purple.

Hurt and surprised and staring at me with open curiosity, Wyatt Truman smiled. It was such a familiar gesture of affection that my reaction to it was entirely unexpected. Something started in my stomach and surged upward, then came back down to settle deep in my abdomen—an instant and instinctive reaction to the mere sight of him, unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

Wyatt had been my boss, my friend, and my confidant. Besides Jesse and Ash, he was the closest thing to family I’d ever known. I crossed the short space that separated us and flung my arms around his shoulders, ignoring the blood as I hugged him. Hard. One arm snaked around my waist. His breath tickled my ear.

“You have no fucking idea how glad I am to see you,” I said. “I thought I was going crazy.”

“I’m sorry, Evy,” he whispered. “I am so sorry.”

“For what?”

He stiffened. I pulled away to arm’s length. He pressed his lips into a thin line, black eyes searching mine for … something. Bright spots of color darkened his cheeks, and the intensity of his stare sent little niggles of doubt worming through my stomach.

“Evy, what do you remember?” he asked.

I didn’t like the sound of that. I backed up, putting another few feet of space between us. “I remember the Triads attacking the Owlkins, slaughtering them because they were hiding me. I called you, because I didn’t know what else to do.” But the memories still ended with me sneaking through a city street toward our meeting place.

“That was a week ago,” he said.

“No kidding. Do you mind filling in the blanks?”

Despair crumpled his face. I bit the inside of my cheek, clenching my fists to resist the overwhelming instinct to hug him again. Something had happened to me, something very bad.

“Wyatt, what happened? How did I die?”

His eyes flickered toward my shoulder. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine.” Strangely enough, the knife wound didn’t hurt anymore. It sort of itched. “How did I die?”

He limped over to one of the dryers and opened the door. Wrinkled laundry spilled onto the floor. He put the yellow jewel on top of the dryer and began sifting through the clothing. I eyed the precious gem, wondering if that was the source of his invisibility cloak, and how much he’d paid for it.

“Wyatt?”

“Nice necklace.”

I fingered the cross around my neck. “Don’t change the subject.”

He checked the waistband of a pair of jeans and, determining them appropriate, tossed them onto the room’s center table. “I should have been there when you woke,” he said, returning to his search. “But you didn’t come back where we thought you would. Even dead, you’re pretty damned contrary, you know that?”

I smiled at the familiar jab. I always preferred questioning his orders over following them, and it drove him bat shit. Drove my partners bat shit, too, when they were alive. Even if I was wrong, the fun was in the argument.

“Next time leave a better trail of bread crumbs, and I’ll try resurrecting to the appropriate body,” I said.

He threw a cotton shirt on top of the jeans and stood up. Pain bracketed his eyes and pinched his mouth. My stomach tightened. I was such a bitch. Here he was, bleeding to death in front of me, and I kept nagging him for answers.

“Take off your shirt,” I said, closing the distance between us.

Wyatt arched an eyebrow.

I rolled my eyes. “Let me see the wound, jackass.”

I reached for his shirt, but he caught my hand. A tremor danced up my arm, awakened by his touch. I looked up, startled. Something dangerous flashed in his eyes, there and gone in a blink. Warning bells clanged in my head.

“I did it,” he said.

“Did what?”

His shoulders drooped. Agony radiated off him. He dropped my hand, and I mourned the loss of his touch. Only for a moment, though, because he spoke three words that shattered everything.

“I killed you.”


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

KELLY MEDING discovered Freddy Krueger at a very young age and has since had a lifelong obsession with horror, science fiction, and fantasy, on which she blames her interest in vampires, psychic powers, superheroes, and all things paranormal. When not writing, she can be found crafting jewelry, playing with her cat, enjoying a good cup of coffee, or scouring the Internet for gossip on her favorite television shows.



[image: ]







“Thus the Church made a covenant with humanity, to protect it from the malevolence of the dead; and if the Church fails, it will make amends.”

—The Book of Truth, Veraxis, Article 201    



The market was in full swing when she got there just shy of eleven, with her body calm and her mind collected. A quick shower and blow-dry of her black-dyed Bettie Page haircut, a change into her off-work clothes, and the sweet relief of another Cept working its way into her beaten bloodstream were all she’d needed to feel normal again.

Voices colored the air around her as she walked past the crumbling stone plinth that had once been the entryway to a Christian church. The church, of course, had been destroyed. It wasn’t necessary anymore. Who wasted their lives believing in a god when the Church had proof of the afterlife on its side? When the Church knew how to harness magic and energy?

But the plinth stayed, a useless remnant—like so many other things. Including, she thought, herself.

Against the far wall, food vendors offered fruit and vegetables, gleaming with wax and water under the orange light of the torches. Carcasses hung from beams, entire cows and chickens and ducks, lambs and pigs, scenting the cramped space with blood. It pooled on the dirt and stained the shoes of those walking through it, past the fire drums where they could cook their purchases.

Then came the clothes, nothing too professional or clean. The salesmen knew their clientele in Downside Market. Tattered black and gray fabric blew in the wind like ghosts. Bright skirts and black vinyl decorated the teetering temporary walls and erupted from dusty boxes on the ground. Jewelry made mostly of razor blades and spikes reflected the flames back at her as she wandered through the narrow aisles, paying little attention to the strangers darting out of her way. Those who knew her lifted their heads in acknowledgment or gave her a quick, distracted smile, but the ones who didn’t … they saw her tattoos, saw witch, and moved. By strictly enforced law, only Church employees were allowed to have magical symbols and runes tattooed on themselves, and Church employees, no matter what branch, weren’t exactly welcome everywhere. Especially not in places where people had reason to resent their government.

It used to bother her. Now she didn’t care. Who wanted a bunch of people poking their noses into her business? Not her.

Chess liked the Market, especially when her vision started to blur a little, just enough that she didn’t have to see the desperate thinness of some of the dealers, the children in their filthy rags darting between the booths, trying to pick up scraps or coins people dropped. She didn’t have to watch them huddle by the fire drums even on a night as unseasonably warm as this one, as though they could store up enough heat to see them through the winter ahead. She didn’t have to think about the contrast between the middle-class suburban neighborhood she’d just left and the heart of Downside. Her home.

Somewhere in the center she found Edsel lurking behind his booth like a corpse on display. The stillness of his body and his heavy-lidded eyes fooled people all the time; they thought he was sleeping, until they reached out to touch something—a ceremonial blade, a set of polished bones, a rat’s-skull rattle—and his hand clamped around their wrist before they could even finish their motion.

Edsel was the closest thing she had to a friend.

“Chess,” he drawled, his black-smoke voice caressing her bare arms. “Oughta get gone, baby. Word is Bump has the hammer down for you.”

“He here tonight?” She glanced around as casually as she could.

“Ain’t seen him. Seen Terrible, though. He’s watching. Could be he’s watching me, knowing you’ll come here and say hiya. You need something?”

“We all have our needs,” she replied, running her fingers over a set of shiny tiger’s claws, marked with runes. Power slid from them up her arm, and she smiled. That was a rush, too; a Church-sanctioned one, even. “Actually, I could use a new Hand. You got any?”

He nodded, bending down so his golden hair slid off his silk-covered shoulders and hid his features. “Workin another case?”

“Hopefully will be soon.”

Edsel held the Hand out to her. Its pale, wrinkled skin and gnarled fingers looked like a dead albino spider. She reached for it, stroking one of its fingertips with her own, and it twitched.

“That’ll do. How much?”

“You probly don’t wanna pay me now. Terrible sees you got money, it won’t make him too happy.”

“Does anything make Terrible happy?”

Edsel shrugged. “Hurting people.”

They chatted for a few more minutes, but the crowds around her didn’t feel as safe as they had when she arrived. All those people, and most of them had two eyes.

Not that it mattered. She had to see him before she left, she didn’t have a choice. He could hunt her down or she could walk through that black door herself. She much preferred the second.

She put the Hand in her bag—its fingers tried to grasp hers as she did—thanked Edsel, and walked on. No point in doing any more shopping if Terrible was watching. Edsel was right. The sight of her spending what little money she had would only piss him off. So she headed straight for the lower office, figuring the element of surprise might swing things in her favor a little bit.

Too bad it was impossible to surprise someone lying in wait. Terrible grabbed her as she rounded the corner, his lips curved in what would have been a grin on a normal person, which he wasn’t. On his scarred, shadowed face, the smile made him look like he was getting ready to bite.

“Bump looking for you, Chess,” he said. His fingers dug into her upper arm. “He been looking awhile.”

“I saw him two days ago.”

“But he want you tonight. Like now. Come on, you gonna see him.”

“I was already on my way to see him.”

“Aye? That’s good luck then.”

She didn’t bother trying to wiggle her arm from his iron grip as he led her, not to the black door, but around the corner to Bump’s pad. A finger of fear slipped under her skin, penetrating the pleasant little fog in her brain. She’d never been to his place before.

Terrible knocked, a syncopated pattern that sounded like a Ramones song. She looked around them; a few people caught her gaze then turned away quickly, as if she could transmit her bad fortune through her hazel eyes. If only. There was an awful lot she’d like to get rid of.

“How’re those big sideburns working for you, Terrible? You managed to find yourself a steady ladyfriend yet?” Hell, why not stick her hand in the cage? He wouldn’t hurt her without Bump’s say-so, and if Bump had already said so she wouldn’t be standing here. She’d be in the filthy, urine-smelling alley behind the Market being beaten and puking up her guts. Sometimes her job had its advantages; roughing up a Church employee could lead to trouble.

“Never you mind.”

“So you have! Is she human?”

To her surprise, Terrible’s cheeks began to color a dull red. It almost made her feel sorry for him. Not quite, but almost. She hadn’t known he had feelings.

The door opened before she could say anything else. One of Bump’s ladies, she guessed, a petite blonde in a see-through gray top and a shiny, red miniskirt. The black makeup ringing her eyes made her look terrified, at least until she yawned as she inspected Chess and Terrible both from top to bottom.

Without looking away, she stepped back enough for them to slide past her and enter Bump’s house.

If Chess hadn’t known he was a drug dealer and pimp—among other things—this place would have told her in an instant. Everything was gilded or covered in fur, as though Bump had visited the Liberace Museum and decided to go it one better. Stylized paintings of guns and vaginas hung on the walls, turning the room from simply tacky to creepily Freudian in an instant.

Not that Bump would have heard of Freud. The Church kept a pretty tight grip on such things. But Chess had been allowed to study in the Archives, had spent months reading late into the night, every night. Gazing at Bump’s ode to the id she wondered if Freud was as full of shit as she’d always thought.

The blonde led them down a glaringly bright red hallway—more id—and into a large red room. Everything was red, the carpet, the furniture, the walls. Different shades of red, like a nightmare. Chess’s eyes dilated as the room shrieked at her. Being in this room straight would be bad enough. Being here while 400mg of narcotic simmered in her blood was like being trapped in the womb of a fiery spirit prison.

“Sit you down,” Terrible said, urging her onto one of the velvet couches. “You wait for him.”

“Don’t think I’d be going anywhere, even if I tried.”

“Naw, I’m guessin you wouldn’t be.” Those heavy sideburns moved as he showed her his teeth. “But we wait, just the same.”

She leaned back and closed her eyes, shutting out the horrible red. It remained imprinted on the back of her eyelids, chasing her even into her own head. Her lips curved. Plenty of demons in there already.

Outside, the Market was slamming, full of bodies and radios and live music. In the office next door, people were fixing, lining up against the walls for their turn, heading downstairs to hit the pipes. She shifted in her seat. Pills were what kept her going, but the pipes were something else entirely. She’d been hoping to get down there herself before the night was over, to fill her lungs with thick honey smoke and float home to bed. That was looking less and less likely by the minute.

How much was she into Bump for? Three grand, four? The Sanford case turning out to be real had seriously hit her finances. Debunkers were paid shit, barely enough to cover her rent and bills. The bonuses were where the real money came from, paid for her supplies and … everything else she needed.

Three or four grand wasn’t that much, though. She’d owed him more than that before and always paid.

Metal clinked and heat brushed her skin as Terrible lit a cigarette from a flame half a foot high. Chess sat up. “Can I have one?”

He made a “why not” face and held out the pack, then spun the wheel on his black lighter for her. She had to tilt her head to avoid burning her nose.

They smoked and waited for another few minutes, until finally a door opened in the red wall and Bump slouched into the room.

He moved like he was riding a platform with oiled wheels, silently and smoothly, faster than he looked. Rings glinted on his fingers and diamond studs sparkled in his ears, but his clothes were surprisingly nondescript. Chess imagined it was his “at home” look, because the few times she’d seen him out on the streets he looked like a bedraggled medieval king. Tonight, though, he wore a plain burgundy silk shirt—another shade of red to add to the off-tune chorus—and black slacks. His feet were bare save a gold toe ring on his right foot.

He pulled a wilted sandwich bag out of his pocket and tossed it casually onto the table in front of her. Pills slept inside, each one whispering a promise. Pink Pandas snuggled against green Hoppers, blue Oozers and red Nips looked patriotic set against the pure, clean white of the Cepts. Every one was a different ride. Up, down, sweet, or sleazy. Two months’ worth of good feelings, right there in front of her. Her mouth filled with saliva; she swallowed it, along with some of her pride for good measure.

“You into me, Chess.” Bump’s voice slurred low through the room, adding to the impression he gave of a man who thought slow, moved slow. It was a lie. Bump hadn’t become lord of the streets west of Forty-third by being slow. “You into me fuckin good, baby.”

With effort she tore her gaze away from the bag and focused on his scraggly beard.

“You know I’m good for it,” she said, hating the faintly whining tone that crept into her voice. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “I’ve always paid before, and I’ll pay again.”

“Naw, naw. This ain’t like before. You know what you owe? I give you the number, you see what you fuckin think. Fifteen, baby. Fifteen big ones you owe. How you pay that back?”

“Fift—I do not, there’s no way—”

“You forgetting the interest. You owe Bump money, you pay interest.”

“I never did before.”

He shrugged. “New policy.”

New policy, my ass. What the fuck game was he playing? She’d expected to be threatened, maybe. She hadn’t expected this. “Even if that’s your new policy, my actual debt can’t be more than four grand. What interest rate are you charging, two hundred percent?”

“Don’t matter what the rate is. I fuckin charge the interest I want to charge.” He leaned back against the arm of the other couch and pulled a knife out of his pocket, then started cleaning his fingernails with it. “I says it’s fifteen, so it’s fifteen. When you pay me?”

“I can go somewhere else.”

“Aw, sure, ladybird. You go anywhere you want. You head on over to Slobag on Thirtieth, see how them tattoos get ’preciated by the fuckin scum down there. But you still owe me.”

Again she glanced at the bag. Bump smiled. “You want one? Go ’head. You have one. Whatever you like.” He picked up the bag and held it out to her so it gapped open. “Go ’head.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “What are you going to charge me for that?”

His laugh seemed to come from his feet and roll up his body. “I don’t gotta charge you none for it, baby. You owes me enough already, ain’t you?”

He folded his knife and tucked it into his pocket. “Course … now I’m thinking … could be I know a way you pay. A way you work off your owes.”

“Forget it.” She started to stand up. She’d never go that low, no matter what. Even she had a little self-respect, and the thought of letting a grease stain like Bump have his sleazy way with her … ugh.

“Aw, baby, I know what’s in your head. Not that. Though if’n you wanted to I could take you on a real sweet ride. That’s a promise from Bump. The ladies never had it so good as when I give it them.”

He laughed, then shook the bag at her. “Go on. You take one. I know what you need, don’t I? Don’t Bump always know? Bump’s your fuckin friend, yay? So you trust Bump. Take what you want, then we have a chatter. Maybe we help each other.”

Warily she reached for the bag. Her impulse was to grab an Oozer, but she managed to refrain and took another Cept instead. She had a feeling she would need her brain for this one.

“Good, that’s real nice. Now, why don’t Bump tell you what? You hear my plan?”

She nodded, dry-swallowing the Cept.

Bump sat down next to her, close enough for her to smell the pipe room on his clothes. He smiled. “Maybe I got a problem. Maybe you help me with it.”

Uh-oh. She was going to have to turn him down. The only people who ever asked witches for favors were those who wanted either unholy luck or unholy deeds done, and she didn’t much feel like doing either. Especially considering Bump was already a pretty lucky guy, and she wasn’t a killer.

“What’s the favor? I’m not agreeing, I’m just asking.”

“Oh, I think you agree, ladybird. I think when you hear, you say yay. Let me run this down. You know the airport?”

“Muni?” Even if the third Cept had kicked in—which it hadn’t—she wouldn’t have been more mystified. Triumph City Municipal Airport was a major hub, and one of the few areas that was heavily policed. Most Downside residents, especially drug dealers, stayed as far away from Muni and the surrounding factory district as they could.

“Naw, naw, what you fuckin say? Muni. Not Muni. Chester. You know Chester Airport.”

“Chester’s been shut down for years.”

“Yay, it have. But maybe Bump open it back up. Maybe Bump expand his fuckin business, he open it up.”

This was starting to make some kind of sense. “I don’t have enough pull in the Church to lean on the city leaders for something like that, nowhere near enough.”

“Bump got the pull. Bump already got that place wide up, see, wide up. But Bump gotta problem. Bump’s planes—planes carrying them sweet pills you ladybirds like—Bump’s planes crash. Something attacking planes, dig? Make they go all silent. Turns they off.”

“I don’t know anything about planes. I’ve never even been in a—”

“Not planes, ladybird. Ghosts. Say Chester haunted. Don’t guess on that. Somebody sending signals, making planes silent. Electromagnetics and such, yay? You find sender. You find sender, you rid they.”

He leaned back and lit a cigarette, letting smoke wreath around his head. “You catch me them fake ghosts, so my planes they fly. You catch, ladybird, and we even. No more debt to Bump.”
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In the fall of 2010, “A Glimpse of Darkness” ran on Suvudu.com as a multi-authored chain story where fans could choose the outcome of each chapter as it was written. Below are each chapter’s choices and the selections that the fans made.

Chapter 1 by Lara Adrian: September 20 – September 23

Should Munira accept the job? Or should she instead try to rescue her father from Temesis’s penthouse?


∞ 50.34%—Munira should not accept the job, but instead try to break her father out of Temesis’s stronghold.

∞ 46.31%—Munira should accept the job from Temesis, and leave immediately for El Sótano.

∞ 3.36%—Other answer …



Chapter 2 by Harry Connolly: September 27 – September 30

Which potion should Munira buy in order to reach Soledad’s palace?


∞ 43.18%—The spirit-boosting potion … and the path down the storm drain.

∞ 31.82%—The potion of dreamless sleep … and let the undead do the “heavy lifting.”

∞ 25%—The spider-mimicking potion … and the hope that she can sneak past the spiders.



Chapter 3 by Lucy A. Snyder: October 4 – October 7

What should Munira do next?


∞ 79.55%—She should try to rescue Arielle.

∞ 20.45%—She should escape with the Light and worry about her partner later.



Chapter 4 by Kelly Meding: October 11 – October 14

Which route should Munira take to escape from Below?


∞ 61.22%—Munira goes west and tries to escape through Pier 12 and its unknown dangers.

∞ 24.49%—Munira stays to fight the snake monsters, so she can attempt to go straight up the storm drain pipe.

∞ 14.29%—Munira goes south to El Sòtano’s front door.



Chapter 5 by Stacia Kane: October 18 – October 21

How should Munira enter Temesis’s tower?


∞ 52.22%—Walk straight through the front door.

∞ 47.78%—Bribe a Cracktown gang to create a distraction as she scales the wall.



Chapter 6 by Lara Adrian: October 25 – November 1

This was the final chapter, which had no choices for fans to vote on.
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