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  Trouble


  “Miko…you don’t have to do this.” I strained against the leather straps binding me to the old electric chair, unable to break free, unable to take my eyes off the keen blade she kept flicking open and closed in her hand. It was a restless, angry motion, like that of a caged jaguar lashing its tail.


  Only difference was, Cooper and I were the ones trapped in this dungeon, we the ones at the mercy of a predatory keeper.


  She stopped flicking the switchblade and gave me a withering smile. Something far beyond hate burned in her green eyes. Her naked skin was flushed, sheened with perspiration, but her nipples were as hard as if we were in a meat freezer.


  “Oh, but I do,” she said. “I promised you I’d take a trophy tonight, and I will. I can’t break a blood oath, Jessie. It’s not in my nature.”


  She turned to my boyfriend, whom she’d shackled to a rough wooden Saint Andrew’s cross in the corner. Cooper was sweating, breathing hard against the blue silk rag she’d stuffed into his mouth. His white cotton dress shirt was soaked, plastered against the tight muscles of his abdomen. Miko opened the stiletto again and began to pick the buttons off his shirt with the point of the blade. I heard them ping against the concrete floor and roll away into darkness.


  Once she’d exposed his torso, Miko drew the blade down the center of his chest in a single quick motion, bright red spilling down his damp flesh as his skin split. His eyes rolled white as he shuddered, but he didn’t make a sound.


  “No! Don’t!” I begged. “Please.”


  To my surprise, she stopped. And then she turned and stepped toward me, my lover’s blood dripping from the tip of her weapon. Her bare feet crunched on the broken glass littering the floor, turning the shards to glossy rubies.


  “I must take a trophy,” she repeated. “Will you take his place, then?”


  “W-what?” I said.


  “You or him; it doesn’t matter to me.” She paused, tilting her head thoughtfully to the side as she stared at me. Appraising me. “You might even survive it. I don’t know about him, though. Sometimes the wiry ones can go the distance…and sometimes they’re done in five minutes.”


  I scanned the unforgiving stone walls, looking for something, anything that would give me an idea of how to get us out of this. Jesus. There didn’t seem to be any escape except to submit to whatever twisted vivisection she had planned. All my powers seemed lost to me here.


  “It’s up to you.” Miko turned and slowly walked back to Cooper. “I won’t touch you without your consent.”


  “What about him? You…you’ve got him gagged, he can’t consent to this.” I couldn’t keep my voice from shaking.


  She smiled and patted his stubbled cheek. “Oh, he made me certain promises when we were alone together. I have all the consent from him I’ll ever need.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut. How had Cooper and I ended up like this? I’d tried to do the right thing, but now I was starting to doubt anything honorable or noble could survive when Miko was involved. How could I have stopped us getting to this horrible place?


  The decisions I’d made only a few days before had led us here, and all other roads were lost to me now.


  My familiar, Palimpsest, bent his eight legs into a crouch on the hot pavement outside Rudy Ray’s Roadstop. I tightened the straps on my backpack and pulled the enchanted gray satin opera glove up higher on my left forearm so I wouldn’t accidentally set him on fire. Gripping handfuls of his ferret-pale, shaggy fur, I hauled myself up onto the saddle pad wedged between two of his vertebral crests. Pal grunted in pain.


  I worried I’d burned him, but the glove still covered my flame hand, so I stopped moving. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine.” There was an odd strain in his telepathic voice.


  “You’re sure you’re fine?” I pressed.


  “Yes, quite. I’m just a bit sore from my scuffle with the rats. It’s nothing more than bruises; I gave myself a couple of solid knocks on some low-hanging pipes down there.”


  Bruises, my ass, I thought. His rangy legs were scratched, and he was missing patches of fur. The wererats in the steam tunnels beneath the local university had lured him to a place where he couldn’t use his magic; he was lucky he’d gotten out of there alive.


  “If I’m on one of your sore spots, I can sit someplace else,” I said aloud.


  Pal replied by changing the subject. “Are you absolutely, positively, without-a-doubt sure you want to do this?” He looked back over his shoulder at me and blinked his four eyes, licking his saber-toothed muzzle uncertainly.


  “Those miserable people are burning this very minute,” I replied, thinking of the thousands of townsfolk Miko had stripped of their souls since she’d taken over Cuchillo. She was the daughter of the Japanese death goddess Izanami, and was so damn dangerous that the Virtus Regnum put an isolation barrier around this particular ventricle in the heart of Texas. Guardian spirits had driven us here, either to die or to weaken Miko or both. But when she tried to take my soul, she got the devil I’d been possessed with instead. Having the beast inside her drove her mad; whatever afterlife she’d created for the souls she’d taken had surely become a place of nightmarish torment, supposing it hadn’t been one before.


  My devil, my job to clean up after it.


  “I have to get ’em out of there if I can,” I said.


  The trouble was, I was sick with fever, physically and mentally exhausted, and I didn’t have any clear idea about how I could possibly defeat Miko once I found her.


  “Please tell me you’re not planning to head straight into the desert to go looking for her, are you?” Pal asked.


  “Oh. Uh, no. I…should probably tell Cooper and the Warlock what I’ve decided to do, huh?”


  My stomach knotted at the thought of having to face my boyfriend and his brother. Miko worked her black magic on our emotions, horning the Warlock and me up and making Cooper furious and distant. It was a sick trap, all right; when Cooper caught his brother and me in a compromising position, the two men had come close to murdering each other.


  Hell, I’d come pretty damn close to killing the Warlock myself. I’d dragged him into my own personal hell dimension, and…I still wasn’t sure what to call what we’d done to each other in there. The memories made me want to swallow a bottle of Rohypnol and scrub my skin raw in the shower. It didn’t matter that it hadn’t happened in the “real” world—we’d tapped into something dark and terrible in our psyches. I wished eternal damnation on Miko for putting us in that position, but what I’d done in the hellement was my own sin. And I didn’t know how I could make up for it, not to the Warlock, and not to Cooper.


  “Letting your beloved know where you’re going would seem prudent.” Pal’s tone was dry. “Shall I take us back to the Saguaro Hotel, then?”


  “Sure, but give me a moment.”


  I turned toward Rudy and his daughter, Sofia, who were talking in hushed Spanish in the shade of the awning over the gas pumps. Although both of them had been Miko’s captives, they hadn’t seen each other in at least a year; old Rudy was smiling, but his craggy face was still wet with tears.


  “Hey, um, I’ve got to go,” I called over to them. “Y’all stay safe, okay?”


  Rudy hurried over, his cowboy boot heels clacking on the pavement. “You ain’t leaving so soon, are you? Caint you stay for some supper?”


  “I’m sorry, but I really do have to head back.”


  “Well, you take care.” He looked from me to Pal and grinned. “You take care, too, big feller. I know you had a lot to do with bringing my daughter home.”


  “He did,” I said. “I’d have never made it this far without him.”


  “You look like you got yourself into a real scrap,” Rudy said, frowning at the cuts and abrasions on Pal’s legs. “And you’re looking a mite peaked besides.”


  Rudy looked back up at me, concerned. “I think you should take him to see a vet, if they have vets for critters like him.”


  “Believe me, I will, if I can find one,” I replied.


  Rudy pushed his cowboy hat back on his head. “Well, thank you for all you done, miss. If you ever need anything, anything at all, let me know and I’ll make it happen if I can.”


  Rudy waved adios to us and headed back to join his daughter in the shade.


  I gave Pal a pat to let him know I was ready to go. His abdomen expanded as he took a deep breath, and he began to play his flying spell through the valved exhalation spiracles on his belly. It sounded like out-of-tune calliope music. He leaped into the air as the spell began to take hold, and soon we were soaring fast through the sun-hot air, heading straight for the tallest building in the middle of the small city.


  
    * * *
  


  Pal gave another grunt of pain as he touched down in a clear space in the street in front of the Saguaro. The broiling blacktop was littered with hundreds of corpses: townsfolk who’d been desouled and turned into Miko’s puppets. They mostly wore a mix of pajamas and once-nice clothes; every scrap of cloth clinging to their wasted forms was blood-brown and ragged. She’d hit the town on a Sunday morning when the people would be most vulnerable. To her, a sleeping family home was a delicious bento box, a packed church an all-you-can-eat buffet. According to the memories I’d tasted in some of her victims, few people had thought to bring a weapon into a house of God…not that any mundane weapons could provide much defense. A gunshot wound was of little more consequence to her than a mosquito bite. She’d been born in the apocalypse at Hiroshima, so I doubted anything much smaller than a tactical nuke would stop her.


  Without Miko around to control the zombies, their diseased bodies had expired within minutes. Mercy at last. The smell was epic roadkill putrescence, the kind of stench that slips up your nostrils and chokes your whole brain until you can’t think a single thought that isn’t centered on getting the hell away from it. I hoped some of the local Talents were preparing a spell to bury them as quickly as possible. Failing that…well, I could help burn the dead, at least.


  The strength of the diabolic fire in my left hand was fading; I wasn’t sure I’d have enough power to defend myself whenever the Virtus Regnum decided to lower the isolation barrier and attack me directly. They were waiting to see if I’d finish off Miko, or see if she’d be the end of me. It was just a matter of time before I’d find myself running like hell from one of the huge guardian spirits again.


  As far as the Regnum was concerned, I was vermin—dangerous vermin, sure, but ultimately nothing more than a creature to be killed as quickly and efficiently as possible once I was no longer useful to them. I had no more right to counsel or appeal than a sewer rat. And that sucked huge donkey balls…but at least I never had to wonder if my life was in danger.


  Unfortunately, it also meant that the lives of the people I cared about most were also in danger.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked Pal as I slid down to the street.


  “Yes, quite. Don’t worry about me.” He was starting to wheeze.


  I didn’t believe him. Not even a teeny little bit. Rudy’s veterinarian suggestion struck me as a good one, but I didn’t know if any of the Talented healers who’d survived Miko could help a strange hybrid like Pal.


  The front doors of the hotel slid open and my brother, Randall, stepped outside. Seeing him was like looking at my reflection in some charmed fun house mirror that turned me into a blond man. It was a little eerie, and made even stranger because I was still getting used to the idea of having an older brother. While I’d been living my decidedly unglamorous life as a student in Columbus, Ohio, he’d been going on all kinds of adventures as part of the Dallas Paranormal Defense team. I had no clue he even existed—not the slightest hint that my parents had a child before me—until my father asked me to rescue him from Miko.


  Of course, a month ago I hadn’t known who my real father was, either. It had been a bitter relief to discover that my mundane stepfather wasn’t my real father; after my mom died and my magical powers started to develop, he panicked and would have dumped me in a mental institution if my mother’s sister hadn’t offered to take me. His rejection hurt and kept on hurting, a slow burn of feeling like an unwanted freak that finally went away when I met Cooper Marron my first year in college. Time might heal all wounds, but being in love (and being loved in return) deftly plucked that thorn from my psyche.


  So, good to know my biological father was really the notorious Magus Shimmer, an outlaw necromancer who couldn’t be a dad to me because he’d been sent to a high-security Talent prison before I was even born. And then he’d escaped prison by having himself murdered. The resurrection afterward had apparently been a bit rough, and his recovery delayed his intended parental duties by another few years.


  Yeah. I had a lot of stuff to try to get my head around. It’s always unsettling to discover you’re not the person you thought you were, even if the new you seems a whole lot more interesting.


  “Hey, sis, you’re back!” Randall smiled at me, showing straight white teeth, but even his bright grin couldn’t mask the anxiety I saw deep in his hazel eyes. He stepped toward me, and my eye instantly fell on the shiny bronze lizard brooch he was wearing on the pocket of his gray T-shirt.


  Just as I was wondering why the heck he was wearing a piece of jewelry that would look more at home on some little old lady at a tea party, the glittering lizard blinked at me and crawled into the pocket.


  Randall didn’t seem to notice my surprise. “Dad says you need to mirror someone named Mother Karen, like right now.”


  I felt a sudden surge of alarm that drove away my curiosity over his little metal friend. Were Cooper’s infant brothers in trouble? I had a sudden, irrational vision of the Virtus Regnum burning down Mother Karen’s foster home with the wailing boys trapped inside. After everything I’d seen, I wouldn’t put that kind of atrocity past them.


  I hurried up the marble steps. “Why? What’s going on?”


  “I’m not real sure, but he said it was important to get a move on. There’s some kind of trouble in your hometown.” Randall reached into the right thigh pocket of his gray tactical cargo pants and pulled out what looked like a square silver makeup compact. He flipped the shiny case toward me as if he were making a pass to a teammate in Ultimate Frisbee, and I fortunately managed to catch it in my good right hand. If I’d tried a grab with my left, the compact probably would have whiffed right through my glove; boneless flame hands can be pretty limited if you aren’t trying to ignite things.


  “You can mirror her on that,” he said. “All you need to do is to speak her name and address…you know her full info, right?”


  “Yes, I do.” I popped the case open with my thumbnail. Inside, there was no makeup, just highly polished metal, and when I opened the compact completely, the halves joined together seamlessly into a rectangular mirror about the size of a small media player.


  The mirror sent a faint magic buzz into my right palm. I blinked through several views using my ocularis, the chrysoberyl orb that served as a replacement for my left eye. I still didn’t completely understand how the magic stone worked or what it was showing me, but through some of the views the mirror seemed to be glowing with energy. Someone with real skill as a speculomancer had created it.


  I took a deep breath, staring down at my sunburned, hollow-cheeked reflection, remembering my last disastrous attempt to contact Karen. Of course, this time I had a proper enchanted mirror, and I wasn’t in a hell. Still, the thought of accidentally triggering her security spell made me twitch a bit. I wasn’t anxious to eat Spanish steel for dinner.


  “I wish to speak to Karen Mercedes Sebastián, daughter of Magus Carlos Sebastián and Mistress Beatrice Brumecroft, of 776 Antrim Lane, Worthington, Ohio 43085.”


  The mirror grew colder in my hand, darkened, cleared. I was looking into Mother Karen’s spacious study from the vantage of the huge mirror above her fireplace. And things had clearly gone wrong: the teapot and delicate china cups atop her driftwood coffee table had been knocked over. Oolong spilled across the glass top and dripped onto the thick cream carpet below. Someone had ransacked the spellbooks and ingredient containers stored on her floor-to-ceiling oak bookshelves; tomes and glass jars were scattered across her desk and on the floor. Either she’d been robbed, or she’d been desperately searching for something. The windows on the western side showed tall gray waves and black sheets of rain crashing over a rocky north Pacific beach; the eastern windows showed Caribbean palm trees whipping in the gale winds of a hurricane storming ashore.


  Trouble, indeed. I couldn’t see Karen, but the door at the far end of the room was open, so I started calling for her: “Hey, Karen, are you there? It’s me, Jessie…are you there?”


  I heard the distant thump of footsteps in the hallway, and a few seconds later Mother Karen hurried in. She was dressed in a forest green silk suit, as if she’d been seeing important company, but her graying brown hair was a frizzy mess and her clothes were rumpled and dirty as if she’d just taken a few spins in a tornado.


  “Oh, thank God, I thought he’d blocked the mirror, too. Jessica, you’ve got to get back here, fast as you can. I just can’t control him, he’s got us locked in—”


  “Whoa, slow down,” I said. “Who’s got you locked in?”


  “Blue,” she said, and my heart dropped. Little Blue was surely the most powerful of Cooper’s baby brothers, but he’d also seemed the most stable and easygoing.


  Years ago, possibly even before I was born, Blue had gotten so angry during his imprisonment in Cooper’s hell that to preserve his sanity he dissociated himself from all his difficult emotions like hatred and sadness and cast them away in a broken-off piece of his own soul. That soul-shard had taken physical form as a demon when it came to Earth, and battling that monster had cost me my eye and arm—not to mention the lives of four innocent human beings and the best damn dog in the history of history itself, Cooper’s much-loved familiar, Smoky.


  Despite his serene demeanor, Blue was a real little boy now, not a disconnected spirit trapped in the stasis of a hell. And in us flesh-and-blood people, emotions like rage and hate have a way of regenerating themselves just when you think you’ve got a nice tight lid on them.


  “What happened? What did he do?” I asked.


  “He was the last one…it was his day to go with his new foster parents,” Karen replied, looking and sounding more panicked than I’d ever seen her. “Horatio and Acacia Fox—very nice people, a very nice home—I explained it to him and he seemed to understand, he still won’t talk, but he did seem to understand, he nodded when I asked him, oh sweet Goddess I’ve never seen a child do anything like this—”


  “Karen, calm down. What did he do?”


  She took a deep breath and shut her eyes for a moment. “I took them to his room to introduce everyone, he brought out this old shoebox filled with…I don’t know, hardware, junk—”


  Oh, jeez, that stupid radio, I thought. Blue had taken apart an old Batman clock radio in his room to see how it worked. I’d put all the pieces into a shoebox and told him that I’d come back to help him put the radio back together, or that I’d send someone to help him. Crap in a hat. In the chaos of trying to deal with being trapped with Miko in Cuchillo, I’d forgotten all about my promise.


  “—and he held it out to them like he expected them to do something with it. When they didn’t he…he threw them out of the house.” Her face paled at the memory.


  “Threw them out?” I had a hard time imagining a toddler having the leverage to physically remove an adult man from a room, much less muscle him downstairs and push him out the front door.


  She nodded, her eyes closed. “Suddenly there was…there was a tunnel in the side of his bedroom, and a force like an invisible hand just swept them outside into the trees. He didn’t move or say a word, Jessie…he didn’t cast a spell. He just did it. I’ve never seen a child with this kind of at-will magical power. And before I could call for help, he put a wall around the entire house.”


  I thought of King Lake’s castle in Cooper’s hell. “Made of dark gray stone, like a medieval fortress?”


  She nodded. “Exactly that. We’re completely sealed in, and none of my spells can so much as chip the rock.”


  Karen paused, looking anguished. “My other kids are so scared, Jessie, and I don’t know what to tell them. Blue refuses to speak; he just stares at the box.”


  “Are Horatio and Acacia okay?” I asked. If Blue were older I’d have wanted to roundly kick his ass for pitching a fit over something as trivial as a radio. But he was a little boy who’d been through a horrible trauma, and…well, we could have expected something like this to happen sooner or later.


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. Blue put the wall up before I could see where they landed. I certainly hope they weren’t badly injured.”


  “Jesus.” I rubbed my flesh eye, trying to think. I wanted to help Mother Karen and her kids, and I had made the promise to Blue. And clearly he took broken promises very badly. But Miko was out there in the desert, and I was convinced I was the only Talent in Cuchillo who had a shot at putting her down for good. There were other people who could help Blue.


  “Okay,” I told her. “I’m going to get you some help, as soon as I can. Just sit tight, okay? Do you have enough food and water to get through for the next day or so?”


  She nodded. “We do. But please hurry.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  I closed the mirror and turned to Randall, who’d been silently listening to the conversation. “Are the Warlock and Cooper up in the penthouse?”


  He nodded, brushing his windblown sandy hair out of his eyes. “They’re still helping the others get back on their feet. Half of them had been under Miko’s spell for over a year, and it’s hard to get your game back after that. It’s like you just came out of a coma. Some of the guys in my squad are in really rough shape. I was lucky; she only put me in the spell-circle a couple of months ago.”


  He patted the jeweled lizard in his breast pocket. “And she left Spike here locked in a box in the treasure room with all the other talismans and whatnots, so that’s double luck. We can’t find most of the flesh-and-blood familiars. The little ones like rats, they’re fine, they could hide in the walls, but we’re worried the others all got killed.”


  Randall paused, seeming to realize he had gone off on a tangent. “But that’s got nothing to do with your friend’s sitch. What’s going on?”


  “I gotta get some help to Karen, like…yesterday. Do you think you can find a way to get past the isolation field and take the brothers Grimm back to Columbus?”


  “Yeah, but won’t you be coming with us?” He frowned, looking concerned.


  I shook my head, feeling guilty before the words even crawled from my throat. “I can’t. I just…can’t. I’ve got too damn much unfinished business here.”


  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        chapter

                        two
                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Argument


  “Stay here and face Miko by yourself? Are you out of your mind?” Cooper Marron’s voice was loud enough that the other Talents in the penthouse were staring at us uncertainly. He, the Warlock, Pal, and I were in a secluded corner where I hoped we wouldn’t be overheard during normal conversation…but I hadn’t expected my boyfriend to start hollering at me right off the bat.


  I searched his expression, dreading I’d see the mindless rage that Miko’s diabolic magic had inflamed. But he wasn’t angry: he was scared. And realizing that didn’t make me feel any better.


  We take Miko to school, save what’s left of the town, and we’re out of here. That’s what he’d said to me just a couple of days before, summing up our grand escape plan in a few breezy, supremely confident words. I wanted to see the wizard who’d told me that, not this frightened, battered survivor in front of me. Because seeing the man I loved so afraid made it so much harder to hold down my own terror that I was going to lose everything in this godforsaken town.


  “I’ll have Pal with me,” I said, trying to sound soothing and assured. But the moment the words left my mouth I realized they probably sounded haughty and dismissive: I don’t need you, sweetcheeks, I’ve got a big damn magic spider. Christ. Miko really was the gift that just kept on giving, at least where our emotions were concerned. Or maybe it was just the heat and lack of sleep and food and everything else that had happened since we got here.


  “Jesus, no, I’m not letting you stay here!” Cooper looked anguished. He didn’t as much as glance at my familiar, who’d shrunk himself down to mastiff size for the elevator and hadn’t enlarged himself so he wouldn’t make the other Talents nervous. “I’m not letting us get separated again. It’s too dangerous. I can’t lose you again. No. No way.”


  “Someone needs to help the souls Miko took. Someone needs to stop her from doing this again, and do you see anyone else around here who can do that? No offense, but she caught you. Y’all both fell right into her trap.”


  Cooper scratched at the black four-day beard on his jaw and scowled miserably at his borrowed combat boots while I silenced the little voice in my head that was hollering that I’d fallen for her trap just as hard as they had, and it was mainly dumb luck that I’d escaped.


  I turned away from him and faced the Warlock, whose eyes were fixed on the ceiling tiles.


  “Blue is your brother,” I told him, my voice harder than it needed to be, “and someone needs to go talk him off the cliff, today, because if we don’t get him calmed down, the Virtus Regnum’s going to kill him and probably Mother Karen and her other kids in the process.”


  The Warlock wouldn’t meet my eyes. I realized I was dangerously close to shouting, so I took a breath, trying to speak more slowly, trying to sound as calm and reasonable as possible. The Virtii might care about humanity as a species, but as individuals we were as good dead as alive, and I wasn’t sure anyone but me really understood that. I looked from one man to the other.


  “Please don’t either of you tell me they won’t kill a little kid, because you know damn well they will,” I said. “The situation at Mother Karen’s could go so bad in so many ways. Guys, I cannot be both places at once. I need y’all to take care of this.”


  “What are we supposed to do to calm the kid down?” the Warlock finally said, his words slurred from his healing mouth and jaw. I could see a purple lump on his chin even through his thick, curly black beard. He still wouldn’t look at me, and his body posture told me he didn’t want to be this close to me. Clearly we had a tremendously awkward conversation in our future about what we’d done to each other in my hell. But today wasn’t the day for it.


  “He thinks we all blew him off and he’s mad,” I replied. “Or he’s depressed. Or something. But I think mostly he just needs someone to spend some time with him and help him put his radio back together.”


  I searched their faces for some sign of agreement. I didn’t find any.


  “C’mon, guys, you can do this,” I begged. “I can wait awhile before I go after Miko, and if you can get back here, we can all go gunning for her together. But Blue can’t wait, and Miko won’t stay wounded for long. He’s your brother, and…and you guys have to do this. We have no other options, there is no plan B, the fat lady just took a deep breath and she’s about to hit high C.”


  “I don’t really know much about fixing radios,” the Warlock mumbled.


  “Oh Jesus Pogosticking Christ, Google it!” I threw my hands up in the air. “It’s a transistor radio, not an alien spaceship!”


  Cooper rubbed his bloodshot eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Okay. We’ll go take care of Blue without you. Can your brother get us to Columbus and then get us back here pretty quickly?”


  I nodded. “He says he can.”


  Pain and worry in his eyes, Cooper put his hands on my shoulders and gave me a gentle squeeze. “Promise me you’ll wait for us to come back.”


  I paused, considering. How quickly would Miko be able to recover on her own? It was an impossible question to answer, so I went with my gut. “I think I can wait until tomorrow morning, supposing nothing else happens. But after sunrise, if you’re not here, I have to go after her, one way or another.”
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  Portals


  I sat with Randall on one of the maroon leather penthouse couches as we tried to figure out how we were going to get Cooper and the Warlock to Columbus and back in the next eighteen hours. Pal crouched at my feet, listening.


  “We could reopen the portal that got us here,” I suggested.


  “The aerial trap above the big hay pile?” Randall asked.


  I nodded.


  “And the Virtus Regnum is after you?”


  I nodded again. “Unfortunately, yeah.”


  He shook his head. “They’ll have something watching that portal to see if you come back through. Even if you’re not with us, they might decide to grab us just to have some leverage if you give ’em the slip again. I think I should just open a new portal to Dallas and take y’all back along with my team, and once we’re there I can open a portal directly to where you need to go. Let me check with my squad leader.”


  Randall turned and called to a gaunt man with shaggy dark hair and a year’s worth of Rasputinesque untrimmed beard: “Hey Javier, these people need to get to Ohio…once we’re back at the base, can I borrow the lock to get them home?”


  Javier’s tired brown eyes flicked from Randall to me, and he cracked a lopsided grin. “If they’re her friends, hell yes, and you can buy ’em all a steak and martini dinner on me before you take ’em back.”


  “Hey,” I said to Randall and Javier. “My familiar Pal got into a fight, and his wounds don’t look good to me. I know he’s kind of an oddity, but do you have anyone on your team who’s any good at healing animals?”


  “Bettie is,” Randall said, looking at Javier.


  Javier nodded, and then turned toward the back of the room.


  “Hey, Miyazaki, come over here, please! And bring your kit,” he called.


  A girl about my age who seemed to be all elbows and knees and long black hair came jogging over, carrying a gray medical pack.


  “So, ya, I’m here, somebody hurt?” Bettie had a thick Minnesota accent.


  “My familiar.” I patted Pal and he stood up, holding out his left foreleg, which bore the worst scratches and abrasions. “He got into a fight with the rats in the steam tunnels.”


  “Oh ya, looks like ya sure did, didn’t ya?” Bettie knelt in front of Pal and gingerly took hold of his foreleg, squinting as she peered into his wounds. “Looks like ya definitely got some infection in here. How bad does it hurt? Can ya talk? What kind of critter are ya?”


  “He can’t speak,” I said. “He’s a quamo who got blended with a ferret and probably something else in a magical accident,” I said.


  “Well, that’s different,” she replied cheerfully. “Lemme see what I can do about this.” She put one of her hands over the worst of his scratches, closed her eyes, and began to recite a healing spell in what I guessed might be an older Japanese dialect. After a few minutes, she pulled her hand away.


  The scratch hadn’t healed even a little bit.


  “So, that’s not good.” Bettie bit her lip. “That spell should have totally worked…so, ya, something’s not right here. I can give you some peroxide and gauze and antibacterial cream, but that’s all I got.”


  “Well, thanks for giving it a try,” I replied.


  Pal took a badly needed nap in a quiet corner while Cooper and the Warlock and Randall’s team gathered the rest of their gear from the room that Miko had used as a dump for her captives’ belongings. Randall and I went downstairs to look for likely places to create a portal to Dallas. As I closed the wrought-iron door of the old-fashioned cage elevator behind us, I became aware of the warmth and weight of the compact mirror in the pocket of my dragonskin pants. I pulled out the shiny case and held it up.


  “Do you need this back?” I asked.


  He shook his head, smiling. “You keep it. I’ve got another just like it. That one’s already enchanted to quick-mirror Dad’s workshop—you just need to say his name. You don’t need his address or anything else…he doesn’t exactly want that overheard, you know?”


  I turned the case in my hands, looking at my distorted reflection in the lid. “Isn’t he worried about his enemies getting hold of this?”


  “Nah, it won’t work for anyone who isn’t a close blood relative. And there’s a duress detection built in that shuts it down if the spell thinks you’re being forced to call him against your will, or you’ve been charmed, that kind of thing.”


  I flipped it over, looking for a signature or other maker’s mark and not finding anything but more polished silver. “Can this do anything else?”


  “Well, you can start a fire with it, though I don’t guess you need any help with that. And it can quick-mirror my other mirror.”


  He paused, getting a faraway expression that was a bit wistful and more than a bit embarrassed.


  “So what’s the phrase for that?” I asked.


  “‘Devil in a black dress.’”


  I gave him a long sideways glance. “‘Devil in a black dress’?”


  “It’s a line from an old Sisters of Mercy song,” he replied, his face turning ever so slightly pink. “I…had that spare mirror made for my fiancée. Well, she was my fiancée. The Sisters were one of her favorite bands, and when I met her she was in this phase where she was listening to A Slight Case of Overbombing practically every time I got in her car. Anyhow…well, a mirror isn’t like a cellphone, I can’t just press a button and delete the trigger. Maybe if I was a better enchanter, but I’m not, so oh well.”


  The elevator finally creaked to a stop at the lobby and the door rattled open.


  “It sounds like your relationship was pretty serious.” I stepped out onto the shiny chessboard floor.


  “It was,” he said.


  “So what happened?”


  He shrugged, I guess trying to look nonchalant, but there was an uncomfortable twist to his movement. “You know. The usual stuff. We loved each other but I was gone a lot on missions, and she cheated on me and I cheated on her and it just got weird. I don’t think either one of us was cut out for monogamy.”


  “Some people aren’t,” I said, thinking of the Warlock and his girlfriend, Opal. “Did you consider a poly arrangement?”


  “Aw, hell, no. I mean, not with her, anyway. That would’ve just brought all the drama, and I get more than enough of that at work.”


  His tone and expression made me suspect the situation had been considerably more complicated than he was willing to say, but I wasn’t going to pry. Now wasn’t the time, and I didn’t really care what I had to say to the mirror as long as it got me in touch with the people I needed to talk to.


  So I changed the subject: “You said you thought there might be a portal around here?”


  “Um. Yeah.” He pointed to a couple of brown leather couches near the abandoned marble registration counter. “I got the sense of something over that way when I was walking through there, but I didn’t have the chance to check it out.”


  I pulled off my gray satin opera glove, and my flame hand flared bright orange in the dim lobby.


  Randall looked startled. “Whoa! What are you doing?”


  “I was going to feel around for portal seams.”


  “You can detect portals with that?”


  “Yeah; how do you find them?”


  “Spike finds them.” He reached into his breast pocket and the little jeweled lizard crawled up into his hand.


  “What is that critter?” I asked.


  “My familiar; he’s mechanical…obvious, right? A Viennese watchmaker built his body in 1880. You can’t see it, but there’s a soul-crystal inside, and that’s where the familiar spirit stays. Spike’s a pixie who pissed off his local faery queen and got himself indentured.”


  Randall held his hand out flat in front of him. Spike glowed blue and went into a retriever-style point at an alcove beside the couches. “Awesome; it’s transspatial and not transdimensional. Good to know it’s not going to somebody’s hell.”


  I pulled my glove back on. “Will he tell you where the portal goes?”


  He shook his head. “Spike can’t tell. Gotta open sesame for that part. But at least I know a devil or demon probably won’t come popping out. Does your…hand thing tell you where a portal goes before you open it?”


  “No, but I can take a look at the portal with this”—I tapped my left temple beside my ocularis—“and sometimes I get an idea of what I’m in for.”


  He peered at my stone eye. “Did you get that from Dad?”


  His question rattled me. “Yes, why?”


  “Just curious. I thought it looked like his work.”


  “Does he make a lot of these?”


  “He makes a lot of stuff, period. Sight-stones, compasses, mirrors, enchanted swords, armor, you name it. I’m not much of a judge of enchantments myself—I can’t make ’em so they all seem pretty cool to me—but from all I’ve heard, he’s one of the best enchanters in the world. He’s always tearing new tech apart in his workshop, figuring out how it works on a mundane level, and then figuring out how he can make it work with magic. I brought him an iPhone last time I visited and he had all kinds of fun with that. He’s kinda old school, so it took him a few years to really embrace the concept of computers, but now he’s totally into them. He can debate Linux vs. Windows all night if you let him.”


  I found myself smiling as I imagined my father up late at night arguing operating systems on Usenet. At Ohio State, I’d met a few guys who bragged about their Internet trolling, and it gave me a warm fuzzy feeling to picture the greasy unlaid lot of them turning into toads after they flamed Magus Shimmer. “So which OS does he use?”


  “Linux. Of course. I swear, one of these days he’s gonna try to install that on a dead badger. I think he maybe has too much free time on his hands, but no one’s asked me, so whatcha gonna do? He’s a natural-born hacker, and he’s all about open source. I think he’s made some Windows viruses and stuff, though.”


  I gave my brother a hard look. “What? Viruses?”


  Randall looked as if he’d suddenly realized he’d said more than he should have. “Not for regular people. I mean, he’s got a lot of agencies gunning for him, and he needs to be able to get at secured information. Sometimes that takes a spell, sometimes it takes a bribe, and sometimes it takes grabbing a password through a key logger. He’s just using them to protect himself.”


  “Doesn’t that bother you? I mean, you’re a cop, aren’t you? And he’s a criminal.”


  “We’re both trying to help our people,” Randall said, looking uncomfortable. “Yeah, my bosses would not be cool with what my dad is doing if they knew about it…but come on, he’s my dad. And you know as well as I do that a lot of the laws we have to follow because of the Virtus Regnum are complete bullshit. Dad does what he thinks is right, and…well, it’s not like Dallas Paranormal is ever going to have an APB out on him. I’m never gonna be in a position where I have to try and arrest him.”


  “How can you be so sure?” I asked.


  “Oh, I’m real sure.” Randall laughed. “After what happened to him and Mom, he’s sure as hell not coming back to Texas anytime soon. And probably not the States, either. Until the legal sitch changes over here, he’s happy to stay where he is.”


  His-and-hers grand necromancy convictions and being sentenced to life in prison probably would put most people off returning to the scene of the crimes. “Where is he?”


  Randall paused. “Elsewhere.”


  “You can’t say?”


  “I’m…actually under a geas not to. It’s kind of a serious thing. He absolutely does not want uninvited visitors. And that’s intel that even Miko couldn’t get out of me. Not that she was too interested in information…”


  He grimaced, shuddering, and scrubbed his face with his free hand as if to wipe the bad memories away. Then gave me a smile. “But you’re family, so I can totally take you there. You want to see him, right? His place is really cool; you’re gonna love it.”


  “Sure.” I was plenty curious to meet my father. “But I’ve got to take care of Miko first.”


  “I know. And I have some potions upstairs to help with that; no offense, but you’re looking kinda hammered.”


  “No offense taken.” I knew I looked like day-old roadkill. I glanced down at my flesh arm; the rash was getting worse. And the sunburn was surely doing absolute wonders for the scars on my face. I wasn’t going to win any beauty pageants when all this was over, and I wasn’t in the running for any Miss Congeniality awards, either.


  “Well I got something in my gear bag that’ll perk you right up.” He glanced down at Spike, who returned the look with his tiny sapphire eyes; they were probably talking to each other telepathically. “Let’s go see about this portal over here.”


  We walked to the alcove. A pay phone had once been bolted to the wall inside, but someone had pried it off with a crowbar, probably to smash it open for the coins. The maroon wallpapered plaster around the frayed wires and stripped bolt holes had broken away from the wooden wall beneath. Most of the city had suffered looting when Miko first took over. But people with lousy impulse control didn’t keep their souls long around her, so the odds were that whoever had been eager to vandalize the hotel for a few handfuls of quarters was probably in the pile of stinking corpses outside.


  “I bet that back when the hotel was built, the registration desk was farther out and this was in a back room.” Randall looked around at the ornate 1920s Renaissance-style lobby. “I can see where they took walls out and stuff.”


  I blinked my ocularis through to views that had shown me portal doors in the past, and through one I saw the blue outline of a big, old door that looked like it had been made of lashed-together bamboo. It was tall enough for a man on horseback to get through if he ducked, maybe wide enough to admit an old Model T automobile.


  “Someone definitely set up a portal here on purpose.” I pulled my glove off again and stretched my flame fingers in the air. “Let me see if I can open it.”


  I reached out for the old iron ring that served as a door handle, and the portal sprang open at the touch of my flames. There was a whoosh of air into the hotel lobby, and along with it the smells of the ocean. We were staring at a section of isolated beach, nothing in sight but warm yellow sand, gently breaking waves, swaying coconut palms, and skittering brown crabs.


  “This is maybe…southern Mexico?” Randall put Spike back into his T-shirt pocket and cautiously poked his head through the portal to take a look around. “I can’t see any buildings. Can’t tell where this is. It’s pretty, but…hmm. Probably I can’t get to Ohio from here, at least not quickly. Definitely keep this in mind if you want to kick back with some reggae and margaritas later, though.”


  He stepped back into the hotel lobby and I pulled the portal door shut with my flame hand. “Got any other ideas?”


  “I’m thinking.” Randall drummed his fingers against his chin for a few seconds. “Wait. There’s a building a couple of blocks away that was a whorehouse back in the speakeasy days. And those places always have old portals set up by people who didn’t want to be seen coming and going.”


  I pulled my glove back on. “Okay, let’s check it out.”


  We went out into the heat and corpse stink. As we were stepping down into the street, I saw a familiar face: Charlie, the freckled nineteen-year-old girl who’d helped me cut off Miko’s zombie supply. I’d probably be dead without her. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been heading out to battle; she was still wearing her tiger stripe camouflage fatigues and had her AK-47 slung over her back. Her fatigues were smudged with dirt and blood, and she had a stained bandage wrapping her right arm from her knuckles to her elbow.


  “Oh, hey, Jessie!” Her face brightened in recognition and she grinned at me; I don’t think I’d ever seen her smile before. Of course, there hadn’t been a lot for her to smile about. “You survived! Sweet!”


  “Yeah, thanks, glad to see you’re okay, too, but what happened to your arm?” I nodded toward the bandage.


  “Oh, one of Miko’s creeps threw a bale of razor wire on me, can you believe it? It’s not that bad, though…Doc Ottaway gave me some antibiotics and a tetanus shot just in case, but probably the worst that’s gonna happen is my arms are gonna match.” She gestured toward the jagged white shark-bite scars on her left forearm.


  “Shouldn’t you be taking it easy, just the same?” I asked. “That’s got to hurt, and you must be exhausted.”


  “Uh-uh, I’m feeling too hyper,” she said. “So I figured I’d help the guys who are going around looking for survivors. Doesn’t look like any of the zombies are still around, which is totally good! I had to kill like twenty of them this morning in the fight, and that stuff’s kinda hard to get out of your head afterward, you know?”


  “Yeah, it is,” I agreed.


  She nervously shifted her rifle strap and looked at my brother, blinking behind her spectacles as if she’d just realized a really cute guy was standing a mere two feet away from her. And then she started to blush, ducking her head shyly. “Oh…um, hi.”


  “Hey there.” Randall smiled at her and stuck out his hand. “I’m Randall, Jessie’s brother.”


  She shook his hand, her smile frozen in social terror. “It’s meet to nice you. I mean, nice to meet you! Um. I’m Charlie.”


  She released his hand and looked back at me, her face still red. “So. Um. I should probably go, you know, someone might need help.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Talk to you later.”


  Charlie fled down the street like a spooked cat.


  “Ah, virgin geek girls.” Randall smiled as he watched her disappear around a corner. “Gotta love ’em.”


  “Be nice.” I wasn’t sure she was a virgin, but if she’d ever had sex it probably wasn’t anything she’d want to remember. “She’s been through a lot. And also she has really good aim with that Kalashnikov of hers.”


  He held up his hands. “Hey, sis, I’m nothing but nice. Not hatin’, just sayin’.”


  We walked down Main Street to East Concho Avenue where we found Miss Hattie’s Café and Saloon and, a few doors away from it, Miss Hattie’s Bordello Museum above a jewelry store. The jeweler’s had been thoroughly looted. The door had been torn completely off its hinges, probably by thieves with tow chains and a truck; inside I could see smashed glass cases and scattered empty black velvet trays among the dust and leaves and tumbleweed fragments that had blown inside. So much for containing civil unrest in the most heavily armed state in the union. The dark wooden stairway up to Miss Hattie’s was relatively clear of debris; apparently the looters hadn’t bothered with the museum.


  Randall glanced up the stairs and then turned to survey the wrecked jewelry store.


  “All this was probably part of the bordello back in the day.” He reached into his pocket to retrieve Spike. “I bet the original saloon was over this way; there might be portals here on the first floor.”


  He set the mechanical lizard on his palm, and the little creature glowed blue and went into another point, but this time his jeweled head did an odd sideways bob.


  “Huh. Two transspatial portals over here,” my brother said. “Let’s check ’em out.”


  I followed him into the jewelry store. The lizard led us to what looked to have been the manager’s office. My ocularis started to itch, which was a sure sign something was nearby. I blinked through to the portal view, which showed the plain outline of an invisible doorway in the western wall. I pulled it open with my flame hand. It led into a parlor outfitted with late-nineeenth-century furniture and an old Texas flag and cavalry swords mounted on the walls. It smelled of dust and old paper, like a museum. The sky that showed through the lace curtains was a twin of the sky I saw through the store window.


  “I think this is part of the officers’ quarters in the old frontier fort a couple of miles from here.” Randall spoke a charm under his breath, and the portal closed. “Let’s take a look at the other one.”


  The second downstairs portal was in the store’s vault, which was standing wide open, the lock inexpertly reamed out. A burned-out hand drill lay among the discarded jewelry trays and metal shavings on the floor. The safe room inside was a little larger than a hall closet, and we had to pull the remaining steel shelves off their tracks to get to the portal.


  It led to the kitchen in the basement of the Saguaro Hotel. A woman in a white apron at the stainless-steel counter stared at us openmouthed, her chef’s knife poised above some canned white potatoes on her cutting board. We waved at her and I quickly closed the door.


  “Well, damn.” Russell chewed his lower lip. “If we don’t find anything else that actually gets us past the isolation barrier, we might have to try that beach portal after all and hope for the best.”


  “Could there be another portal at the old fort?” I asked. “I mean, if they had a direct route to the whorehouse, it would make sense for them to have an escape route to another city in case the Comanches attacked, wouldn’t it?”


  “That would make sense, yeah. But it could be Miss Hattie or one of her girls arranged for the portal and the soldiers didn’t have their own Talent to set up anything else.” He got Spike out of his shirt pocket, and the little lizard bobbed on his palm. “There’s definitely something upstairs. Let’s go check it out before we go to the fort.”


  We left the store and started up the stairs, Randall leading the way. A few steps up, a sudden dizzy spell nearly sent me tumbling, but I caught myself, bumping heavily against the plaster wall.


  “Whoa, you okay?” Randall looked back at me, concerned.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Just clumsy.” I smiled, hoping I looked better than I felt. Maybe my vertigo was from the antibiotics the local doc had given me; maybe it was my fever or the heat. Whatever the cause, I was looking forward to the day when I would finally get to see an expert healer. Maybe Pal and I could get a twofer deal.


  The preserved bordello rooms upstairs were outfitted in a hodgepodge of old furnishings, everything from Victorian couches to a 1940s RCA phonograph. The peeling ceiling was gold-painted tin, and the windows were draped with lace and heavy red velvet curtains. Every lampshade had a fringe. Department store mannequins dressed in garish feather boas, beaded flapper dresses, and huge feathered hats stood as mute, dusty sentries in the corners.


  Spike bounced in Randall’s palm and pointed to a bedroom that had “Miss Kitty” painted on the door in ornate pink calligraphy with desert roses sprouting from the “I”s. We stepped inside and found a relatively small room dominated by a brass bed covered in a rumpled handmade patchwork quilt. A wooden trunk at the foot of the bed was draped in a large lace doily. The walls were decorated in amateur paintings of cowboys and horses and photographs of ranch life that looked to be from the 1920s.


  The little mechanical lizard circled in Randall’s palm and made an excited clicking noise.


  “Huh.” Randall went over to the antique dresser and opened the bottom drawer. Inside were various articles of moth-eaten lingerie. He reached inside, apparently feeling around on the underside of the drawer above. I heard a faint rip as old tape or putty gave way, and Randall pulled out a quartz crystal that had been carved to look like a small phallus.


  “Oh, wow, the Warlock has one of those,” I said, instantly recognizing it as a venereal disease detector.


  “They’re handy, for sure.” Randall slipped the fetish into the thigh pocket of his cargo pants. “And it looks like Miss Kitty was probably responsible for the portals downstairs.”


  “Why in the world would a Talent work as a prostitute in a little Texas town?” I wondered aloud. “If she was powerful enough to create portals, surely she’d have better job options than this.”


  Randall shrugged. “Maybe she was trying to piss off her parents. Maybe she really, really liked sex with cowboys. Or maybe she was part succubus, and needed a steady supply of dude-sauce to keep her power up. Blood’s not the only fluid useful in necromantic spells, y’know.”


  He pocketed Spike and moved around the bed to push aside the curtain that covered the doorway to Kitty’s closet. A cloud of dust rose from the heavy pink brocade. Coughing, I followed him inside, and my stone eye instantly showed me the outline of a door on the far wall. This one had fancy paneling, as though it went someplace swanky.


  “Well, let’s see where this one goes.” I pulled off my glove, stuck my flame fingers into the edge, and pulled.


  The portal swung open, revealing an upscale hotel room beyond. The king-size bed was covered in a down comforter, and the flat-screen TV across from it was shiny and new. A black netbook slept on the mahogany computer desk, and a red Samsonite case sat on the luggage rack by the closed closet door. The room overlooked gleaming downtown corporate buildings; familiar, but I couldn’t quite place the skyline.


  Randall held up his hand to warn me to stay where I was. He cautiously stepped into the room and peeked around the corner into the bathroom. “Good, the guy’s not here.”


  “How do you know it’s a guy?” I asked from the portal.


  “Left his tighty whiteys on the bathroom floor. Or in this case, his tighty, browny streakies.”


  “Um, ew.”


  “Yeah, don’t go in there.”


  Randall crossed the room to the window, stared out at the skyscrapers, then picked up the hotel notepad that lay on the desk. His eyes lit up. “Toy store! This is the Alden Houston…Space City Paranormal Defense is just a few blocks away. We won’t have any problem getting back up to Dallas from here.”


  Grinning, he rejoined me in Miss Kitty’s closet and spoke the charm to close the portal. “Let’s go back to the Saguaro and get the others.”
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  Send-Offs


  Randall knelt on the gray penthouse carpet and dug through the main compartment of his olive drab tactical pack. He pulled out two small cork-stoppered, unlabeled stainless-steel bottles about the size of Red Bull cans.


  “Twenty-four-hour energy potions,” he explained, offering them to me. “Shouldn’t make you anxious or overly jittery, and they’ll give your magic a boost, too. You can kinda burn through them, though, if you’re doing a lot of spells and…these are a little old at this point. So you might not get the full effect. My rec is to take one before you head out and keep one on you for after.”


  “In case I need to run from the Virtus Regnum?” I took the potions from his hand.


  “Yeah, exactly that.”


  I stared at the shiny, featureless bottles. “So what’s in these?”


  “Oh, you know…stuff.”


  I raised my eyebrows at him. “‘Stuff’?”


  “Um.” Randall closed his eyes, frowning, apparently trying to remember. “Ginseng, guarana, molasses, sea salt, jalapeño juice, black dragon bile, monarch butterfly wings, phoenix ash…couple of other things I’m forgetting.”


  “Like unicorn poop? It might help the flavor.” Despite my misgivings, I stashed the bottles in my backpack.


  “It does have a bit of an aftertaste,” Randall admitted with a shrug. “But it gets the job done.”


  I woke up Pal, and we went downstairs to say our good-byes. Cooper and the Warlock were already in the lobby with Randall and his team. When he saw me step off the elevator, the Warlock cut his eyes away from me, staring at the shiny floor, his fists clenching anxiously. He was looking more and more upset every time he saw me. Big, strong, cool-as-a-shark Warlock was afraid, and that didn’t make me feel like a badass—it made me feel horrible. How could I ever fix things between us?


  Cooper, who had a distracted, faraway look, didn’t notice his brother’s distress, but when he saw me he seemed to regain his focus and smiled at me, looking genuinely glad to see me. Out of it or not, Cooper was still damn hot. My heart beat faster, and I wished I could just take him up to the room and spend the day under the covers with him. But that wasn’t going to happen, at least not anytime soon.


  He leaned in to give me a serious kiss, and as much as I wanted to feel his lips against mine, I gave him my cheek instead.


  “Why are you turning away?” He looked hurt.


  I winced, hating to have to explain in front of Randall’s team. They were all still looking at me like I was Wonder Woman and I didn’t want them to realize I was a whole lot closer to Typhoid Mary. Hey, guys, I got hepatitis! Two kinds! And tick fever, too! Woo hoo!


  “Germs,” I whispered. “Remember? Don’t want to get you sick.”


  “Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” He gave me a light kiss on my forehead, then pulled me close. I could feel his strong heartbeat, and I hugged him tightly, wishing I could just melt into him.


  “You will wait for us to come back, right?” he asked.


  “Um.” My gut was telling me I had to try to get to Miko as soon as I could, but even if Pal and I were both 100 percent healthy, having the guys around for backup might mean the difference between success and failure. This wasn’t an algebra final—failing with Miko could mean we’d both end up as scattered bits of charnel for the vultures. And we were far from 100 percent.


  I felt my anxiety build as dueling voices in my mind shouted Do it now! and You’re gonna die if you screw this up! There had to be a sane compromise. And I’d already promised him once that I’d wait.


  “I’ll stay here until morning, like I said.” I stood up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “That’s the best I can do.”


  Once the guys left for the bordello portal, Pal and I went outside to see if we could help with corpse cleanup. Three Talents in stained medical scrubs—two men and an older woman, their faces covered with red bandannas that appeared to have been smeared with Vicks VapoRub to cover up the stench—had transported the bodies to an empty parking lot beside the abandoned tan brick community hospital a few blocks away from the hotel. Someone had found a few dozen shipping pallets and they had alternately stacked wood and bodies in a rough two-story pyramid on the gravelly asphalt. It wasn’t nearly enough fuel if they were going to rely on regular fire, but it was better than nothing.


  The sweaty trio was arguing about what spell they should use to ignite the grisly pyre. I should have probably said hi and introduced myself like a civilized person and asked if they wanted my help. But my eye fell upon the bloated face of a woman who reminded me of my aunt Vicky. Reminded me of how horrible she looked when I found her four days after her suicide. My chest ached with old sorrow. I looked away, looked up, and that wasn’t any better because now I was seeing the faces of all those other dead people. Knowing that I’d come so very close to joining them filled me with anger and anxiety, and suddenly I wanted the carnage gone, erased. So instead of observing any social niceties whatsoever I simply strode forward and stripped off my glove.


  “Here, let me give it a try.” I let my fire flare high.


  The Talents got the hell out of my way. I took a deep breath, feeling the pressure build in my hand, and let loose on the corpse pile with a firehose jet of burning purple ectoplasm. The flaming goo melted flesh, wood, and bone like wax a moment before the substances ignited and flash-burned down to noxious black ash. It was fairly disgusting, but I held my breath and kept the spray steady. I could tell I didn’t have a lot of firepower left, probably not enough to give a Virtus even a half-assed blistering, so I might as well put the remainder to good use.


  In a few minutes it was over, nothing but a few charred bones and stray blackened nails from the pallets still burning in a tarry pool of melted asphalt. Ash swirled in the overheated air; I hoped I hadn’t inadvertently seeded us all with some kind of diabolic black lung. The Talents coughing into their Vicksy bandannas looked variously relieved, horrified, and impressed.


  I stared up at the rising smoke and said a quiet good-bye to the townspeople I’d never known and had arrived far too late to save.
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  Hellement


  Pal and I went back upstairs to the penthouse so I could retrieve my backpack and shotgun and his riding tack. Then we searched the floor below, using a key-card spell my familiar knew to pop doors until we found an unclaimed suite with a cushy queen-size bed, a sofa bed, and a big soaking tub in the bathroom. I felt as though my whole body was covered in gritty ash, so I drew myself a bath while Pal charm-cleaned my clothes.


  As I lay back in the warm water, my mind flashed on the Warlock’s expression, and I felt bad all over again. What could I say to him? I knew I had to say something; I couldn’t just pretend we hadn’t hurt each other the way we had. And I had to tell Cooper what had happened, whether the Warlock had told him or not. I owed my boyfriend the truth…but first I had to figure out what the truth actually was here.


  I trailed my flame hand over the side of the tub so the glove wouldn’t get wet and fill the bathroom with sulfurous steam. As I washed my face with my flesh hand, I considered the situation and my options. The Warlock and I had gone to a seriously dark, nasty place; even though Miko had goaded us into it, I couldn’t say with any certainty that we’d just been puppets acting out her twisted desires. Had that kind of violence been in us all along, just waiting to come out? Was all that horror really us?


  And were there any words in the whole world that could make any of it better?


  Before I realized what I was doing, my spiraling thoughts dropped me down into my hellement. This place was the remains of the nightmarish dimension Cooper had been trapped in. I’d killed the devil running the hell by plunging my left hand into its molten lava heart. Part of it had stuck to me, apparently permanently, turning my hand into a torch of enchanted fire and linking me to the hell.


  But inside the hellement I was whole again, my burning hand restored to flesh and bone, my fever and aches gone. In an effort to erase the evil of the place, I’d turned the dimension into a perfect replica of my beloved childhood bedroom, the perpetual late afternoon sunlight streaming in through the mini-blinds, my stuffed animals lined up at attention on the dresser, my grape juice–stained Buzz Lightyear comforter on the bed.


  Beneath the dust ruffle I could see the jarred memories from Cooper’s dead family glowing in the darkness under the bed. The jars were trophies from the devil I’d slain when I rescued my boyfriend; seeing them clustered there so cold and quiet suddenly gave me the creeps, so I glanced behind me to make sure the big red portal door was set in the wall beside my closet. The door was exactly where it was supposed to be, my Totoro poster Scotch-taped to the front. Comfortingly close at hand.


  When I turned back, a doppelganger of the Warlock was standing before me.


  I wasn’t startled to see him. This was my domain now, and as far as I knew, nothing appeared without my wanting it there, consciously or subconsciously. He was dressed in his ripped tuxedo, and his face was a bloody, broken wreck that barely looked human. I’d done that to him, held him down and hit him again and again while I…while I…


  “Say it.” His words were slurred; his tongue was so badly lacerated I was surprised he could talk at all. “Be honest.”


  I felt heat rise in my face, my heart pounding like the whole world was staring at me in judgment, instead of this solitary emotional construct in my private gallery. I remembered the ugly animal violence of what I’d done, the dirty rush it gave me, like a plunged syringe of heroin and venom.


  I took a deep breath. Honesty.


  “I got off on hurting you,” I said. The admission felt like bitter rust in my mouth. “I wish to hell I hadn’t, and I wish I could take it back, but I don’t get a do-over, do I?”


  The doppelganger shook his bloody head, his blue eyes bright and sharp.


  “Was that really me?” I whispered. “Or was it Miko?”


  The doppelganger reached up and put the pieces of his shattered jaw back in place, straightened his nose, smoothed his cuts away with his fingers as though his flesh were modeling clay. In seconds his face was restored.


  “What do you think?” he asked, running his thick, callused fingers through his black curly hair and smoothing the sprung curls of his mustache and beard.


  “I think…I just don’t know. I’d like to think that if I had free will I’d never, ever do something like that. And certainly not to a friend.”


  The Warlock arched an eyebrow at me, a familiar expression of disbelief. “Am I your friend?”


  “Yes. Of course. You were the only person besides Mother Karen and Pal who helped me when Cooper disappeared.”


  “Just because I’m useful doesn’t make me a friend. Just because I came through for my own brother doesn’t mean I did it to help you. Coop raised me from the dead, or damn close to it. I mean, I had to help, right?” He paused. “And I piss you off most of the time, don’t I?”


  “Well, yeah, but being annoying doesn’t mean you’re not my friend.”


  The Warlock stepped closer, gazing down at me intently. “I hit on you all the time. And that gets old in a hurry, doesn’t it? Unless…”


  My mouth went dry. “Unless what?”


  “Unless, deep down, you’re flattered by my attention. Unless maybe, just maybe, you don’t mind me being interested, because you’re interested, too.”


  He took a step closer. “Unless maybe you fucked me in here because you wanted to fuck me all along. Maybe what you did was a little less about the power and a little more about the sex.”


  I shook my head, my heart pounding. “No. I never thought about you like that before Miko touched me.”


  “The devil made you do it, huh?” He laughed. “It wasn’t because part of you wanted to keep your options open in case things didn’t work out with Cooper?”


  “No. No way. I never thought that, ever. Miko—”


  “Miko’s not here now.” He stepped even closer. I could feel the heat of his body, smell clove cigarettes and his girlfriend Opal’s perfume lingering on his jacket. The scents made me think of hot, dark nightclubs where nobody could quite see what you were doing with your date in the shadowed booths. “Are you still thinking about me?”


  “I…I…”


  My control was slipping; my subconscious was flinging hidden blades I didn’t know how to block. I turned to flee for the portal door, but the Warlock grabbed my arm and pulled me back, wrapping me in an embrace. His beard rubbed against my bare neck, and the sensation sent a thrill through me.


  “Let me go,” I said, my voice shaking. I could break free easily enough, throw him off and walk away, but I didn’t want to do any more violence to him. Even if this version of him wasn’t really him.


  “Of course I will, if that’s what you really want,” he said. I could smell whiskey and sex on his breath. “But nothing makes you quite so crazy as an itch you’re not allowed to scratch, does it? Wouldn’t it be better to get it all out of your system in here where it’s safe?”


  He leaned in and whispered in my ear, his words hot on my skin: “You might not survive Miko again. You could be dead tomorrow for all you know. You can’t have Cooper tonight, even if he makes it back in time. You can’t have anyone; you’re infected. Diseased. The viruses could kill you, too. But that doesn’t matter in here. You’re the goddess here. Do you really want to deny yourself this one last chance to experience something you might never have again?”


  I closed my eyes, feeling as though I were teetering on the head of a pin. “I’m safe in here.” It came out half mantra, half question.


  “You’re safe in here,” said a voice. It wasn’t the Warlock’s.


  I opened my eyes. A doppelganger of Cooper was standing in front of me, blocking my way to the portal door. He was bare chested, wearing only his tight tuxedo pants, his jaw closely shaven and his goatee neatly trimmed. He smelled like gingerbread spice and clean healthy man.


  “You can have whatever you want in here,” Cooper said, and what little willpower I had left crumbled like a child’s sand castle under a north shore wave.


  Cooper leaned down and kissed me, and I kissed him in return, kissed him deeply, pulling his body to mine. With a thought, we were naked. The Warlock behind me was bared, too, and Cooper pressed me back into the hairy, muscular wall of his half brother’s body. My heart felt like a bird trying to flutter free from a cage of bone. The men rubbed against me, Cooper’s lips moving from my mouth down to my breasts, the Warlock kissing the back of my neck and gently biting my shoulders. The Warlock’s cock was hard against my hips, and Cooper was at warm, wet attention against my belly.


  “Do you like this?” Cooper asked.


  “Yes.” It was hard to speak.


  “Do you want more?” the Warlock asked.


  “Ohgodyes,” I breathed.


  Cooper slipped his hands down the back of my thighs and lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around his narrow waist as I slid down onto his delicious cock, my swollen flesh grinding against the rough patch of his pubic hair. The Warlock ran his hands lightly down my back to my ass, where he began to do the most amazing things with his fingers and tongue.


  The sensations were so strong and so hot that I came with a cry, clinging to Cooper’s sinewy body as he pushed himself into me, and the shudders had barely passed when the room tilted and I was lying back on the Warlock on the bed. He was filling me from behind, stretching my flesh in ways I’d never been stretched, my arms and legs wrapped by his strong limbs, and Cooper was kneeling on the mattress between my legs, sucking my clit, bringing me to the brink again—


  —and I was standing, pressed between their straining bodies, both men filling me, thrusting into me, their hands and lips and tongues and teeth all over me—


  —a sudden dizziness took me, and we were on the bed again, my nerves at their mercy as another orgasm rocked me, they weren’t giving me a chance to take a breath, weren’t giving me a chance to even think, the doppelganger I’d made before had been a passive thing who didn’t even speak, but these creatures had turned aggressive and relentless—


  “No, wait,” I gasped, trying to get up.


  “You’re safe here,” Cooper soothed, hard at work above me. “We have so much more for you; you just have to tell us what you want.”


  “Tell us what you want,” the Warlock crooned behind me.


  A chill washed through me as his words echoed in my memory. Miko’s mutinous lieutenant always said that to the people it parasitized: tell me what you want. And I’d dragged that shadow devil in here to kill it.


  I remembered the sight of the disgusting jellylike creature melting into the floor as it perished…had some of the devil survived? Could it exist as a spirit fragment, a shade of the shadow?


  Or had the nasty little thing gotten its hooks inside my head, planted seeds in my subconscious, and left me to reap them?


  “I want to get out of here!”


  But they weren’t letting me go. I looked to the dresser, seeking my enchanted sword and shield…and to my horror I realized they weren’t where I’d left them. They weren’t anywhere in sight. I felt my panic rise even as I came again under the doppelgangers’ sweaty pressure.


  “Stay with us.…” Cooper whispered.


  “Just stay with us.…” the Warlock echoed.


  Cursing, I surged up beneath them, throwing off their grasping hands, and lurched toward the red portal door. My fingers touched the brushed steel handle just as I felt claws closing on my ankles—
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  Retribution


  I came back to the living world, thrashing in the tepid water, fighting for breath. Jesus Christ. I lay back in the tub, shivering with fear and fever, trying to get my bearings. Jesus Jesus Jesus…


  I stared up at a crack in the beige ceiling. The shadow of my own pulse darkened my vision with every beat. My stomach churned, and I felt hot tears begin to spill down my cheeks.


  Trembling, I crawled out of the tub and stumbled wet and naked and weeping into the bedroom. I felt poisoned, violated, debased, and I wanted to be near someone who could make me feel safe.


  “Pal, help.” My voice was a weak croak, too faint to hear.


  He was curled up sound asleep on the pulled-out sofa-bed mattress. In his exhausted slumber, he looked both terrifying and fragile. My clean clothes were in a neat pile at the foot of the queen-size bed. Pal yawned and shifted, a stray ray of light from the gap in the blackout curtains shining on his gleaming, curved canine fang the size of a fighting knife. My loyal monster.


  My opera glove was slipping down, and I could see my purple flames flickering above the cuff. Flames that were inextricably linked to my hellement…and the nasty little devil that was apparently trying to use it against me.


  I felt anger begin to surface in the churn of my emotions. The cold, hard rage dried my tears like a wind from Valhalla. How dare the shadow try to trick me in my own domain? How dare it invade my most private thoughts? How fucking dare it?


  “You’re going to wish you’d never been spawned,” I whispered to the flames, then reached down to jerk my glove back into place.


  Pal needed his sleep, and I needed to cowgirl up. I didn’t need a hug, I didn’t need a shoulder to cry on; I needed to take my goddamned hell back and kill the little slime before it got any stronger.


  I marched into the bathroom to grab a towel. After I’d scrubbed the water off my body, I put my clothes back on. Being naked or dressed in the living world didn’t really matter once I went into the hellement, but I didn’t like the feeling of being exposed when I was getting ready for a fight. I’d take any psychological boost I could get.


  I sat down on the toilet to pull my boots back on: dark gray knee-high dragonhide with English fire-drakes embossed on the vamps and shafts. They, along with my brown dragonskin pants, were loaners from the Warlock, although if I kept getting demon ichor and other random yuck splattered on them he probably wouldn’t want them back.


  Thinking of the Warlock sent my mood plummeting again, but I sat up and mentally gave myself a shake. Dragonskins were warrior’s gear, expensive warrior’s gear, and the Warlock wouldn’t have lent them to me if he didn’t think I deserved them. He wouldn’t have lent them to me if he hadn’t been my friend. He would have just given me a pair of Opal’s castoff engineer’s boots along with a cheerful “Good luck in hell!”


  I stripped my opera glove off and stared into the flames, willing myself back into my hellement. I felt a strange vertigo, a sudden blindness, and when I came to I was standing beside the red portal door in my bedroom. My sword and shield were still nowhere in sight.


  “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I sang to the seemingly empty room.


  No response, no sound but the faint rush of the breeze in the oaks outside.


  “If you make me come after you, I’m not gonna be gentle,” I said.


  Well, I wasn’t going to be gentle, regardless, but I was anxious to get this over with. I paused, giving it a moment to reply. Still no sound. I’d have almost believed it wasn’t there at all, that my creepy threesome had just been a figment of my battle-stressed subconscious…if it weren’t for my missing sword and shield. When I was alone in here, my weapons had remained in plain view no matter what form I’d put the hellement in.


  So, obviously I was no longer alone.


  “Have it your way.” I closed my right eye and started blinking my left to switch to a different view with my stone eye, one that would show me the architecture of my hellement. Dimensions like this could easily trick flesh eyes, but not my ocularis; my father had enchanted the stone with care, ensuring that once it was connected to my flesh and nerves it continued to work when I was a spiritual projection. Clearly his prophecy spells had told him I’d be spending a lot of time in diabolic places once I grew up.


  Was I still pissed at him for not letting me know I was going to lose my eye in the first place? Hells yes—having my eye melted out of my skull by flaming demon ichor didn’t make for a fun evening. And I got a reminder of it every time I looked in the mirror and saw the scars on my face. But I couldn’t deny that the ocularis had been crucial when it came time to rescue Cooper.


  I blinked through a half dozen views and finally found one that showed the hellement as a strange darkness at first, but the vision soon cleared so that I was seeing inside the insubstantial geometries that formed the dimension. And there, inside the smoke-like wall, I saw my sword and shield, solid and real, the only truly authentic objects in here.


  “Nice try.” I stepped forward to retrieve my weapons. Once I’d slung my shield onto my arm and gripped my sword, I turned on my heel and scanned the room, seeking the shadow devil’s hiding place.


  And there it was, under the bed, puddled like clotted blood between the jarred traumas, holding its breath, if it had breath to hold. It had an air of exhaustion, as if its previous attempt to trap me had wiped out its reserves.


  “I should’ve guessed you’d be hiding under there, little monster.” I laughed, willing the bed away.


  The devil gave a start when the sheltering mattress and box spring disappeared, and I raised my sword, preparing to spear it to the floorboards. Too late I realized it was clutching one of the jars, ready to fling the contents at me. I took a step back, but the shadow’s aim was good and silver memory like liquid mercury splashed into my face—


  I was Cooper’s father, Corvus, down in the bottom of the pit in the basement, staring up at Lake Jordan, my beloved Siobhan’s husband. My eyes were swollen and red, my hands and back aching, and my palms blistered from digging this hole I was trapped in. My testicles ached from a hundred kinds of abuse. I wanted to throw up, but there hadn’t been anything in my stomach for nearly a week.


  “You crazy fuck,” I choked. I couldn’t make any tears. I was so dehydrated I should have been dead, and my heart kept seizing up as it struggled to pump thick blood through my veins. But Lake had enough magic to keep me alive and suffering. When would this hell end?


  “Can’t have you trying to run away again.” Lake impassively threw down a hacksaw and two lengths of rubber hose. “I want those legs off above the knee. And trust me, you don’t want me to come down there and do it myself.”


  Cursing, I swiped the bitter memory out of my face with my shield hand, pulled myself back to the present. My eyes just had enough time to register that the slimy little devil had unscrewed another jar, and I braced myself—


  I was a child, Cooper as a young boy of seven. I sobbed into my pillow, feeling so scared and miserable I wished the earth would open and swallow me whole. I lay on a single bed inside an eight-by-eight-foot chain-link dog pen in the corner of the basement. The cinder-block walls were bare beneath the harsh light from a single hanging bulb.


  “It’s not right; I don’t want to hurt them,” I wept.


  “You’ll do as I tell you, or I’ll have to kill your mother,” my stepfather, Lake, replied, standing somewhere in the shadows beyond my locked pen door. “And you don’t want that, do you?”


  With all the effort I could muster, I pulled myself out of Cooper’s lost memory and furiously wiped my face clean, the heavy liquid falling from my fingers to the floor. The devil had its foul little pseudopods around the lid of another jar, trying to open it, but the jelly trembled with fatigue and was having trouble unscrewing the old trauma.


  Whether it was truly exhausted or not, there wasn’t a second to lose. I swung my weapon down in a sweeping arc, hitting the devil with the flat of my blade. It couldn’t keep its grip on the jar and hurtled through the air, splatting into the far wall.


  Before it had a chance to recover I was on top of it, pounding it over and over with my bronze shield, unleashing my anger with every blow, until the jelly had been utterly crushed flat. Panting, I straightened up, staring down at the devil. It certainly looked dead. But I’d torn its heart out in our previous battle, so clearly I couldn’t count on it not regenerating itself even after heavy damage. I had to figure out some way to contain it until I could dispose of it for good.


  What could I do with the monster? Putting it in the wall where it had hidden my weapons surely wouldn’t work. As I set my sword and shield aside, my gaze fell on the silver puddles of spilled horrors and their discarded containers.


  “You seem to like my trophies,” I said, reaching down to grab an empty jar. “Maybe you’d like a closer look?”


  I scraped the remains of the jelly into the glass, leaving not even a speck of it behind on the floorboards. And then I scooped Cooper’s father’s memory in on top of it and screwed the lid on tight.


  “There!” I said brightly. “You can be Corvus for a while. That’ll be fun, right?”


  I held the jar up to the light, watching the red jelly shudder weakly as the heavy memory sank down into it, drowning it in unrelenting pain. A hell within a hell. I’d have almost felt sorry for it if I hadn’t seen the horrors it had wrought on the people in Cuchillo. Perhaps smallpox viruses suffered in their locked vials, too.


  I set the jar down with the others, then put Cooper’s worst childhood memory back into its container and straightened the pile. Housecleaning finished, I stared down at the softly glowing jars, grimly admiring my handiwork.


  And then, for just a moment, I caught the smell of clove cigarettes and gingerbread, and then a sudden warmth like a man standing close behind me. I snatched up my sword and whirled around…but nothing was there. I was alone in my domain.


  It had just been my imagination. Surely. Feeling uneasy, I willed the bed back into place, leaned my weapons against the dresser, and went to the portal door so I could return to the living world.
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  The Sisters Jackson


  After I came out of my hellement, I woke Pal and we ventured downstairs to see if we could find some food. If anything I was even more achy and feverish, but putting the devil in its proper place made me feel darkly cheerful; my appetite had returned with a vengeance.


  A few culinarily inclined Talents had opened up the hotel kitchen and set up a makeshift buffet supper of whatever they could find left in the pantry: rice, canned peas and mushrooms, tuna patties, mac and cheese, vanilla pudding. It wasn’t fancy, but they had enough for everyone, and I could eat everything but the tuna. Well, actually I could eat the fish; I just didn’t feel like reliving being speared in the gut or suffocated in an icy ship’s hold or however it was that the albacore died once it got hauled up in the net. As side effects of performing necromancy went, this definitely wasn’t the worst I could have suffered—I could have become unfashionably undead, for instance, and would be watching my extremities rot off in the heat—but tasting death was frustrating.


  After I filled my plate and got some silverware out of the basket beside the buffet line, I surveyed the strangers sitting at the round tables, feeling like the new kid at school who didn’t know anyone and who had already gotten a reputation for being a dangerous weirdo.


  My anxiety returned, the weight of the ticking minutes pressing down on my mind, and for a moment, I thought about just dumping my tray on the conveyor belt, turning, and leaving to get my shotgun and go find Miko. But…how? I didn’t have so much as a fingernail clipping to use to track her. My body was trembling from fever and hunger. I doubted I had the strength to walk around the block, much less chase anyone through the desert. I knew I should just get some food and sleep, take my medicine, and wait until morning for the guys to come back. I promised I’d wait.


  I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down. I’d wait. It was the best thing to do.


  “Are you okay?” Pal peered at me with concern.


  Yeah, I’m fine, I thought back to him. So where do you think we should sit?


  “How about over there?” He nodded toward a table occupied by two fifty-something women. “They look pleasant.”


  And they did. Both of the ladies had gray Afros and orange-and-black cotton mudcloth dresses and matching hair wraps; if they weren’t actual twins, they certainly seemed to be playing up their resemblance to each other. Caramel-spotted rats perched on their shoulders, eating tidbits their mistresses fed to them. I didn’t see any rat droppings, so I suspected they were familiars and not pets; nobody wants a familiar that randomly craps all over everything.


  Well, probably nobody. Talents can be a strange bunch.


  “Hello,” I said, approaching their table. “May we sit with you?”


  “Sure thing,” the lady to the left said. “Long as he doesn’t—”


  “—try to eat our ratties,” the lady to the right said.


  “Pal would never do that.” I set my tray down and pulled out a chair.


  “Oh, but he’s—”


  “—surely thinking about it!”


  “You can see it—”


  “—in his eyes.”


  I gave Pal a look as he placed his tray on the table beside mine. “Really? Seriously?”


  He blinked, seeming abashed. “They do smell delicious.”


  Eat your tuna and stop eyeballing their rodents, I thought to him, annoyed. Don’t you have any sense of professional courtesy?


  “I’d be doing them a favor, really.” He wolfed down a patty in one bite. “Familiars killed in the line of duty often receive a reduction in sentence.”


  “Well, he’s not going to hurt your rats,” I announced to everyone at the table. “Otherwise I’d have to kick his ass.”


  I paused. “So, I’m Jessie Shimmer. And y’all are…?”


  “Callirhoe Jackson,” said the lady to the left. “You can call me Callie. And my rat is named Bosworth.”


  “Involucrata Jackson,” said her sister. “People call me Poppy. And this is Pierre.” She gave her rat a little scritch on the top of his head between his ears and he gave a cheerful squeak.


  “Pleased to meet you all,” I said.


  “Likewise,” the sisters said.


  “So, are y’all from around here?” I asked.


  “Yes, we are,” said Callie. “And we’re very much—”


  “—looking forward to things getting back to normal,” Poppy finished.


  “Um.” I lowered my voice. “There might be kind of a hitch with the whole ‘going back to normal’ thing.”


  Callie laughed. “You mean other than the town being wrecked?”


  “And nearly everybody dead?” added Poppy.


  “Well, that, yeah,” I agreed. “But also…well, did you two meet Sara Bailey-Jones before Miko caught you?”


  “Sara,” mused Callie. “She’s the one—”


  “—with the dozen cats?” finished Poppy.


  “Yes, her.” I said. “Only now there are a lot more than a dozen cats. And they’re actually devils. Don’t know what kind, but they seem to feed off chaos. And Sara’s acting mayor. And she’s crazy. And I mean bad crazy, not ‘Ha-ha, she’s so much fun at parties’ crazy. I mean like Pol Pot shooting people in the head just because they wear glasses crazy.”


  “Oh my,” said Poppy. “That could certainly be—”


  “—a problem. But I’m sure that if all us witches and wizards join together—”


  “—we can get her to see reason.”


  “Or teleport her into the desert.” Callie pursed her lips.


  “Whatever works,” agreed Poppy.
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  Potion


  After we finished eating, I said good-bye to the Jackson sisters and dropped our dirty dishes onto the conveyor belt. Pal and I went back to our suite where I took my antibiotics and some Advil for my fever. And then I collapsed into the queen-size bed and quickly passed out.


  I slept pretty hard, but my dreams were unsettling. In all of them, I was a little girl back in my parents’ house in our old Lakewood neighborhood in Dallas. My mom was still alive. Even though I was only seven or eight in the dreams, I had all my adult memories. I knew how—and why—my mother had died.


  When I was eleven, I was diagnosed with an aggressive brain cancer that the mundane doctors couldn’t treat. Mom had been convicted of grand necromancy before I was born and was forbidden from associating with other Talents or casting even the smallest charm. Almost immediately after she performed a spell to save me, Virtus Regnum agents quietly executed her for her crimes. I was the one who found her cold body on our kitchen floor.


  In those not-quite-nightmares, I was desperate to warn her about what was going to happen. But whenever I opened my mouth, I couldn’t get any words to come out. Or if I found my voice, my mother would disappear into mist, or turn a corner and vanish. I ran through the empty house, crying for her, but she was gone.


  The dreams finally ended when the alarm clock buzzed at dawn. I dragged myself from the sweaty, twisted sheets, feeling absolutely horrible: sticky eyes, shivers, cramping stomach. Everything hurt—my muscles, bones, teeth, seemingly even my hair.


  When I tottered into the bathroom and turned on the light, I was faced by a reflection that looked a whole lot like one of the corpses I’d burned the day before. I poured myself a tepid, bitterly mineral drink from the sink faucet; whatever magic the hotel’s resident Talents were using to keep the plumbing going wasn’t doing much for the water quality. My hands were shaking so much it was hard to hold on to the hotel glass.


  Yep. I was totally ready to take on the death goddess who’d destroyed nearly the entire town. Maybe if I gushingly bled out on her she’d slip and break her neck in some new and different way that her regenerative powers couldn’t cope with? Yeah. Sure.


  After I washed my face to try to wake myself up a bit more, I went back into the bedroom to rouse Pal, who was snoozing on the thin sofa-bed mattress. I wasn’t sure how quickly a creature like him was supposed to heal, but it looked to me as if some of the claw marks on his legs were getting worse rather than better.


  “How are you feeling?” I asked as he lifted his shaggy head and blinked at me blearily in the dimness.


  “I’ve felt better,” he admitted.


  “Do you want to see if I can find some more help?”


  He shook his head and licked his muzzle. “I spent some time listening in on conversations while you were otherwise occupied; I don’t think anyone here has much more than basic skill as a healer. Apparently there was one white witch who was attending to the people in Miko’s spell-circle, but she tried to escape and Miko killed her. That’s why Miko resorted to the mundane nurses. At any rate, if Bettie’s and my own efforts at healing my body have come to naught, I don’t expect anyone else here will do better.”


  “Are you sure?” I hoped his pride in his own magic wouldn’t keep him from seeking what healing assistance he could get. “It wouldn’t hurt to try again, would it?”


  “I’ll be fine.” He gathered his legs under him and stepped off the sofa bed. “But how are you feeling?”


  “Completely craptastic. It’s taking pretty much all I’ve got just to stand up. I think my meds have reached their limit of usefulness. So I’m going to try something else. But before I get started…do you think you can carry me back to the clinic at the university if this goes horribly wrong?”


  He nodded. “What, may I ask, are you going to attempt?”


  I bent down to get into my backpack; the movement sent a jag of pain through the front of my head, ocularis to eyeball. Ignoring it and the sudden wave of nausea the headache brought on, I retrieved one of the stainless-steel bottles my brother had given me and straightened up.


  “I’m going to try one of these energy potions.”


  Pal looked concerned. “Do you think that’s a good idea on an empty stomach?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t think I can eat for a while. And Randall didn’t tell me I had to take it with food or anything. He just warned me to chug it and not sip it. Some of the ingredients are pretty foul, so…yeah.


  “But no, I haven’t had this before,” I continued, “and no, I don’t know what it’ll do. For all I know I could barf, have a heart attack, turn into a newt. No clue. But as shitty as I feel right now, I’m willing to risk it in the hopes that this will make me even slightly more functional.”


  Pal crouched attentively at the foot of my bed. “Well, if your experiment goes badly I’ll do my best to get you to a healer or a doctor. But I’d suggest sitting down first, just in case. No sense in courting a nasty knock on the head. Even if yours seems uncommonly hard.”


  I snorted. “Right.”


  Perching cross-legged on the bed, I cracked open the bottle. Sniffed it. The liquid inside was black as coffee that had been boiling in the pot all day, and smelled strongly of jalapeños and faintly of something sourly metallic. “Well, bottoms up.”


  I tossed back the potion. The surprisingly thick fluid burned my tongue, and a moment later tripped my gag reflex, but I forced it down, held my breath to keep from tasting it any more clearly than I had to.


  I waited. Swallowed again. Released my breath.


  Nothing.


  “I don’t think this potion is still—” I began.


  And suddenly there was a heat like a small supernova exploding in the pit of my stomach, then a wave of adrenaline like a million tiny Maori warriors surfing through my bloodstream, and my exhaustion evaporated, my aches and pains gone like so many vampires drowned in liquid sunshine, and I could climb dragons, I could slay mountains—


  I was on the floor. The inside of my mouth tasted like I’d drunk rancid chili from a dirty ashtray. A shaggy belly pressed heavily against my face. My whole body. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.


  “Mmmf!” I tried to wiggle out from under Pal.


  “Are you sane?” He sounded cross. “Tap me three times with your toes if you understand me.”


  My left foot was the only part of me that he’d left free. I tapped him. He stood up, and I took a gasping breath.


  “What the hell?” I frowned up at him.


  “You began bounding around the room like an utter lunatic.” He frowned back at me. The expression looked a lot scarier on him. “I thought it best to restrain you lest you hurt yourself or decide to start burning the hotel down.”


  “No way. I don’t remember that at all.”


  “You began shouting ‘I am the banana master now, bitches!’” he added.


  I squinted at him. “You’re just messing with me. I did not say that.”


  “Oh, you most certainly did.” Pal stepped aside and crouched down, seeming amused. “You also declared yourself to be ‘Queen of the Motherfucking Chainsaw Brigade’ and made a series of profane, scatological threats against all the ‘goat-faced jack-fuck haters.’ You might’ve actually said ‘moat bait Mack truck hatters,’ though in context that doesn’t make quite as much sense. Our telepathy was garbled, and you do tend to flatten your ‘A’s, so it’s hard to be certain.”


  “Um…wow.” I really needed to have a chat with my subconscious about anger management.


  “‘Fuck’ does seem to be your go-to epithet for almost every occasion, doesn’t it?” he said.


  I got to my feet. “My stepmother loathes that word. Like, even more than ‘cunt’ if you can believe it. I got in so much trouble the first time I dropped an F-bomb around her. Mouth washed out with Ivory soap and everything.”


  I paused, remembering the incident. Normally my stepmother would never have done anything so physical as to drag a thirteen-year-old girl kicking and screaming into the bathroom for corporal punishment. But Deb was flush with first-trimester hormones, and I learned a valuable lesson that day: don’t provoke pregnant women. Especially if they’ve gone into a nesting, cleaning frenzy.


  “I didn’t say it around her again,” I continued. “But once I realized it bugged her beyond human reason, it sorta became my favorite word in the whole urban dictionary.”


  “Dysfunctional, yet oddly logical.” Pal’s tone was dry. “So how are you feeling now?”


  “Good. Energetic. Like I can do stuff.” I looked around the room for the empty potion container; I’d apparently thrown it as hard as I could at the wall, which was now dented. The bottle lay against the baseboard, looking innocent. “But I should go easy on it next time, maybe just drink half the bottle at first.”


  “A prudent plan,” Pal agreed.


  I found a little sample of Scope in the bathroom and washed out the nasty taste of the potion. Then Pal and I went downstairs to see if Cooper and the Warlock had returned.
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  Sara’s Mission


  Sara Bailey-Jones was waiting for us in the lobby, her red plastic cowboy hat perched atop her prematurely white hair. Her .480 Ruger Super Redhawk revolver was still strapped in a brown leather holster over her baggy jeans.


  A dozen housecats stood watch around her; if you didn’t have a magic sight-stone or some other enhanced vision, you probably never would have guessed that the cats were really individual cells of a hive-mind devil. But they would probably creep you out just the same, because they’d seem weirdly familiar, and it might take you a few minutes to realize you’d seen them all in movies and TV shows and commercials.


  “Jessie Shimmer!” Sara exclaimed, her smile and Adderall-blue eyes bright. To look at her you’d think we were long-lost BFFs. There wasn’t a trace of worry or hesitation in her expression.


  And there should have been. There should have been some sign she realized that she’d screwed us over and that I was surely not going to be happy to see her. The last time I’d laid eyes on her, she’d thrown Cooper and the Warlock out of the campus compound, leaving them to Miko’s sweet mercies while she left me strapped in a chair, helpless to do anything to save the men I cared about most in the world.


  It had been one of the worst days of my life, and at that moment I dearly wanted to pay her back for her part in it. I wanted to beat her bloody for what she’d done to my boyfriend and his brother, but I didn’t know how powerful she really was. I’d already seen her murder a Catholic priest without so much as a wince of regret, and if I pissed her off she might try to hurt Pal. And clearly my ability to keep my friends safe around her was not very good.


  So I settled for a clipped reply: “What do you want, Sara?”


  “The kitties told me you’ll be seeing Miko today!” She sounded as enthusiastic as a grade school teacher telling her class they had all won a trip to Disney World. “And I’ve got something to help you find her.”


  She pulled a small white envelope out of her back pocket.


  I eyed it suspiciously. “What’s that?”


  “Three of her hairs. One of the kitties helped us find them clenched in a zombie’s hand. A genuine death-grip! She’s no kind of animal, not like us, and she doesn’t shed, so this was quite a discovery. And the kitties say you can use it to find her.”


  That I could.


  “Thanks.” I took the envelope from her outstretched hand and tucked it in my own pocket.


  “The kitties say she’s on a ranch near Devils Courthouse Peak to the north of here, but she might be someplace else by sundown. They think she might slip away through the holes in the spirits’ net once she’s got her head straight again. Just like your brother did.”


  I don’t know why it came as a nasty surprise to realize Miko could probably open portals on her own, but it did. And suddenly I felt more anxious than ever to track her down.


  Pal must have read the change in my expression, or maybe he heard my heart start pounding. “Steady, Jessie. We mustn’t run headlong into this. We should try to wait for Cooper and the Warlock to return.”


  “Okay,” I replied, and Sara beamed, thinking I was speaking to her.


  “When you see Miko, there’s something I need you to do. Something we all need you to do.” Sara reached into her other back pocket and pulled out a folded piece of yellow legal pad paper. “These are the names of all the people we’re keeping alive at the health center whose souls were stolen. My husband, Bob, is one of them.”


  Her face fell then, and a profound sadness took hold of her features. I remembered watching her weep beside his cot, and despite everything she’d done, I felt genuinely sorry for her.


  The very picture of a lonely, grieving wife, she held the paper out to me. “Will you please bring them home? The kitties say that all you have to do is get their souls out of Miko and they’ll return to their bodies. I guess you’ve done something like that before?”


  “Yes, something like that.” I took the paper from her. “I’ll do my best.”


  Just then, the Jackson sisters sashayed in from the dining room, both wearing vibrant blue caftans. Their rat familiars were nowhere in sight.


  “Well hello there!” exclaimed Callie. “You must be—”


  “—Sara, our fearless acting mayor,” Poppy finished.


  Sara blinked, looking puzzled. A couple of her cats were starting to fluff up their fur, hackles and paws raised in wary confusion. “Yes, that’s me.”


  “Wonderful!” the sisters exclaimed simultaneously.


  “We’ve been meaning to have a little chat with you,” said Callie.


  “Over tea, and they’ve got a lovely pot of orange pekoe brewing in the sunroom,” said Poppy. “Just waiting for us.”


  “What did you want to chat about?” Sara asked, sounding suspicious.


  “The city’s almost free—” said Callie.


  “—and then the Regnum will be here—” said Poppy.


  “—and if we don’t have a plan for reconstruction—”


  “—they’ll surely give us one—”


  “—so if we want them keeping their pointy noses—”


  “—out of our local business—”


  “—we need a proposal for rebuilding—”


  “—and restoring city services—”


  “—and suchlike things,” finished Callie.


  Sara blinked. “Well, as acting mayor, all that is my job, I think…”


  “Wonderful!” the sisters exclaimed, and before Sara could protest they’d swept her away toward the sunroom in a flutter of true-blue sleeves and municipal chatter as the nonplussed devil kitties hurried to catch up.


  “Their kung fu is strong,” I whispered to Pal. “Do you think they’ll get her off the crazy train?”


  Pal shrugged, or at least made a passable effort at it considering he didn’t really have any shoulders. “I believe they’ll make a heroic attempt, at any rate.”


  He peered into the dining room. “Shall we go to the breakfast line? I think I smell ham. Perhaps you can’t eat, but I need my last meal if you expect me to fly to certain doom this morning.”
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  Frittata con Gaga


  The cooking Talents had worked a bit of magic with the dwindling kitchen ingredients, and they had savory black bean frittatas and flapjacks warming over Sterno cans in steel hotel pans at the buffet. And, as Pal’s sharp nose had detected, some fried slices of canned ham dressed up with a maple glaze. We filled our plates and found an unoccupied table.


  The two extra empty chairs at our breakfasting spot acutely reminded me of Cooper and the Warlock. Were they okay? Was Mother Karen okay? Feeling a fresh surge of anxiety, I pushed my plate aside and pulled my brother’s compact out of the pocket of my dragonskin pants.


  I opened the mirror and peered into the silver. “Devil in a black dress.”


  It took Randall a few moments to answer. His blond hair was mussed and his hazel eyes bloodshot, as if he hadn’t slept at all that night. Behind him, I saw a hand-painted scarlet and gray birdhouse hanging in the branches of a buckeye tree; he was in Mother Karen’s front yard.


  He smiled brightly at me just the same. “Hey, sis, how you feeling?”


  “Feeling fine, thanks to your potion…but how are you guys doing? What’s going on?”


  “Well,” he replied slowly. “The kid let Cooper and the Warlock into the castle, but they haven’t come back out yet.”


  “Do you know what’s happening in there?”


  He shook his head. “No clue, really. It’s been quiet. Mostly I’ve been helping the others keep up an illusion so the mundane neighbors don’t see what’s happened here; the kid keeps interfering with it for some reason, so we have to keep redoing the spell.”


  “What others?” I felt another pang of anxiety, wondering if the Regnum authorities had gotten involved in the situation. What would happen then? My heart began to pound as I imagined the authorities arresting Cooper and the Warlock to force me to surrender.


  “So far there have been some people from the local governing circle. One lady, I guess the head honcha, Riviera Borden—”


  “—Jordan,” I corrected, feeling a bit of relief. I still wasn’t convinced she was on our side, but I was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt and think she wasn’t our enemy.


  “Yeah. She’s been by.”


  “What did she do?”


  “Frowned a lot and talked to dudes in suits, mostly. Nobody who looked like a Regnum agent, though,” he quickly added, apparently realizing my worry. “Anyhow, she told me that if Cooper and the Warlock didn’t bring everyone out in twenty-four more hours, she was going to have to take action.”


  “What kind of action?”


  Randall shrugged. “She didn’t say. But if Dallas Paranormal was on this, I know exactly what we’d do: we’d drop a localized isolation sphere on the house, then cast a magic-suppression spell and fill the house with knockout gas. Get in, bring everyone out, pump Junior full of magebane, and take him to juvie for psychological evaluation. And if he’d seriously hurt anyone in the house, he’d be staying locked up for a good long time until everyone was sure he’d been civilized.”


  “How are Acacia and Horatio? Were they badly injured?”


  “No, they were just shaken up a bit. Some bumps and bruises were the worst of it. They’re mostly worried about the kid, can you believe it?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Mother Karen says they’re really nice people.”


  “Yeah, they seem supernice. But, seriously, the kid could’ve killed them; if some little shit tossed me three stories, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to take him home with me afterward, you know?”


  “Kids screw up; that’s just what they do,” I said, thinking back on the stupid, hurtful things I’d done when I was young. Yelling. Hitting. Telekinetically exploding Eddie Chong’s PlayStation. Setting my bedroom on fire.


  I hadn’t meant to do any of it, and I knew what it felt like to be rejected by family because of it. “Good parents always give second chances.”


  “Well, when it comes to people trying to kill me, I’m a one-chance kinda guy,” he said lightly. “And that’s why I always carry clean ammo and fresh condoms.”


  
    * * *
  


  After I finished talking with Randall, I closed the mirror, thinking hard. Even if my brother didn’t know what was happening inside the house, I could contact Karen myself and find out, couldn’t I? I reopened the compact and spoke Mother Karen’s name. The image cleared to a view of her office, which was still a wreck. But at least it seemed no worse than before.


  “Karen!” I called. “It’s Jessie, are you there? Kaaaren!”


  I kept at it for nearly three minutes, getting more than a few annoyed looks from nearby Talents who understandably liked a little peace and quiet for breakfast. This was likely the magical world’s equivalent of the Most Annoying Cellphone Call Ever. But Karen never showed up. Finally, I closed the mirror and stared down at my cold food.


  “The guys aren’t coming back today, are they?” I said to Pal.


  He shook his shaggy head. “It doesn’t seem likely, no.”


  “Well, damn.”


  “Indeed.”


  I stabbed my fork into my frittata and began to grimly eat breakfast.


  “Do you have a plan?” Pal asked.


  Well, more or less, I thought back to him as I took a drink of my iced coffee.


  “Care to share?” He gulped down a ham slice.


  “Well, first off I need to memorize this list that Sara gave me.” I pulled the yellow paper out of my pocket and unfolded it. There were fourteen names printed on the sheet. I studied them, trying to get a feel in my head for the rhythm of their syllables. “If I can figure out a tune these go with, I should be able to get them all stuck in my head in an hour or so.”


  “And then?”


  I shrugged. “Find Miko. Negotiate like Kissinger and get her to give up her souls. If that doesn’t work, administer an epic beat-down and bring out whoever I can grab. Get the hell out of here and go home.”


  “Your plan lacks a certain specificity, I think,” Pal observed.


  “If I lay my plans any more carefully, you know there’s going to be a rain of toads, or the earth is going to open up and we’re going to be swarmed by a million angry lava gnomes or some damn thing like that,” I replied. “Finding her should be straightforward, and if it’s not, well, the rest won’t matter. The beat-down, yeah, that’s tricky, but I can improvise.”


  I had to improvise. We were walking into an almost entirely unknown situation. I didn’t know how hurt Miko was, and more important, I didn’t know the true extent of her powers. All I knew was that my gut was telling me that every hour that passed was an hour for her to get her strength back. Every hour that passed was another hour for the energy potion to wear off. Every hour that passed was an opportunity lost forever.


  “Might I suggest,” he said, “that you use one of the hairs Sara gave you to create a poppet to try some offensive sympathetic magic?”


  I hadn’t thought of making a voodoo doll. “But that’s black magic.”


  “Yes, quite. But not nearly at the magnitude of some of the necromancy you’ve already inadvertently performed, so I shouldn’t think that your ability to work healing magic will be any more impaired than it already is.”


  “How much time will it take?”


  “Six hours or so, I expect.”


  I shook my head. “That’s too long.”


  “You’ll need all the help you can get,” Pal said.


  “Are you absolutely sure that sympathetic magic can hurt her?”


  “Well…no, I suppose not,” he admitted.


  “Then I’d rather not let her get six hours healthier,” I replied.


  “Hey, Jessie!”


  I looked up. Charlie was making her way through the table maze toward me, still toting her AK-47, but she was in a clean pair of jeans and one of her Cuchillo State University Tae Kwon Do Club tees. She looked worried.


  “What’s up?” I asked. “Come sit down with us. Do you want to get some food?”


  “No, I already had an MRE like an hour ago.” She took a seat in the empty chair beside me and set her rifle against the edge of the table. “Um. Do you have time to talk?”


  I paused. A few more minutes wouldn’t hurt, would it? And maybe it would be long enough for a miracle, and Cooper and the Warlock would show up despite all the evidence telling me that wasn’t going to happen. “Sure, why?”


  The girl glanced around, as if to make sure nobody was listening in on our conversation. Then she leaned in close.


  “You know how David told me he had a bunch of loot at the gardener’s cottage? Stuff he’d scavenged from abandoned houses?” she whispered.


  I nodded. David had been her best friend, once; most recently he’d been the shadow-devil’s servant, until he’d forced Charlie to kill him.


  “Well, he wasn’t exaggerating. There’s gold and jewelry and more paper money than I can count up there. And…I don’t know what I should do with it. Part of me’s like, ‘Hooah, cash!’ and I start thinking of everything I could do with it…but the rest of me knows it’s not mine. It’s, like, some kind of blood money, you know? And I want to give it back, but the people it used to belong to are all dead, and if I just turn it in to Sara I don’t know what she’ll do with it. I don’t know who it rightfully belongs to now.”


  “Is it someplace safe?” I asked.


  She nodded. “Totally safe. I got it moved to a better hiding place.”


  I took a sip of my iced coffee, thinking. “Well. Rightfully I guess it belongs to the surviving family members, and if there aren’t any, I think it would belong to the community to go toward taking care of injured survivors and rebuilding the city. So…I would wait a little while for things to calm down and for there to be a real local government here again. Turn it in then. I don’t think it’s going to be Sara’s game for too much longer.”


  “That’s good.” Charlie looked somewhat relieved. “It’s not like I hate her, but I hate what she does.”


  “And remember,” I said. “You’re a survivor, too. You lost your entire family because of the shadow and Miko, didn’t you?”


  “Yeah.” Her expression turned bleak. “But a whole lot of other people here lost their families, too.”


  “Well, those other people didn’t get the money away from David,” I replied. “So I think you should take some for yourself as a finder’s fee. Say, enough to pay for your college tuition and a decent apartment for four years.”


  She looked surprised. Then hopeful. “You…you think that’s fair?”


  “I think so. Lots of parents pay for their kids’ tuition, but you can’t ever have that because of what happened here. You’ve seen as much combat as any soldier in Afghanistan, but there’s no GI Bill for you because you’re not official military,” I replied. “Yeah. I think it’s entirely fair.”


  Charlie had been plagued by devils since she was eleven, and the universe hadn’t even gifted her with an awakened magical Talent as a hard-earned return for all the pain and misery the supernatural world had put her through. She just had scars. And more than her share of guilt. If all she really needed was somebody’s permission to take advantage of the one piece of good luck that had fallen into her life, I didn’t mind giving it to her.


  After she said good-bye and left to go back to the makeshift military compound at Cuchillo State, I finished eating and then focused on memorizing the list Sara had given me. During my second run-through, I realized that if I rearranged some of the names I could sing the list to the tune of Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance.” Hey, it worked. Once I had the tune, keeping the names in my head got a whole lot easier. I handed the paper over to Pal to test my memorization, and once we were both sure I had it down, we went back to our room and the penthouse to gather my gear and some supplies.


  All the while, I hoped the guys would show up. But they never did. And so there was nothing left to do but head out to the desert.
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  Into the Desert


  I sat astride Pal in the street outside the Saguaro; the late morning sun was oppressively harsh and my water bottle–laden pack was tight against my back. My T-shirt and underwear were soaked under my sweltering dragonskins, even with the front of my jacket open and the hem folded and tucked behind me so I got as much breeze as possible on my sides. But I didn’t want to sunburn any worse than I already had. Nobody upstairs had any damn sunscreen, and my private attempt at a protective charm with the body lotion sample I found in the bathroom had fizzled miserably, the cream turning to thin, rancid oil and sour steam. On the upside, the leather would give me a measure of protection in case I got ambushed, or at least that’s what I kept telling myself.


  “I still wish you knew a spell for sunblock,” I muttered to Pal as I pulled a black strand from the envelope Sara had given me.


  “The need for me to know that bit of magic has never arisen before now. My former masters had the sense to remain in moderate climates with adequate shade,” Pal replied, sounding cross. “Besides, can’t you Babblers manage that sort of thing on your own?”


  I held the hair up in the sunlight. It certainly looked like one of Miko’s, straight and thick and silky. “Normally, yeah. But apparently sun protection counts as healing magic. Which Randall’s potion unfortunately is not helping me with right now.”


  If anything, my white magic had felt even more distant since I’d downed the potion, and that worried me. Perhaps the magic of the potion had completely gone toward fighting off my disease symptoms and there wasn’t much left for anything else. At least my flame arm seemed solid. I still didn’t have a lot of juice there, either, but I felt as though I could defend myself with it if I had to. Maybe not for long, but my boots were fine for running.


  And, hey, last time I’d checked, using a pointer to locate a devil didn’t require the tiniest bit of spiritual purity. I held my fiery hand at eye level, took off my glove, and dropped the strand of hair into my flames. It ignited with a foul stink, and I focused on the spiritual residue in the hair, chanting old words for “find.”


  The image of an abandoned shack with broken windows and a corrugated steel roof pocked with rusty nailheads flashed in my mind, and then I saw a faint silver trail in the air above me, spinning toward the low scrubby hills to the north of the city. I slipped my opera glove back on.


  “I think I found her,” I told Pal, pulling the leather chin string of my straw cowboy hat tight so it wouldn’t blow off. “Let’s fly.”


  A half hour later, the faint trail led us into a valley between two rocky hills and disappeared. I spotted the shack from my vision below us. It was a few yards from a dry stream and was half hidden from the sky by the branches of some live oak trees that had grown uncommonly tall for West Texas; no doubt they’d rooted deep into the moist, sandy soil under the creek bed.


  Pal landed on the dusty bank opposite the old shack; it might have originally been a hunting or fishing cabin, but it looked like it had been years since anyone had paid any attention to it. The left side of the porch roof had partly collapsed; the four-by-four post supporting it had been gnawed by termites or carpenter ants and snapped in two, leaving the corrugated steel roof drooping. The front door hung brokenly from a single rusted hinge behind the frame of a screen door that had long ago lost its mesh.


  I dismounted, warily watching the dark windows with their teeth of shattered glass. I couldn’t see any movement, couldn’t hear anything but the buzz of cicadas. But my anxiety was rising as I stood there; I had an intense desire to run away, to be anywhere but here.


  “I think we’re not far from the edge of the isolation sphere.” The sparse hairs on Pal’s legs were fluffed out, and he was panting for breath. The flight seemed to have taken more out of him than I’d thought at first.


  “That would explain the screamin’ creeps I’m feeling right now,” I whispered back, trying vainly to see the invisible barrier.


  I blinked through several different ocularis views, and suddenly the horizon a few dozen yards beyond the shack was completely filled with a brilliant, swirling force field, so bright it sent a sharp pain through my head and nearly blinded me.


  “Ow!” I quickly blinked back to my normal view. “Yeah, it’s right over there. We’re damn close.”


  Spheres of this size worked partly by repelling intelligent creatures. As big as this one was, it had to have a tremendous amount of magical power behind it, and it would use less energy if it drove people away rather than just serving as a huge invisible wall. I’d written a paper on isolation spheres for one of my college classes, but honestly I’d gotten most of my info from Wikimagica and wasn’t any kind of expert. For all I knew, this one had been built to allow small animals like migratory birds unhindered movement. It would fit with Virtus logic: free the birds, fuck the humans.


  “I suspect she tried to get through the barrier,” Pal continued. “After she discovered she couldn’t, she sought refuge. It doesn’t appear that she would have many other options for shelter out here.”


  I rubbed my arms through my leather sleeves, my skin rashed in goose bumps despite the heat. Staying here for more than an hour or so seemed like it would drive most anyone crazy. Of course, if they were already crazy, it might not make that much difference.


  Well, let’s see if anyone’s home, I thought to Pal as I shrugged out of my backpack and took off my hat. I stowed them out of sight under the evergreen branches of a nearby chaparral berry bush and readied my shotgun. Don’t shrink yourself; I need you big and scary if there’s a fight.


  “I won’t be able to fit through the front door at my current size,” he pointed out.


  I’ll be sure to yell if I need help. Can you tear the wall open?


  He blinked at the rickety, weather-grayed clapboards; half the nails had rusted out of the wood and the paint was so dirty and peeled it was impossible to tell what color the shack had originally been. “I feel compelled to remind you that sarcasm and facetiousness are my domain, thank you very much—so I’m going to pretend you did not ask that question.”


  “Touchy, much?”


  “I love you, too.”


  We stepped down off the bank onto the dry, smooth stones lining the creek bed. Tan mud beneath the gray pebbles crackled with every step. I paused, blinking through different gemviews to see if my ocularis could pick up anything in the shack. Unfortunately, the view that helped me see right through the walls in the hellement didn’t show me much in the real world. If it hadn’t been for the isolation field, I was pretty sure I would have been able to sense Miko’s presence, if only as a bad feeling tweaking my spine. And realizing that the field gave her magical camouflage made me wonder if she’d picked this place not from desperation but by design.


  I raised my Mossberg and trained it on the front door of the shack. My hands were quivering; I tried to steady them. If Miko was in full possession of her powers, the shotgun might as well have been a water pistol, but then again there was no way to know how much she’d been weakened by the Goad inside her. I didn’t have her pegged as a masochist, anyhow, and she might not be in a hurry to get a face full of tungsten alloy tactical pellets. Supposing she was still sane enough to see reason, of course. Shit.


  “Miko, are you in there?” I shouted, far louder than necessary, but I was trying to get myself fired up so that maybe I wouldn’t feel so damn scared. “We can help each other, Miko. You want that devil out of you, don’t you? I can help you with that.”


  No reply.


  I inhaled deeply through my nose, and began to step carefully onto the creaking porch, watching the dark windows. Seeing no movement, no sign of ambush, I pushed the empty screen frame aside with my boot and nudged the front door open with the barrel of my shotgun.


  “Miko?” I whispered.


  In the dimness, I saw the dusty frame of an old army surplus cot, the olive drab fabric rotted to tatters, and a couple of broken-down lawn chairs decorated with a scattering of old crushed beer cans. An old Marlboro ashtray and a discarded bait bucket lay among the blown-in leaves on the warped, dirty floor. Faded posters of dogs playing poker and some forgotten Playboy Playmate decorated the far wall. Nothing moved. I held my breath, listening for sounds of boards creaking under shifting feet, sounds of someone else’s breathing, but all I could hear was my own pulse pounding in my ears.


  I pushed the door open a little wider and stepped inside.


  A sudden blur of movement from the shadows, and something grabbed the barrel of the shotgun, yanking me into the shack, jerking my finger on the shotgun’s trigger. The boom nearly deafened me. Miko gave a grunt of pain and released the gun, but she’d already sent me tumbling sideways. I caught a glimpse of her belly torn wide open by the shotgun blast as I went past her. I fell heavily and slid across the gritty floor. My impact knocked one of the lawn chairs over and sent beer cans clattering, but I didn’t lose my grip on my shotgun.


  I barely had time to sit up and rack another cartridge into the chamber before she’d gathered her slippery guts up and expertly packed them back into her body, her flesh sealing below her fingers. I’d never seen any creature be able to heal itself so quickly, not even a werewolf in full lunacy.


  “Miko, I can help—” I began, but she screamed and leaped at me, the movement inhumanly fast.


  So much for negotiation, I thought as I swung my shotgun up, managing to catch her hard under her chin with the barrel as she fell upon me. I pulled the trigger. The blast took the left half of her head off, showering me with blood and bits of bone and brains. Snapshot memories of thousands of deaths flashed through my mind in quick succession. I was momentarily dazzled, but they weren’t strong enough to pull me in.


  And…she wasn’t stopping. My horror turned to the most abject, shivering terror I’ve ever felt. Making a terrible gargling noise, she swung at me with her left fist as she wrestled me for the shotgun with her right. I ducked her first punch, but her second connected on my right eye with a nasty bone crack and my vision went white with pain.


  In that precious second of lost consciousness, I’d let go of my weapon and had gone sprawling on my back. Miko stood above me, holding my shotgun by the barrel, glaring down at me with her one good eye as her blasted-apart head dripped blood down her naked body. Most of her brains had slithered out of the wet red cavity of her skull and right then I realized that flesh was nothing more than a convenient vessel for whatever she had become. Her own body was as much a meat puppet as those of any of the townspeople she’d possessed. And in her green glare, she promised me unimaginable torment.


  “Pal, help!” I shrieked like a five-year-old girl.


  His name had barely left my lips when there was the thud of Pal’s forelegs punching through the wall and then a tremendous rending sound as he tore the whole side of the shack away and flung it into the brush and cactus. Pal crouched low and roared at Miko, his long curved canines glinting in the sun.


  Hissing, she whipped around and hurled the shotgun at him as if it were a throwing axe. The butt smacked him square between his four eyes and he collapsed like a sack of wet concrete. A clean, perfect knockout.


  “Christfuckdamn!” I reached for the cuff of my opera glove, but before I could free my flames, Miko was on top of me, her knee in my gut and her blood-slick hand closing hard on my throat. I clawed at her fingers, trying to pry them off, and when I saw the glint of the switchblade flicking open in her free hand I knew she had me and she wasn’t going to kill me quickly.


  My mind raced like a rabbit from one desperate idea to another. Gouge out her remaining eye? No guarantee that would actually take away her sight. Try to blast the glove off with incendiary ectoplasm? I’d burn myself just as badly as I’d burn her. And what could burning do to her, anyhow? She was about to carve me up like a holiday turkey and she didn’t even have a working nervous system.


  So I slapped my flesh hand on her gory shoulder, closed my eyes, and willed us both into my hellement.
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  Negotiations


  Miko shoved me hard, sending me tumbling over the bed and into my dresser.


  “Korosu-zo! How dare you do this to me?” she screamed. Her head was whole again but she was opening her mouth so wide her skull was deforming. She didn’t seem quite real here in my hellement; she looked more like one of those creepy silicone sex dolls you can buy for a couple thousand bucks off the Internet. All the parts for supernatural hotness were still there, but they didn’t add up to the hormone-enslaving whole she wielded in the living world.


  Not that she was the least bit interested in seducing me or anyone else at that moment.


  “I can help—” I began as I inched toward my sword and shield.


  “Fuck your help,” she seethed, trembling with rage, tearing at the flesh of her own forearm with her sharp nails. Red ran down to her wrist. “I swear on my mother’s black blood, I am going to skin you alive, little girl. I am going to tear your bones from your living meat. I am going to fuck you till your brain bleeds.”


  And silly me, at the time I thought all that was just talk.


  Miko stepped forward, then winced, shuddering, holding her head and doubling over as if she’d been hit with a sudden migraine. My devil was probably rocking her inner world. I took the opportunity to grab my shield, slinging it onto my left arm.


  “I’m serious.” I gripped my sword and pointed it at her, but made no move to attack. “I can help you.”


  My weapon hand was steady. Being in my own domain had calmed my fears considerably, and now I was focused on my goal: getting the stolen souls out of her safely. If I could destroy her after that, great, but killing her before I’d tried to rescue the innocents inside her was no good at all. And I wasn’t even remotely sure that she was killable anyhow; I blinked through to the ocularis view that had shown me the shadow-devil’s vulnerable heart, and I saw nothing inside Miko’s doll body, just a solid darkness.


  But maybe if I fought her hard enough, she’d have second thoughts about laying waste to another isolated town. If I could prevent her from staging another mass murder, that would be almost as good as taking her out of commission entirely, wouldn’t it? A smaller victory, sure, but it would still be a victory.


  “We can help each other,” I continued.


  She straightened up, slowly, giving me a look that was pure death. “I don’t need help.”


  “Sure you do,” I said reasonably. “It’s my devil, and I know how to kill it. I can take it right out of you. And I’m thinking that if you knew how to get rid of it on your own, you’d have done it by now, right?”


  Boy, did that piss her off. Miko snarled and launched herself at me, and I jumped back, right into the dresser. The mirror rattled against the wall. The room was way too small to fight her. In an instant I willed away the entire building and we were in the middle of a broad, spacious lawn where my parents’ house would have been in my old neighborhood.


  I sidestepped her lunge and gave her a solid thwack with my shield, sending her tumbling across the grass. But she wasn’t down long. She flipped herself over fast as a cat and leaped at me again. I raised my shield to deal her a second blow, but her move was a feint and she punched the tendon bundle on the inside of my right wrist, knocking my sword out of my hand and leaving my whole arm tingling.


  She darted after the enchanted sword, snatching it up from the lush grass with her left hand. But the sword didn’t want to be held, at least not by her. Miko’s palm and fingers sizzled on the leather grip. She didn’t let go of the burning weapon and merely smiled at me through clenched white teeth.


  “I learned to master pain a long time ago,” she said. “Let’s see how you do with it once I’ve rammed this down your pretty throat.”


  She raised the sword toward me, her left hand smoking horribly now, and I realized her switchblade had appeared in her right hand. Oh, crap. How did she do that? She gave the stiletto a casual twirl over the backs of her fingers and into her fist again, like a professional gambler turning a table trick with a poker chip.


  I raised my shield and began to back up, trying to think of a new strategy. Once she made her next attack, I could defend against the sword, but she’d slice me to ribbons with her stiletto before I could say “sashimi.” I’d been hurt in here before, hurt badly, but not mortally. What would happen if she cut my throat, tore out my heart? Would I die? Could she take my soul? Or would my soul be trapped in here forever, my body another puppet for her to use as she pleased? I shuddered to think of the twisted games she would play with Cooper once she had control of my flesh and could pretend to be me.


  The portal door was just a few feet away. I could make a run for it—but what then? She’d manifested her switchblade; if she had more time in here by herself, would she start figuring out ways of taking over my hellement? My gut told me the answer was a resounding yes, and she’d do it a lot more quickly than the shadow-devil had. Would she figure a way out and start possessing my body as the Goad had? Jesus. The danger was too great. I couldn’t possibly run; I had to find some way to subdue her.


  I knew the jarred traumas were just a few feet behind me. She might have a tremendous tolerance for physical pain, but she didn’t really seem to like it much, either. And what about emotional pain?


  Miko lunged at me again, and I braced myself, trying to make my body small behind the shield. She was almost on me when she gave a gasp and fell to her knees. My Goad was giving me another bit of good luck. I jumped backward into the jars and grabbed the nearest at hand; by the feel of it, it was one of Cooper’s mother’s memories: a night of torment at Lake’s cruel hands.


  The jar opened with a pop in my shield hand just as Miko recovered and rushed me. I threw the silver liquid right in her eyes. Howling, she dropped her blades and fell onto the grass, writhing in agony, clawing at her face.


  I grabbed another jar—Cooper’s mother’s death—as Miko frantically tried to scrape away the heavy fluid.


  “I’ll stop if you agree to my terms,” I shouted at her, loud so my voice would carry through whatever she was hearing in the memory.


  Miko snarled something unintelligible—maybe it was Japanese and maybe it was just word salad—but she was getting up again so I threw the contents of the second jar at her, getting more in her mouth this time. She collapsed, retching, twitching in the throes of the relived murder.


  “You want more? Really?” I loosened the lid on a third jar: the Warlock getting his throat cut open. I knew that one was plenty unpleasant. “I’ve got hundreds of these. Thousands, maybe. I can do this forever. But say the word and I’ll stop.”


  Miko slowly rose to her knees as she wiped her face off, fat silver droplets tumbling down her neck and cleavage, sticking briefly in her pubic hair before they fell into the blades of grass. Then she raised her hands, palms up in a surrendering gesture. I didn’t believe it, so I flipped the lid off and kept the jar ready.


  “Okay, enough.” Her voice was hoarse, and she didn’t take her eyes off the memory in my hand. “What do you want?”


  “I’ll kill the Goad inside you, put it out of your misery. But you have to do something for me in return.”


  “What?”


  “I want you to release the souls you took in Cuchillo.”


  Her eerie, beautiful features twisted in anger and indignation. “No!”


  “Then we have a problem.” I cocked my arm back, ready to let the next trauma fly.


  She flinched. “Wait! Stop. I…I will let any souls leave me, if they want to leave. I won’t cast out those that prefer my afterlife.”


  I frowned at her. “They’ll have free will to make the choice? And we’ll all be free to go back to the living world, without your interference?”


  “Yes, you and they will be free.” Grimacing, she wiped the rest of the memories off her face and scrubbed her hands clean on the grass.


  I paused, considering. “I don’t trust you. I need a binding promise. A blood oath.”


  Using the sharp nail of her left index finger, she cut an X in the skin above her heart and held her hand over the bleeding cuts. Blood welled between her fingers. “I swear on my own soul that I am standing down to allow Jessie Shimmer into my domain. If she slays the devil plaguing my world, I will allow any souls in my possession to leave with her if they so choose. I will not interfere, and I will allow her and the souls who follow her to reenter the living world unharmed.”


  She cleared her throat and looked at me, her expression a mixture of suspicion and disdain. “Does this oath meet with your approval?”


  I licked my lips, trying to imagine any loopholes that Miko could use to strangle me. “Promise you won’t try to keep me from killing the devil. Promise you won’t try to hurt me or Pal when we get back to the living world.”


  Her fingers tightened over her wound. “I further swear on my own soul that I will in no way hinder Jessie Shimmer while she is in my domain. Nor will I attempt to harm her, her companion Pal, or anyone else of concern to her when we return to the living world.”


  She stopped for a moment, staring at me. “However, I do not promise I will not harm her or her friends should the opportunity arise after this cursed day is over.”


  Well, I sure as hell wasn’t expecting her to declare us BFFs after everything that had happened. This was probably the best I was going to get out of her. I took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”
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  Miko’s Hell


  After I gathered up the spilled traumas and sealed them back in their jars, I armed myself with my sword and shield and faced Miko, who was still on her knees in the grass.


  “Okay, so…how do I enter your domain from here?” I asked.


  “Easily enough.”


  She put her hands at the base of her neck, right over the indentation where her sternum met her collarbone, and dug her fingers in. Blood spilled as her skin tore, and she quickly worked her nails across her clavicle, then down her sternum, down between her breasts, down her taut belly. As she tore herself open and pulled her skin away, she revealed not red muscle and bone but that utter blackness I’d seen before with my stone eye.


  “Step inside.” She held her flayed skin wide as if it were merely a coat, and a gust of bitter wind blew from her core. It seemed to lead to some ancient, frozen depth on a planet so far away from any sun that not so much as a rumor of light ever reached it. The blood dripping down the ragged edges of her skin steamed, froze.


  I stared at the icy void within her, feeling my stomach churn. But this was nothing more than what I’d bargained for. There was no turning back now, no way out but to keep going through with the plan.


  “All right.” I took a deep breath, held my sword and shield close, and jumped down inside Miko’s hell.


  At first came the spinning disorientation and blindness I’d come to expect, but it was cold, so cold, and my eyes and lungs were burning as if I were floating unprotected in deep space, and I felt as though I might be torn apart, when—


  —a sensation like falling onto rotten pond ice, plunging down into dark frigid water. I gripped my sword and shield tightly, couldn’t lose my hold on my only protection here—


  I lay in the slagged wreckage, small and weak, my infant voice wailing in pain for the mother who’d expelled me from her dead womb and abandoned me. The metal and brick and charred bones around me were hot with radiation, my flesh burning and healing over and over, the hunger in me far brighter than the sun trying to force its rays through the smoke-dark sky—


  No, no, that wasn’t me, that wasn’t my memory. I reached to wipe silver trauma from my face with my shield hand, but I felt no liquid metal, just the dark water I was drowning in. Thrashing for air, I found the cold jagged edge of the ice above me. I swung my sword hand skyward, my weapon still clenched in my shivering fist, and hauled myself up into harsh air. Both my eyes froze shut. Gasping from the cold, I started to crawl across the rough ice toward what I hoped was shore when I felt the surface give way beneath me—


  I could smell the little boy in the crib crammed next to mine. The wet nurse had given me a bottle of watered-down milk, but it soured in my stomach and I spit it all up. I felt so hungry and empty, but none of the exhausted orphanage staff paid any attention to our wails after the lights were out.


  I didn’t know what I yearned for, except that I wanted to be near that little boy who was so warm and smelled so good. My infant bones were still rubbery, my muscles weak, but after a few tries I managed to stand, grasp the wooden crib rail, and pull myself up and over into his bed—


  No. Not that. I didn’t want to feel what was coming next. I shook myself out of Miko’s memory and fought back onto the ice. My hot tears melted the frost over my flesh eye, and I caught a glimpse of something like a rock dam or mostly submerged wall a few feet away, but the ice was cracking again and I reached desperately for the stones but that just made me plunge into the deepest memories when I fell…
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  Uncle Roy


  The stranger talking to the orphanage director in the reception area was a tall man in a gray hat and suit like some of the Americans wore. But even at a distance, I could tell he wasn’t like any of the other adults I’d ever seen. His skin was like the belly of a fish, his hair yellow like straw, and his eyes so pale a blue they looked almost white. The nurses who thought they were outside his earshot whisperingly called him gaijin, but some of them called me gaijin, too.


  The director, a balding man with thick black-framed glasses who was normally quite stern with everyone, even the soldiers, gave the stranger a nervous smile and several short bows. And then he led the gray man through the maze of cribs toward the back wall where I sat watching through the wooden bars. The staff had moved my crib well away from the others after the second baby mysteriously died in the night beside me. They suspected a contagious disease, and had the army doctor examine me three times, but he could find no evidence of fever or cough or any other sign that I was worthy of quarantine.


  The whispering nurses had then thought of smothering me, but none were brave enough to try. Next they plotted to take me away and leave me on the hillside, but the director overheard them and shouted at them for being heartless and superstitious. He threatened to dock everyone’s pay if anything happened to me.


  Still, he hadn’t objected when they moved my crib. And I couldn’t quite make the climb down to the floor, so my body was grudgingly learning how to digest milk and gruel.


  “Here she is.” The orphanage director swept his hand expansively toward my crib, as if I were some kind of precious jewel instead of a half-breed baby. “Perfectly healthy, as you can see.”


  “Oh, thank the good Lord, my little niece is safe,” the stranger said, smiling down at me. His teeth were deeply red and very, very sharp, not at all like the teeth of any of the adults I had ever seen. He pushed his gray fedora back on his head, and I saw two shiny, curved black horns poking from his thick yellow hair. But the orphanage director did not seem to see them.


  “My church took up a collection back home when we got word from the other missionaries that my sister’s baby miraculously survived.” The stranger reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out a fat roll of green American money. This the director certainly did notice, and his eyes went wide behind his glasses.


  “This is just a token of our appreciation,” the stranger said, offering the cash to the orphanage director. “Poor Maggie may have gravely sinned in conceiving this child, and surely the Lord struck her down for her harlotry, but He also showed His mercy in letting my only niece live so she can grow up in a righteous Christian house and witness to His glory.”


  His words sounded heartfelt and I could tell the director was convinced, but I knew every one of them was a lie as big as the battleships in the harbor.


  “Oh, Reverend Jones, you and your church are most generous,” the director exclaimed, breaking into another series of excited bows as he took the roll from the stranger’s pale fingers. The man’s thoughts were so loud I couldn’t help but hear them. He was imagining all the fish and rice he could buy for the children, and better medicines for the hibakusha babies who still suffered from their burns. There would be new diaper cloth, and maybe even a couple of new cribs, too.


  Entranced with his charmed windfall, the director was gradually forgetting I’d ever existed as the stranger wrapped me in my thin blanket and carried me away in his wiry arms.


  Once we were out in the bright sunlight of the busy town street, the stranger grinned down at me.


  “You can see me for what I really am, can’t you?” He sounded like he was sharing a mischievous joke.


  I hadn’t learned to talk yet, so I nodded.


  He laughed. “I knew your mother wouldn’t have spawned a fool! Well. Maybe she would, but she certainly wouldn’t have bothered to bring me here if she had, eh?”


  His thoughts were closed to me, and I couldn’t guess what he meant. I must have looked confused, and he laughed again.


  “I’m your very own Mary Poppins!” he said. “Though I don’t suppose they read that story to the kids on this side of the pond much, do they? Well, your mother is dreadfully preoccupied with that unfortunate war with your brother, Kagu-tsuchi. She’s far too busy to raise a half-mortal demon child. But she needs you brought up right, and she knows I’m just the one for the job.”


  I still didn’t know exactly what he meant, but I was glad to be outside where there were so many interesting things to see and new people to smell. I’d been carried down this road a few times before when the director had ordered the nurses to take me along for walks in the fresh air with the other babies; we were heading down to the docks. One nurse had thought of casting me down into the water and pretending it was an accident, but I grabbed her blouse and refused to let go until we were back in the orphanage.


  “Just so you know, I’m not really a minister,” the stranger confided. “I do have that Master of Divinity from Yale, but I’m afraid it’s forged. If you ring up the school, they’ll have me in their files, though, and that’s the important thing, yes? It’s handy enough to be a pastor when it suits, and a murderer when it doesn’t, because both are fine ways of parting men from their money. You and I, we can go a lot longer between meals than humans can, but it’s much more pleasant to have food in your belly at the end of the day.”


  The stranger, apparently hungered by his own patter, stopped at a street vendor’s cart to buy a skewer of teriyaki chicken.


  “It’s all about money and work, sad to say,” he said between mouthfuls of char-grilled bird as he strode on toward the ships. “We’re all born for a reason, and it’s usually to serve someone else. Sure, in these modern times, people talk of having children for the sake of love—ah, love, sweet love!—but that’s horse apples to feed the middle class. A dirt farmer raises a dozen brats because he needs extra hands come harvest time; a banking baron grooms an heir to secure the family fortune. And your mother spawned you to wreak her vengeance on America, but that’s a chat for another day.”


  He had eaten almost all the chicken. I whined, reaching for the bamboo skewer. The stranger briefly looked annoyed, but then he smiled indulgently and tore the last chunk off for me.


  “I suppose I should give you a name. Your mother didn’t bother to give you a familiar alias, I’m afraid, and she certainly won’t share your true name with me. She probably won’t reveal it to you, either. Goddesses of her stature don’t maintain their positions by giving up their leverage.” He stopped to toss the stick into the bushes. “But since she’s Izanami, and you’re a little adorable version of her, that might make you…Izanamiko?”


  The stranger frowned, pondering. “My Japanese may be off. And that name’s much too long for everyday, don’t you think? How about…Miko. Yes, that’s much better. And fits; your body will be her temple, and you its sole priestess.”


  He looked down at me thoughtfully as I gummed his chicken. “Men will look askance at me if I say I’m your nanny, or even your father, because there’s precious little resemblance here. Even if I claimed the prettiest whore on the whole island, I doubt that our ruttings could produce anything half as fetching as you. I can work up enough magic to cover my mother’s lamentable contribution to my physiognomy, but I can’t make myself into Errol Flynn. So, the avuncular fabrication must remain, and you and the rest of the world shall know me as your dear uncle Roy.”


  I gazed up at his teeth and horns and frosty eyes. I wasn’t really sure what an uncle was; I had only a vague sense of what parents were. Mothers and fathers were people who claimed children from the orphanage, that much I did know, but there had to be something else special about them. I wondered who his parents must have been.


  He heard my thoughts and laughed.


  “My mother is a goddess among whores, which doesn’t make her much of a goddess at all, but she has her charms. At least I’m aging well, thanks to her. My father was a man known to most as Jack; he tried to steal her heart, but she took his, instead…I believe she still has it in a jar in her wardrobe. Anyhow, his sauciness impressed her, and she kept the best of him to create me. Apparently just so she’d have someone around to fetch towels and pisspots for her, although she did introduce me to the fine art of assassination. Which is what I’m going to be teaching you, once you’re strong enough to hold a weapon. No guns, alas, since firepower is your brother’s specialty. Anyone you kill even indirectly with flame might be claimed by him.”


  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pretty folding knife the length of his hand; the upper and lower bolsters were sterling silver, and the handle was made of polished bone. He pressed a round nub on the upper bolster and the stiletto blade sprang open, gleaming in the sun, far more tantalizing than any brightly colored toy or lollipop. I cooed and grabbed for it, but he held it well out of my reach.


  “Ooh, yes, it’s shiny, isn’t it?” he said. “I had this special made in Frosolone a few years ago…lost my old blade in a fight in Naples. But this one’s much better, surgical steel, holds a fine edge and never rusts. Don’t fear, you’ll learn to use a knife like this soon enough…”


  Miko’s old memory lost its grip on me and I came back into myself, felt the pressure of the water against my eardrums and the muddy bottom sucking at my boots, and I pushed up, trying to reach the surface, but another current caught me and pulled me sideways, farther under the ice—


  —I dropped the bloody butcher knife on the stained garage floor and stumbled backward, my head buzzing with the old man’s memories. So much pain in his soul: his only son’s slow, wrenching death from childhood cancer, his wife’s suicide, and endless loneliness and regret afterward. Uncle Roy said I had to learn to savor these moments, but this was horrible.


  I looked at the old man, his shabby clothes, his slashed throat. He’d had such a rotten life and had done nothing to deserve his hardship. And after all that misery, I had given him a painful, shameful death. In that moment, I saw the world through my victim’s eyes, and the terrible unfairness of it all hit me. I fell to my knees, weeping.


  “Girl! No crying!” Uncle Roy’s voice carried a sharp warning.


  “I am damned,” I whispered to myself in kyōtsūgo. The nurse who’d thought to drown me had whispered that to herself under her breath over and over as she carried me down to the dock. In the eight years since I’d left the orphanage, I had thought of her and her words practically every day.


  “No Japanese!” he thundered, jumping out of his steel folding chair in the corner and striding toward me. “You’re an American now, speak English! Get up!”


  I knew I should stop crying and do what Uncle Roy told me, but the old man’s sadness had spread through me, a soft rot of emotion I couldn’t purge.


  “Stop crying, Miko.” I heard his switchblade flick open behind me.


  Instead of steeling my nerves, the fear I felt made me sob harder, the tears flowing freely down my cheeks.


  Uncle Roy rammed his knife into my back between my ribs, directly into my left kidney. As I gasped at the astonishing pain, he twisted the blade out and jabbed it into my other kidney. I fell to the oil-stained concrete floor, unable to do much but whimper and tremble as hot blood poured from my wounds, plastering my thin cotton shirt to my shivering skin.


  I’d never experienced this kind of agony before, not even in the memories of the people Roy had made me kill. I’d tasted death twice as a toddler, once when I’d been knocked overboard and drowned, and again when the wind had blown me off a third-story ledge and I’d snapped my neck in the fall. Those fatalities were nothing compared to this.


  “A kidney wound is one of the most painful ways to die.” He dragged his chair over so that he sat where I couldn’t help but see him. “A ruptured spleen, that’s very painful, too, and it takes longer, possibly a dozen hours or more.”


  He wiped his steel off on a dipstick rag, folded the switchblade, and put it back into the pocket of his tweed jacket. “Creatures like you and I don’t have the luxury of emotions. We demons don’t cry, Miko. It’s just not done. You need to learn to master yourself, master that pain, today, because the next time I see a single tear in your eye and we’re not in the middle of a dust storm, I will stab you in the spleen. And if you cry again after that? I will disembowel you. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


  I nodded weakly. My vision was starting to go dark. I hated dying, but I hated returning to life even worse, despised the grinding ache in my joints, the bone-deep chills, the burn in my heart as it strained to pump half-congealed blood. I couldn’t catch human diseases like influenza or polio, but coming back from death surely felt a hundred times worse.


  Uncle Roy pointed at the old man’s corpse. “You’re going to kill a lot more sad sacks just like this one, broken oldsters who don’t have so much as a spoonful of sugary life left to help their bitter spirits go down. You need to develop a taste for them if you’re going to harvest enough American souls to make up for what your mother lost to your brother in the atomic fires. At my estimation, you still have over 236,000 to collect. Even my mind boggles at the enormity of that, but it’s what you were born to do. And it’s my job to make sure you’ll do it.”


  He paused, leaning forward, watching intently as my heart struggled, shuddered, and stopped.


  “If I have to go through Vlad Tepes’ entire repertoire to bleed your father’s disgusting weakness out of you, my sweet child,” he said, “then that’s exactly what I’ll do.”


  I got free of Miko’s memory, saw a crack in the ice I knew I could break through with my sword and shield, kicked as hard as I could to reach it, but the black water was taking me down again—


  “Miko, I told you, you mustn’t block your thoughts around me.” Roy turned away from the kitchen window and faced me. He looked and sounded perfectly calm but I knew that wouldn’t last. “It’s a clever trick you’ve learned, and it will serve you well around others of our kind, but you must never do it around me.”


  “Why not?” I had to steady my heart; it wanted to jump with terror in my chest. Part of me still couldn’t believe I was challenging him like this. “You’ve never left your mind open for me to read.”


  “That’s quite a different matter, and you know it.”


  “How is it different?” My voice was hard. “I don’t think it is.”


  From the corner of my eye, I saw the switchblade flash open in Roy’s hand, but that bastard wasn’t going to get the better of me again. Not ever again. I grabbed his wrist and twisted his hand up and over, pushing the knife into his shoulder joint, and he actually looked surprised, as if it hadn’t occurred to him that I was no longer a skinny little girl, a rag doll he could toss around whenever he felt like it.


  “Miko, come now,” he said as I backed him up against the kitchen counter. I could tell he was trying to sound stern but he was grinding his teeth from the pain. Dark red blood, nearly black, was spreading in an irregular circle across the shoulder of his gray dress shirt. “Be nice to your Uncle Roy.”


  I almost laughed out loud at that. Nice? When had nice ever even cast its frilly pink shadow on our relationship? He’d taught me how to rob, murder, blackmail, cook dope, forge documents, dance a burlesque, fuck like a street whore…and how to die stoically when my efforts didn’t please him.


  Still keeping my thoughts to myself, still steadying my heart to hide the elated terror I was feeling, I stared into his ice-white eyes. Genuine fear lurked behind his careful mask. And that’s when I had an epiphany: my reflexes were faster than his now, and I was stronger, too. If he couldn’t read my thoughts, couldn’t anticipate what I was going to do, he was completely at my mercy.


  It was his own shame, then, that he’d taken such pains to beat the mercy right out of me. I yanked the blade out of his shoulder, out of his clutching fingers, and drove it guard-deep into the side of his neck. He gave a surprised gasp that was quickly choked off by the blood filling his mouth.


  I could have slowed his death and tortured him for hours; I’d earned that kind of revenge a thousand times over, and Mother knows he taught me how to exact it. But I didn’t want to. I was done with him, done with his abuse and his lectures and his hypocrisy, and that’s all there was to it. Best to make a clean cut and move on.


  He was still standing there bubbling through his own blood, still wearing that stupid look of disbelief, so I grabbed a handful of his scarecrow hair and threw him down on the linoleum. It took me only three minutes to cut through his tough sinews and vertebrae to sever his head from his body. There wasn’t much blood in him, at least not compared to full humans. Slit a man’s aorta and he’ll spurt all over the walls; Roy’s artery flowed like a forgotten garden hose, slicking the kitchen floor in his sticky merlot. For good measure, I cut his cold heart from his chest and stuffed it into his mouth. He didn’t have a proper soul, and I was glad, because I didn’t want to have to harvest it. The stunted ones that were no good to Mother just slipped away, like sardines through a tuna net.


  My vision blurred toward the end, and when I wiped my eyes in the unbloodied crook of my elbow I realized I’d started to cry, fat briny drops darkening the front of my silk chemise. I made myself turn off my waterworks as I washed up at the sink. I’d gotten good at that. He of all people didn’t deserve my tears.


  I rinsed off his switchblade and dried it with a dish towel, admiring it. Roy had never let me hold his weapon of choice. But he was right: it was an unusually fine blade, much sharper than the trench knife I’d been using for years, and it wasn’t nearly as bulky. Extended, the knife had an excellent balance, good for throwing and thrusting both, and folded, it fit well in my fist. I’d miss the brass knuckles built into the trench grip, but I could change my attack style a little and use the folded switchblade like a yawara on pressure points or to crush temples.


  It had the weight of a trophy. And when I saw the weapon in my hand, I would know that I could do anything that I put my mind to. If I could kill my guardian, there wasn’t any mortal on the whole green Earth that I couldn’t destroy.


  I tucked the switchblade into the pocket of my blue jeans and sat on the counter. Roy had never told me exactly what kind of devil or demigoddess his mother was; I didn’t know if what I’d done to him would put him down for good. So I sat there for a whole hour, staring down at his body, watching for signs of regeneration that never came.


  When I was sure he was dead, I began to pack my most important belongings into my canvas rucksack. First in was a wooden cigar box containing five hundred dollars and my identities. I had three sets of birth certificates and driver’s licenses, which variously said I was Suzy Chen, nineteen, from San Francisco; Mary Redfeather, seventeen, from Shawnee, Oklahoma; and Rosa Dominguez, eighteen, from El Paso, Texas. Roy had made sure I learned to speak enough Chinese, Spanish, and Cherokee to pass locally if I had to. My Spanish was best, so Rosa’s license went into the pocket of my jeans. Then I packed my favorite clothes into the rucksack and laid my enameled steel mess kit on top.


  I slipped on the black steer-hide Perfecto jacket I’d taken from a Highwayman biker outside Chicago then went into the living room to gather Roy’s expensive liquors from the wet bar, thinking hard. Just because Roy was gone now didn’t mean I wouldn’t feel an ever-increasing urge to murder. If I went much more than a month without taking a soul, I’d start to hallucinate, only a little at first, but soon enough I’d be fully reliving the personal horrors of my victims.


  Roy once locked me in a basement for two whole months, just to see what would happen. Like everything else he did to me, he claimed it was for my own good: I needed to know my own limits. Needed to know them not just intellectually, not just as some theory of the flesh, but as a hard, physical certainty. After he finally let me out, it took me most of the rest of the year to recover my sanity. At least he’d been relatively gentle with me afterward; maybe he realized that Mother wouldn’t be pleased with him if he broke her best weapon.


  But I knew full well that the more souls I took, the worse it would be when I stopped taking them. Mother was nothing if not a ruthless motivator.


  There was a circus camped just outside the town; if I joined their crew, I’d be able to make quiet kills in every town we visited. And maybe I wouldn’t get stuck shoveling elephant dung or hammering tent stakes; maybe they could use a contortionist, or a sword swallower, or a strong woman. I could make my flesh do almost anything any human could do. And more than most, surely; I wasn’t burdened with a Christian’s moral terror of body violations.


  I took an armload of whiskey, gin, and vodka bottles back into the kitchen and soaked Roy down with his favorites. If there was anything worthwhile to be had in the house or my uncle’s shriveled excuse of a spirit, my brother the fire god was welcome to it. I lit a match, dropped it onto Roy’s body, and left his remains to burn along with the rented bungalow.


  I never looked back.
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  Goad Hunt


  I broke free of Miko’s memory at last. My lungs were burning for air. The cracked ice was inches from my face. I still gripped my sword and shield—thank God the cold water made my shivering muscles clench, my fingers slow to release—so I punched up with my left arm, the edge of the shield breaking a wide moon crescent out of the ice. I thrust my sword arm up, breaking the hole wider, and hauled myself to the surface.


  The ice started crazing and crackling beneath me as I scrambled toward the rocky dam, but I reached the glazed stones and managed to throw myself onto them before the frozen shelf shattered. I lay there, clinging to the rocks, gasping for breath, the frigid air like a thousand needles in my lungs. My water-stringy hair was freezing into icicle dreadlocks, and I could see frost crystals spreading across the sleeve of my jacket. To top it all off, my eyelids froze over my damn ocularis again.


  It’s not really cold in here, I told myself. It’s not really anything in here. This is all the Goad’s illusion. See through it.


  My pep talk wasn’t working, not even a little bit, and I could feel the knees of my leather pants freezing to the stones beneath me. I started crawling forward toward the bank, still gripping my shield and weapon. My gloves were turning hard as iron, but at least they were keeping the rocks from skinning my knuckles. The land surrounding the pond was a huge, beautifully landscaped garden that had suffered a fierce ice storm; tulips and roses were bent nearly double, their ice-sheathed heads touching the ground. The limbs of flowering bushes and small cherry trees were also burdened, dragging low, twigs and branches threatening to break at any moment.


  I collapsed again as I reached solid ground. The paving stones below me felt as though they were sucking every last joule of heat from my core. I wasn’t sure what it would be like to freeze to death, whether it would hurt as tiny razors of ice seeded in my flesh and sliced open my cells, or if it would simply be a numb drifting away, but I was pretty sure I was within just a few minutes of finding that out.


  In Cooper’s hell, when I’d switched to a different ocularis view, my entire perception of the dimension had changed, not just my vision. Roughly the same things were happening, but the people were different, the scenery had changed, even the air was different. Could it work here, too? I prayed that it would.


  My whole body was shivering and my flesh was so numb I could barely feel any of what I was doing. I cracked the ice sealing leather to leather and slipped my leaden arm out of the straps so I could set my shield down on the stones. With effort, I got to my knees and sat in the padded concave interior. I dared not let go of my sword, and I dared not let my shield get far from me. For all I knew, the Goad was lurking just out of sight, waiting to snatch away my protection.


  I dearly wished I could summon my fire to my left hand. Seeing Miko bring her switchblade into my hellement made me wonder if it was possible, but sitting there with the freeze seeping into my brain I couldn’t figure out the trick. I pressed the chilly palm of my left hand to the eyelids frozen over my cold ocularis, hoping it would warm, willing it to warm.


  Finally, finally, the frost melted and my torpid eye muscles started working again, and I was able to blink. Once. Nothing. Twice. Nothing. Thrice. Nothing.


  Not a goddamned thing. I couldn’t see anything through my ocularis. Had the cold broken it?


  Oh God oh God, c’mon, I’m dying here. I took a deep, lung-torturing breath and blinked again.


  The garden around me changed, and I felt warmth flow back into my body. What had been trees and bushes and flower beds I now saw were people—tens of thousands of people—standing, crouching, lying on the ground. They were all immobilized in glassy chrysalises, their souls red and orange and purple lights burning within, tiny factories generating energy for the devil that’d trapped them. I could see the expressions of the dozen closest to me; they weren’t having pleasant dreams inside their prisons.


  Okay, then. I quietly moved off my shield and slung it back on my arm, staring past the souls into the darkness between them, trying to see what might lie there. When Miko had tried to take my soul, she’d mistakenly absorbed the one surviving larval Goad that had still been lurking in my hellement. What did the little devil look like now? Its mother was a vast, flaccid creature in my boyfriend’s hell, a genuine monster that had grown fat on decades of angst, forcing her prey to relive their personal horrors over and over. But her child had only been in Miko’s hell for a couple of days. It hadn’t had much time to mature to an adult form, but it had over a thousand times more souls to feed from.


  So was the young Goad still the small, quick sponge-like larva that had slipped past my blade in Cooper’s hell? Or had it gotten huge and sedentary like its mother? I kept creeping along the path, watching the dark places for movement.


  And then as I was scanning a small rocky hill…the whole thing shifted and undulated toward me. I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck. Crap. My stone eye focused more closely on the “hill,” and I saw it was pocked with hollows and burrows. In some holes, I saw fluttering tentacles I knew it used to taste and smell. In others, I saw circular grinding orifices like the toothy maws of hagfish. And in others shone glossy, deep-black eyes the size of basketballs.


  A few days feeding off tens of thousands of souls’ agonies had sped its growth beyond anything I’d imagined. It wasn’t as huge as its momma, but it could still move around, and that made it more dangerous. At least it wasn’t either old enough or big enough to spawn yet. I watched its black eyes, and realized that of course they were all focused on me.


  Great. I really did have to slay a mountain. Pity I didn’t have a dragon to climb. Or any other allies in here, for that matter.


  I sidestepped to the nearest trapped soul. She was curled like a fetus within her prison, naked. Her features were blurred, distorted further by her agonized expression. She looked to be maybe eighteen or nineteen. Could she be awakened? I rapped on her chrysalis. The glassy surface was granite-solid, unyielding. I hit it again, harder, and she stirred and moaned, but did not open her eyes.


  “Hey, wake up!” I called to her, sounding stupidly desperate even to myself. She was a stranger; if I knew anything about her, knew her name at the very least, maybe I could pull her out of the trauma she was reliving. But otherwise? I might as well have tried to awaken a marble statue.


  The mountainous Goad made another ground-shaking lurch in my direction. Was it genuinely slow, or just trying to trick me into thinking it was too heavy to fly? Its mother was only able to work the illusions of the hell to try to trap me, relying on her swarming children for protection. While most of the brood had been as bright as angry hornets, this particular offspring had already proved it was fairly clever.


  I looked around at the trapped souls again, trying to think of a workable attack plan as I searched for anyone familiar. But nobody was recognizable. I didn’t know the faces of the people on Sara’s list; I’d glimpsed her husband once, but he’d been wearing a blindfold, and what I’d seen of his face was pretty ordinary. A lot of guys looked like him; there was little chance of me being able to pick him out through a chrysalis blur. There were maybe a handful of men I’d actually talked to before they fell to Miko. How could I find any of them in here among these thousands? And what good could any of them do even if I somehow found one of them and freed him before the Goad devoured me or did any of a thousand other horrible things that dangled from the gallows of my imagination?


  The Goad made a low rumbling noise. “I sssseeee you, mongrellll.”


  Well, it knew about as much English as its mother. I met its dark, hundred-eyed gaze, raising my sword and shield. “Great. You see me. What now?”


  “Now you run!”


  The Goad flattened itself, its spongy blob of a body rippling, and then it released, springing high into the air, sailing fast toward me, fifty tons of oily, ink-black flesh ready to squash me like a blueberry under a rancid side of beef.


  Christ on a cracker. Yeah, I ran. Fast as I could, and I’d barely cleared its crush zone when I heard and felt it slamming down to the ground right behind me. I felt a moment of relief, slowed a little, and chanced a glance backward.


  Black tentacles were shooting out of the sides of the goad like cannon-fired harpoons from a pirate ship. I tried to run faster, but a tentacle whipped into the back of my thigh, knocking me down. I tried to get some purchase on the damp grass to crawl away but the tentacle slithered tight around my leg and began to drag me back toward the monster.


  “Fuckdamnfuck!” I managed to flip myself over as it hauled me over the damp ground, reeling me in like a sport fish. One of those horrible grinding mouths spasmed just above the pore the tentacle was retreating into. Snack time, and I was the chef’s special. I tucked my shield close to my body and held my sword ready.


  There were only seconds left before the tentacle would yank me into the Goad’s maw. I would have only one chance at this. My shield was maybe a little bigger than the circumference of the mouth, maybe—


  —a sudden jerk and I was there, the tentacle whipping me up at that looming garbage disposal orifice. I rammed the shield against the undulating teeth. As the mouth twitched, scraping the metal, seeming unsure of what to do with this unexpected resistance, I drove the point of my sword deep into the oily, gritty flesh. Dark ichor that stank of diesel spurted from the wound. It was like cutting into oil-field mud. I carved my blade down hard in an arc around the outer lip of the mouth, trying to sever the muscles controlling the grinding jaws.


  It was working. I felt part of the mouth go slack, but tentacles grabbed both my booted feet, pulling them in opposite directions like I was a wishbone the monster wanted to snap. I jerked my blade free from the sucking flesh and slashed the tentacles constricting my feet. They were tough as tire rubber, but I hacked them away.


  The Goad was shuddering, shifting, corpulent muscles bunching beneath its foul skin. It was going to try for another jump. Or maybe it was just going to flop over. Either way, it would crush me. I had to find its heart, had to kill it as quickly as possible before it could do the same to me.


  I slipped my arm out of the shield still jamming its mouth, took a rib-straining breath, shut my eyes, then plunged into the cut I’d made, slicing deeper with my sword while I tore at the greasy flesh with my left hand and the toes of my boots. The monster’s inner tissues had a loose, pulpy feel, like the inside of a huge citrus fruit, as if it had been growing so quickly that its meat hadn’t had a chance to fill in and harden. But that lax texture made my task easier. I burrowed into its body, ignoring the stinging ichor, relying on touch and my instincts to tell me how far to go.


  The beast roared and writhed. The flesh around me contracted as if it were trying to push me out. But after everything the Goad had done to me, after it had turned me into a cannibal, infected me, tried to kill me, I wasn’t about to stop. Oh hell no. And I was close. I could feel the pulse and heat of its heart, see the red glow of it even through my closed eyelids.


  I plunged my left hand through the last membrane into the burning magma auricle, connecting myself to the source of its diabolic power, and the current ran through me, a dark electricity that lit up my every synapse and nerve ending with sparks and shadows of the trapped multitudes’ personal torments. My hand was in flaming agony, but I knew I could bear it. I had been through worse. The Goad’s roar turned to a terrified shriek as I pulled its vile life energy into the reservoir in my hellement.


  The beast shuddered in seizures, and its flesh began to fall apart from the inside out, a rotting house of loose meat. The current disconnected as the devil died, and I fell back among the oily charnel rubble, gasping for air, spitting out the Goad’s foul fluids, wiping my eyes clear on my sleeves. My left hand was a charcoaled mess, but I was too high on adrenaline to feel much pain.


  It was the most disgusting thing I’d ever done, but I was overjoyed: I’d won. And now Miko had to hold up her end of our bargain. Grinning, I began kicking through the stink to find my shield.
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  Afterlives


  The darkness around me lifted as a bright yellow sun swung into the sky. The frozen garden thawed in an instant, and the chrysalises disappeared; in the distance, I saw people appearing on the hills and in the woods. The land around me—well, at least the parts that weren’t covered in rotting Goad—was breathtakingly lovely. Seeing all that beauty drained my adrenaline away, and along with it most of my energy. My body suddenly felt as though it weighed four hundred pounds.


  I slung my greasy shield onto my back, staggered out of the devil’s carcass, and stepped onto lush, springy grass. The ground shook, and a rectangular metal box erupted from the soil just a few feet away from me. At first I thought it was some kind of phone booth, but the steely outer skin fell away and I realized it was a shower stall.


  “Do what you have to do,” Miko said, giving me a start as she appeared in front of me, “but don’t track ichor all over the place. It kills the flowers.”


  She was wearing clothing for a change: a flowing, sleeveless silk gown patterned after darkly veined jade. With the sunlight shining behind her, the dress didn’t leave a whole lot of her anatomy to the imagination, but it was a passable nod to human modesty.


  “There are some families with young children in here,” she said, apparently either catching my thought or reading it in my face, “who objected to my nudity. I am always concerned about my subjects’ comfort.”


  I snorted. “Yeah, right.”


  She smiled at me. “You, my little killer, aren’t one of my subjects. Nor are your friends in the living world. You don’t get to feel the warmth of my compassion until you’ve given yourself to me. Completely. All the souls in here surrendered themselves, body and soul, and now they can reap the everlasting sweet fruits of their most wise choices.”


  “Everlasting, yeah…I could tell it’s been just the most awesome place ever around here lately,” I shot back.


  “My interruption in spiritual service was entirely your fault.” She waved a finger at me in mock admonishment. “Though you do have my thanks for cleaning up your own mess like a good girl.”


  Her smile twisted sardonically, and she nodded toward the shower. “Speaking of messes, you should really get yourself rinsed off. Nobody in here is going to go with you as long as you look like some bloodthirsty murderer.”


  She paused. “Well, the Zodiac and the Doodler might want to come with you. But I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want those gentlemen back in the living world, would you? And they’re very energetic playmates; I’d hate to lose them.”


  It took me a moment to realize she was talking about serial killers. “Right. No thanks. I didn’t come here for them.”


  I stepped to the shower, set my sword and shield down inside the stall, and shucked off my leather jacket. A sharp, intense pain told me I’d taken some of the charred skin of my left hand off with it. I dropped my jacket, swearing, and stared down at my hand. Part of my palm was missing, and I could see yellowish tendons and bones through the red, ragged patches of cooked tissue.


  “It’s just flesh, Jessie.” Miko sounded amused. “I’m not blocking white magic…just heal yourself.”


  Awesome. She was allowing spells I couldn’t even use because I’d tainted my spirit with necromancy. I could probably do something about a shallow cut, but not this kind of damage.


  “I can’t,” I replied through clenched teeth, feeling angry and embarrassed. “And you know that.”


  She laughed. “Look up. There’s burn powder in the cabinet.”


  Sure enough, there was a mirrored medicine chest set in the stall above the shower head. I cautiously opened the door. A glass shaker full of some type of anonymous white powder sat on the shelf inside beside a clear squeeze bottle of pink liquid soap.


  “Well, go on,” she said. “I swore I wouldn’t interfere in your little quest, and harming you further would count as interference. I promise the powder will help. But if you’d rather stay in agony while you’re here instead of accepting my hospitality, I won’t mind a bit. After all, your hand will heal—bing!— just like that, once you get back to the living world, won’t it?”


  I could feel myself flushing red with anger and frustration.


  “But, oh…I forgot,” she said. “You’re missing that hand entirely, aren’t you? I guess it won’t heal then. Alas.”


  Swearing under my breath, I got the powder down and began to shake it on my wounds. To my surprise, the dead flesh began to flake away, healthy tissue growing fast to replace it. In moments my hand was restored.


  “Thank you,” I ground out.


  “Enjoy your shower.” She smiled.


  I wasn’t going to strip down in front of her, and I didn’t have a bucket for washing my dirty clothes anyhow, so I turned on the faucet and tested the temperature with my finger. The water was pretty cold, but not unbearable. I stepped under the stream; it actually gave me a welcome wake-up jolt. I grabbed the bottle of pink liquid soap, put a good squirt in my right palm, and began to lather up my skin and clothing. The damned stuff smelled like lollipops and bubblegum. And after I’d already put it all over myself, I realized it was liberally laced with bright pink glitter.


  I washed my leather jacket and my weapons, using as little of the soap as possible, but by the time I’d gotten all the ichor off, my body, my wet clothing, and my sword and shield were completely spangled. Blinged in the worst possible way. I did not look heroic. I looked like a dork. And smelled like a refugee from a tween girls’ sleepover party.


  “Well, aren’t you just adorable.” Miko held a purple My Little Pony towel out for me to dry off with. Oh God. I hated that cartoon. Hated, hated, hated it, and my stepmother had played it constantly for the twins. Gah.


  But I was getting cold, so I took the towel and began to vigorously dry off my hair. Felt something gritty and itchy fall lightly on my cheek. I wiped my face with my forearm, and saw a thick smear of bright purple glitter on my wet skin.


  “Oh, you suck,” I hissed to Miko.


  “It looks good on you. Really.”


  I closed my eyes, trying to regain my calm. She wasn’t interfering, technically, but I knew she was trying to get me so wound up and embarrassed that I wouldn’t be able to convince anyone to do anything. So I grabbed my jacket and armaments and strode away from her, down the garden path into a nearby park bordered by tall yellow rosebushes. I stood up on one of the lacquered wood and wrought-iron park benches and took a deep breath.


  “I am here to bring anyone who wants to leave this place back to the living world!” I shouted at the bright blue sky. At least with all the glitter shining on me, people ought to be able to spot me easily.


  I waited for a moment. No response. So I tried again: “If you want to go home, I will take you there!”


  “I don’t think you could do that, actually,” Miko said, sauntering up the path into the park.


  I made a hushing movement with my hand. “Don’t interfere,” I warned her. “I’m not lying; I’ll take them home.”


  She shrugged. “How am I interfering? And I didn’t say you were lying. What I’m trying to say is that some of the people here never had a home before me. Or if they did, warm hearth and loving family and a live body to return to are all long gone now. What will you be taking them back to, exactly?”


  “Whatever lies beyond,” I replied curtly. “They’ll be free of you to continue on to the afterlife they were supposed to have.”


  She laughed. “Oh, what afterlife? No gods have accosted me demanding their worshippers back. Not a single angel has come to me protesting, ‘Oh, no, this one was baptized, you can’t have her.’”


  “Well, I’m here now, and I have a list of people you’re specifically not supposed to have. People with live bodies and loved ones waiting for them back in Cuchillo.”


  I closed my eyes and began to recite the list as loud as I could. After I was done, there was the sound of small sneakered feet pounding down another path. I hopped off the bench and stepped toward the sound just as a young boy of about five or six burst into the park.


  “I want my mommy,” he said, clutching a toy car, staring at me uncertainly. “If I go home, will my real mommy be there?”


  “If she’s not in here, then yes, I’m sure she’s waiting for you.”


  He dropped his toy and ran over to me, hugging my damp glittery knees, hiding his face from Miko. “Take me home. I want to go home. I want my mommy.”


  Miko shrugged and smiled. “Sure. Take him, with my compliments. It’s for the best. I’m not really any good with little kids who come here without their parents. I’ve tried and tried to replicate ideal mothers from children’s memories but they never seem to do what they’re supposed to. I guess I just can’t quite believe in them myself, and it spoils the illusion.”


  I licked my lips and awkwardly patted the kid’s head. Of the fourteen people still alive at the clinic, I’d gotten just this one little boy to show up. Where were the others? I called the names on the list again. Heard nothing but the gentle breeze riffling through the roses and songbirds twittering in the distance. What now? I hadn’t met any of the puppets…but I had seen one at a distance. And more important, I knew his sad, mad, loving wife.


  “Bob Bailey-Jones!” I shouted. “I know you’re out there…I need to talk to you!”


  Then came the sound of heavy hoofbeats, and a gigantic white warhorse bearing a knight in full battle plate armor leaped over the roses and onto the park grass, rearing dramatically in front of me, neighing loudly. The little boy shrieked and let go of my legs. He dashed under the park bench and crouched there, covering his head with his arms as if this were a tornado drill at school.


  The knight held a red-and-white striped jousting lance tucked under his right arm; he shoved the visor of his scarlet-feathered helmet up and glared down at me. I recognized his face, or at least the lower half of it—he was Sara’s husband all right. Taller, buffer, with an epic handlebar mustache he probably could never have grown in the living world, but it was still him.


  “I no longer recognize that name.” His tone was haughty, and he had the worst British accent I’d ever heard outside my high school theater club’s production of Camelot. “Thou shalt address me as Sir Ravenstone, peasant.”


  “Bob. Don’t be a douche,” I replied. “All this is a bunch of happy horseshit, and you know it. Come back to the real world with me. Your wife is waiting for you.”


  “The Princess of Arkhamshire awaits her champion.” He started to rein his steed away, and I jumped in front of his mount to stop them.


  Bob jabbed his wooden lance down at me and I slapped it right out of his grip with the flat of my sword. The flagged tip snapped off when it sank into the lawn and the shaft went bouncing away into the rosebushes.


  “Ow!” He clutched his smarting hand, wincing, then noticed his shattered weapon. “Hey, you broke it!”


  “You’re no knight,” I said, pointing my sword up at him, suddenly feeling really angry. He didn’t seem deluded by Miko as much as he seemed to have enthusiastically embraced this chance to explore his inner jackass.


  “This is not real,” I told him. “Your real body is lying on an army surplus cot at the Cuchillo State University clinic. Your wife Sara is probably sitting there this very minute, holding your hand, crying and praying you’ll come back to her. She’s been doing that every day: sitting by your side, weeping, holding your hand. She’s been waiting for her champion to come back. And meanwhile, you’ve been in here playing patty-cake with imaginary princesses? What kind of lame-ass Prince Charming are you supposed to be?”


  Bob’s eyes were downcast, and he didn’t say anything for a moment. “Things are perfect here.”


  “Things sure weren’t perfect when the Goad took over,” I replied.


  “Well, that was a long time ago.” His tone was dismissive. “It hasn’t happened since.”


  “A long time—Jesus, Bob, that was only fifteen minutes ago!”


  I looked back at Miko, who was standing very still, her hands clasped primly in front of her, looking like not even the tiniest fleck of butter would melt in her mouth. Christ at a craps game—had she tricked me? Had the goddamned shower been a trap after all? Not to poison me, or chill me, or even embarrass me, but to give the souls time to lose themselves in their fantasies again and forget everything else? Dammit, dammit, dammit!


  “Bob, you have to come back!” Maybe if I kept using his real name, he’d snap out of it and come to his senses. “Don’t you remember your wife Sara?”


  “Of course I remember her.” He’d stopped looking so indignant; now he mostly looked sad and guilty. “I remember her mother, and those creepy cats, too. I remember how she started to go crazy. I remember everything going bad between us. I can’t go back to that.”


  “You two can work it out—”


  “I don’t want to work it out!”


  “But she loves you! Doesn’t that matter to you, at all? Your wife loves you.”


  Bob’s face had gone white, and his lips were in a tight, anguished line. “She’ll get over it.”


  And with that, he jerked on the reins and his horse took him leaping away, back over the roses into his garden-variety medieval fantasy world, leaving true love behind forever.


  I felt as though I’d been gut-shot.


  Miko cleared her throat. “Well, then—”


  “I’m not done here yet!” I whirled on her, shaking. “I’m. Not. Done.”


  Surely everyone in here wasn’t an avoidant dumb-ass. I wracked my brain, trying to think of someone, anyone I could call on, since a third holler-through of the names on Sara’s list clearly wasn’t going to produce the square root of jack divided by shit. And then a face rose in my memory: the commander of the resistance against Miko. He sure as hell wasn’t a coward.


  “Major Woodrow Rodriguez, U.S. Air Force!” I shouted. “I’d like to speak to you, Major!”


  I heard the sound of lighter, quicker hooves, and a painted mustang leaped over the roses and into the park. Atop him rode a chiseled, sun-dark Comanche warrior, his hair in glossy feathered braids, his strong legs clad in buckskins. Behind the warrior rode a muscular young man, his long hair a loose, golden cascade under a black U.S. cavalryman’s slouch hat. The youth wore a tight buckskin shirt, Union-blue britches and shiny riding boots. His clean-shaven face was tan, his lips full and wine red.


  The warrior nimbly hopped off the horse and strode toward me, his moccasined feet making almost no noise on the grass.


  “I’m here,” Rodriguez said, folding his buff arms over his beaded breastplate. “What do you want?”


  “Um.” I’d had a speech in my head about his duty and his country needing him, but looking at him now, suddenly those words felt trivial. “I’m taking souls back to the real world. Did you want to come with us?”


  He cocked his head, giving me a sharp look. “Is my body still alive?”


  I swallowed. I’d killed his body myself when Miko used it as a puppet against me. I hoped he didn’t know about that. “No. It’s not.”


  “Well then, why would I want to leave?” His face was stony.


  “Because you were tricked into coming here?” I replied. “Because you gave yourself up to an enemy you swore to fight, and staying here means you’re giving aid to that enemy?”


  His eyes narrowed. “I pledged my life to serve my country. And my life was spent in that service. This is what I have now. I never once prayed to any god while I was alive. Can you guarantee me there’s some other afterlife waiting for me out there, or would you just be taking me to oblivion?”


  I took a deep breath and shook my head. “I can’t guarantee you that, because I don’t know what you’ll find.”


  “I’m not done living, even if I’m dead.” He turned to pad back to his mustang and his rough-riding boyfriend. “Thanks for your offer, but I’d rather stay here. Good luck.”


  I drooped in defeat, wanting to scream obscenities at the ground, but I also didn’t want to give Miko the pleasure. The little boy crept out from under the park bench as Rodriguez rode away in the bright morning light. He tugged at the hem of my T-shirt.


  “Can you please take me home so I can see my mommy?” he asked plaintively.


  “Of course I can.” I squared my shoulders. A soul was a soul, and a mother would have her child back in her arms tonight. It wasn’t the victory I’d hoped for, but I could live with it. What other choice did I have?


  I took the boy’s hand and turned back toward Miko. “We’re ready to leave.”


  Smiling, she zipped herself open, revealing the oak-shaded neighborhood in my hellement. The kid clung to my hand and we ducked through her body to the other side. There was a brief moment of vertigo, as if the world abruptly turned upside-down and then just as suddenly righted itself, and then the three of us were standing on my lawn, Miko’s torso intact once more.


  The little boy fearfully stared back at her as I led him toward the red portal; I could tell he expected her to stop us or reveal that this had been some kind of trick. But she was good to her word. I turned the brushed steel handle, and the three of us silently stepped through the doorway.
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  Familiar in a Coma


  We came back to the living world in the same positions we’d left, with Miko’s right hand still around my throat, the switchblade in her left poised above my face, her blasted-apart head still dripping down on me. The right side of my face ached from her punch; I was going to have a hell of a bruise later. My stone eye caught a brief glimpse of the boy’s soul flitting away toward his still-breathing body at the clinic. Good.


  And then I felt my adversary’s fingers tighten, saw the stiletto lower toward my cheek. I stared up at Miko’s one good eye.


  “You promised,” I choked. “We have…a truce.”


  She gave an annoyed growl and released me. I tried to wipe my face off as best I could with a relatively clean part of the hem of my T-shirt as she stepped away and began digging around inside the cavity of her skull. Before I’d gotten my face even halfway de-gored, she’d magicked up a new brain and was weaving bone, flesh, skin, and hair back into place under her fingers.


  “There,” she said after she pulled a new tongue into place in her restored mouth. “Much better.”


  She stared down at me, looking amused and pleased. “All that went very well, don’t you think?”


  My face grew hot. She’d played me, games within games, and she’d suckered me into…what? Was it all about getting rid of the Goad? Could she have done that on her own? Was it about shaming me in front of her souls? No, that couldn’t be it—they were all so wrapped up in their fantasies, I couldn’t believe that very many of them had realized I was ever even there.


  But. I knew from her expression that she’d counted some kind of major coup against me, knew it in my guts and bones, but at that moment I could not figure out what it was.


  “Uncle Roy must be so proud of you,” I said.


  For a moment, Miko’s expression faltered, darkened, and I realized she hadn’t known that I’d seen that part of her memory. I’d hit a real sore spot without seriously trying to. It didn’t make me feel any better.


  She smiled down at me without a trace of genuine mirth. “I’m done with this place; I suppose I’ve probably sucked all the marrow I can get from this little bone of a town. And I’m done with you. For now. But I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other very soon. And you can run as far as you like, but rest assured, I will find you.”


  Before I could think of a reply to that, she disappeared.


  “Crap,” I muttered, climbing to my feet. Then, as I caught a glimpse of Pal, still unconscious in the dust, I swore harder and hurried out to him. By the angle of the light, I’d been away for a couple of hours.


  “Hey, are you okay?” I shook him, gently, but he didn’t respond. His breathing was shallow, irregular. I couldn’t see any blood on him; he had a huge bluish knot between his eyes where Miko had struck him with the butt of my shotgun. I put my hand over the knot and tried to do a healing chant, but the words just wouldn’t come. Dammit.


  Wishing I had someplace to wash up, I dug the mirror out of my pocket with blood-sticky fingers and opened it.


  “Devil in a black dress,” I said.


  My brother was quick to answer his mirror; it looked like he was in Mother Karen’s sunroom, which I took as a good sign that Cooper and the Warlock had been able to calm Blue down. Randall’s bright hey-how-ya-doin’ smile dropped right off his face when he saw the gore all over me.


  “Whoa, sis, are you okay?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine…this is all Miko.”


  “Hoo-ah!” He fist-pumped and jumped in the air. “You kicked her ass! I knew you would!”


  I winced. “Uh, not exactly…look, I’ve got a problem.” I turned the mirror so he could see Pal. “She hit my familiar, and I think he’s in a coma. My white magic is almost completely nerfed right now, and I have no way to get us back to the town. Got any ideas?”


  “Whoa. Damn, he doesn’t look so good,” Randall said. “I’d totally come back and help, but that might take awhile. Your dudes are still talking with that Riviera lady about Blue. The sitch is a lot better now, by the way. I think they just have to convince her to let the kid go with those old folks and not take him to juvie, but…look, just call Dad. I bet he can do something for your spider thing through the mirror.”


  “What? He can do magic through mirrors?”


  “Well, yeah, his for sure,” my brother replied. “I mean, if you could make mirrors, why would you bother making one you couldn’t use to cast your own spells?”


  Logic. I was soaking in it. “Okay. Thanks, I’ll give him a try.”


  “Later, sis!”


  I closed the mirror and took a moment to work up some courage. Or work down my pride. My father had been against me trying to battle Miko for the townsfolk’s souls in the first place, and I wasn’t sure how much “I told you so” I could take without getting snippy and starting another argument with him.


  Miko’s drying blood was itchy and tight on my skin. Dammit, why couldn’t she have picked a place with a shower, or even just a working garden hose? I pulled the mirror open again.


  “I wish to speak to Magus Ian Shimmer.”


  The mirror darkened, then cleared to reveal an empty ladder-backed wooden chair that made me think of the professor’s seat from some old British university. Behind it was an arcane mage’s workshop inside an old-fashioned domed observatory. The big optical telescope was pointed up at the starry night sky through the aperture in the ceiling. I could also see several antique brass solar system models, alchemical tubes, and distillation flasks for potions on a long table, and wall-high chalkboards with a mixture of spell glyphs and complicated mathematical equations written on them in neat, precise handwriting.


  “Jessie, is that you?” My father’s pleasant baritone came from somewhere beyond the mirror’s view.


  “Yes, it’s me. I…I’m sorry, but I need your help.” Again, I added silently to myself.


  I heard the sound of his flip-flops slapping across the wooden floor, and then he came into view. He was wearing his usual antifashion ensemble: bright orange Thai fisherman’s pants, a T-shirt from some Bavarian brewery, and the long madras patchwork jacket that I figured was his equivalent of a laboratory coat.


  “Oh my, are you all right?” he asked.


  His accent always startled me a little. It was faintly European, maybe German; I couldn’t quite place it. But somehow I always expected him to sound like an American.


  “I’m fine,” I quickly replied. “The blood and stuff is all from Miko.”


  He frowned at a spot on my dragonskin jacket and leaned closer to his mirror. I looked down: I had a thumbnail-size piece of her skull stuck to my top button frog. I flicked it off into the brush.


  “Did you kill her?” His expression was unreadable.


  “No.” I laughed bitterly. “Not because I didn’t try. But she’s…perfect. She’s having a great ol’ time wherever she is.”


  “She has gone?”


  I nodded. “I’m guessing she opened a portal to wherever and is a long way from here by now.”


  “But the isolation barrier is still there?”


  I paused. Yep, I could still feel it buzzing just a few dozen yards away, making me wish I were someplace else. As if the blood stink and the heat and general sense of failure weren’t enough. “Yes, it’s still up. That part’s no different.”


  His frown deepened. “That is not good. The Virtus Regnum must believe that something in there may still destroy you.”


  I didn’t have to think too hard about that one: Sara was not going to be happy with me once she found out I hadn’t brought Bob home. “Yeah, there’s someone here who could be a problem. I can deal with her, I think.”


  I hope, I thought to myself.


  “But look,” I continued, “that’s not why I called. Miko hit my familiar on the head, and he’s been out for a couple of hours. I can’t work much healing magic right now, and I can’t wake him up.”


  “Let me see,” he said.


  I turned the mirror back toward Pal.


  “Looks like a closed skull injury,” I heard my father say. “It is serious, but I can fix it. Raise the mirror just a little, and hold it steady, please…perfect. Hold, now.”


  I heard him begin to recite a spell in a language that was definitely not German; I couldn’t place the rolling Rs and plosives that I heard. A moment later, the metal grew strangely hot in my hands, and a bright light burst from the mirror, sending a small green shock wave of magic over Pal’s skull and body.


  Pal’s eyes snapped open and he lurched to his feet, growling, staring around him in confusion and alarm.


  I dropped the mirror and held up my hands, trying to calm him. “It’s okay. We’re in the desert. Miko’s gone. We’re fine.”


  “Miko?” he asked, his telepathy fuzzy and uncertain. “She’s gone?”


  “Yes, she’s gone. We’re safe from her. How do you feel?”


  “I feel…rather like someone bashed me in the head with a bloody great piece of wood,” he replied, sounding much stronger. The huge knot on his forehead was gone, and the scratches on his legs had healed considerably.


  I picked up the mirror and faced my father. “He seems a lot better, thanks. Um…I don’t suppose you can do anything about my fever?”


  He smiled and shook his head. “No better than has already been done by the potion your brother gave you. Your infection is far more difficult to heal than a fractured skull; there is a spell to cure you, but it can’t be done long distance. Once you’re here, we can get you healthy again.”


  “Okay.” I thanked him again and closed the mirror. That was something to look forward to, at least.


  “May I have some water?” Pal asked.


  “Sure thing.” I jogged back across the dry creek bed and found the bush where I’d stashed my water-laden backpack and cowboy hat. I put my hat back on and brought the pack over to Pal. He drank down two bottles of tepid Aquafina in quick succession.


  “Better?” I asked.


  “Much, thank you,” he replied.


  “Think you can get us back to the hotel?” I wasn’t particularly anxious to see Sara again, but I figured the conversation might be less likely to end with one of us dying if I went to her rather than waiting for her to hunt me down. Also, the odds would probably be a whole lot better if Callie and Poppy were nearby.


  And, if things went well, I’d be able to get a nice hot shower in my room at the Saguaro. Sometimes it’s the little things that keep you going after a lousy day.


  “What, you mean leave this fly-ridden gulag behind?” Pal asked, his voice rich with sarcasm. “Absolutely!”
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  Facing Sara


  There were at least fifty people milling outside the Saguaro Hotel. When Pal dropped low, I saw Charlie and Rudy and his daughter, Sofia, waving at me from the middle of the throng, so I waved back.


  “Hey, guys!” I called to them.


  “Is Miko gone?” Charlie called back.


  “Yep, she sure is!” I replied.


  Much cheering and clapping and fist pumping went up in the crowd. Then I saw a young boy in a Batman T-shirt waving at me, too. He was holding the hand of a tall, broad-shouldered, big-breasted woman just a few years older than me. She looked like she ought to be a blocker in a Roller Derby someplace. Still, the resemblance between the two was unmistakable. The boy started pointing at me, hopping up and down with excitement, and I realized he was the kid I’d brought back. Like the other souls, he looked just a little bit different here in the real world, taller and thinner. He’d stayed the same in Miko’s hell, but his body had kept on growing.


  “It’s her, it’s her, see?” he told his mother.


  Pal landed in the street a few yards away from the crowd—he stumbled a little on touchdown but I didn’t think much of it—and I slid off him onto the blacktop and shrugged out of my backpack. I’d just set it and my shotgun down when the Amazonian woman came running over. Despite my stinky, blood-crusted clothes she grabbed me in a fierce hug that woofed the air right out of my lungs.


  “You brung my Zachary back, thank you thank you thank you!” She gave me another wind-crushing squeeze.


  “You’re welcome,” I squeaked, giving her a pat on the back that felt more like a tap-out.


  “Mommy, you’re squishing her,” the boy observed.


  “Oh. Sorry.” She let me go, wiping tears from her eyes. “I just got so excited…I don’t know how to thank you for this, y’know?”


  “It’s okay,” I replied.


  And then I saw the crowd parting to let Sara and about ten of her devil kitties through. My heart sank.


  “Pick up Zachary and get out of here, fast as you can without scaring anyone,” I whispered to the woman. “Sara’s coming, and there’s gonna be trouble.”


  The woman’s eyes went round. She nodded, tight-lipped, boosted Zachary to her hip, and hurried away. I felt a mix of regret and relief as I watched her leave. The boy had already been through so much; he didn’t need to witness any more violence.


  “Jessie Shimmer!” Sara was striding toward me, her face anxious and pale. “Where is my husband?”


  I crossed my hands in front of me so I could pull my glove off quickly if I had to. I’d gotten a lot of energy from the Goad in Miko’s hell, and I was pretty sure I could blast Sara into a fine gray mist if I had to. But I really, really didn’t want to. I’d more than had my fill of fighting and gore and mayhem for the day. I wished we could all just go someplace and drink some beer and mourn the departed, but my heart told me that wasn’t going to happen.


  “I…couldn’t get him,” I told Sara. “I’m sorry.”


  Her face contorted in sudden rage.


  “That’s a lie!” she shrieked. “The kitties say you could have gotten him, but you didn’t! How could you just leave him there?”


  The cats milling around her feet were starting to hiss and fluff up, tiny Jacob’s ladder sparks arcing between the hairs in their fur. The same sparks were starting to arc between Sara’s trembling fingers. I could feel the electricity building in the air, like a cloud ready to unleash a bolt of lightning or an overloaded power station transformer ready to blow and take out half a city block.


  One look down into the cats’ yellow and green eyes and I knew that they were actually enjoying all this, relishing the thought of all the psychic energy they’d be able to absorb once Sara went batshit on me. On everyone. The madness in her eyes worried me, not for what I thought she could do to me but for what she might do to Pal and Charlie and Rudy and the other bystanders.


  What could I do? Time seemed to simultaneously speed up and slow down as I wracked my brain for a plan that didn’t involve murdering Sara in front of everybody. Or getting murdered myself.


  The cats were the key to Sara’s madness. And I knew that some devils were bound to a kind of honesty. They’d merrily violate the spirit of truth, dancing people away from it with insinuations and omissions. But they could tell no outright lies. If they were asked a straightforward question they had to answer it honestly.


  But were the cats that kind of devil? They surely knew that the truth of Sara and Bob was depressing and painful…it hurt to know that love failed, to know that I failed. Saying out loud why Bob wasn’t back felt like trying to spit up a broken wishbone I’d swallowed. And it would be a thousand times worse to have to hear it. But as much as it made me feel sick, if I told her the truth, maybe they couldn’t keep winding her up on the grounds that I was a liar.


  Maybe. Or maybe the truth would just launch Sara into a new orbit of insanity. Well, I might be damned if I was honest, but I knew she’d try to fry me if I wasn’t.


  “I didn’t just leave him there,” I shouted back, looking her straight in the eye. “I asked him to come back with me, begged him to come back, and he wouldn’t. He chose to stay there. He wouldn’t come back.”


  “You’re a filthy, lying bitch!”


  “Ask your cats if I’m telling the truth! Ask ’em!”


  A shadow of doubt crossed her face, and she looked down. Her expression froze for two heartbeats. Then the cats scattered away from her as she fell to her hands and knees, bawling and screaming as if her world had come to an end. Her plastic cowboy hat slipped off her head and rattled on the blacktop. She was sobbing so hard, turning so red I wondered if she was going to give herself a stroke.


  I shifted my feet uncomfortably, not knowing what to do. The crowd was just staring at us, everyone silent and keeping their distance. Charlie’s face had gone white with fear. It seemed like I ought to say something to try to comfort Sara.


  “Miko’s gone for good, and Bob’s—” I began.


  “G-get out of here,” she said, hiccupping, staring up at me with teary, baleful eyes.


  The air pressure abruptly dropped, and my ears popped painfully. A sudden swirling wind raised a dozen small dust devils in the streets as the sky abruptly darkened. The people in the crowd started murmuring, stepping back, looking alarmed, but Sara didn’t seem to notice.


  “I’ll c-count to ten,” she stammered through her tears. “After that…if I see you ever again, I’ll kill you!”


  At first I thought the ominous change to the air and sky was Sara’s doing, but then I saw a series of slate-gray spirals like budding miniature tornados forming in the clouds, spaced as evenly as the bumps on the bottom of an egg carton. My stomach clenched: the Regnum had removed the isolation barrier around the city, and they were opening portals to send in their dragon-mounted troops.


  This clearly was our cue to get the heck out of Dodge. I looked up at the fancy front doors of the Saguaro and remembered the beach.


  Follow me! I thought to Pal as I grabbed my pack and shotgun and began to sprint through the crowd for what I hoped would be safety. My straw cowboy hat blew off and I didn’t try to grab it.


  As Sara choked out a shuddering “One” we were already on the marble steps. We slammed through the front doors by “Three,” rushing past Poppy and Callie, who called after us with concern; the confusion in their expressions told me they didn’t know what was going on outside.


  “Miko’s gone! Sara’s pissed! Regnum’s coming! Gotta go!” I hollered back at them.


  I had the lobby portal open by “Eight.” By “Nine” I had helped Pal through and we were standing on the isolated stretch of beautiful Pacific beach. By my count of “Ten,” I’d closed the portal invisibly behind us. Both of us were panting for breath on the sand. But there wasn’t a single Regnum agent or Virtus in sight.


  I dropped my pack and shotgun and let myself collapse onto the warm sand. It felt softer and more comfortable than any mattress I could remember. Rest. Sweet, blessed rest. I was melting like spilled ice cream. The air was an ideal seventy degrees, and the sun was gentle love. It would have been a perfect moment if Cooper had been there with me, but I’d take what I had and be glad for it.


  “Thank God that’s over,” I murmured. “Wake me if the crabs start eating me, would you?”


  And just as I started drifting off to sleep, the wind shifted and I felt a slight chill, as if a cloud had obscured the sun.


  “Oh no,” Pal exclaimed. “Jessie, we’ve got to get out of here!”
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  Castaways


  “It’s a Virtus! We’ve got to run!” Pal reared up on his back legs, gesturing frantically at the sky with his forepaws.


  I scrambled to my feet, following his point, my heart in my throat as I expected to see the sky opening, a cold black eye surrounded by lightning—


  —but the sky was blue and calm. There was no giant guardian spirit coming to smite us. A small, spent rain cloud was cruising past the sun. That was all.


  “Pal, there isn’t—”


  “We’ll be slaughtered!” His telepathic voice was loud and shrill. He began to sprint toward the cover of the palm trees, but his legs gave out after just a few yards and he went tumbling.


  “Whoa! Calm down!” I ran over to him and put my hands on his back, trying to keep him from thrashing and hurting himself. He’d never been this hysterical before; hell, I’d never seen him anything but self-assured and ready to take on all comers. What was going on with him? “Pal, there’s nothing dangerous here. Look.”


  I grabbed the sides of his shaggy head and pointed his snout at the sky. “It’s just a cloud. See?”


  He stilled, trembling, blinking his four eyes at the sky in confusion. “Oh.” His voice was small, embarrassed. “I was sure I saw a portal opening up there. I’m…I’m feeling rather strange at the moment.”


  I knelt beside him, examining his forelimbs. Some of the lacerations that my father’s spell had seemed to heal had reopened, looking more like ulcers now than scratches. “Do these hurt?”


  “Everything hurts, actually: my legs, my head, my stomachs. If it didn’t seem so very unlikely, I’d think I was coming down with influenza. I was feeling quite energetic after your father’s spell, but…I suppose I overdid things after that.”


  “No doubt.” I retrieved my pack and got out the squares of gauze and brown plastic bottle of peroxide and began to blot his wounds. But the peroxide didn’t foam up as I expected it to. Had Bettie given us an expired bottle? I poured a little on the back of my flesh hand, and the solution frothed vigorously when it mixed with Miko’s dried blood. Weird. If Pal’s ulcers weren’t the result of a bacterial infection, then what was going on?


  “Listen,” I said, feeling anxious at the thought that there could be something seriously wrong with him. “Just stay here for a while and rest, okay? I’m going to go sneak back into the hotel and see if I can find someone to take a look at you. Maybe Poppy or Callie can help.”


  “Okay.” He curled up on the sand, looking perplexed and unhappy.


  I gave him our third-to-last bottle of Aquafina to tide him over and walked back to the empty space where the portal was. My ocularis showed the outline of the doorway, seemingly just the same as we’d left it. I pulled off my glove, stuck my fingers in the edge, and pulled.


  Instead of the lobby of the Saguaro Hotel, I faced a featureless plate of rolled steel. The surface hazed over for a moment, and then Callie and Poppy’s images resolved in the mist. They weren’t quite lifelike, and they didn’t seem to actually see me. Magical recordings, I realized. Both women looked solemn.


  “We’re so sorry, girl,” Poppy said.


  “We distracted them, but the Regnum agents were going to find this portal before long,” said Callie.


  “So we had to block it and hide it.” Poppy pursed her lips. “For your sake and ours.”


  “We hope you can find another way to wherever you’re going.”


  The apologetic recording looped and started over. I punched at the magical steel with my flame hand and pried at the edges with my fingers, with no effect. Next I closed my eyes and tried an opening chant. Nothing happened. So I took a deep breath, took a moment to gather all my wits, and tried for truly ancient words, more powerful opening magic. Nada, zilch, zippo. Their blocking spell was good and strong.


  “Well, crap,” I muttered. I shut the portal and turned away, scanning the beach.


  Pal had fallen asleep. The only company we had was the fiddler crabs and a few sandpipers dancing away from the surf. I walked closer to the water so I could look up and down the beach. No buildings were in sight.


  The compact mirror in my pants began to vibrate. I pulled it out and opened it.


  Randall grinned at me broadly from the metal. “The guys finally got out of their meeting with your local boss lady, just like two minutes ago. It looks like everything’s good now. Cooper and the Warlock wanna go with the kid to his new home and make sure he gets settled in okay, and then we’ll be heading back to Cuchillo to meet up with you.”


  “Um. Wait. There’s been kind of a problem.” I told him what had happened.


  Randall frowned, his expression a mixture of worry and disbelief. “Wow. That Sara chick is really crazy.”


  “Pretty much, yeah,” I agreed.


  “Do you think she’s a danger to the town?”


  “Well, yeah…I mean, she’s not a monster like Miko, but she’s certainly possessed by a devil. Devils, I guess I should say. It seemed like Poppy and Callie were making some headway with her, but who knows what’s going to happen now that the Regnum’s there. Maybe they’ll get her under control, but maybe they’ll just make her worse. I don’t think the safety of the people in Cuchillo is much of a priority for them.”


  Clearly it wasn’t; otherwise the Regnum would have done more than slap an isolation barrier over the area when Miko took over.


  “Damn.” Randall drummed his fingers on his chin; I could practically see the conflicting thoughts knocking around inside his cranium. “Dallas Paranormal might be able to get a sociomancer out there to help…gotta mirror Javier…but we need to get to you and Pal, too. And I don’t have clue one where you’re at right now…”


  My brother trailed off and was silent for just a moment. Then a look of determination crossed his features. “Okay. I’m gonna call Dad and see what he thinks. He can probably figure out where that beach is. Sit tight for a few; one of us will call you back.”


  “Okay…”


  The mirror went dark as he cut the connection. I closed it and sat down on the sand to wait, watching seagulls wheeling in the distance. I pulled off my jacket and boots. The smell of the blood was really getting to me. I spent a few minutes scouring my dragonskins with handfuls of dry sand; not all the crud came off but most of it did. Until I learned Pal’s cleaning charm myself it was likely the best I would be able to do. If I had the money or the opportunity, at that moment I would have gladly spent two grand for a nice hot hotel shower. But clearly that wasn’t going to happen.


  Feeling gross and itchy, I stared out at the rolling ocean waves. Maybe in a few hours I could wade out and scrub my shirt and face and hair off. The sun was still high in the afternoon sky, and I didn’t want to burn during my skinny dip. Dry seawater wasn’t going to smell very good, but I decided I’d rather stink of seaweed and salt than of Miko’s rancid gore.


  Just as I was starting to wonder if I had the materials to craft a decent surf fishing pole, the mirror started vibrating again. I popped it open.


  My father smiled at me. “Well, you’re certainly having a busy day, aren’t you?”


  “They’ve all been pretty busy lately,” I replied. “Do you have any idea of where I am?”


  “You’re on Lorikeet Island, a hundred nautical miles to the north and east of the Pitcairn Islands.”


  I wracked my brain, trying to remember my South Pacific geography. Perversely, all my brain could summon was the image of Vin Diesel whispering “Bora Bora” at the end of some action flick. “I…haven’t heard of that one.”


  He laughed. “Practically no one your age has. It used to be the domain of a line of powerful Polynesian shamans who permanently hid the island from mundane eyes once the British showed up. A decade or so later, they allowed wealthy Western talents to use the beaches for parties, but all that stopped about sixty years ago when the last shaman died in a duel. Since then, there’s been a legal wrangle among his distant relatives about who gets to possess the island. All that’s quite tedious, if you ask me, but the upshot is that the island you’re on is outside the Virtus Regnum’s jurisdiction. I’ve been taking some steps on my end to make sure they don’t detect you there.”


  “Oh. Wow. So…what now?”


  “I believe that once your brother and your swain have done what they feel they must to fulfill their respective duties, we should all meet here at my castle. I’ll send your brother to fetch you once he’s finished.”


  “How? The portal’s blocked.”


  “Don’t worry, it can be reopened, and even failing that, there are other portals on the island. And we have other transportation at our disposal. Your familiar can fly, can he not?”


  “Right now, no, he probably can’t,” I replied. “He’s gotten sick; I guess your healing spell didn’t take as well as we thought it did.”


  “What?” My father frowned. “That seems highly unlikely. Show me.”


  I got up and walked over to Pal and turned the mirror on my sleeping familiar.


  “Closer to those wounds on his legs, please…hmm, most curious. Let me see your face.”


  I flipped the mirror back around, anxious. “What do you think?”


  “I think we must wait to see how his illness progresses before I can make any sort of useful diagnosis.” He frowned thoughtfully; clearly Pal’s mysterious illness had set Magus Shimmer’s mental gears turning. “I suggest you camp there on the beach for the night; you should be safe where you are.”


  My stomach twisted. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? He’s already hurting, and what if he gets worse?”


  “You can mirror me at any time if there’s an emergency,” he replied. “And I will send a potion that should make him more comfortable.”


  “Can you send a shower with hot water, too?” I asked, joking.


  “Certainly,” he replied. “And you look like you might enjoy a proper bed and a change of clothes, as well. Hang on.”


  There was a blue flash in the sky, and suddenly a small tan box was falling gently toward the beach as if supported by an invisible parachute. The box landed a dozen yards away from me, high on the beach near the palms. I ran over to it; it was about the size of a footlocker, featureless except for a waxed cotton cord poking out from one corner. Attached to the cord was a small cardboard tag that read “Pull Me.”


  I paused. Then I grabbed the cord and gave it a good hard tug. The sides of the box opened with a pop and a structure inside began to unfold and rapidly expand like a self-inflating raft. But this was much bigger than a dinghy, and I had to hurry backward to avoid being bowled over.


  When the structure’s walls and roof finally snapped into place, I was looking at what appeared to be a garage, maybe fifteen feet wide and twice as long and about ten feet high, with adobe walls that matched the color and texture of the beach sand perfectly. The wide sectional door in front of me had matte-finish windows that wouldn’t reflect any sunlight. I grabbed the tan handle of the door and rolled it up into the building’s ceiling.


  Inside was a split-level living area. The ceiling was made entirely of skylights, which I assumed were also made from nonreflective glass. The walls were covered with screened windows that let in the ocean breeze. The nearest, lowest area had a kitchenette on the left-hand side along with a small round café table and two folding chairs. The right side of the low level was mostly taken up by a short wooden platform with a round tufted futon that resembled a huge papasan pillow. It appeared to be just the right size for Pal to curl up on, and a cork-stoppered blue potion bottle lay in the middle of the cushion. Past the kitchen and futon platform the tan carpeted floor stair-stepped up to the higher level. It was dominated by a queen-size futon and garment rack with hanging shelves that held a variety of clothing that looked to have been chosen with my personal preferences in mind. Past the bed, I saw a half-open door that led to a tiled room that had to be a bathroom.


  “Does this meet with your approval?” Magus Shimmer’s voice was muffled; in my awe and surprise I’d let my mirror hand drop to my side. I still wasn’t used to dealing with wizards as powerful as my father.


  “Oh, yeah!” I quickly brought the mirror back up. “This is great, thank you.”


  “Excellent.” He paused. “Well, I’m afraid I must attend to a few other concerns…have a good evening, and please do not hesitate to mirror me if your familiar’s condition worsens.”


  I said good-bye to my father, closed the mirror, and started thinking hard as I retrieved my backpack and shotgun and set them on the café table. Had my father’s spell gone bad and made things worse? Maybe Magus Shimmer hadn’t taken Pal’s alien physiology into account. Or was it something else entirely? The thought that Pal might be ill—seriously ill, injured or infected beyond the help of an expert healer—terrified me.


  “Hey, Pal, wake up.” I jogged over to where he lay curled up in the sand and gently shook him. “Come on, we’ve got you a better place to sleep.”


  “No, just a little while longer.” His eyes were getting cloudy. He curled up tighter, his telepathic voice strangely distorted.


  Clumps of his thick, shaggy fur came away in my hand when I shook him again. “C’mon, there might be sand fleas out here or something. Let’s go inside.”


  He was far too big for me to haul to his feet, but with some more shaking and encouragement he finally stood up, his legs trembling as if they almost couldn’t support his weight. I walked beside him, my hand on his back, as he crept toward the beach house.


  His slow, uncertain gait and tremors reminded me of a wolf spider I’d found years ago in the garage; my stepmother had given it a not-quite-fatal blast of Raid. I’ve always kinda liked spiders, and I felt bad that I couldn’t do anything better for it than a quick death under my sneaker. Had I known about my Talent back then, I might have turned into the neighborhood spider and lizard resurrectionist. And of course I probably would have found myself kicked out of my stepparents’ house even sooner.


  Suddenly tears were running down my face, and I felt as if I was going to break down and sob like a little kid. Pal had stuck by me through all kinds of horrors that would send most other so-called friends running for the hills. I owed him my life several times over, and if I couldn’t do anything to save him from whatever was happening…


  No. I couldn’t go there. Not now. Nothing worse than being sick and having your only caregiver turn into a blubbering, useless wreck. Well, dying would probably be worse…no. Wasn’t going to go there. I took a deep, shuddering breath to try to regain my composure. “We’re gonna get you healthy again, I swear.”


  I brushed most of the sand out of his fur before we went into the house. It seemed as if he was shedding more and more; patches of mottled gray skin were showing through his ferrety coat. Pal lurched through the door, tottered the few feet to the futon platform, and collapsed, half on the cushion and half on the floor. He looked exhausted and disoriented.


  Fortunately he hadn’t fallen on top of the potion bottle. I quickly retrieved it and pulled the cork. The liquid inside was a dark purple concoction that smelled like licorice and wintergreen, as if it were NyQuil for magical creatures. The paper label pasted to the front read “Dose: one bottle administered in single gulp.”


  I held the bottle up in front of Pal; he blinked at it blearily.


  “My father sent this for you,” I told him. “It should help you feel better. Well, I hope it will help you feel better.”


  Pal responded by tilting his head back and opening his mouth wide on the cushion. His teeth were loose in their sockets, his gums bloody around the roots. Canker sores pocked the back of his tongue. I poured the potion down his throat. He gave a little shudder as he closed his eyes and jaws and swallowed. When he opened his eyes again, they looked much clearer and healthier. The ulcers on his legs seemed less inflamed, too.


  “That brew has a rather cloying flavor,” he remarked, his telepathic voice getting stronger with every word. “I dare say Mother Karen’s potions taste better than your father’s.”


  I smiled at him, feeling relieved. “Do you want some water to wash it down with?” I started digging through my pack to find the other Aquafinas.


  “That would be lovely, thank you,” he replied.
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  Come Clean


  I cracked open two water bottles for Pal and then turned to survey the kitchenette. It had a small oven with three burners and a roaster above; a full-size white refrigerator occupied the space to the right of it. I spotted what looked like a second oven set into a wall alcove on the bedroom level just a few feet from the wardrobe rack. But when I stepped closer to it, I realized it was labeled Clothes Cleaner. Huh. That I would definitely have to try out.


  Just then, the folded mirror began to jitter in my pocket. Had Randall or my father learned something new? I pulled out the compact and pulled the halves open—


  —and was surprised to see Cooper smiling back at me. I could tell by the wallpaper that he was sitting on the bed in Mother Karen’s downstairs guest room.


  “Sweetie!” I exclaimed.


  His face fell as he saw my bloody hair and face. “Holy crap, are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied quickly. “It’s Miko’s, and before you ask, no, I didn’t kick her ass. Or it didn’t stay kicked, anyway. I…kinda went sailing on the failboat today.”


  “I’m so sorry, honey…do you want to talk about it?”


  “I do…but I also kinda don’t, you know? Not right now. But hey, where did you get a mirror?” I asked. He and the Warlock had never been big on mirrors; both men preferred the ease of cellphones, and neither of them was much good at communications magic.


  “It’s Randall’s,” Cooper replied. “He and the Warlock were going to run over to the bar to check on Opal, and I asked if I could borrow it so I could talk to you.”


  “Oh, cool.” Ask and ye shall receive, apparently.


  “Speaking of the Warlock.” Cooper paused, looking serious. “I know some…stuff happened between the two of you. And I beat the hell out of him for the part I saw, which I feel terrible about. Yeah, Miko was tampering with all our emotions, but I have to own what I did. I can’t just say, ‘Oh, the Bad Lady made me do it,’ because even if it might be halfway true, it sounds like bullshit in my own head. I’m done ditching responsibility for the stuff I do that affects my family.”


  Cooper took a deep breath. “The Warlock and I talked about the fight…I think he’s okay with me now, but he doesn’t seem okay with you. Like, seriously not okay. And he won’t say why. Can you tell me?”


  “Yeah.” I bit my lip. It was hard to tell him what had happened. But I especially didn’t want to tell him over the mirror; if my father could cast spells through it, he could be recording my conversations for all I knew. The notion struck me as a little paranoid, but after Randall’s tales of keyloggers and viruses I couldn’t dismiss it. And I definitely did not want my father knowing the squishy details of my sex life. Some things parents just don’t ever need to know. The thought of him knowing even a fraction of what the Warlock and I had done to each other made me queasy.


  “Look,” I finally said. “Can we talk about it when we’re together again?”


  He nodded, still looking serious and a bit concerned. “Okay. Randall’s been talking about us all meeting up at your father’s place.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It shouldn’t be too long before that happens.”


  “I hope not. The universe keeps finding new ways to screw with us and keep us apart.” Cooper rubbed his face. “Where are you now?”


  “Someplace in the South Pacific called Lorikeet Island,” I replied.


  “Are you okay there? Do you have food?”


  “Yeah, we’ve got food, and I think we’ll be fine. I hope so, anyway. Pal’s gotten really sick, and I don’t know what’s wrong with him…” A lump rose in my throat, and I thought I might start weeping again. I didn’t want to cry in front of Cooper, didn’t want to be another worry for him. So I made myself smile. “Other than that things are pretty nice here.”


  Cooper looked concerned. “Are you sure you’re okay out there by yourself?”


  “Yeah, we’ll be good.” I tried to make my smile a little more convincing; it probably didn’t work. “Just need some sleep I think. And a shower. Really need a shower. And anyway, I’m like five thousand miles away right now. How are you going to get me any company? We’ll be fine.”


  “All right,” he said, sounding uncertain. “Mirror me if you need anything, okay?”


  “Okay. I love you.”


  “I love you, too.” The mirror went dark at that, and I closed the compact and tossed it onto the bed.


  Pal had fallen asleep during my conversation with Cooper, so I let myself cry quietly for a couple of minutes to try to get it out of my system. Stupid tears. I’d rather get mad than cry about something. Anger was a useful emotion. Anger I could work with. Grief just got you wet and sapped your energy.


  As I was wiping off my face, I realized that my opera glove had gotten positively disgusting, the fingertips a cesspool brown. My eye fell on the mysterious cleaning device. How did it work? I stepped closer to examine it. It looked pretty simple; it had a glass door with a toaster oven–style pull handle at the top. The inside walls were grooved like an oven’s and held a couple of white wire racks. It was maybe eighteen inches wide and about as many tall. To the right of the door was a red button; beneath it were some instructions in block lettering: “Lay clothing on racks; do not overload. Close door and press button once to clean. Safe for most enchanted items.”


  I looked up at the ceiling. It seemed high enough that I wouldn’t catch it on fire even if I flamed up a bit. So I opened the door, carefully pulled my glove off, and laid it in the center of the top wire rack. And then I closed the door, held my breath, and pressed the button.


  The magic box flashed bright as a sunburst. Once I’d blinked away the green spots in my vision, I opened the door and pulled out my glove. It was pristine, looked practically brand new.


  “Neat!” I pulled the glove back on and ran outside to retrieve my dragonskin jacket. Once I found it and got back inside, I undressed and flash-cleaned everything in three loads; my boots had to go in by themselves. The dragonskins were glossier than I’d ever seen them before—apparently they’d been a little dingy when the Warlock lent them to me—and as I was folding them on the bed I became even more acutely aware that no part of my own body could be charitably called anything close to clean.


  The bathroom, fortunately, was everything I’d hoped it would be. A fresh white cotton spa robe hung from a hook on the back of the door, and fluffy towels were stacked on a chrome wall rack. A variety of soaps, shampoos, loofas, lotions, and other sundries were arrayed in a decorative wicker basket on the sink counter. And, as a nice touch, there was a waterproof half-arm cast cover I could use to keep my glove from getting wet.


  I caught a good look at myself in the mirror and flinched. I’d seen murder victims that didn’t look this gruesome. Averting my eyes, I picked out a little bar of tea tree soap and spearmint shampoo—the shampoo I held up to the light to check for glitter—along with a comb. And then I slipped the cover over my glove and stepped into the bath stall.


  The shower spray was hot and strong. I lathered the rusty failure off my body and then set about trying to get the knots out of my hair. That took a long time, and eventually I had to hop out to find some thick lime-scented cream to rub directly into the worst spots. But finally I could run the comb smoothly through my locks. I took some extra time to clean the dirt and blood out from under my nails with the comb’s front tooth. Then I turned off the tap and got out to towel myself dry.


  I opened the bathroom door—


  —and nearly peed myself in surprise: a man in an apron stood at the kitchenette counter, whacking a young coconut open with a large butcher knife.
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  The Apology


  After my initial shock passed, I realized the man brandishing the knife was actually Cooper. I guess the white chef’s apron threw me at first. Under it, he was wearing a pair of skinny Levi’s he’d probably borrowed from Mother Karen’s eldest foster son along with a Jimmy Buffet T-shirt he’d gotten from who-knew-where.


  “Oh my God, What are you doing here?” I exclaimed.


  “Why, I’m making macaroons.” He poured the coconut water off into a waiting glass bowl. “And probably some cocotinis later, if you want…I found some vodka and pineapple juice in the cabinet.”


  “No, I mean, how did you get here?” I pulled the spa robe closed and padded down to the kitchenette; although Pal was still asleep, I figured if he woke up he wouldn’t much want to see me wandering around naked. My sense of propriety is admittedly a little bent most of the time, but I do have one.


  “Aren’t you glad to see me?” Cooper stuck out his lower lip in a mock pout.


  “Of course I am! I’m just…surprised, you know.” I stood up on tiptoes and laid a big kiss on his cheek.


  “You smell nice! Like a mojito. Mmm.” He gave me a cheek smooch back and then turned my face to examine the black eye Miko had given me. “Wow, this is a heck of shiner you’ve got. Does it hurt?”


  “A little.” I shrugged.


  He put his hand against my eye and spoke an old word for “heal.” Instantly I felt the swelling go down.


  “Better?” he asked.


  “Much! Thanks, honey.”


  “No problem.” He turned away to open one of the top cabinets and pulled out a box grater. “Well, after we talked, I hit Wikimagica, and I came to find out that this island was the go-to party spot in the 1920s. Who knew? So all I pretty much had to do was head downtown and look in some old buildings that used to be gin joints back in the day, and I found a portal that dropped me on the beach about a quarter mile from here.”


  His energetic cheerfulness was a mask; I could tell that underneath he was feeling tremendously anxious about something.


  Pal stirred on his futon and cracked open two of his eyes. “Oh! When did he get here?”


  “Just a few minutes ago…are you hungry?” I asked.


  My familiar nodded.


  “There’s a big-ass ham in the fridge, already cooked.” Cooper began to grate coconut into a glass bowl. “It’s one of those fancy spirit-free brands you have to special order. Might be good for a sandwich if you’re hungry for more than cookies. These are gonna take a little while anyway. I can make the drinks now if you want.”


  “Sweet.” I opened the refrigerator, and sure enough, there was a huge Christmas-size ham on a wooden platter, wrapped in cellophane with a label that read “Sansâme Organic Ham—Guaranteed Free of Pesticides, Hormones, and Spiritual Residue.” On the shelf above it was a brick of lacy aged Swiss cheese, a jar of hot mustard, and a loaf of sliced brioche.


  Huh. I hadn’t even known that anyone made meat products for those of us with necromantic curses. Although I supposed that powerful Talents might run into them quite a lot. I opened the wrapper and broke off a piece of the rind. Bracing myself for a death memory, I popped it into my mouth…and felt nothing. The ham itself was delicious, rich and salty, and I realized I was intensely hungry.


  “Do you want a sammich, too?” I asked Cooper.


  “Sure.” He set his grating aside and pulled down a big glass pitcher and a bottle of Grey Goose. “How strong do you want these?”


  “Not too strong. I don’t want to get drunk.” I also didn’t want to overload my liver; it was going to be plenty unhappy with me once the potion wore off anyhow.


  I set the ham and bread down on the café table; Cooper handed me a carving knife and a butter knife from the cutlery drawer without my having to ask. It had been awhile since we’d prepared a meal together, but we were slipping right back into our kitchen cooperation like it was a comfortable pair of old jeans.


  After I made Cooper and myself a couple of thick sandwiches, his with mustard and mine without, I took the platter of ham over to Pal. He fell to and began to noisily gnaw the succulent meat off the bone.


  “Want some mustard or mayo with that?” I asked him.


  “No, thank you…I prefer my ham unadorned,” my familiar replied.


  I helped Cooper mix the cookie dough and dollop the macaroons onto some baking sheets. Then we put our dessert into the oven to bake, cleared the fixings away, and sat down at the table to enjoy our sandwiches and drinks.


  “So.” Cooper took a sip and set his martini glass back down on the table. He scratched his goatee, squinting anxiously. “I think I…owe you an apology. A pretty big one.”


  I blinked at him. What had he done? “Why? What happened?”


  “Well, all the shit that happened after I fell into the family hell.” He waved at my stone eye and flame arm. “You got seriously hurt cleaning up my mess.”


  “That wasn’t your fault, honey…that was all on Benedict Jordan. All of it,” I insisted.


  He rubbed his scalp through his curly black hair. “Well, maybe yes, but maybe no. I mean…after we took care of Blue, the Warlock and I talked about what happened to both of us when we were kids, and…he pointed out that he went to get his dreams examined, but I wouldn’t do it.”


  Cooper paused, his knee bouncing nervously. “Maybe if I’d gone with him to therapy, I would have learned what had happened to me and could have figured out what was going to happen to us. Could have prevented it. Could have gone to rescue Blue and my brothers. Could have kept that horrible job from falling on you to take care of all by yourself. And you wouldn’t have lost your eye and your hand. You wouldn’t be…cursed.”


  “Honey, you can’t know that,” I said. “And what happened to me wasn’t your fault.”


  “It feels like it was.” He put his hand over his heart. “I am touched and forever grateful that you came to hell to rescue me, but…you should not have had to do that. And I didn’t make your job any easier, did I? I was just barely keeping my shit together, and the nightmares were making me absolutely crazy, and…”


  He trailed off, frowning, and took another drink.


  “And what?” I prompted.


  “And I underestimated you,” he replied quietly, shifting in his chair as if it had grown too small for him. “I didn’t mean to…I just…oh jeez. I was such a jerk. I guess I still saw you as this little college freshman I’d fallen madly in love with, saw you as part of The Crazy that I thought was the source of my happy-go-lucky je ne sais quoi. When in reality The Crazy was a really fucking huge problem that was hurting me and the people I love…and it hurt you worst of all.”


  He took a deep breath and shifted in his seat again, gripping the sides of his chair seat tightly, the muscles in his forearms trembling.


  “I didn’t realize that you’d grown into your powers,” he admitted. “I didn’t see that I should have been giving you better instruction, that I should have been treating you like a full partner. I didn’t even think to write you into the contracts for the jobs we did together, and you got evicted because of that. That should never have happened.”


  “No, it shouldn’t have.” I had to agree with him there. Coming home from Mother Karen’s still crippled from the demon attack and finding the notice on the front door of our apartment…yeah. Losing our home on top of everything else made a tough job a lot tougher.


  “I felt like it was all I could do just to maintain a semblance of sanity,” he said. “And I was letting important stuff slide left and right. But I look back now and I realize that there were steps I could have taken to keep things from getting that bad. I guess part of me still thought I was bulletproof, that I was this big wizard gonna take care of my cute little girlfriend, and I generally had my head firmly wedged up my ass. And I am so, so sorry about that.”


  He took my flesh hand in his. “Can you ever forgive me for being such a tremendous dipshit?”


  I stood up and went around the table so I could hug him from behind, my chin resting in the hollow of his neck and shoulder. He smelled faintly of garlic, as he often did; he was always getting linguine lunches at Villa Nova or Kung Pao chicken takeout from the Panda Inn. I like the smell, probably because it reminds me of my favorite foods and sweaty nights between the sheets with him. Other women might want their men to stink of fancy dude perfume, but that stuff just makes me sneeze. And have you ever nibbled the neck of a guy who just doused himself in CK One? Nasty. I’ll take a lick of authentic spice over cologne any day.


  “You’re not a dipshit,” I said. “Seriously, would I fall in love with a dipshit? You disparage my taste, sir! And of course I forgive you.”


  He squeezed my flesh arm affectionately. “I owe you my life, so my life is yours. From here on out, I’m going to be the man you deserved in the first place.”


  “Okay. You better be,” I replied playfully, trying to cover the nervous quiver that wanted to creep into my voice. Cooper had traveled thousands of miles to open his heart to me, declare his dedication to our relationship, do all the things a good, supportive, loving boyfriend should do…and as his words sank in, they were freaking me out. My heart was beating faster, not from passion but from anxiety.


  What was going on with me? I loved him, I was sure of that…but had I stopped wanting a committed relationship with him? Or had I stopped feeling like I deserved one? He acknowledged I wasn’t the same girl he’d fallen in love with—but did he truly realize the depth of my change? Even I wasn’t sure what I was becoming, but it sure as hell didn’t involve much sugar and spice.


  When I imagined love’s endurance in the face of adversity, I pictured Bob galloping away on his fantasy horse, leaving me standing there flat-footed on the garden path. When I thought of making love to Cooper, I immediately remembered the doppelgangers, and I felt dirty. Tainted.


  My boyfriend certainly had his own issues; heck, he probably had a whole subscription. But I believed him when he said he would do better, be better. He was a good man, and he deserved a good woman. And I…I couldn’t even give him a decent kiss because I kept getting drenched in other people’s gore yet couldn’t summon the magic to avoid blood-borne infections. Good women didn’t eat human flesh, even accidentally. Good women didn’t rule over hells, not even little ones. Good women didn’t violently fuck their boyfriends’ brothers. Period. For all my trying to do the right thing, it felt like I kept slipping further and further away from it.


  I made myself smile again, gave him a kiss on the cheek, and went back to my seat to finish my meal. The timer dinged. Cooper got up, put on the oven mitt, and pulled out the macaroons. He set them to cool on the stovetop and sat back down.


  “So, how’s Randall’s energy potion holding up?” he asked, seeming to realize I wanted a change in subject.


  “Pretty well,” I replied. “Better than I thought it would. I’m probably going to feel like mud on an old combat boot come sunrise, though.”


  “You have another one to take, right?”


  I nodded. “But only one. No more.”


  Pal was starting to snore again. I retrieved the remains of his ham and put it back into the fridge.


  Cooper stood up and smiled at me. “Then I’ll do my damnedest to get you to a good healer before it wears off.”
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  Confessions


  “Seriously. Are you okay?” Cooper asked, squeezing my flesh hand. We had decided to take a walk along the beach after we’d had our fill of warm coconut cookies. “You seem really distracted this evening.”


  I took a deep breath, briefly considered a polite no-nothing’s-wrong-honey lie. And then decided to dip a toe into the cold waters of honesty. “Things went bad with Miko, and it’s all bugging me a whole lot.”


  “What happened?”


  “I fought her out at this shack, things didn’t go so well, so I took the fight into my hellement, and—”


  “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Cooper asked.


  “What’s up with what?” I blinked at him.


  “Your hellement?”


  “Oh. Right.” I realized I’d never really explained it to him. “Remember how I killed your Goad by sticking my hand into its lava heart?”


  “It’s a little hard to forget considering you’re still on fire,” he replied.


  “Good point. Well, remember how the hell the Goad created for y’all collapsed down into its heart when it was dying?”


  “Yes, that’s also hard to forget.”


  “Some of the lava stuck to me when the monster was dying, and I guess it’s stuck there for good. It’s kept my hand on fire, and it links me to the remains of the hell spiritually.”


  Cooper gave me an alarmed look. “So you’re carrying my hell around with you wherever you go?”


  I shrugged, feeling more than a little freakish. “Well, yeah. I mean, it’s not the same now. I made it nice in there. Sorta.”


  “How do you get into it?” he asked.


  “Just by concentrating. It’s not hard.”


  “And you took Miko in there?”


  I nodded. “I’m a lot stronger in there than I am in the real world. She was about to slice my face off, so it was pretty much the only thing I could do at that point.”


  Cooper frowned, looking worried. “She didn’t resist you?”


  “No…I guess I caught her off guard with it.”


  Although now that I was thinking about it, maybe nothing I’d done had been a surprise to her. Maybe she’d wanted me to take her into my hellement all along. Because…why? Was it the easiest way for me to get into her hell? No, that didn’t scan; bringing souls into her dominion was as easy to her as breathing. Once again, I was itchy at the feeling that she’d tricked me. I could feel the breeze of Something Very Important whooshing over my head at supersonic speeds.


  “So what happened then?” he asked, and I realized I’d gone silent, lost in my thoughts.


  “Well, we fought, and finally I convinced her that I would kill my devil in exchange for her releasing any of the souls that wanted to leave her.” I was starting to feel sick all over again.


  “So you killed the Goad?”


  I nodded. “It was a whole lot bigger than I expected, but yeah, I got it. It’s good and dead now.”


  “And then what happened?”


  I could feel the burn of tears welling up in my eyes. “One little kid wanted to leave, and…he was the only one. The others all wanted to stay.”


  My legs went wobbly, and I let myself drop down cross-legged on the soft beach sand. I covered my eyes with my flesh hand, trying to will myself not to start sobbing like an idiot.


  “Hey, hey, it’s all right.” Cooper knelt beside me and hugged my shoulders. “C’mon, you saved a kid…that’s supergood! You should be proud of that.”


  “Bob…Sara’s husband. Dammit.” My efforts at not weeping were failing miserably. “He wouldn’t come with me. Sara’s crazy, yeah, and she’s done a lot of horrible stuff, but I think she only got really bad after Miko took him away from her. She loved him just as much as I love you. She would have done anything to get him home safe and sound, and…he didn’t care. He just blew her off.”


  “Hey.” Cooper tugged gently on my tear-damp fingers. “Look at me.”


  I lowered my hand and met Cooper’s serious gaze.


  “Bob is…a gigantic flaming douchebag,” he said earnestly, and I let out a short laugh despite myself.


  “I’m not Bob, and you’re not Sara,” Cooper continued. “Remember that. We’ve already been through a relationship grinder most mundanes can’t even imagine, and we’re still together, right?”


  “Right.” I wiped my face and slowly got to my feet, shaking the sand off my robe. “I’m just being silly, huh?”


  Cooper stood and took my flesh hand again. “I didn’t say you’re silly. If you’re worried about something, I want you to talk about it, okay? What I’m saying is, I think you need to focus more on the good you’ve done. You can’t take responsibility for other people’s bad choices. Especially if they’re gigantic flaming douchebags.”


  I laughed again and smiled. “Okay, okay.”


  We began to walk in the retreating surf, the cool sand squishing pleasantly between my bare toes.


  “Speaking of taking responsibility…how’s Blue?” I watched air bubble up from clam holes. “Did you ever get that dumb radio fixed?”


  “Yes, that was one of the first things we did,” Cooper replied. “He can get most any station he wants on it now. He took it with him to the Foxes’; I think he’ll be okay there.”


  “That’s good,” I replied.


  “It was pretty much like you guessed; he thought we’d abandoned him. Or anyhow he was feeling abandoned, and he was having some nasty flashbacks to the hell. He’s probably not over that, but I think we got him to understand that he needs to talk to people and not just go silent and spiral down into the black like he did.”


  “He can talk now?” Blue had been able to communicate with me telepathically, but I wasn’t sure he could make that kind of link with anyone else. And I’d never heard him speak—no baby babble, not so much as a hiccup.


  Cooper nodded. “A little. It’s hard for him, and it frustrates him, but I think we convinced him it’s something he needs to learn how to do.”


  “How are Mother Karen and her foster kids holding up?”


  “They’re still pretty rattled by what happened, but they’re all being real troupers about it. It seems like they’re getting their equilibrium back pretty quickly. Faster than the Warlock is, anyhow. I thought working with Blue would take his mind off whatever happened between the two of you, but he slipped right back into his funk after we left the kid at his new home.”


  “He…he didn’t say anything to you about what happened?” I asked.


  Cooper shook his head. “He might’ve finally said something to your brother. The Warlock was acting all weird around him at first, probably because the two of you look so much alike, so Randall took him aside and they had a long talk. And they’re running around together tonight, so I guess they’re buddies now and it’s all cool.”


  We both walked in silence for a moment. I could feel Cooper’s tension building and building until he finally spoke.


  “Miko didn’t make it any easier on the Warlock after she captured us,” he said. “Or me. But it was worse for him. So…I know what it’s like when she gets inside your head. You end up doing things you’d never dream of doing, but afterward you can’t be sure that you didn’t want to do it all along.”


  I considered his words, wondered if I should ask the obvious question since I already knew the answer.


  A moment later I asked it anyway: “Did she fuck you?”


  He nodded curtly, blushing. “She kept after me till she got what she wanted. I couldn’t control my body around her. I’m sorry.”


  Of course she’d fucked him. She’d fuck all of us, sooner or later. If we weren’t toys, we were food. Thinking that Cooper had cheated on me with Miko would be about as sensible as thinking he’d cheated on me with the steering wheel if he ever got castrated in an auto wreck.


  “I’m sorry, too.” I said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to stop her.”


  More walking, more silence. I knew that after his admission Cooper surely wanted me to tell him what had happened between me and his brother. But I also knew he wasn’t going to press me any further. And…I had to tell him, sooner or later, and the sooner I did it, the sooner we could all maybe get past it.


  “Okay.” I stopped on the sand and took a deep breath, nervously tugging on the cuff of my enchanted glove. “I can tell you what happened, but it’s really hard for me to explain everything, and I’ll probably leave stuff out. Not on purpose, but…it’s just really difficult to talk about. It would be the highlights. The lowlights, I guess. The CliffsNotes version.”


  I took another deep breath. Considered the other thing I could do. A shrill little voice in my head was screaming Don’t do it don’t do it bad idea bad idea! but another, darker, stronger voice said Show him; anything less and you’re a liar. Anything less and you’ll never know if he can love the real you.


  My father didn’t need to know the bloody details of my indiscretions. That I was absolutely sure of. But what about Cooper? How much truth did I owe the only man I’d ever truly loved? How much truth could he take? Most regular people had to keep their relationships swaddled in cottony white lies; was our love any stronger than that?


  I made my decision.


  “I don’t have to tell you what happened…I can show you. All of it,” I told him. “I have the magic to give people any memories created in my hellement; I once showed Pal a little of what happened to you and your family. And understand this: it’s not like watching a video or something. You’d be reliving my memory with all your senses. What I have for you is not pretty, and it’s not pleasant, but it’s exactly what I remember. How much do you want to know?”


  You can see what I’m capable of and decide if you still want to have anything to do with me, I thought.


  Cooper pulled me close and hugged me. “You and the Warlock are the most important people in the world to me. You’re the very core of my family. And if something’s driving my family apart, I need to know as much as possible if I’m going to help.”


  He lifted my chin and looked me square in the eyes. “Show me.”


  “All of it?” I asked.


  He nodded. “All of it.”


  “Okay.” I took a step back from him and pulled off my opera glove. “If you change your mind…well, let me know before the spark touches you, all right? Not much I can do to stop it once it’s on you.”


  Cooper stood his ground as I stretched my flame fingers in the warm air. I raised my blazing hand and let myself remember everything that happened between his brother and me after he found me alone in the restraint chair.


  “Where’s Spiderboy?” The Warlock’s eyes were glassy, bloodshot. He had the thousand-yard stare of somebody who’d been up far too long but was far too wound up on adrenaline to sleep. His hands were dark with dirt, grease, and speckles of what was probably blood.


  I closed my fingers, trying to contain and condense the memories within my grasp.


  The Warlock was staring at my breasts. “You know, you look really hot all strapped in like that. Really, really hot.”


  My heart beat faster in mixed alarm and—goddammit—arousal. No, no, this was not happening. I met his gaze, and knew that part of his mind was just gone. His superego had fled the building, leaving his id in charge of the party.


  “Did you see Miko out there?” I stammered. Obviously, he had, and she’d triggered a lust in him that was at least as bad as mine. Worse, maybe. “Please just unstrap me. This can’t go anywhere good.”


  And it hadn’t. My whole body shook as I forced myself to remember the worst of it. I whispered an old word for “relic” as I opened my hand, releasing a tiny curl of blue plasma that floated toward Cooper. He stood very still as it settled on his forehead and disappeared.


  And then Cooper jerked away, stumbled backward, breathing hard, his eyes staring wide yet unseeing; he was probably experiencing his half brother’s death memory. The Warlock had kissed me against my will, and when his lips touched my cursed flesh I’d relived his being sacrificed by Cooper when they were both children. As far as their father was concerned, the Warlock had been born to be nothing more than a blood offering, a spell ingredient for inhuman magic. Lake hadn’t even bothered to give his youngest son a name, a disability for any Talent; his namelessness would probably follow the Warlock to his grave.


  Cooper got dissociative amnesia after he resurrected his infant brother and they escaped. Throughout his adult life, his mind continued to suppress most of what Lake had forced him to do. But now my boyfriend was feeling the knife blade saw through his own throat. I hoped that my memory copy was weak enough to blunt the worst of the pain.


  He stumbled backward and fell to his knees on the sand, his features contorted in rage and confusion. His fists clenched and his arms jerked; this was probably the part where I’d beat his brother almost to death. He let out a raw cry and fell backward, his whole body twitching. His cock was hard inside his jeans, and a moment later a dark, shiny stain spread across the denim as he ejaculated. I knew he’d just lived my own orgasm as I simultaneously strangled and fucked his brother with rage in my heart. A moment later, Cooper writhed in the sand, groaning through clenched teeth; I knew that in his mind he was facedown on the bed, feeling the Warlock’s returned fury. Feeling the burn of his flesh stretching around his brother’s hard cock. The stain spread as Cooper came again.


  My face was hot; I was certainly blushing straight down to my toes, and I felt sick. The little voice in my head was screaming Oh god, what have you done? This wasn’t just truth—this was torment. My heart ached, but the cold, logical part of my brain told me I’d done the correct thing. I’d given him the choice between a coddled half-true interpretation of the events and my raw memory of it. And he chose. Surely he’d known going in that if his brother was in a close-mouthed trauma over the whole thing, it had to have been seriously twisted.


  If everything else went to shit after this, at least nobody could say I’d held back or sugarcoated what I’d done. Nobody could say I’d been a liar.


  “Oh Jesus.” Cooper was finally coming out of the memory. His face was ashen, his eyes hollowed, and he was sweating as if he’d just run a marathon. He sat up, looking like he might throw up, but he swallowed and breathed deeply, apparently able to calm the reflex to purge what he’d just experienced.


  “Are you okay?” I knelt beside him.


  “Oh. My. Fucking. God.” His voice was shaky; he looked absolutely wrecked. He turned a disturbing shade of green, and his stomach gurgled ominously; I was sure that this time he was going to upchuck every meal he’d eaten in the past three days, and probably a couple of future meals for good measure, but his jaw muscles clenched like iron and he kept it down.


  “I just found out what it’s like to get reamed by my own brother. Whose power animal is apparently a goddamned Clydesdale,” Cooper said. “Jesus H. Christ. I did not ever, ever need to know what that looked, felt, or smelled like. I wish I could take my brains out and drop ’em in a bucket of bleach. Just scoop ’em out and dump ’em right in there. Swim, brainmeats, swim!”


  “Honey, I’m sorry, I —”


  “No, no.” He held up his hands. “No apology. I asked for it, right? Hoo boy, I sure got it. That was…wow. You really went to town on him, didn’t you? I think I need a drink. Or six.”


  I helped him get to his feet. His vow to be a better boyfriend carried with it the suggestion he’d set aside his hard boozing. But if there had ever been a time for alcoholic oblivion, this was surely it. I wasn’t going to quibble.


  We walked back to the beach house in silence.


  “I need a shower,” Cooper finally said, grimacing as he pulled at the front of his jeans. “I cannot believe I came in my damn underwear. Jesus.”


  “The water’s hot and there are plenty of towels,” I said, feeling stupid and helpless. “And there’s a clothes cleaner by the garment rack.”


  “Great.” He sounded numb.


  We got back to the house; Cooper passed right by the liquor and went straight to the cleaner box. I sat down at the café table while Cooper undressed, his back to me. Normally I would have been helping him with that, running my hands down the hard lines of his delicious body as I pulled the clothes off his smooth skin. But if I’d just been through what he’d been through, I wouldn’t want anyone touching me. He didn’t ask me to join him in the shower, and I didn’t offer. I just sat there silently, feeling more and more like the Princess of Fail as I listened to the shower run and Pal snore.


  A few minutes later, Cooper emerged from the bathroom, dressed in his clean black boxer briefs, shrugging into his Jimmy Buffet T-shirt. His expression was closed, unreadable.


  I cleared my throat. “Do you want to talk more about what happened?”


  My boyfriend shook his head; he looked exhausted. “I…don’t have my head around it all yet. Can we sleep on it, and talk in the morning?”


  “Sure. Do you…want me with you while you sleep?”


  “Of course.” He looked from the bed to Pal’s futon, then picked my mirror off the mattress and set it on the bedside table. “It’s not like there’s really any other place for either of us to get decent rest, is there?”


  I felt deflated. “Well, I could grab a blanket and sleep on the sand. Magic it into a tent, maybe.”


  “There’s no need. Stay here with me.” He sat down on the bed and patted the mattress.


  I found a ribbon-tied package of clean white cotton pajamas on the garment rack’s hanging shelves, and I went into the bathroom to change and brush my teeth. After I turned off the lights and joined Cooper in bed, he spooned me, the sensation of his body against mine simultaneously reassuring and frustrating, both familiar and strange.


  “Do I still make you happy?” he asked. “Do I still…satisfy you?”


  “Of course you do,” I replied.


  He paused. “The Warlock’s a lot bigger than I am.”


  “He’s not that much bigger,” I said, then immediately realized it had probably been the wrong thing. So I added: “There’s such a thing as too big.”


  “He sure didn’t seem too big in your memory.” Cooper’s grip on me tightened. “You came like…well, I never feel that way when I come. That was really intense.”


  “It was also extremely fucked up,” I countered, feeling embarrassed. And irritated that of the dozens of life-or-death matters that could be foremost on his mind, cock size was it. “I’m not that much into pain in real life, and you should know that.”


  And then I reconsidered. If I were in his position…well, yeah, I’d have concerns. He probably had other questions crowding in his brain that were far more difficult to talk about, so he’d voiced the first one he could peel off his tongue. Perhaps reliving my memory had left him doubting his sexuality. And maybe he was still supremely creeped out by what had probably felt a whole lot like incest by proxy. My sympathy wasn’t quite strong enough to dispel my aggravation, but I took a deep breath and tried for a rare moment of tact.


  “I am perfectly happy with your body and everything attached to it, honey,” I said. “Honest.”


  Cooper fell silent, his grip relaxing, but I could still feel the tension in his body. We lay there in the fading afternoon light, watching the sky turn purple and pink through the windows. We gradually drifted off, holding each other over the chasm of unasked and unanswered questions between us.


  We slept until Pal began to scream in the darkness.
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  Catastrophe


  “What the—?” Cooper threw off the sheet as Pal emitted a second head-splitting shriek.


  I was out of bed right after my boyfriend, hastily turning on the light. It sounded like something was killing my familiar.


  Pal had fallen off the futon and was on the floor, his eight legs clenched and trembling. Fur was sloughing off him in alarming clumps, piling around him like hay. The sores on his legs were an angry red and seemed considerably bigger.


  “Are you okay?” I ran over to him and knelt beside him. The sores on his legs were moving, expanding, like cancer tumors on speed. I heard a cracking noise that might have been the sound of deranged flesh invading bone.


  “This hurts!” Pal’s voice was a strained gasp inside my head.


  “Oh hell.” Cooper knelt beside me, staring at Pal’s wounds. “What bit him?”


  The moment my boyfriend asked me that question, I knew what was happening, and realized things were far worse than I’d imagined: during his fight with the rats in the steam tunnels, Pal had been infected with some kind of viral lycanthropy. My brain had skimmed right past that scenario, dismissing it before it reached the level of a conscious thought. I couldn’t imagine him turning into a rat purely on the strength of a virus, not with his alien physiology. And I’d seen what happened to people who got infected but couldn’t change their shape due to some quirk of fate or body. The disease made their bodies boil with malignancy, cancers erupting viler than Ebola, ulcers and tumors swarming over healthy flesh until at last their systems collapsed. At the end, flesh and bone liquefied into red muck.


  My brain wouldn’t willingly entertain the idea of Pal suffering that kind of horror, so I’d been blind to the possibility. Let myself be blind to it.


  “Oh God,” I whispered.


  “What bit him?” Cooper repeated sharply.


  “Rats. Wererats.”


  “Shit.” My boyfriend shook his head, looking grim. “His body’s destabilizing. I…I can’t do anything for this.”


  “Jessie!” Pal’s voice was weak. “Where are you? I can’t see you.”


  “I’m right here.” I put my hand on the side of his head.


  “I’m rotting from the inside out; I can feel it.” He blinked cataract-blinded eyes at me. “Promise me…promise me you’ll kill me if there’s no cure for this.”


  “It won’t get that bad! We’ll figure something out.”


  “Promise me!” He heaved himself back and forth on the floor, trying to stand but he was too weak to get his legs under him.


  “Stop that! Lay still, or you’ll hurt yourself!”


  “Promise me!”


  “Okay! Okay.” I felt my breath hitch in my chest. “I—I promise.”


  Pal lay back on the floor, his sudden anxious energy spent.


  My vision blurred, and I realized I was crying.


  “Are you okay?” Cooper touched my arm.


  “No.” I wiped my eyes on my flesh forearm.


  “Here.” He held the pocket mirror out to me. “Call your father; maybe he can help.”


  “Okay.” I took the compact from him and went outside onto the sand.


  “I wish to speak to Magus Shimmer,” I told my red-eyed reflection.


  The mirror went dark, then resolved to a view of the empty high-backed wooden chair in my father’s workshop.


  “Hello, Dad?” I’d said the D-word without thinking, but it left a strange aftertaste. “It’s Jessie—we need some help out here.”


  I heard him flip-flop across the floor, and a moment later he plopped down into the chair.


  “What’s happened?” he asked. “Has your familiar taken a turn for the worse?”


  I nodded. “He’s got viral lycanthropy. Cooper and I are sure of it. He got bitten by at least one wererat, and there’s no way his body can change.”


  “This is most serious.” My father looked grave.


  Tears rose in my eyes again. “I can’t lose him. I just can’t. I’ll do anything to save him. Is there anything we can do?”


  “I’ll send another potion; it will help with his symptoms for a few hours. I lack the skills necessary to help him, but I know someone who may provide a cure.”


  “May provide a cure?” I repeated, feeling the blood drain from my face. “As in, it’s not a sure thing?”


  “I’m afraid it is not certain, no,” he replied. “Curing lycanthropy is a complicated process that involves any of several ingredients that are most hard to come by. If the ingredients cannot be found, the cure cannot be made, no matter the skill of the healer. I recommend that you take your familiar to Madame Devereaux as soon as possible. He should be feeling well enough to travel shortly after he gets the potion.”


  “How do we find her?” I asked.


  “Her location is a sensitive matter. A great many people with bad intentions would like to find her, and we’d rather that didn’t happen. I can give you directions to her home when you are ready.” He paused. “Hold on, the potion should be there momentarily.”


  There was a blue flash high in the sky, and a dark speck began to plummet to earth, just barely visible in the moonlight. It slowed as it neared the sand, and I realized it was a green bottle. I plucked it from the air and ran back inside to give it to Pal.
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  Madame Devereaux


  The new potion was black and smelled like iron and dirty socks. Pal gagged on it, but he kept it down and it seemed to take away the worst of his pain. However, even after a few minutes he still had trouble standing, his leg muscles trembling and unable to support his weight. Walking was clearly not going to happen for him anytime soon.


  While he rested, Cooper and I got dressed and then went out into the moonlit brush to gather palm fronds and a few branches from an orange-flowered kou tree. With the aid of my Leatherman tool we lashed the fronds and branches together with palm fibers into a triangular Pal-size litter. We carried the litter back to the beach house, put the futon pillow on it, and managed to roll him over onto the middle. Cooper cast a buoyancy charm on the litter and it rose, lifting Pal a few feet off the floor.


  I opened the mirror and called my father again.


  “I think we’re ready to go,” I told him, then flashed the mirror on Pal so he could see for himself. “He can’t walk on his own, though, and we probably can’t take him through narrow passages or dense trees. What do we do now?”


  “If you would, once you’re all outside, please pull the cord again.”


  Cooper and I gathered our stuff—I grabbed a few changes of fresh clothes from the garment rack and stuffed them into my backpack—and left the house, careful to stay on either side of Pal in case the litter started to tip over. Once outside, I did as my father had asked and gave the cord poking out of the corner of the house a good hard tug. The house folded in on itself as if it had been made out of playing cards, shrunk down to the size of an armchair, and then shot up into the sky, vanishing behind a burst of bright blue light.


  “What do we do now?” I asked, hitching my backpack and shotgun straps higher on my shoulders.


  “Well, your familiar’s inability to walk or fly complicates your path slightly,” he said, frowning at something to the side of his mirror that I had no way of seeing. Then he brightened. “Ah, found it. Begin by carrying him down the beach to the south; keep your mirror open, and I’ll tell you where to stop.”


  My father led us to a portal near a rocky cove. I pulled off my glove to open it, and was nearly blinded by the midday sun shining bright on a stretch of desolate salt flats that had to be on the other side of the world.


  “I hope you two are well rested,” he said, “because I am about to jog you around the world in eighty seconds. Keep moving; the Virtus Regnum may catch on to your location if you remain in one place too long.”


  I never had time to take in much of the surroundings during the next minute and twenty seconds because my father had mapped out a route to Madame Devereaux’s that had us going through so many entrances and exits I lost count. In almost every instance the doors leading from one portal to the next were practically facing one another and the three of us were suddenly characters in some door-slamming stage comedy or a Warner Brothers cartoon. But my father guided us, his voice strong and confident, and I followed his directions without question, something I never would have imagined myself doing a few months ago.


  I tried to stay in physical contact with Pal and Cooper every time we entered and exited a portal to make sure we remained together, but it was difficult. The journey became a dizzying, almost terrifying mosaic of doors and sounds, odors and rapidly shifting climates; for three seconds that felt like three years we walked six feet between portal doors in what had to be the middle of Antarctica; luckily Cooper knew not to breathe as we crossed the knife-edged icy ground, and Pal’s breathing was so slow that he was never in danger of having his lungs freeze. The ice-wind felt like ten million razor shards being hurled at us with the force of a jet engine. By the time we threw ourselves through the next portal, our eyebrows and eyelashes were frozen solid, as was Cooper’s hair.


  “Keep moving,” my father said. “Not far to go, but time is not our friend.”


  No kidding? I almost said, feeling something trapped between fear and frustration blossom in my chest.


  “Last one,” said my father as Cooper and I scrabbled and stumbled our way across a rock-strewn mountaintop toward the final door.


  “Seventy-five seconds,” I heard Cooper shout across the screaming wind. I pushed ahead, almost skinning my hands raw on a small outcropping of jagged stones just beneath the shelf where the door stood. I opened the door and this time let Cooper push Pal through the exit before me.


  We were on a muddy red dirt road. I could hear a hawk screech somewhere in the piney woods. The air was so humid I could almost see the atmosphere ripple as we moved through it; it was an actual weight like an invisible sponge pressing down on us. I could smell water both fresh and stagnant in the distance.


  “Holy shit, Susie Q,” said Cooper. “I do believe we are in Creedence country.”


  “Welcome to the bayou,” said my father. “I have contacted Madame Devereaux, and she is expecting you. Continue down Mossy Hollow Road until you reach a blue house. There’s a statue of a man by the mailbox.”


  He paused, looking again at something to the left of his mirror. “I must attend to another matter. The arrangements with Madame Devereaux should be straightforward, but if you need anything please do not hesitate to contact me.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Thank you.”


  I closed the mirror and Cooper and I began to guide Pal’s litter down the muddy road. It wound through a copse of oaks furred with Spanish moss and lichens, and then we came to a sprawling blue ranch house with a white barn out back. A huge magnolia tree bloomed in the front yard, the white blossoms humming with bees. The front door was open behind a closed screen. Beside the galvanized steel mailbox was a stylized African statue of a man decorated entirely with cowry shells of different shades of white, yellow, and brown. He held out a small bronze bowl that contained an assortment of blue glass beads; whether they were offers from or to visitors I couldn’t tell, so I left them alone.


  A knock-kneed girl of nine or ten in a purple jumper and bright pink Chuck Taylors came running around the side of the house, then slid to a dead stop when she saw us.


  “Gran-maaaAAAA!” she hollered, pelting into the house, curly black pigtails bouncing. “There’s people heeeere!”


  A moment later, a stooped old woman came out of the house, squinting at us from behind thick old-fashioned bifocals. She leaned heavily on a staff of gnarled black wood, and a cowry bracelet hung off her bony wrist.


  “Who are you people, and what do you want?” she demanded, her voice implying a strength that seemed impossible given her apparent physical frailty.


  “I’m Jessie Shimmer,” I called back. “My father is Magus Ian Shimmer. He told me he made arrangements with you? To help my familiar?”


  “Oh.” She blinked at us, looking irritated. “Wasn’t expecting y’all for a few more hours. Got my shows on the teevee right now. Guess I can pause ’em.”


  She stepped toward us, looking over the tops of her spectacles at Pal, who was still asleep on his litter. “Lord have mercy, that’s one strange-lookin’ critter you got there. Hurry now, bring him round back and put him in the barn, afore someone wanders down the road and sees him…they’ll think the Devil done come to town!”


  The old woman turned back toward the house. “Shanique! Press the yeller button on the remote. I’ma be out here awhile.”


  “Okay, Granma! Can I watch Alton Brown?”


  “Why you want to watch that skinny little twerp fer? I cook a hunnert times better’n the people on them fancy shows! All you gots to do is pay attention in the kitchen once in a while.”


  “Granma, pleeeeease?”


  “Fine, watch the fool show if you want.” Madame Devereaux made a disgusted face and began to limp across the yard toward the barn. “Come on, shake a tail feather, bring yer critter, I ain’t got all day!”


  Once we had Pal settled on a pile of straw in the barn, I secured the enchanted litter in a horse stall so it wouldn’t float away. Cooper shut the doors while the old witch pulled a milking stool over and began to examine my familiar’s wounds.


  “Change-rats?” she asked.


  I nodded. “He got bit a few days ago.”


  She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I can heal him, I reckon, but I’m a mite short of heart-juice for the potion, and it’s three more nights to the dark moon…you’d need to do the harvest then, when there’s nothing but starlight. I’ll tell you what to do, and Shanique can take you there, but y’all have to do the juice-collectin’. I’m too old to go running around in the bayou after that critter.”


  “What critter?” Cooper asked.


  “Sap Daddy. The beast come here with the Spaniards four hunnert years ago; they let it go in the swamp when it got too big to keep as a pet. And there it stayed, eating gators and getting bigger and bigger. When it died, something in the swamp kept it alive. It’s more plant than animal now, but that don’t make it no less dangerous. Its heart makes a black sap every month, and that and a little silver nitrate and some other bits and bobs are just the thing to cure most any case of the Change.”


  “He’s got it pretty bad,” I told her. “Can you keep Pal from getting any worse until we go out hunting?”


  She nodded. “I ’spect I can. I got enough juice left to get him through. Y’all will have to keep yourselves busy till then. There’s a Motel 6 off the highway, but that’s about twenty miles from here. You folk got a car?”


  “No, ma’am,” I replied. “And I don’t have a credit card, either. Or much cash. We…can just stay here in the barn with Pal, if that’s okay.”


  The old witch sighed, looking conflicted and annoyed. “I got a couch in the den and cot in the room off the kitchen. Y’all can have those, I guess. But don’t be keepin’ me up at night with your hanky-panky! And if you make a mess, I ’spect you to clean up after yourselves. And you help cook—I ain’t running no bed-and-breakfast out here!”


  “Yes, ma’am,” we said, and she grumped back to the house to the comfort of her sofa and television.
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  Distraction


  I’d just gotten a bucket of fresh water for Pal when the mirror in my pants pocket began to shake. I set the water down and pulled the mirror open. Randall gazed back at me, looking anxious. Spike was perched on my brother’s shoulder, his gleaming tail raised in alarm.


  “Hey, sis, is your guy there?”


  “Yes, he is.” I handed the mirror over to Cooper.


  “What’s up?” He frowned down at Randall.


  “I hate to do this, but you really need to get back here,” my brother told him. “One of the other kids just flipped the fuck out. The Warlock’s gone over there, but last I heard things weren’t going so well. We could really use your help with this, bro.”


  “Dude…no.” Cooper’s frown deepened to a scowl. “Jessie needs me here. Pal’s sick, and we have to chase down God-knows-what kind of monster, and…just, no.”


  “But—”


  “Tell my brother to put on his big-boy pants and deal with it himself. Seriously. He can take care of our little brothers on his own for once.”


  Randall blew out his breath; clearly he hadn’t expected this response from Cooper. “Okay. Whatever you say, bro. I’ll tell him.”


  “Good luck. Let me know what happens.” Cooper closed the mirror, stuck it into his back pocket, and sat down on the milking stool. He rubbed his face, looking troubled.


  “Honey, if you think you need to be there, I really don’t mind,” I said.


  “I mind,” he replied. “You’ve had to go through so much without me around to help, and I don’t want you to have to do all this by yourself. We should take care of Pal together.”


  “Do you think the Warlock can handle whatever’s going on by himself?”


  “Sure.” The worried look didn’t leave my boyfriend’s face. “He’ll be fine.”


  An hour later, we were watching Pal eat a ripe cantaloupe from Madame Devereaux’s garden when the mirror buzzed in Cooper’s pocket. He pulled it out and opened it.


  “Ohgodohgod I made it worse!” I heard the Warlock holler. “The kid’s totally out of control!”


  Oh crap, what now? I wondered as I peeked over Cooper’s arm at the mirror. The Warlock was crouching down behind an overturned SUV to avoid branches and trash hurtling through the air in a tremendous swirling windstorm. I’d never seen him look so freaked out. In the sky behind him, a Victorian house and the plot of land it was built on were hovering unsteadily about one hundred feet above the rest of the neighborhood. It looked as if a giant had scooped the house out of the ground and flung it into the air. Water and sewage spurted fitfully from the torn pipes dangling from the root-packed earth. The slate roof was on fire.


  Cooper swore. “Where are you?”


  “Clintonville! Pacemont Road, just a few blocks from High—can’t miss it!”


  “I’ll be back there as soon as I can.” Cooper snapped the mirror shut and rapped it against his forehead in frustration. “Dammit. There’s no way I can backtrack through all those portals. And I don’t even know where we are.”


  I pulled the mirror from his grip and opened it. “Let me call my father; he can get you back home.”


  Cooper blinked at me. “But that means I’d be taking the mirror.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “I’m sure there’s another mirror around here someplace if I need to get in touch with you.”


  After I opened a connection to my father and he agreed to direct my boyfriend back to Columbus, I walked with Cooper back up the dirt road.


  He leaned down to kiss my cheek after I pulled the portal open for him. “Are you sure you’ll be okay out here by yourself?”


  “I’ll be fine. Go help your brothers. And, hey…maybe it’s something that won’t take much time, and you can get back here before I have to go into the swamp.”


  I waved to him as he stepped through the hole in the air, and then I went back to the house. Madame Devereaux met me on the front porch; she held a half-bushel basket full of whole pecans.


  “Where’s that Cooper feller?”


  “He had to go home,” I replied. “Family emergency.”


  She grunted noncommittally, frowning. “Gonna make a pie for dessert.” She thrust the basket into my hands. “Make yourself useful and shell these out back.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”
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  The Promise


  My brother’s energy potion had well and thoroughly worn off by the time dinner was over, but I dared not drink my second one since I knew I’d need it for my encounter with the bayou beast. So I took some diphenhydramine I found in the bathroom and lay down on the cot in the guest room, sweating and itching, trying to still the waves of nausea churning through my stomach.


  C’mon, Benadryl, I thought. Do your thing.


  Fifteen minutes passed, and nothing happened. The capsules were either too old, or my infections had changed my body chemistry enough that antihistamines wouldn’t make me drowsy. Dammit. I briefly considered a second trip to raid the medicine cabinet for something stronger, but then I remembered what happened to Heath Ledger, Keith Moon, and Jimi Hendrix. Two pills might not put you to sleep, but a cocktail of five or six can put you in the ground.


  I’d been resisting going back into my hellement on general principle—it hadn’t been the scene of my best moments. But if I couldn’t drug myself into a stupor, it seemed like it was the only place I was going to get any decent rest. So I closed my eyes and focused on the flames hidden beneath my enchanted glove, and soon I felt myself slipping down into my private dimension.


  The vertigo passed, and I opened my eyes in my hellement, expecting to see either the familiar walls of my childhood bedroom or the broad lawn in my old neighborhood. But what was there gave me the same disorienting lurch of fear I’d have felt if I got home late at night to discover my apartment door ajar and my living room ransacked. The first thing I saw was my favorite childhood teddy bear impaled to a wall of moisture-darkened dungeon stone with a rusty spike. The bear’s plush acrylic fur was damply red around the piercing iron.


  Alarmed, I looked around the room. The rest of the wall was set with rusty rings for manacles and ropes, and every so often, I saw one of my childhood toys or photos staked into the slimy granite. The overhead light was the dim yellow of half-remembered nightmares; it gleamed dully on the shards of my shattered vanity mirror scattered across the concrete floor. Splintered pieces of the wooden frame lay among the glass. Beside me sat an antique electrocution chair made from scorched, bloodstained oak, the worn leather straps open and awaiting a new occupant. A few yards away, a scarlet velvet curtain hung from the rough stone ceiling to the glass-strewn floor, blocking my view of whatever lurked beyond.


  But I could hear a muffled moan. Something was here. Something had taken over. The place couldn’t have screamed “Get out!” any louder if the walls had been covered in flies and dripping ichor. My heart thudding, I turned back to the portal door and grabbed the handle…but it wouldn’t budge. I looked down and saw a shiny new deadbolt lock set into the steel.


  Oh hell no, I thought, shoving down on the handle with as much force as I could muster. I was strong in here, this was my place, and I could will all this away…couldn’t I?


  I shoved until my shoulders popped. I yanked until my fingers went numb. I willed with every cell in my brain. The damn thing wouldn’t open.


  I heard a soft laugh behind me. Miko’s laugh. My guts went to jelly.


  “You shouldn’t have brought me here, Jessie. But you did. And now you’re not leaving until I’m done with you tonight.”


  I tried to swallow my terror and turned to face her. She was naked except for the switchblade she was flicking open and closed in her left hand. Something far beyond hate burned in her green eyes. Her skin was flushed, sheened with perspiration, but her nipples were as hard as if we were in a meat freezer. She smiled at me.


  “Look who I found.” Miko stepped back across the floor toward the scarlet curtain, either unaware or unconcerned that the shattered glass of my mirror was cutting the soles of her feet. She grabbed the edge of the velvet with her right hand and pulled it aside for her big reveal.


  Cooper was shackled to a rough wooden Saint Andrew’s cross in the corner, his arms and legs spread in a wide X. He was sweating, breathing hard against the blue silk rag she’d stuffed into his mouth. His white cotton dress shirt was soaked, plastered against the tight muscles of his abdomen. The knees of his jeans were stained with dirt and what looked like blood, but I couldn’t see any cuts or bruises on him. I wondered if my brother and the Warlock were okay. Behind him, the jarred memories were stacked in a neat pyramid.


  He met my gaze and shook his head furiously at me, grunting against his gag. His eyes said Get out, get out, save yourself.


  I wondered for a moment if he could be a doppelganger she’d conjured to trick me, but I could smell his sweat. And instead of gingerbread spice, he smelled like garlic. I smelled the real man, not my fantasy of him.


  “Let him go!” I stepped toward Miko, my fist raised, wishing once again that I knew how to bring my fire into the hellement. I blinked through several gemviews, trying to see where she’d hidden my sword and shield, but the stones of the dungeon stayed solid no matter how I looked at them.


  “Sit down.” She made a little shooing motion with her hand, and an invisible force swept me off my feet and dropped me down to the electric chair, the straps snapping up and binding me to the wood at my ankles, thighs, chest, upper arms, and wrists. I felt helpless and terrified.


  “It’s time for us to play,” she said.


  I strained against the leather, unable to break free, unable to take my eyes off the keen blade she kept flicking open and closed in her hand. It was a restless, angry motion, like that of a caged jaguar lashing its tail.


  “Miko…you don’t have to do this.” I blinked to the architectural view with my ocularis and concentrated as hard as I could, but the walls around me remained solid and black; I couldn’t see my weapons anywhere.


  She stopped flicking the switchblade and gave me a withering smile. “Oh, but I do. I promised you I’d take a trophy tonight, and I will. I can’t break a blood oath, Jessie. It’s not in my nature.”


  Miko turned back to Cooper, opened the stiletto again, and began to pick the buttons off his shirt with the point of the blade. I heard them ping against the concrete floor and roll away into darkness. Once she’d exposed his torso, Miko drew the blade down the center of his chest in a single quick motion, bright red spilling down his damp flesh as his skin split. His eyes rolled white as he shuddered, but he didn’t make a sound.


  “No! Don’t!” I begged. “Please.”


  To my surprise, she stopped. And then she turned and stepped toward me, my lover’s blood dripping from the tip of her weapon. Her bare feet crunched on the broken glass littering the floor, turning the shards to glossy rubies.


  “I must take a trophy,” she repeated. “Will you take his place, then?”


  “W-what?” I stammered.


  “You or him; it doesn’t matter to me.” She paused, tilting her head thoughtfully to the side as she stared at me. Appraising me. “You might even survive it. I don’t know about him, though. Sometimes the wiry ones can go the distance…and sometimes they’re done in five minutes.”


  I scanned the grim walls, looking for something, anything that would give me an idea of how to get us out of this. Jesus. There didn’t seem to be any escape except to submit to whatever twisted vivisection she had planned. My magic felt distant, diminished. Useless.


  “It’s up to you.” Miko turned and slowly walked back to Cooper. “I won’t touch you without your consent.”


  “What about him? You…you’ve got him gagged, he can’t consent to this.” I couldn’t keep my voice from shaking.


  She smiled and patted his stubbled cheek. “Oh, he made me certain promises when we were alone together. I have all the consent from him I’ll ever need.”


  Cooper’s stared at me, his eyes pleading: Don’t do it.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, took a deep breath, opened them again. “Leave him alone. Take me instead.”


  My lover gave an anguished groan and hit his head back against the stones in frustration. Miko grinned like a kid at Christmas.


  “Well then.” She made a small gesture, and the straps on my wrists unbuckled themselves and slithered away. I still couldn’t move my arms because of the leather binding me across my biceps. She walked over to my chair, wiping her blade off on her naked thigh, and reached down to take hold of my left hand with her right.


  “Blood promises must be kept.” In a quick, practiced motion, she carved the blade around my forearm in a perfect circle. The knife was sharper than I imagined, and it took a moment for the pain to register. I gasped as my blood rose around the sharp steel. She dragged the edge down the underside of my arm from the cut to the base of my palm, not deep enough to slit the veins, just enough to slice through every layer of my skin.


  “W-what are you doing?” I stammered as she made the same cuts on my right forearm.


  “All will be revealed soon enough.” She dropped her blade to the floor, put her hands gently on mine, as though she were a lover. She slid her hands up the tops of my forearms and dug her fingers deep into the cuts she’d made.


  I twitched and gasped, biting back a cry.


  “Make a wish, Jessie.” Her face was just inches from mine. Suddenly she jerked her hands down like a magician doing a parlor trick with a tablecloth, ripping the skin cleanly from my wrists and hands.


  For a half heartbeat, I stared down in shock at my raw scarlet fingers gleaming in the dim light, the sights of yellow tendons, filmy ligaments, sliding muscles, and pulsing bluish veins burning themselves into my memory. And then the agony slammed into me, strong and bright as a nuclear explosion, and I was screaming out every particle of air in my lungs, my vision going black at the edges, blood roaring in my ears. All the other assaults I’d suffered—my arm bitten off, my eye melted from my skull, my flesh burned away with fire and acid—seemed like paper cuts compared to this.


  “Isn’t the pain just amazing?” Miko whispered, sounding envious. “You’ll never feel it like you’re feeling it now. There’s nothing like your first flaying.”


  She shook my damp hand skins out by the fingers, admiring them. I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but I thought I could faintly feel the movement of my severed flesh.


  “Nice strong dermis,” she remarked, “not much fat to scrape away—I think I can make some rather fashionable accessories out of these. Can’t use them in the living world, but I have the feeling I’ll be spending a lot of play-time in here with you and your little friend.”


  I tried to curse her but all that came out was garbled blubbering. Bile rose in my throat, and my eyes stung with sweat and tears. I could dimly see Cooper weeping on his cross, his head drooping forward on his chest as if his heart was broken.


  Smiling, Miko hung my skins on one of the iron rings set in the wall.


  “I’ll have you know I’m being merciful.” She paused to lick my blood off her fingers. “In my moment of anger, I did swear to skin you alive, and there’s nothing to do about that but to skin you. But most anyone else who is bound to fulfill such a promise would this very minute be peeling the rest of your pretty hide from your flesh. And I’m not doing that, am I? You’ve still got your face. You’ve still got your feet. And I won’t do anything else to you tonight unless you give me a reason.”


  She reached far into the back of her mouth and pulled out a shiny silver key. And then she let it fall to the floor with a soft clink amid the glass shards and splinters and droplets of blood.


  “You can go now. I’m sure you can figure out how to get the door open.” She retrieved her knife and made another shooing motion. The straps binding me began to unbuckle themselves. “But unless you want me to pay a real-life visit to you and your ailing familiar, don’t try to interfere with the man.”


  I sat there, breathing hard, trying to get past the crippling pain. Trying to keep from screaming again. Trying to keep from throwing up. I tried to imagine fresh skin flowing over my hands, tried to speak a word for “heal,” but the words were blocked, my powers still dim.


  My hands were trembling red claws in the unforgiving air. I couldn’t bear to look at Cooper. Whatever happened next, I was helpless to save him from our captor. She leaned against the slick stone wall, watching me impassively. Curiously, as though I were a lab mouse she’d set down in a maze.


  “Well, what are you waiting for?” she asked. “Don’t bore me; I’ll find ways of entertaining myself. You probably won’t like them.”


  I tried to stand up on rubbery legs and immediately fell to my knees on the floor, the broken glass jabbing right through my jeans. The new pain was actually a welcome distraction from my hands. I stared down at the key, now just a few feet away from my right knee, then at my bony fingers. Even if I could bear the thought of trying to pick something up with them, they were thoroughly greased in clotting blood and weeping lymph. I couldn’t hold so much as a thought with them.


  So I leaned forward, painfully, carefully, onto my elbows in the glass until my face was over the key. I tried a few times to pick it up with my lips, then finally got it into my mouth with my tongue.


  “Well done!” Miko golf-clapped behind me.


  Rolling back onto my heels, I slowly stood up, my head swimming from the pain. I tottered over to the portal door and shifted the gritty key in my mouth until I had it clenched between my front teeth.


  “Careful, now; the next part may be a little tricky,” she said.


  Ignoring her, I leaned down and pushed the key into the lock. Tried to turn it. The lock was stiff. I bit down, twisting the key as hard as I could, teeth aching, threatening to crack. Finally, I felt the mechanism turn and click, the bolt retracting.


  “See you tomorrow!” Miko called as I pushed the portal door open with my head and fell through.
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  Meat


  When I found myself back on the guest room cot, my flesh intact—well, as intact as it had ever been since my encounter with Blue’s demon—all I could do was lie there, breathing hard and shuddering. Yet my hands still ached as if they had truly been flayed.


  Sleep was lost to me, and I was desperate to talk to Cooper. I’d left him to Miko’s mercy—was he okay in the living world? Did any of the others know he was in trouble? I went into the bathroom and tried and tried to make the mundane mirror open with ancient words and my own blood, but nothing worked.


  I was reluctant to awaken Madame Devereaux, but when I heard her go into the kitchen to make her morning chicory, I anxiously approached her.


  “Something’s happened,” I said. “Can I borrow your mirror?”


  “Mirror?” she replied. “I don’t keep them things around; never know who might be trying to listen in.”


  I almost swore. “How did you talk to my father, then?”


  “I didn’t talk to him; he dropped a letter straight into my mailbox.”


  “Do you at least have a phone?” I did my damnedest to not sound impatient. I didn’t succeed.


  She frowned at my tone. “There’s one in the living room. Help y’self; long distance don’t cost me none extra.”


  “Thank you.”


  I found an old-fashioned black Bakelite rotary dial phone on a lace doily on the reading table beside the sofa. Cooper had lost his cellphone the night he got dragged into his hell, so I tried the numbers at the Warlock’s bar.


  “Lingham Liquors Lounge, whaddaya want?” answered an impatient twenty-something guy with a Brooklyn accent. A new bartender? I didn’t recognize his voice. Somewhere behind him, I could hear angry drunken shouting.


  “Are Opal or the Warlock there?” I asked.


  “Nope. Call back later.”


  Click.


  I stared down at the disconnected phone, then redialed the number.


  “Lingham Liquors Lounge, whaddaya want?”


  “Dude, did you just hang up on me? Seriously?” I asked.


  “They ain’t here.” He enunciated each word as if he thought I was brain damaged.


  “Well, do you know where they are? It’s kind of an emergency.”


  “No, I don’t, and if it’s an emergency, call 911.”


  Click.


  Shanique was in earshot, and I only barely managed to keep from dropping a dozen F-bombs. I made a mental note to find out who the bartender was, and to soundly kick his ass when I finally met him in person. But calling him back to chew him out wasn’t going to get me what I needed. So I dialed Mother Karen’s house.


  Her eldest foster son answered after two rings: “Sebastián residence, this is Jimmy.”


  “Hey, this is Jessie…is Mother Karen around?”


  “No, she’s mostly been in Clintonville the past two days,” he replied. “I guess something bad happened there yesterday? She called in some emergency babysitters to help me with the little kids while she’s away.”


  “Do you know when she’ll be back?”


  “No, sorry, I really don’t. Probably tonight, though.”


  “Does she have a cell with her?”


  “Maybe…” I heard the sound of papers rustling. “No, sorry, she forgot it here under the mail. Can I take a message or have her call you back?”


  “Sure.” I gave him the number printed on the front of the phone.


  “I’ll give it to her as soon as she comes in,” he promised.


  I thanked him, hung up the phone, and rubbed my temples. Why couldn’t Madame Devereaux just have a mirror? I had to find one, somewhere. Maybe the old witch knew of some Talents in the area who could hook me up. I left the living room and found her spooning something that looked like greenish black molasses into a cored Granny Smith apple. It was stinky and sweet, smelling something like a cross between watermelon and Thai fish sauce.


  “What’s that?” I asked her.


  “Medicine for your critter; it won’t fix what ails him but it’ll stop it getting worse.” She corked the holes in the apple with a couple of mini marshmallows. “Sour apples cover up the taste of the sap some, but he’s big enough he can maybe just swallow this whole.”


  “I’ll give it to him, thank you.” I took the apple from her. “Do you know of any other witches or wizards who live near here? I really need to find a working mirror. It’s important.”


  “Well.” She pushed her bifocals up her nose. “I ’spect Hank Wrycroft might have one o’ them fool things. He’s over by Bramble Lake, ’bout five miles from here. Just head up the road here till you get to Harker’s Grocery, hang a left, go three more miles till you see the pesthouse yeller shack with the gargoyle out front.”


  “Do you have a car I could borrow?”


  She looked me up and down, and at first I expected her to make a sarcastic comment about my legs being broke or something. But I guess I looked about as bad as I felt, and she didn’t give me a hard time.


  She shook her head. “My Beetle threw a rod, and I’m waitin’ for the new ’un to come mail-order. Dang krauts takin’ their sweet time sending it to me. If you can round up a couple of the goats, I can hook ’em up to the cart in the barn I ’spose, but they don’t mind real well.”


  Goats? I didn’t know the first thing about catching a goat, much less making it follow directions. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t come with a turn signal or emergency brake.


  “That’s okay; I’ll just walk it, thanks,” I told her.


  Besides, five miles surely wasn’t that hard, was it?


  
    * * *
  


  Forty minutes later, I was kneeling in the thick kudzu vines by the side of the road, dry-heaving, half blind with tears and sweat. My guts were on fire, and my chest and back felt tight and sharply ached as if my major internal organs had decided to swell up like balloons. It was hard to take a full breath. Worse, the phantom pain of the flaying had my hands crabbed and trembling and generally useless.


  Once I was sure I wasn’t actually going to vomit and choke myself, I let myself collapse sideways into the dusty green kudzu and indulged in a few minutes of helpless coughing and weak profanity. Jesus. I hadn’t even made it as far as the grocery store.


  You’re not going to die by the side of the road like a gut-shot possum, I scolded myself. Get up and go back to the house. Do an Elvis on the toilet if you have to, but don’t die out here.


  After about fifty repeats of that internal pep talk, I finally got back up on my knees, then got to my feet and began to totter toward Madame Devereaux’s, one painful step after the other.


  Eventually I got back to the house, staggered into the bathroom, and spent the next hour lying on the cool floor tiles and taking shots of Pepto-Bismol until my innards settled. Once I had some strength back, I went to keep Pal company in the barn until Shanique yelled at me that I had a phone call.


  “Hello?” I said into the receiver.


  “Jimmy told me you called,” Mother Karen replied. “What’s going on?”


  “Have you seen Cooper?” I asked.


  “Not since yesterday,” she replied.


  “Do you know where he went?”


  “No, I don’t—what’s going on?”


  “I’m worried he’s in trouble.” I paused, thinking hard. Even if Randall wasn’t with Cooper, surely our father could figure out where my boyfriend was.


  “Could you try to open a mirror to my brother?” I asked.


  “Oh.” Mother Karen sounded surprised. “I didn’t know you had a brother.”


  “Me neither, until a few days ago…but that doesn’t matter. Do you think you could try?”


  “Well, I don’t have a pointer. Do you know his personal information?”


  “Just his name, and our father’s name.”


  “Hmm. I can try. Hang on, let me go upstairs.”


  She picked up the extension in her office a minute later. “All right, I’m putting you on speaker. What’s your brother’s name?”


  “He’s Randall Shimmer, son of Magus Ian Shimmer.”


  I listened as Mother Karen tried several opening incantations on variations of his name, apparently to no avail.


  “I’m sorry, it’s just not enough,” she said. “I’m not getting through to anyone.”


  My heart sank, and my fever became a leaden heat evaporating what was left of my energy. Well, that was it—I was officially out of ideas.


  “Thanks for trying,” I said.


  That night, I sat down on the cot, exhausted. Maybe I could actually sleep tonight. I pulled my boots off and curled up on my side, shivering. Closed my eyes as my guts cramped again, wondered if I had the energy to go down the hall for more Pepto. I felt suddenly dizzy…and became acutely aware that the cot mattress had turned cold and hard. And small, sharp things were poking me in my shoulder and hips.


  I opened my eyes. I was lying on the glass-strewn concrete dungeon floor of my hijacked hellement.


  “Motherfucker,” I whispered.


  “Guess what time it is?” Miko asked behind me. “It’s playtime!”


  I lurched up, ready to run for the door even though I knew it had to be locked, but there came a slithering noise and something hard and prickly wrapped around each of my wrists. They were rough hemp ropes, each about as wide as my index fingers. A moment later, the ropes whipped toward the ceiling and I was jerked up like a marionette, my hands bound painfully together directly above me. I was barely able to take the suspension pressure off my wrists by standing on tiptoe.


  I was facing Cooper, who once again was shackled to the Saint Andrew’s Cross. There was maybe four feet between us; he wouldn’t meet my gaze. His face was a mask of misery. The cut on his chest was scabbed over, and his lips were chapped around the silken gag. His eyes were deeply shadowed as if he hadn’t slept. He was wearing the same clothes, and I wondered if Miko had kept him trapped there all day and night.


  “What did you do to him?” My voice shook.


  From somewhere behind me, Miko laughed. “Nothing I haven’t done before.”


  She walked out from the shadows to stand between us, staring down her nose at me, tugging at what I first thought were kid gloves. Why would she wear old-lady gloves and nothing else? And then I saw the fine stitches at the tips, closing the holes where nails had been, and I realized she’d made the gloves from my hand skins.


  Feeling sick, I looked away from her, trying again to meet Cooper’s gaze, but he was staring at the floor. My eye fell to his jeans, and I realized the top button was undone, his fly only half zipped. Dried fluids crusted the brass teeth. His underwear was gone.


  “What did you do?” I strained against the ropes, wishing my anger would dispel my fear.


  “Nothing I didn’t have permission to do.”


  “You didn’t fucking ask me!” I snarled, jerking on the ropes with all my weight even though I knew I couldn’t break them. “You didn’t have my permission to touch him!”


  “Oh, gosh and golly gee, I have scared the horses and upset the apple cart,” she said, putting her gloved hands to her cheeks in mock embarrassment. “And your permission would matter if he were your dog. Your table. Your favorite dildo. But he’s not your property. He has free will, and I have his permission. You have nothing to counter that. Nothing even as mundane as a shiny gold ring to claim him as your own.”


  I felt myself start blushing. “Fuck you.”


  “Oh, and I tremble with anticipation at the thought, but tonight is not the night for that.” She held up her switchblade, the dull yellow dungeon light glinting off the steel. “There’s the matter of my second blood oath to you. Do you remember what it was?”


  I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. “Yes.”


  “Say it.” She pointed her knife at Cooper. “He doesn’t know, and if you decline, it’s his punishment to bear. He should hear what he’s gotten himself into.”


  “What? Hell no.” I heaved on the ropes, desperately trying to get free. “No, no, no—”


  “Say it!”


  Cooper had raised his head and was finally looking at me now with an expression of questioning fear.


  I bit my lip. “She said she’d tear my bones from my living flesh.”


  “Meat,” Miko corrected. “Living meat, I said. But it’s the same difference, I suppose.”


  She paced between us, twirling the knife between her fingers. “So, which of you gets boned, Jessie? The choice is yours.”


  I wanted to weep, but I couldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she was breaking me. “Jesus. Why are you doing this?”


  She squinted at me disbelievingly, as if she were trying to figure out if I’d been smoking a giant crack rock when she wasn’t looking. “What part of the concept of ‘blood oath’ are you unfamiliar with?”


  “Not just this, I mean all this. Everything you’re doing and plan to do.” I was talking fast, half hoping that if I could keep her distracted long enough I could figure out some way of avoiding the torment she’d planned. “C’mon. You’re a goddess now, or close to it…why were you in the ass end of Texas? Why are you messing with us? Don’t you have anything more…I don’t know, more interesting to do?”


  Miko just stared at me, her expression dark, but her knife hand was stilled.


  So I continued, wishing my voice was steadier: “You got a soul of your own from your father. I saw the memory—he gave his life to free you from your birth curse. So you don’t have to go around killing people for your mother anymore, right?”


  “True. I don’t,” she replied. “Nothing I do is for her.”


  “And you stopped killing for a whole decade, right?”


  “Yes. I stopped.” Her expression changed, hovering between anger and grim amusement. “I even freed the souls I’d already taken, can you believe it? I turned into such a hippie.”


  “So why are you doing all this?”


  Miko closed her blade and leaned in very close to my right ear.


  “You seem to have gotten your sticky little fingers on a lot of my memories, but you missed the most important one,” she whispered through clenched teeth. “If you’re that ever-so-curious, I’ll be glad as April skies to show it to you.”


  “Sure.” My voice was sharp with terror. “Show me.”


  She pulled off one of her gloves and touched my forehead with her bare hand, and I plunged straight into her past.
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  Motivation


  I stood alone on the San Francisco dock watching the sea lions sun their glossy bellies. It was a beautiful morning, and my heart felt light as a butterfly. I’d be able to free two more souls that night, put them back where I’d found them in the Tenderloin. No more bad memories from them, no more hallucinations when the hunger got to me. Thirty more souls after that, and I’d be free of the whole thing. I could do whatever I wanted and it wouldn’t have to be murder.


  That was my plan, anyhow.


  The meat puppet stalking me was built from a good body, a fit body, and I didn’t hear its quiet footsteps on the boardwalk. It had no thoughts to overhear, no heartbeat, no breath, no sweat-stink. And so I didn’t realize it was just a foot away until I heard the whiff of a hand swinging through air.


  I turned in surprise, but the puppet had already stabbed the thick embalming needle into my neck and plunged the contents into my jugular vein. And suddenly my throat, my chest, my heart, my head were on fire. Soon every nerve lit with pain. I fell to my knees on the boards, staring down at my hands, expecting them to be burning from the inside out, but all I caught was a faint glow emanating from my flesh as my struggling heart pumped the poison through my body. My skin was turning gray, clammy. What was this? Roy had dosed me with arsenic, cyanide, methyl mercury—no mundane poison had ever affected me like this.


  I looked up at my assassin, and quickly realized I’d get no answers from it. The puppet was the body of a muscular young man, still wearing the gray tracksuit he’d apparently been killed in, probably just that morning. His hands were blistered and prematurely decayed; a live man would be weeping from the injuries, but his expression was perfectly blank, serene in the way that only the soulless and mindless can be.


  “The burn yer feeling is cobalt-60 dissolved in gorgon’s blood,” said a woman behind me. “Yer mum said it might put ye down for a little while. Looks like she was right.”


  I managed to turn my head. A coldly beautiful succubus stood a few feet away, staring down at me with ice-white eyes. Two shiny black horns poked out of her thick golden hair. She wore a blue leather bolero jacket over a white satin miniskirt and carried a massive bundle of silver chains draped over her elegant arms.


  I tried to speak, but no words would come out.


  “Yer probably thinking I’m doing this because ye murdered me boy.” The succubus handed the chains to the meat puppet, and he began to bind me in them tightly from foot to neck. The links bore the symbols of Tsukuyomi, the moon god, and I could feel ancient magic in the metal, imbuing it with a power I could not break.


  “But me dear friend the Cardinal made me promise to give up lying for Lent,” she continued. “Truth is, yer mama hung that luscious bounty out there, and I could hardly resist that, could I?”


  “What…bounty?” I managed.


  “Wandered off the path, didn’t ye? Stopped following yer mum’s orders, ye have. Mind, if ye were my girl, I’d have sorted ye out meself, put ye on the straight and narrow. But I guess she’s got other lads and lassies now she’d rather spend time on, eh? And if she wants to give me twenty kilos of gold bullion to keep ye from troubling her, well, who am I to argue?”


  The meat puppet picked me up and carried me to a waiting fishing boat. I stayed belowdecks for four days, visited only by the puppet with daily syringes of strength-sapping cobalt, the flesh of his hands and arms more and more rotted by the strong radiation.


  Finally, the boat stopped midocean; I couldn’t tell where we were, but I sensed perilously deep waters beneath the vessel. The meat puppet hauled me up to the deck where two more puppets fastened mundane iron chains threaded through cinder blocks to my feet and neck.


  The succubus watched silently as they heaved me over the railing and dropped me into the black water. I sank quickly, a hundred fathoms, a thousand fathoms. Two thousand. Three. Finally I hit the side of the deep-sea trench, slid through the rocks and shells, and came to a resting place.


  I lay there helpless, my eardrums and eyeballs fractured by the intense pressure. My flesh regenerated itself and purged the radioactivity from my system after a few days, but I could not break the moon god’s chain. Once my flesh was no longer poisonous, the crabs and rasping slugs found me, swarming over my face, stripping my skull clean of flesh. The little ones got down my throat and began to slowly devour me from the inside out.


  I wanted to cry, but I had no eyes. I wanted to scream, but my lungs and vocal cords were gone. Yet I could not die; my flesh would regrow, slowly and painfully against the crushing coldness, and the carnivorous bottom dwellers would scrape me down to bones the very next day. Prometheus had it easy on his mountaintop compared to me.


  The bad memories came, giving me no rest, sending me into terrifying hallucinations there in the darkness. Finally, to give myself a measure of peace I expelled the last of the souls I had taken, leaving them to whatever lay beyond. But without their energy, I was as weak as an infant.


  After nine years that felt like nine thousand, the sea creatures suddenly fled, and I felt an immense presence cast its shadow over me. Even down there in the dark, the monster still radiated an absolute absence of light.


  It unfurled tentacles like those of a giant squid and caressed my face bones gently with them. I was terrified. This thing was older than my mother, older than Jehovah, older than the rocks I lay helpless upon. It might have been older than the planet itself, seeking the coldness of outer space here in the starless depths.


  “Daughter of Izanami,” it told me. “It pains me to see a harvester of such potential languishing here in my domain. Would you like to be free to breathe the air and bask in the sun?”


  “I would like that very much,” I thought back to it. “I can free you,” the ancient god told me. “But in exchange, you must serve me. You must take souls for me. Kill as many of Jehovah’s flock as you can, but I will take any souls you find; keep them however you like. When I am ready I will claim them. Will you do this for me?”


  It paused. “If you do not wish to serve me, I think I should eat you to put you out of your misery.”


  “I will serve you,” I said.


  “If I free you and you fail me, I will not merely drop you in a dark place for safekeeping. I will destroy you utterly, erase every trace and memory that you even existed. Do you understand?”


  “I understand.”


  The ancient god worked at the enchanted chains with its strong tentacles, and before long they fell away from my ragged flesh and bones, and I was floating up, up toward the sun.…
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  Mercy


  Miko pulled her hand away from my forehead, and I came out of her memory.


  “Jesus Christ,” I whispered, shivering from the remembered cold and darkness, the horrible clamminess of the ancient god’s touch.


  “So you understand now that I have to keep killing if I want to stay alive.” She pulled her glove back on. “If I free the souls, I lose everything, and they’re doomed just the same.”


  “You’re going to hand all those people over to that monster.” My voice shook. “You’ve lied to all of them.”


  She shook her head. “I haven’t lied. You don’t understand. If I take enough souls, I can do better than simply defend myself. I can kill Mother. And the God of the Depths, too. The souls inside me will have the best afterlives they could have ever wished for. I just…need a whole lot more of them to guarantee that.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Are you being willfully stupid?” Miko frowned at me. “This is how the game is played, Jessie. It’s no accident the Bible is full of all that lamb imagery—you humans are spiritual livestock. Every living thing has a soul, but humans have been bred to have the biggest, tastiest ones on the planet. Your ghosts are like prime filets mignons, black truffles. Succulent and filling and every god and devil wants them.”


  She picked up her switchblade from a nearby stool and checked its sharpness against the glove. “Once you’ve been noticed by the gods—and believe me, Jessie, you’ve been noticed, all right—you have to choose your alliances carefully. There are wars going on right now with stakes and consequences you can’t even imagine. Every human is born to die, but people are good at making new people; humanity will continue no matter how many souls I take. So my murdering another little town isn’t what you should be afraid of.”


  “What should I be afraid of, then?” I spat.


  Miko gave me a long stare. Seemed to consider telling me something, then decided against it. “Ask your father. It’s his job to explain the facts of life to you, isn’t it?”


  “Why am I so goddamned interesting to you?”


  Another appraising stare. “You’re interesting to the older gods, apparently, and that makes you interesting to me.”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “It’s what you’re getting.” She shrugged, leaned forward, and cut through the neck of my T-shirt.


  “What are you doing?” I tried to pull away but the ropes wouldn’t let me. My shoulders and wrists ached at my futile effort.


  “We can talk all night about gods and the fate of the universe, but it won’t change the fact that I have a blood oath to fulfill.” She ripped my shirt wide open, slit the last bit of tough fabric at the hem, then quickly cut the rest of the tee away from my body and tossed the rags into the corner.


  And then she pointed her blade at Cooper, her eyebrows raised in question. “Unless you’d rather he bear your burden?”


  My boyfriend stared back at me, his face pale. There was a horror in his eyes that I knew would not be relieved no matter which choice I made. Was it better to be the one suffering physical torment, or to be the lover who was forced to watch it? I didn’t know. At least if it wasn’t happening to Cooper, he could always choose to close his eyes. I’d do my best not to scream.


  “No. I don’t want him to bear my burden,” I told her. “Do what you have to, but do it to me. Not him.”


  She held the knife just inches from my eye. “You can opt out at any time; I’ll stop if you tell me to. But I’ll start over again on him. Do you understand?”


  I nodded, shivering. “I understand.”


  “All right.” She cut my sports bra off my body, slitting the straps and the fabric between my breasts. “A technicality: I don’t believe I have to tear all your bones from your living meat.”


  She ran her gloved hands down my taut, shuddering sides, caressing me with my own dead hide. My skin pimpled with creeped-out goose bumps, but at the same time I could feel a prickling heat building in my loins.


  “I think I can indulge in mercy and just pull one or two bones and still satisfy the powers that be,” she whispered.


  “How about my pinkie fingers, then?” My voice was a tight squeak. “I’m good with the pinkies. I’m not a musician; I don’t need ’em. Really.”


  She laughed as she pulled off her gloves and tossed them aside. “Severed pinkies are a little too Yakuza, even for me. And your hands have gotten more than enough attention, I think. Besides, I’ve already showed you what a glorious thing pure pain can be; I’d prefer we tried something more…interesting.”


  My heart nearly stopped at the thought of what she might be contemplating. But she didn’t leave me alone with my terrified imagination. A beat later, she was carving her blade deep into the tender muscles between the ribs on my right side just below my breast. I let out a loud, surprised wail despite my vow to stay as quiet as I could for Cooper’s sake.


  “Jehovah made Eve from a rib he stole from Adam, or so the stories say,” she whispered as she finished her cut. “Imagine what I’m going to do with yours!”


  Miko dug her fingers into the cut, her wrist pushing my breast upward. I held my breath, swallowing down on a scream as she worked her fingers through my flesh until she was gripping the curved bone. She began to slowly rock it back and forth, tearing it free a bit at a time from the muscle strands clinging to it. I could hear and feel the cartilage and ligaments binding it to my sternum begin to crack. Bile rose in my throat, but I didn’t make a sound.


  Just as the pain was getting so unbearable I thought there was no way I could keep myself from screaming, Miko leaned down and took my nipple in her mouth, and the sudden juxtaposition of intense pleasure over pain made me gasp. Cooper knew just how to lick and nip and suck me, and the Warlock had claimed to be better…but Miko was better. Had she plundered my boyfriend’s memories? Had Roy taught her this? Or had she bedded so many women before she murdered them that this was just the fruit of decades of practice for her?


  She rocked my bloody bone and suckled at my breast, and suddenly my nerves decided it was all pleasure, no longer pain, and I cried out in ecstasy when the front of the rib finally snapped free of my sternum.


  “Do you want me to stop?” she asked, her lips teasing the red bud of my nipple.


  “God no please no don’t stop no.”


  I kept begging her for more like a junkie whore, my vow of silence forgotten, Cooper forgotten even as his eyes never left me, and she worked my flesh, harder and harder, pulling and biting and it was all glorious, and as the rib tore free from its remaining anchor at my spine I came with a gut-wracking cry. The orgasm that took me seemed to last an hour, my vision going white, and when Miko finally released my nipple I hung there from the ropes, as limp and bloody and damp as if she really had stolen all the bones from my body.
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  Revelations


  Being back in the living world was no comfort whatsoever. My nerves seemed deranged now, my body unable to tell the difference between something pleasant and something painful. I tried another round of phone calls to the Warlock’s bar, with no better luck than I’d had the previous day.


  I wished I could talk things over with Pal, but he was in such rough shape that he was barely conscious most of the time. It wasn’t fair to burden him with my troubles, so I stayed silent and chatted about whatever he wanted to during his sporadic lucid moments.


  Madame Devereaux found me weeping in the sunroom and put me to work on seemingly endless mundane chores: snapping bushels of green beans, husking corn, and—once she realized my hand was on fire—burning weeds out of her yard and garden.


  My fever had returned with a vengeance, and my skin and eyeballs were starting to yellow. I felt as though I deserved to suffer in silence, but the old witch finally noticed I was sick after I fainted out in the heat, face-planting right in her bean patch. After she finished fussing at me for crushing her chickpeas, she brought me a cup of a foul brown herbal brew that brought my temperature down and calmed my roiling stomach.


  That night, I lay down on the cot, simultaneously dreading what would happen if Miko was waiting for me in my hellement and fearing that I’d enter and find everything back to mundane normality. Bed. Posters. Stuffed animals. So boring. I didn’t want comfort. I wanted broken glass, hard ropes, sweating cold walls, bright pain. And that scared the crap out of me.


  The room spun, and I found myself lying on the concrete floor. Miko stood above me, an orange cordless power drill in her left hand and something dark red and stringy in her right. Blood dripped from the bit, and I realized that she’d shaved her hair off. There were two rows of raw holes in her bared scalp.


  I looked to the wooden Saint Andrew’s cross, and Cooper was shackled there, looking fresher, dressed in clean clothes. There wasn’t any overt sign that she’d molested him recently.


  “I think he’ll just be a bystander tonight,” she said, following my gaze. “He needs to see what I’m going to do to you, and I don’t really want to have to do any of this to him. Do you?”


  I shook my head, thinking hard. Miko had made her own skull vulnerable; if I rushed her, maybe I could get the drill away from her and—


  “Jessie, really,” she said. “Has resisting me ever helped?”


  I’d forgotten she was a mind reader. “Well…not lately, I guess.”


  “If you try to fight me, you’ll only be making things unnecessarily unpleasant. For both of you.”


  My shoulders sagged. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Take your clothes off and get down on your knees.”


  I did as she ordered, folding my jeans and shirt to use as a cushion to kneel on while I waited, my head bowed. The hellement seemed colder than before. She set the drill and stringy mass aside on a small wooden table and returned with electric clippers. Without a word, she sheared off my auburn hair in a series of quick strokes, buzz-cutting it down to a quarter inch of fuzz.


  “I love it when it’s this short.” She ran her hands over my scalp, and goose bumps rose hard on my skin. “It’s just like velvet, especially on a woman.”


  “What now?” My voice trembled far more than I would have liked.


  “Time for a little trepanation.” She dropped the clippers onto the table and got the power drill. Then she pushed me forward and straddled the back of my neck, gripping the sides of my head with her thighs. I felt as though I were trapped in a flesh vise, and I could smell the sweet musk of her sex.


  “Try to hold still,” she said, giving the drill a few revs. “This won’t be nearly as much fun if I damage your brain. Just need to get down to the membrane, but no deeper.”


  I gritted my teeth as she pressed the cold metal bit against the crown of my head and turned on the motor. There was a sharp pain as it bored through my scalp into the bone, and the vibrations buzzed through my whole skull, rattling my sinuses and molars. My nerves were still addled from the night before and couldn’t decide if pain was really pleasure, so all my glands opened the floodgates, histamine rising alongside hormones.


  “Heh. You feel like a giant vibrator when I do this.” She pulled the bit free from the first hole and started on the next. A thin trickle of blood dripped down my forehead and into my left eyebrow. “But I’m sure this is nothing compared to the flaying, hmm? Probably more like a toothache or a migraine.”


  I was getting a strange high as she made more holes, a light-headed sensation as if I’d been breathing nitrous oxide.


  “All done.” She pulled the bit out of the sixth hole and released my head. Licked her thumb and wiped the clot out of my eyebrow. “Now, I need to show you something. Look at me.”


  I looked up. Miko’s features began to blur strangely.


  “Didn’t you ever wonder how I seduced Major Rodriguez?” she asked, her voice dropping lower. I heard the sound of cracking bone, and her legs and spine began to lengthen.


  “I…thought he was maybe bi?” What was she doing?


  “No.” Her breasts were shrinking, her shoulders and jawline widening, her body piling on corded muscle. “He’s a Kinsey 6; he has at best grudging interest in anyone who doesn’t have a penis. Fortunately, I was able to provide him with a very satisfying one, along with the promise of much, much more where that came from.”


  I lowered my gaze, and suddenly realized I was staring at an extremely attractive cock and set of balls. I must’ve started blushing, because Miko laughed at me. Her new voice was a pure masculine baritone, dark and rich as chocolate.


  “It’s just flesh, Jessie. I can make mine do what I want. Yours, too, if you let me, at least in here.” He—it was hard to think of Miko as a “she” anymore—gave his cock a stroke with his left hand to bring it to attention, pulling his foreskin back from the shiny red crown.


  There came a muffled noise of protest from the corner. Cooper was staring at Miko, his face a furious red. My boyfriend struggled against his shackles, but succeeded only in rocking the wooden cross a few centimeters.


  “Oh, you.” Miko laughed at him. “I didn’t hear this kind of complaint when I was tearing her to pieces, did I? But I’m a man now, and it’s all so very different to you, isn’t it? Hypocrite.”


  Miko turned away from us both and picked up the red, stringy mass from the table, shaking the snaky strands free of each other.


  “What’s that?” The sight of the thing made me queasy.


  “I took the liberty of going through your memory jars while you weren’t here,” he replied. “And I found our little friend the shadow buried in one of them. I guess you put it there?”


  I nodded, feeling sicker.


  “I pithed its brain, and was going to destroy it entirely, but I realized I shouldn’t waste good nerve-rich flesh like that. So I’ve made it into a toy for the both of us to share.”


  I swallowed. The holes in my skull were itching, and I suddenly felt even more light-headed. “A toy?”


  “You’ll see. I think you’ll find this enlightening.” Miko began to push the ends of the dark pseudopods into the holes in his scalp, combing the free ends out like rubbery dreadlocks with his fingers, stretching them as far as he could. “Lift your head a little, please.”


  “D-do I have to?” I stammered, staring at the clammy strings dangling from his hand.


  Miko sighed. “No. It’s still your choice. But if you decline, my only other option is to drill Mr. Carte Blanche over there, and he’s going to squirm and cry a lot, and I’m really not in the mood for pure sadism this evening. Are you?”


  My heart was pounding, causing my scalp to bleed even more. “No. Don’t touch him. Do what you’re going to do to me, and get it over with.”


  “I think you’ll want me to take my time with this.” Miko held me by my chin with his right hand as he gently worked the pseudopods into my skull with his left. By the time the third burrowed into the surface of my brain, I realized I could feel Miko’s hand gripping me, feel my ragged exhalations on his erect, pulsing cock. Something strange was happening to my vision, and I was now seeing the hellement in shades of blue.


  The task of connecting us complete, Miko held his erection closer to my face. “Suck me, please. I like some teeth, but not too much.”


  I stared at the shiny crown for three heartbeats, acutely aware that Cooper was watching everything I did, but lust and curiosity were twin fires inside me. What would it be like to know what a man could feel? What would it be like to feel it while I was doing it?


  My heart hammering in my chest, I leaned forward and licked the sensitive spot beneath the head, and Miko and I simultaneously drew in our breaths as the spark of pleasure arced through both our minds. Certain I was the filthiest creature on the face of the planet, cursing my lust, I pressed my lips against his head and drew him into my mouth, feeling every stroke of pleasure I gave him as if it were being done to me. Miko tasted like salted caramel.


  “Not so fast,” he gasped, but I had grabbed him by his muscular ass with one hand and tugged his balls with the other as I slid his cock as deep into my mouth as I possibly could, ignoring my gag reflex, and then we were both coming, coming in a sweet, hard rush, and I was swallowing down his liquid toffee semen, sucking every last bit of it out of him as if I were starving, and Miko finally had to push me back to get his organ away from me.


  “Well, that was intense,” he whispered, staring down at me with a bit of unexpected awe.


  Tears were running down my face, and self-hatred ached in my heart. I couldn’t look at Cooper, so I dropped my gaze to Miko’s glistening, half-erect cock. “Fuck me now, please.”


  “You know that this is something your man can never do for you, ever. And when he sees you enjoying this, he’s never going to be able to look at you the same way. You understand this, right?”


  “Yes. Please fuck me now.”


  “Once you have this, sex with him is going to be forever diminished for you. And you’ll never have this experience again after tonight unless you submit yourself to me as my lieutenant, my ally.”


  “Stop talking and fuck me!”


  Miko might have worn an expression of triumph, or faint guilt, or lust, but I didn’t look up to see it. I grabbed the backs of his knees and jerked them toward me, sending him tumbling down onto his back, and I was scrambling on top of him, clamping down on his nipple with my teeth as I worked his flesh fully hard with my hand.


  We spoke no more words as I impaled myself upon him, feeling the ecstasy doubled, tripled, quadrupled as our pleasures echoed off each other. I felt obscene debasement and soaring divinity in every thrust, every pinch, every lick, every bite, and as I came and came again, I realized that I was not just sharing Miko’s physical sensations but her emotions as well. And beneath the lust, beneath the haughtiness, there was a yearning, wrenching loneliness, just as cold as her Goad-possessed hell, just as black as the trench her mother had condemned her to. And, amid it all, a flickering dream that things didn’t have to be this way. An irrational hope that I, of all the entities in the world, could help her find a different path.


  “He can’t want you after this. And you can’t possibly want him,” Miko gasped in my ear. “Swear your allegiance to me, and you can have this whenever you want.”


  The words I wanted to say died with my final climax, a spasm that seemed to take over every nerve and muscle in my body. The engorged blood vessels in my overloaded brain burst in an epic high-pressure spurt that laid waste to my white matter like a straw village under a tidal wave. Just as Miko had promised, she’d fucked me till my brain bled.


  I crumpled, insensible, unable to move after such a catastrophic stroke. Miko carefully disconnected us and lifted me from the floor, carried me to the portal, and pushed me back into the living world.


  I came to on the uncomfortable cot in Madame Devereaux’s house and wept myself to sleep in the faint light of the crescent moon.
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  Sap Daddy


  I dreamed I was a child again. I ran through our old house, calling for my mother, crying; at last I found her in the laundry room. She was washing something in the deep utility sink.


  “I did a bad thing,” I sobbed. “I did a bad thing and I don’t know what to do.”


  Mom smiled at me and patted my head with her damp hand. “It’s okay, honey. It’s just your brain. It’s very dirty. Here, I’ve got a clean one for you. Hold out your hands!”


  Mom reached into the sink and pulled out a big white brain. She dropped it into my outstretched palms. I squeezed it, and realized it was made of foam rubber, damp and slick with soapy water. I stared down at it. I couldn’t think with rubber, could I?


  “Mommy, I don’t think this will work,” I said.


  Suddenly we were standing in the kitchen, right where I’d found her cold body after the Regnum agents executed her. They had made her death look natural. The coroner told us she’d had an aneurysm that burst.


  The sponge brain in my hands had turned into a trembling cancer, dark and stringy like the shadow devil’s remains. I wanted to drop it, but my hands wouldn’t move.


  Mom sighed. “I’ll have to go to the children’s hospital. The doctors say they can’t operate on you, but I know a thing or two.”


  “No, Mommy, don’t go…don’t do it! They’ll kill you!”


  She didn’t seem to hear me, and I tried to run after her as she turned away to fetch her purse and keys, but my legs were stuck to the floor and I screamed for her to stop but she was out the front door, gone, gone forever—


  I woke with a start, breathing hard. So much for sleeping. But I was too exhausted to get out of bed. I lay there until midmorning, and when I finally rolled off the mattress I didn’t feel the least bit rested. It hurt to stand, it hurt to think, and the pain of doing basic things like washing my face and brushing my hair made me angry and frustrated. At least tonight the swamp beast would finally be ripe, so I could take my second energy potion. I hoped it was still good.


  Madame Devereaux broke the news to Shanique as we all sat down at the yellow kitchen table for a lunch of red beans and rice and collard greens: “Well, you should probably take a nap this afternoon, because I need you to lead Jessie out into the swamp tonight to find Sap Daddy.”


  The girl squinted at her grandmother suspiciously. “You told me I ain’t supposed to go out there with nobody but family.”


  Madame Devereaux didn’t miss a beat. “You can think of Jessie as my cousin, which means she’s also your cousin. And don’t talk back.”


  “Yes’m.” The girl shrugged and finished her greens.


  After we finished eating, Shanique planted herself in the living room to watch Iron Chef America while Madame Devereaux took me to a back workroom that had been outfitted in mismatched kitchen counters and cabinets with open shelving above. The old woman stood upon her tiptoes and pulled down a cardboard box that she set on the Formica work surface.


  “This here is what you’ll need for the collectin’.” She opened the box and pulled out a copper-clad glass jug with a black rubber stopper and a galvanized steel funnel. Both looked like they had come from some backwoods moonshine still.


  “And this is what you’ll need for the cuttin’.” She pulled out a burlap bundle as long as my shinbone and unwrapped it to reveal what I guessed was an African ceremonial knife. It had an elongated, leaf-shaped ferrous blade with a dark hardwood hilt and matching scabbard. The weapon looked positively ancient, and I could feel a faint magic emanating from it.


  “Should I fill the whole jug?” I asked.


  She nodded and pulled an old blue nylon gym bag that had to date from the 1970s down from another shelf. “As close to full as you can get, but don’t take more’n that, and don’t waste none. Sap Daddy is a genuine gold-egg goose for us, and we need him healthy. Well, healthy as a thing like him can possibly be, I ’spose.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I agreed.


  “All you got to do is get him to settle down and cut one of the little heart-vines.” She peered at the bag’s white shoulder strap and gave it a couple of yanks; apparently satisfied that it would hold, she began to pack the items from the box into the bag’s round compartment. “But he don’t always come along easy; Shanique is good with spell-song but she’s still just a girl and don’t have her real powers yet. If the beast gets rambunctious, don’t you dare burn him with that hand of yours,” the old witch admonished. “You might just kill him. And don’t you go dropping this here knife over the side of the boat, or I’ll make you go diving to find it again, you hear?”


  “Yes, ma’am. How do I find him?”


  “Well, y’all should use the old pole boat I got in the shed out back—motor noise will scare him off—and take it up the stream that runs behind my property. Shanique’s real good at finding him, so don’t worry none about that. Just hang onto your boots and get the jug full up and bring it back here, lickety-split.”


  I took my last energy potion out in the backyard at sundown, sipping it in mouth-burning swigs instead of chugging it, and this time I didn’t flip out. Feeling properly energized, I dragged the old flat-bottomed skiff to the shallow water just after 11 P.M. and tied it to the old tree stump that served as a mooring. There was no breeze to speak of, and the piney haze in the air was just enough to slightly dim the stars. Without a moon, the stream bank seemed truly dark. I turned off my flashlight and blinked through to an ocularis view that gave me night vision, the world around me appearing in ghostly shades of green and gray.


  “So, once we find this thing, how do we catch it?” I asked Shanique as we carefully stepped into the boat with our gear.


  “I sing to him, and he gets still,” she replied, setting her waterproof, hand-crank LED lantern on the wooden seat beside her.


  “For real?” I put the old blue gym bag down in the cargo area, checked my shotgun, and stowed it along the inner hull. Madame Devereaux had warned me that we might encounter some fairly large gators.


  “For real.” She dipped her paddle into the water.


  I untied the boat and pushed off the bank with the long white fiberglass pole. “Show tunes, or lullabies, or what?”


  The girl rolled her eyes. “It likes old Spanish Christmas songs like ‘Venid Pastores.’ I guess they used to sing that stuff to him back in the old days.”


  “So, no Ricky Martin?”


  Shanique gave me a sidelong squint that would’ve made Clint Eastwood proud. “Uh, no.”


  “That’s good. ‘La Vida Loca’ isn’t really in my range.”


  “You’re weird,” she said.


  “You have no idea,” I replied.


  The girl fell silent, and I kept pushing us along. The only sound was the faint swish of the water and the frogs calling to each other in the cattails. A few fireflies flitted to and fro, blinking come-hithers that seemed impossibly bright through my stone eye.


  Someone laughed, right behind me it sounded like, and I nearly dropped the pole in surprise. The boat rocked as I whirled around. The frogs went silent, startled by the sudden slap and splash of the hull. Nobody was there.


  “What’s the matter?” Shanique frowned at me.


  “Did you hear that?” I held my breath, trying to listen, blinking through other ocularis views as I scanned the weeds and dark water. Still nothing.


  “Hear what?” she asked.


  “That laugh.”


  “Uh, no…” The girl was staring at me as if she wasn’t sure if I was messing with her or not.


  “Seriously, you didn’t hear that?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  I swore under my breath and pushed the boat off again. “Never mind. Just my nerves, I guess.”


  Problem was, I didn’t think I’d been all that nervous. Not enough to start hearing things, anyway. Pal’s life depended on the success of our mission, and that was no small amount of pressure, sure…but this was something a nine-year-old could do. Had done several times, apparently. So how bad could it be?


  “Oh, there’s plenty that could go bad tonight,” said a voice behind me. Miko’s voice.


  I swore and turned again, holding the pole like a spear. My heart was thudding. “Where the fuck are you?”


  Her head broke the surface a few yards behind the boat, just beyond my pole’s reach. She smiled at me. “I’m right here. Or am I?”


  “What do you mean?” My voice shook.


  “Maybe I’m not here at all.” Miko smoothly breast-stroked forward, graceful as a naiad, still keeping her distance. Her long black hair fanned out in the water behind her. “Maybe I’m just a hallucination. Maybe the viruses have finally started eating away at your brain, and you’re going crazy.”


  “Uh, ma’am, who are you talking to?” Shanique sounded worried.


  I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry.


  “Or maybe I’m here, and your songbird just can’t see me,” Miko continued. “And she won’t see me even when I cut her skinny little throat.”


  “Leave her alone.” I gripped the pole with my left hand and bent down to pick up my Mossberg with my right. I trained the shotgun on Miko, who just laughed at me.


  “What’s going on?” Shanique sounded genuinely scared. “Is—is someone out there?”


  I looked back at the girl. Her brown eyes were huge, and her cheeks were wet with frightened tears.


  “Don’t worry,” I said, trying to sound calm and confident. “There’s a problem, but it’s my problem, okay? Just get us to Sap Daddy.”


  She nodded and wiped her face. “Okay.”


  “I might say some stuff to my friend in the water,” I continued. “Just…just ignore it, all right?”


  The request sounded stupid the moment I made it, but Shanique simply nodded again, all her eye-rolling sassiness gone. One good thing about kids who’ve been raised around magic is that although they might be annoyingly cavalier about everyday spells, they know to take things seriously when real monsters come calling. Or at least they’ll go with real monsters as plausible, and not immediately assume that the responsible adult in the boat with you has just transformed into a hallucinating, gun-waving lunatic.


  “A lunatic without a moon to howl at.” Miko laughed again. “How ironic. How sad.”


  I set my shotgun down and began to quickly pole us away from her, my shoulders straining with my effort, but the death goddess easily kept pace with the boat.


  “Fuck off, Miko,” I said. “I’m really not in the mood for this tonight.”


  “I know.” Her voice was husky with fake sympathy. “You’re just heartbroken over your familiar, aren’t you? Here you are, trying so hard to save him, and every minute that ticks off the clock is a minute he’s closer to death. He’s suffering so much, Jessie, so much more than you know. And you’ve put his future in the hands of a little girl and an old witch. Do you really think they can save him?”


  “Do you have a point?” I said.


  “I think it would be a mercy to put him out of his misery,” she replied. “And take his soul for safekeeping. We can find a cute new ferret body to put it in once you’ve seen reason and accepted the position I’ve offered you.”


  “Go to hell.”


  “Perhaps I should put the old woman down, instead. Perhaps I’m at her house, right this very minute, and before you can get your little boat turned around I’ll have her scattered all over her garden. And you can watch Palimpsest die horribly tomorrow.”


  My heart was pounding so hard that my vision was shaking. I stared at Miko, who was floating on her back, just her face and naked breasts clear of the water. “Why would you do that?”


  She shrugged. “Because I can. Because you need to know that I’m determined to help you see reason. And as far as I’m concerned, your familiar is just a distraction.”


  “If you hurt either of them,” I growled, “I will not rest until I’ve destroyed you. I will see you burn. And before I’m done, you will wish you’d stayed down there in that deep-sea trench.”


  Miko laughed uproariously at that, splashing merrily, and I decided that ignoring her was probably the best thing I could do. So I focused on poling the boat as quickly as I could while Miko began to detail all the grotesque ways she would kill my loved ones, and their loved ones, if I failed to submit to her will. I wished I had a pair of earplugs, but part of me suspected all this was happening because she’d wormed her way into my brain. And if she was inside my head, not even a jet engine would drown out her voice.


  We reached the mouth of the stream, which opened into in the dark maze of a bald cypress swamp. The tree limbs dripped with Spanish moss. The water here was stagnant, the surface thick with duckweed and drifting mats of ragged algae. I could smell rotting vegetation and the rankness of reptile dung, either from gators or from something much bigger.


  “…in Tepes’ time, a good impaler could hammer in a stake without destroying any major organs,” Miko was saying, “and a young, healthy victim could suffer for two or even three days before he died. But I’ve heard that with modern piercing techniques and saline and penicillin injections you can keep your playmate aware and in agony for nearly twice as long. I think I’ll try that with the Warlock—he seems pretty strong, don’t you think?”


  I was still ignoring her, but when she said that a terrible image rose in my mind, a psychic sucker punch: the Warlock hanging screaming from a huge wooden spike that someone had rammed up under his rib cage and out through his shoulder. My senses spun with vertigo, and I fell to my knees in the boat. Fortunately I didn’t lose my pole. Or my dinner.


  “What’s the matter?” Shanique looked even more scared than before.


  “Just got dizzy.” I blinked to try to clear my vision and got to my feet. “Where do we go from here?”


  “That way.” She pointed out into the dark bayou. “He’s northwest of us. I can feel him.”


  I kept on poling the boat through the debris and cypress knees as Miko’s descriptions grew even more horrifying and vivid. Sometimes the water around us turned into a lake of blood and dismembered bodies, even through my ocularis. Vegetal rot turned to a charnel house stench. Sometimes the Spanish moss transformed into festoons of steaming entrails, and the trees became a thousand crooked gallows decorated with the corpses of the condemned. Sometimes the entire landscape around me looked like a Hieronymus Bosch nightmare.


  After another half hour, “sometimes” became “always.” I tried dispelling the vision by speaking various old words for “clear sight,” but my magic did nothing. Nothing, and nothing, and nothing. I was getting really good at nothing.


  “What, don’t you like this change of scenery?” Miko whispered in my ear. “But you’ve got such a talent for killing! Don’t shy away from it…embrace it. Don’t be a coward, Jessie. Just admit to yourself what you are, and your life will be so much easier.”


  My clothes were drenched in sweat, and my anxiety was driving my fire up to the cuff of my glove. The hell with Sap Daddy; if Miko kept mind-fucking me I was going to accidentally immolate myself before the night was over.


  “I’m…having a hard time seeing straight,” I finally told Shanique. “Make sure I’m going the right way, okay? If it seems like I’m going to wreck the boat, say something. Please.”


  The girl looked back at me, and I flinched. It looked like someone had scraped her face off with a length of razor wire or an equally crude tool.


  “Are you okay?” she asked, and the part of my head that was buying Miko’s illusion marveled at how well the girl could enunciate without any lips.


  I shook my head. “Not so much, no. But…it’s my problem, not yours. Just don’t let me wreck us.”


  A little while later, I heard Shanique inhale sharply.


  “What is it?” I couldn’t glimpse anything but the landscape of carnage.


  “It’s him…he’s here, I know it.”


  “Where?” I strained to see past the bloody veil.


  “I dunno, I can’t—”


  The girl shrieked and something big and strong rammed the bottom of our boat, knocking it sideways, and suddenly I was plunging into the warm, sticky gore. I went under completely for a moment, fighting against what felt like a dozen dead hands grasping my arms and clothes, but I managed to surface, spitting foul gore from my mouth. The lake boiled around my flame arm, the stench of the smoke and steam like the toxic emanations of a rendering plant in the pit of Hades.


  Shanique was still screeching in panic. The girl definitely had a sturdy set of lungs.


  “It’ll be okay!” I hollered up at her, part of me wondering if I was telling her a terrible lie. I still couldn’t see the beast, but I could feel the vibrations of something huge pulling itself across the muddy swamp bottom. “You know what to do…sing to it!”


  I heard her take a deep breath, and I figured she’d just start screaming again—hell, if I’d been in her situation when I was nine they could have strapped me to the roof of a fire truck and used me as a siren—but what came out was a beautiful soprano note, a little shaky at first, but it got stronger and stronger and became a sound of such transcendent clarity you could compare it to the purest stream in the mountains above Shangri-la or the gleam of Caladbolg’s steel or the glitter of the Hope Diamond and all those other things would seem mundane and unimpressive. Shanique had the kind of voice that could make the most cynical, hard-minded atheist instantly believe in a benevolent higher power, believe in anything, really, and in that moment I realized that my father was helping Madame Devereaux stay hidden not for the old witch’s sake, but for the girl’s. She wasn’t even old enough to bleed yet, and she could sing like this? Oh my god. She was a Talent rare even in the world of Talents, and a whole lot of people would have loved to get their hands on her.


  She held the note a little longer, then took another breath and began to sing an old Spanish Christmas song. I didn’t understand the lyrics, but the words didn’t matter. The power was all in her voice, and as Shanique’s music flowed over me, Miko’s horrible vision evaporated like fog in sunshine. The gore around me became innocuous swamp water, and what had seemed to be zombie hands grabbing at my legs was just a tangle of common river weeds.


  I looked up and found myself staring up into a set of toothed jaws the size of Madame Devereaux’s Volkswagen. I’d have been momentarily petrified if the sight of the monster wasn’t a welcome relief from Miko’s visions. The creature looked like the skeleton of some kind of dragon that had been taken over by the flora of the bayou. Creaking green vines linked the ancient bones, serving as muscles and sinew. Moss bearded the dragon’s jaw and huge scarlet rose mallow flowers bloomed in caches of muddy debris on its back and sides. I could see between its ribs, and where the dragon’s flesh heart should have been was a knot of dark, shiny vines that pulsed with a faint blue glow.


  Shanique was standing ramrod straight in the boat, apparently giving the song all she had. I caught her eye and she pointed at the bag of gear with an expression that clearly said, “Get on with it already!”


  So I got on with it. I splashed back to the boat, grabbed the gym bag, slung it across the front of my body, and began to climb the beast’s slippery vines to reach the heart. My flames were still sizzling against the wet glove, but the sulfurous steam wasn’t thick enough to do worse than make me cough a little. And Sap Daddy was too damp for me to accidentally set on fire.


  Gripping a mossy rib between my knees as if it were a tree trunk, I unzipped the bag and pulled out the African knife. My access to the heart vines was blocked by some stray vegetation; I cut as little of it away as possible, just enough so I could squeeze the jug and funnel into the chest cavity. I positioned the receptacles beneath one thin, pulsing black vine, then slit it with the tip of the knife.


  Black sap—the same sap that Madame Devereaux had put in Pal’s apples—began to ooze from the core of the vine down into the funnel and the jug. The fishy odor was much more pungent in this fresh dragon molasses, and that on top of the sulfur in my steam made my eyes start watering. The vine clogged after a little while and I had to make another cut. My thigh muscles began to ache from the effort of clinging to the rib after about fifteen minutes, but I hung on until the jug was full. I carefully corked the jug, slipped it and the knife and funnel back into the gym bag, and slid down to the water.


  Once I was back in the boat, Shanique continued caroling as I poled us away back toward the stream, avoiding the mossy wrecks of other boats that had ventured into the swamp after Sap Daddy.


  “Do you think you can keep singing long enough for us to get home?” I asked her. Whatever magic the girl was able to weave in her music, it was doing a fabulous job of keeping Miko out of my head. I knew Shanique couldn’t keep it up forever, but I’d enjoy what peace I could get while it lasted.


  Shanique nodded, looking a little mischievous. She took a deep breath, and started belting out “Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall.”


  I smiled and began to sing along with her.
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  The Cure


  Madame Devereaux was waiting for us on the stream bank, looking impatient. “Why you singing that, girl? I told you not to waste your Talent on them silly songs!”


  Looking innocent, Shanique pointed at me. I just shrugged.


  “She’s helping me out with a little problem tonight.” I threw the loop of the mooring rope over the tree stump and stepped out of the boat with the gear bag. “We got the sap; you want it?”


  The old witch ignored the bag and frowned up at me. “‘A little problem’ my bony posterior! Bend down here so I can take a look at your eye, girl. Your flesh one.”


  I did as she asked, and she took off her spectacles and peered into my eye, holding up her kerosene lantern for a better look. What was this, an optometry exam?


  Shanique hopped out of the boat and peered at my face. “Ooh, your eye’s gotten all purple! It looks like a grape!”


  “Well, now, when was you gonna tell me you’re bein’ diabolically possessed?” Madame Devereaux’s sharp tone of disapproval made me instantly feel defensive.


  “Well, now, since when do you care?” I shot back. “It’s my problem, not yours.”


  “It gets to be my problem right quick if your head starts a’ spinnin’ while I’m in the middle of my spell for your critter, don’t it? If your devil makes you distract me, your familiar don’t get cured. He gets dead. Do you want that?”


  I flinched, realizing I’d been an idiot. “No, ma’am. I’m sorry.”


  The witch lowered her lantern and sighed at me, shaking her head. “Come on to the house. I got something that’ll keep it getting’ any worse. But leave your kickers on the porch…don’t be tracking mud all over my floors!”


  Feeling utterly tainted, I followed her up to the front door, pulled my mucky boots and sodden socks off and left them on the concrete steps, then followed the old witch inside, my pruned feet slapping on the polished hardwood. She took me to a back bedroom where she unlocked a large mahogany jewelry chest and pulled out a necklace made of blue glass beads with a large round turquoise pendant. When she held the necklace out to me, I realized that the beads and the stone had been carved to look like eyes.


  “Put this on, wear it close to your heart. And keep it on till you get to your daddy’s castle,” she said. “I reckon whatever’s tryin’ to get its hooks into you won’t be none too happy about being spirit-blocked. So when you take this off again, be ready for the devil to hit you hard.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” I slipped the necklace over my head and tucked it under my T-shirt. The moment the stone and glass touched my bare skin, I felt the same kind of cool washing-over relief that Shanique’s song had given me in the swamp.


  After that, I went outside again and helped Madame Devereaux set up a black iron cauldron on a tripod over a pine log fire in the middle of a big circle of packed earth in the backyard. We gathered fresh herbs from her garden, and then put the dragon molasses, plants, and some silver nitrate powder in the cauldron to boil. I went into the barn, roused Pal and got him to roll back onto his levitating litter, and pushed him over to the spell circle.


  “Put your critter on the ground right there.” Madame Devereaux pointed at a spot that looked to be due north of the cauldron, just beyond the worst heat of the fire. “And take that litter back to the barn; the magic in that could interfere with my magic.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” I did as she asked and came back to the circle. “Is it okay if I sit beside him?”


  Madame Devereaux nodded. “Matter of fact, I need you to stay with him. Make sure he don’t try to leave the circle.”


  She headed back to the house. Even with her protective amulet, I was starting to feel anxious again about Miko showing up, anxious about what she had done to Cooper, anxious about everything. I leaned against Pal’s warm bulk, whispering “it’ll be okay” over and over. I wasn’t sure if he was conscious enough to actually hear me.


  The old witch finally returned wearing a loose blue caftan. In one hand she carried a cooler of dry ice and in the other a clean oaken bucket that held a long-handled steel dipper and an owl-feathered rattle made from a dried gourd lashed to what appeared to be a human radius bone. After slipping off her clogs, she stepped onto the dirt circle barefoot. She set the bucket and cooler down just inside the circle’s edge, away from the heat of the fire, and spent the next couple of hours down on her hands and knees inscribing various arcane symbols in the dirt with the ceremonial knife. Some she put around the cauldron’s fire, others she drew around me and Pal.


  Shanique was sitting on a log near us, watching her grandmother work with rapt interest. Madame Devereaux finished scratching the last symbol into the ground. Her knees and back popped audibly as she got to her feet and stretched, raising the muddy knife toward the still-dark morning sky.


  “Have you seen her do this before?” I whispered.


  The girl nodded.


  “Hush! No more talking, now,” the old witch admonished me. Then she looked at Shanique. “You get on the other side of her critter—don’t mess up my marks. Y’all gots to hold him if he starts to thrash around. I reckon he’s too weak to throw the both of y’all off, so just hang on.”


  Shanique and I nodded. The girl carefully stepped over the symbols and took her place beside Pal. Madame Devereaux hobbled over and pulled off a handful of Pal’s fur, some of which she threw into the pot. The rest went into the fire, flaring slightly green as it burned.


  We held on to Pal as the witch got her gourd rattle and the knife and began to chant, stomp, and dance around the potion bubbling in the cauldron. The cooler of dry ice was sending an eerie low fog across the ground beyond the fire. Her motions were practiced and utterly confident; she slashed the air with the knife as if she were cutting down every last one of the forces of evil.


  I couldn’t understand much of the chant, but I caught enough of the meaning to know it was focused on Marinette, the patron loa of werewolves and shape-shifters. And Madame Devereaux wasn’t trying to appease the vicious goddess, as most witches would have done, offering up a live-plucked rooster or slaughtered goat. She was ordering the loa to get her damn, dirty claws off Pal. Madame Devereaux was bringing all her authority to the table here, and she was wielding an ancient, powerful magic that was downright scary. Hairs rose on my arms and the back of my neck, as if a thunderstorm was gathering above us, but the sky remained clear.


  She kept dancing and chanting until the sun began to crack the horizon, and then she kicked dirt onto the fire to put out the flames. Without breaking stride, she went to the cooler, knocked the lid off, and dumped the contents straight into the pot. Immediately an impressive fog of carbon dioxide boiled over the sides of the cauldron, extinguishing the remaining live coals. Thick, spooky vapor billowed across the ground, but I realized she hadn’t dropped the dry ice in as a cheap effect—it was to quickly chill the potion without diluting it. She retrieved the oaken bucket and went back to the cauldron, gave the contents a couple of good stirs, and started ladling smoky black potion into the bucket.


  “Through the power of Sap Daddy, drink this and be healed!” Madame Devereaux carried the bucket over to us, and I got Pal’s mouth open.


  “Drink this and be freed from the clutches of Marinette and her disease!” The old witch poured the potion into Pal’s open mouth, and he began to choke and thrash. Still, she got most of the bucketful down his throat.


  “Close his mouth!” she ordered.


  I clamped his jaws together under my arm and pulled his head up to force him to swallow, feeling terrible that I had to hurt him like this. Shanique was gray-faced with fear, but she threw herself onto Pal’s back and did her best to hold him down.


  Pal scrabbled at the ground with his eight legs and began to thrash. It felt like he was having a seizure; I could feel his muscles cramping and twitching, and his body suddenly got hot, very hot, his skin beginning to steam in the morning air.


  “Be healed!” Madame Devereaux shouted, and she pointed at his forehead with the knife and rattle.


  The pressure in the air was abruptly relieved as a small, blinding bright lightning bolt arced from the knife into Pal’s forehead, and in my literal shock I let go and tumbled into the dirt. I lay there for just a second, stunned, trying to blink away the spots in my vision, but I sat up—


  —and immediately panicked because it looked like my familiar had disappeared.


  “Oh my God, Pal—” I began, but then I looked down and saw the small form of a ferret lying in the middle of Pal’s circle. For one bad moment I thought he was dead, but then I saw his sides shudder. I scrambled over to him and scooped him up, cradling him to my chest like he was a baby.


  “Are you okay?” I asked him. “Please tell me you’re okay.”


  His whiskers were dusted with dirt. He squirmed, began to crack open his eyes. Sneezed.


  There was a sudden pop of air being displaced and a sudden coldness of magic sucking the heat from the air and in a blink I was on my back, squashed flat by seven hundred pounds of shaggy grizzly bear.


  “Whoa, I didn’t know he could do that!” Shanique exclaimed.


  “Oh my, how peculiar,” Pal said inside my head.


  “Crushing…spleen…” I gasped.


  Pal rolled off me and sat up, blinking down at his bear body curiously. “How very odd, I never expected—”


  He sneezed. Another pop and burst of cold. In a blink Pal had shrunk down again, but this time he was a cat with long black fur.


  “Well, I ain’t never seen this happen before.” Madame Devereaux squinted suspiciously into the bucket, as if she expected to see a troll-faced faery shaking its booty at her from the bottom.


  “Can you cycle through all your past familiar forms?” I asked Pal.


  “I’m not sure,” he replied.


  “Well, sneeze again and let’s see.”


  “I can’t just sneeze on command!”


  “Dude, you’re a cat. I know you can sneeze.”


  He flicked his tail irritably, but managed another sneeze. Pop. Cold. And now he was a bright green parrot. He stretched his wings and flapped, rising a few feet off the ground before he let himself glide to the earth again.


  “It seems I can,” he replied.


  “Well, I’ll be!” Madame Devereaux exclaimed. “This is a right strange cure, it is.”


  “Strange? It’s freakin’ awesome!” Feeling giddy and overwhelmed with relief and gratitude, I jumped up and gave the old witch a big hug. “You’re awesome. Thank you, thank you, thank you!”


  Surprised and apparently mortified, Madame Devereaux went stiff as a bundle of skis in my arms.


  “I ain’t a hugger!” she shrilled.


  “Oh. Sorry.” I quickly let her go and backed away.


  Her face had gone dark with embarrassment, and she tugged at her gown to straighten it. “I don’t reckon I ever let nobody touch me but my dear departed Earl. And babies. They don’t know no better.”


  “Well, maybe I could buy you a drink or something in town? Or dinner? Or…go shopping for…shoes? Auto parts?” I felt like we should do something to celebrate.


  Madame Devereaux shook her head. “I don’t need no payment for this. It’s what I do. Y’all just get some breakfast and some sleep and then get going to your father’s place. Peace and quiet is the best gift you can give me.”


  “Okay,” I replied, feeling a bit crestfallen.


  I turned my attention back to Pal, who was preening his feathers and admiring his wings.


  “I rather enjoyed being a parrot,” he told me. “Although my master then was serving aboard a pirate ship, and I must say the other crewmen weren’t a pleasant lot to be around.”


  “Can birds sneeze?” I asked him.


  “Hmm, good question.” He concentrated for a moment, and let out a small achoo.


  Pop. Cold. And now Pal was back to his original shaggy spider monster form. His body looked perfectly healthy, his legs free of sores, his coat shiny. He stretched and gave himself a shake—


  —and all his hair fell off with an audible foomp! as it hit the ground in an itchy pile.


  “My fur!” he shrieked, rearing up on his back legs.


  “I’m…I’m nude!”


  He said “nude” the way most people would say “covered in leeches.”


  “Ewww,” Shanique said. “An’ I thought he was ugly before.”


  “You hush now,” her grandmother scolded. “That ain’t polite.”


  “Don’t panic!” I told him. “It’ll grow back! You probably just changed too much, too quickly. Or something. But, seriously, it’ll grow back.”


  He settled down, staring at his wrinkled, mottled, naked skin unhappily. “I suppose you’re right.”


  His shifting feet caused some dust and ashes to waft up to his nose, and he sneezed again, his naked ferret body falling deep into one of the massive fur piles.


  “I’ve got to learn to control this,” he complained as he fought his way to the surface of the hairball.


  I picked him up, brushed him off with my flesh hand, and set him on my shoulder. “I can always take you to a vet and get you an allergy prescription.”


  “Taking mundane medicine seems almost as shameful as being hairless,” he grumbled.


  I wanted to say, “Pal, seriously, you just got cured of a major fatal illness and you’re worried about your fur?” but then I heard his little stomach rumble with hunger. Low blood sugar could certainly cause his whininess and overreaction.


  So instead I asked: “Do you want some breakfast?”


  “Do you think she has any hard-boiled eggs?” he asked plaintively. “And bacon?”


  “If she doesn’t, I’m sure we can make some.”
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  Pawn Takes Knight


  After breakfast, I lay down on my cot to nap for a few hours, Pal curling up beside my head. Madame Devereaux woke us up a little after noon; she gripped a small round mirror.


  “I burned a letter to your father in my fireplace to let him know I cured your familiar,” she said, and then held the mirror out to me. “And he left this for you in my mailbox.”


  I sat up, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, then frowning as her words sank in. “Wait a minute…you didn’t tell me you could get in touch with him that way.”


  She blinked at me, looking confused and annoyed. “Well, I reckon you didn’t ask me, did you?”


  I bit back on an F-bomb and took the mirror from her hand. I’d be seeing my father soon enough, and he’d be able to put me in touch with Cooper.


  “Thanks,” I said, and she grunted and shuffled away.


  I turned to Pal, who was still snoozing in a tight ball on the pillow. Already I could see fresh fuzz gleaming on his ferret skin in the afternoon light.


  “Hey, wake up.” I gently poked him awake with my finger. “See, your fur’s already growing back in.”


  “Thank Goddess for that,” he replied. “What are we doing now?”


  “Well, my father apparently sent me this.” I flashed the mirror at him. “So let me check in and find out.”


  I spoke my father’s name, and the mirror resolved to the familiar view of the chair in his workshop.


  “Jessie, is that you?” he called from somewhere off to the side.


  “Yes, it’s me…hey, do you know where Cooper is?”


  “At the moment, actually, no; he’s not here at the castle, if that is what you are asking.” My father flip-flopped over and sat down in the chair, looking puzzled.


  “Is he okay?”


  “Well, I cannot say for certain—as I have said, he is not here—but I have no reason to think that he has been injured.” He blinked at me. “Do you?”


  I bit my lip, suddenly feeling acutely ashamed of everything Miko had done to us, everything she’d gotten me to do in return, and my mouth went dry. I felt like a whore. It was all so horrible and nasty—what could I tell him? How could I tell him? Would he still want me as his daughter after I revealed to him what I’d done?


  “Speak up, girl, what’s your concern?”


  “Just curious,” I said, feeling even worse about lying. “I—I had a dream, and—I was…just wondering. If he was okay.”


  “I expect he is fine.” He shrugged. “I am sure I would have heard, otherwise. I do expect him here later this evening, if that helps.”


  “Okay,” I replied, my voice small.


  “Are you feeling all right? You look feverish.”


  “I’m—I’m fine…my brother’s potion is still mostly holding up, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “Good, good. You feel ready to travel here?”


  I nodded.


  “And what about that familiar of yours? Madame Devereaux indicated that her cure was a rousing success.”


  “Oh. Yeah.” I turned the mirror on Pal for a moment so he could see him. “He’s fine now; he can change into any of his previous familiar forms, though it looks like he loses his fur if he does it too much.”


  “Most interesting.” He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “One never knows quite how shape-shifting viruses and their cures will affect magical hybrid creatures. But I’m sure his new ability will come in handy.”


  My father looked at something below the mirror, and I heard the sound of papers rustling. “In fact, it will come in handy very soon. With him riding upon your shoulder in his current ferret form, I can send you through a less arduous path, and you can finish at the alpine portal outside the town. You can have your familiar transform back to his arachnoid form and fly you the rest of the way in. I’ll tell the dragon guards to give the two of you clear passage. Does this plan sound good to you?”


  “Sounds good,” I said. “What do we do now?”


  “Gather your things, and contact me when you’ve gotten to the portal at the end of the road there. I’ll give you further directions then.”


  I said good-bye to my father and the mirror went dark. Pal crept over to me and sat up, peering into my face anxiously.


  “What’s happened to Cooper?” he asked. “What haven’t you told me?”


  “You were so sick, and I didn’t want to burden you with it all…” Tears began to blur my vision.


  “Well, I’m all better now, so please tell me.”


  “Miko…she figured out how to get into my hellement, and she trapped us there. Tortured us.”


  “Oh dear.”


  “And I…I had sex with her. In front of him.”


  Pal blinked at me, looking shocked. “Of your own free will?”


  “Y-yeah,” I stammered, feeling myself blush deeply. “And I d-don’t know what she did to him after that. I don’t know where he is. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.”


  “Listen,” Pal said. “There’s not much we can do for him here. Let’s focus on getting to your father’s castle; perhaps Cooper will be there this evening, just as the Magus expects. And if he’s not, your father has tremendous resources in terms of magic and people for search parties; I’m sure we’ll be able to find him.”


  “Okay.” I wiped my face. “You’re right. Let me get my stuff packed up, and we can say good-bye to Shanique and Madame Devereaux…”


  After a whirlwind run through another dozen portals, I was standing with Pal on my shoulder outside a hiker’s lodge somewhere in the Swiss Alps. Below us spread a gorgeous evergreen-forested valley dotted with small glacier lakes that gleamed like silver dollars in the early evening sun. A path of crushed rock was before us; it wound along the ridge above the valley, ending in a walled village on a mountain plateau that looked to be about two miles away. In the middle of the city rose a peak of granite, and built into it was a slate-roofed castle that was dominated by five tall, elegantly spired towers of varying heights; they reminded me of cathedral organ pipes.


  “Have your familiar fly you to the tallest balcony on the northern tower,” my father told me from the mirror. “I must attend to another somewhat pressing matter at the moment, but I will meet you in the antechamber there in two hours, if not sooner. I will have the servants bring you a light lunch, and they will attend to any other needs you may have. Good-bye for now.”


  The mirror went dark, and I stuck it into the back pocket of my dragonskin pants.


  “Let’s go over here to get you changed,” I said to Pal as I began walking toward a cluster of bushy yews. We hadn’t encountered many people inside the lodge, and despite the beautiful weather it didn’t seem like there were many hikers on the trail, but I didn’t want to run the risk of anyone freaking out if they saw a grizzly bear.


  Of course, they’d be more likely to freak out about a giant spider monster, but by then we’d be airborne and heading to the castle. Where presumably people were used to seeing dragons, at least, so how much would Pal scare them?


  “Feeling sneezy?” I ask him once we were hidden from view.


  He took an experimental sniff as I set him on the leaf-littered ground. “Actually, no, my allergies seem much better here.”


  “All this fresh mountain air, no doubt.” I reached into the pocket of my dragonskin jacket and pulled out a packet of pepper I’d found in Madame Devereaux’s kitchen. I broke the paper open and poured the grounds into my hand.


  “Try this.” I held my peppered palm out to him.


  Pal took a good snort and almost immediately let fly with a mighty sneeze—


  —and nothing happened, except that now a bit of ferret snot glistened on my fingers.


  “Oh dear.” Pal blinked down at himself. “This could be a problem.”


  “Try again.”


  He took another snuffle of the pepper, and sneezed. And remained a hairless ferret.


  “I don’t know what’s wrong.” Pal twitched his tail, agitated. “It was so very easy this morning…”


  “Well, you’d just had a major spell performed on you, didn’t you?” I said. “You were full of all kinds of magical energy then, and now…well, not so much. Or maybe the changes are something you can only do every so often. Or maybe there’s some other key element we’re missing, and we just have to figure that part out.”


  “The figuring out could take quite a long time.” Pal was sounding genuinely upset now. “I can’t believe I’m stuck like this—”


  “It’s not so bad.”


  “It is!” he exclaimed, indignant. “Not only am I a tiny, nude vermineater, I can’t bloody well play my flying spell like this, can I? I can’t take us anywhere. All I am right now is hawk bait.”


  “Look,” I told him. “Calm down. We’ll figure it out. Later. But for now, the castle is right over there. I’ll just walk it, okay? It’s a nice evening for a hike, and my father isn’t even going to be available for a while. And the potion hasn’t worn off yet. We’ll be fine. Really.”


  I took off my backpack and fished out my Leatherman tool and one of the thick gray woolen boot socks I’d taken from the beach house.


  “What are you doing?” Pal asked as I pulled open the knife.


  “Making you a sweater so you don’t get cold or sunburned.” I cut out a half-moon of fabric an inch below the toe seam and cut some holes for his legs. “See? It’ll be like a little hoodie.”


  Pal reluctantly let me pull the sock on over his head and slinky body, and after a few seconds we got his legs through the slits.


  “I feel so incredibly foolish in this.” He blinked at me from under the shade of the toe fabric as I straightened the sock hem kilting his naked tail.


  “You’re adorable,” I assured him as I put the Leatherman away and shrugged the pack back on.


  “Don’t want to be adorable, want to have my magic back,” he grumbled as I set him on my shoulder.


  The path was steeper than it had seemed from the hiker’s lodge, and it took me nearly two hours to get to the walled village. And while the balcony servants might have been expecting me, the jerks guarding the front gate definitely weren’t.


  “Look, I don’t have a passport,” I told them for the third time. “Magus Shimmer sent for me. He’s expecting me at the castle.”


  The first guard scowled at me. “You said you were supposed to fly there. Why did you not?”


  “Right, I broke my helicopter pulling it out of my ass,” I snapped, finally losing my temper with them. “Do I look like I can fly anywhere?”


  “Fraulein, we cannot allow—” the second said.


  “For God’s sake, if you don’t believe me, ask the castle guard. Ask ’em. Please.” I pointed at the radios clipped to their belts. “They gave you those things for a reason, I hope.”


  Finally the first guard radioed in, and after some back-and-forth in German that I didn’t understand, he paled a bit, then waved at the guards on the other side to open the gate for me.


  “Please enjoy your stay in Schimmerstadt, meine dame.” He stood at stiffly formal attention in his blue uniform, all his suspicious condescension gone.


  “I’ll do my best.” I strode past the guards into the village.


  All the buildings seemed to have been built in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and most of the people who passed me on the cobblestone street were wearing old-fashioned clothing. If it weren’t for the occasional Bluetooth headset wedged on an ear or pedestrian engrossed in BlackBerry texting, I would have started to think that I had entered a place that had become lost in time.


  I went around a corner and began walking up the street that looked to lead most directly to the castle when I heard someone a few feet behind me call my name.


  “Huh?” I turned, surprised.


  A teen boy in a grimy cotton tab-collared shirt and knickerbockers stood there, staring at me, gripping his tweed ivy cap anxiously. Just as I was about to ask him what he wanted, I felt strong hands at the back of my neck. Pal hissed and leaped off my shoulder at my attacker, and I instinctively ducked. The beads snapped tight around my throat.


  Oh god he’s trying to steal my amulet, I thought, turning, trying to grab the thief’s hands to pry them open as Pal continued to worry at his thumb, but he jerked his hands up and back, choking me briefly before he snapped the cord.


  Time seemed to slow down as I saw the blue glass eyes fly into the air, catching the last light of the setting sun—


  —I looked up into the thief’s eyes and saw they were clouded, dead. He was a meat puppet.


  And in a heartbeat, he transformed into Miko.


  She smiled down at me. “You didn’t really think you were going to get away from me so easily, did you?”


  I yanked Pal off her hand and tossed him to what I hoped would be safety, but I couldn’t be sure because the entire village around me seemed to be engulfed in flames, even the cobblestones hot coals in the hellish conflagration. The people on the street were shambling infernal zombies, their bones hot irons burning through their blackened flesh.


  “Pal, run!” I shouted. My voice sounded like the frightened bleating of a sheep, and I wasn’t sure I was still speaking in a language he could understand. Our telepathy felt broken, whether because of my fear or because I’d accidentally injured him I couldn’t tell.


  “He can’t help you now. Nobody can,” Miko said. “Cooper won’t help—he doesn’t want you, after what you did. You’re nothing but a whore to him now. And you father won’t help you, either, once he knows the truth about you.”


  I felt my own flames rise above my glove as my heart pounded with a dizzying mix of panic and rage.


  “But you can help yourself,” she continued. “Swear your allegiance to me and all will be right with the world.”


  “I—I didn’t consent to this!” I stumbled backward, away from her. The fire seemed so much worse than the charnel house horrors she’d shown me in the swamp; I’d expected the swamp to be hostile, but here in my father’s domain I really thought Pal and I would be safe. Miko’s ambush was another psychic sucker punch, and I was having a hard time recovering. I could feel my sanity starting to crack.


  “I don’t consent to this,” I told her, trying to regain my composure. “Please stop this.”


  “Stop what? I haven’t touched you. All I’m doing is sharing a different perspective on this fine world we both live in, and it’s not my fault if you can’t simply tune me out. I’m like a street musician playing a little song for you in the subway. If you don’t like the music…well. Pay the piper or run away, little girl.”


  At that, unthinking rage overtook my fear. I stripped off my glove and punched her right between her breasts with my flame hand, and she fell…only it wasn’t her. It was the meat puppet, a huge smoking hole in his chest.


  “Papa!” the teenager screamed behind me, and then I heard him running at me, so I whirled around and met him with my flame hand. He wailed as his flesh sizzled like a steak on a grill and I threw him down to the cobblestones. There was a crack of a bone snapping, and he didn’t move.


  “You’re so good at murder,” Miko whispered admiringly inside my head, and everything in me that had been cracking under her pressure shattered.


  The fires around me rose high, swirling into the sky, and I was sprinting as hard as I could away from the corpses, screaming at the top of my lungs for everyone to get the fuck away from me, because I couldn’t tell the phantoms from the real people anymore. They all looked like burning monsters and the part of my head that could remind me it was just an illusion had gone silent, and all I could hear was the pop and snap of the fire.


  I tripped on something and went sprawling, nearly burning myself with my hand, and when I got to my knees I saw that a tall devil stood before me. He was all naked red muscle and long shiny black horns and eyes of purple flame, and when he spoke his voice shook me like an earthquake, but I couldn’t understand the words he was saying. In his clawed left hand he gripped what looked like a coil of barbed wire, and he held it out to me.


  I scrambled up and raised my flame hand defensively, not knowing whether to let loose on him or not. “What the fuck do you want?”


  He raised his other hand and made a gesture, and I realized he was casting a spell on me and I only had a half second to defend myself—
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  A Bad Day


  —Then the half second was up and it was too late to do anything and the devil shouted a thunderous curse and a blue light blasted over me—


  —I went blind for just a moment—


  —And when my vision came back, the village was back to normal. The only things on fire were my hand and a section of cobblestones near my feet where I’d dripped incendiary ectoplasm.


  Cooper stood before me dressed in forest green fatigues, staring at me with a look of profound worry. He was holding my gray opera glove, which I had apparently dropped in the street during my panic.


  “Jessie, can you understand me?” he asked, speaking slowly.


  Tight-lipped, my heart still jackhammering in my chest, I nodded. “I m-murdered a kid.”


  “No you didn’t.” He shook his head firmly. “The kid will be fine, the medic got to him right after you dropped him…he’ll be in the hospital for a while, but they expect a full recovery.”


  “His father—”


  “Had been dead for at least a day; what the hell happened? Who sent a meat puppet after you?”


  “What?” I blinked at him; couldn’t it have been any more obvious who’d done this? But Cooper seemed genuinely confused. “It was Miko…when did you get away from her?”


  “Huh?” His puzzled frown deepened. “You rescued me at the hotel…don’t you remember?”


  For a moment, I was confused, too, but I realized he was talking about what had happened back in Texas. “No, not that, I mean…when I was at Madame Devereaux’s. I went into my hellement that night after you left. She had you tied up in there…”


  I trailed off. Cooper still looked puzzled and worried.


  “No, Jessie. That wasn’t me,” he replied gently. “I haven’t seen her since we were in Cuchillo.”


  From the corner of my eye, I could see a swat team armed with net guns and tranquilizer darts creeping around the corner. Cooper made an impatient motion with his right hand, and they fell back.


  “She captured us,” I insisted, feeling upset and anxious. “And tortured us. Don’t you remember? Did she—did she mess with your memory, or something?”


  “No, baby, that didn’t happen.”


  “It did happen!”


  “But not to me,” he replied. “After I left you, I went to Columbus and took care of things there with the Warlock, and then your brother brought us here. And then your dad sent us into the forest to fight off a gang of ogres and redcaps that keep trying to break into his subterranean vault. We’ve been running around out there for the past couple of days. I saw a lot of strange creatures out there, but Miko wasn’t one of ’em.”


  He was looking me straight in the eye, and I realized that what he was telling me was the absolute truth. His memory wasn’t foggy, and it hadn’t been tampered with. I was the one that Miko had tricked. Again.


  But Cooper hadn’t been tortured, and hadn’t been forced to watch me with our captor. He hadn’t seen what I’d done; he didn’t know what a miserable whore I’d become.


  My rage at Miko collided with my shame and my profound sense of relief. The crash of emotions sent me to my knees in the street. Suddenly I was sobbing like a little kid who’d just been pulled from a car wreck.


  “Hey, hey, it’ll be okay.” Cooper knelt beside me, gently lifted my arm, and tugged my opera glove on over my fiery hand. “Come on, you’re shivering, let’s get you up off these cold stones, all right?”


  Head down, weeping, I let Cooper pick me up and carry me down the street, and before I knew it we’d entered a shop filled with the warm smells of coffee and fresh-baked pastries.


  “Wait here.” Cooper lowered me down into a rattan café chair at a small square table. “I’ll be back in just a minute.”


  I was only dimly aware of him going up to the front counter and saying, “Eine Schokolade, bitte,” to the plump fifty-something woman working behind the glass cases of sweets on display.


  “Was ist denn los mit der armen Kleinen?” the woman asked, looking toward me with an expression of concern.


  “Um…sie hat einen schlechten Tag,” he replied.


  I hadn’t realized until then that Cooper knew any conversational German. The man was still full of surprises. He soon came back to our table with a mug filled with steaming hot chocolate topped with a rich dollop of fresh whipped cream.


  “Here.” He carefully set the mug in front of me. “I don’t know that chocolate can solve anything, but it can’t make anything worse, can it?”


  I tried to say “I guess not” but all that came out was a raspy squeak. So I picked up the mug and began to sip it, not really caring that it was burning my lips and tongue. It was probably the best hot cocoa I’ve ever had. And soon enough, it did seem to help. Maybe just the tiniest bit. But I was feeling better.


  “Where’s Pal?” I asked him once I finally found my voice again.


  “He’s with the castle veterinary healer,” Cooper replied. “You…sort of fastballed him into a wall. Broke his spine and a couple of legs.”


  “Shit. Goddamn it.” I felt a fresh wave of tears rise in my swollen eyes. “I was trying to save him. I can’t even do that right.”


  “Hey, don’t cry, he’ll be fine. Your father has a good veterinary healer. There’s no permanent harm done.”


  “I’m so fucked, honey,” I whispered to him. “Miko’s got her hooks in me bad.”


  “Yeah, you’ve definitely got a bad case of jam-eye, for sure,” he replied solemnly, gazing at my face. “You only got that a couple of times when the Goad was actively possessing your body. So Miko’s bringing it pretty heavy. Well, I’m glad the banishment spell finally took that third time I tried it on you, but it’s probably not going to last the night.”


  “She’s gonna drive me crazy if I don’t surrender to her. I can’t deal with her taking over my senses like that again.” I shook my head. “I just can’t.”


  “Hang in there, okay?” He took my hand. “Your father has a plan, if you’re up for it. Right now, he’s gathering his people together to perform a special purification ceremony. It should cure you of any and all physical and spiritual diseases—everything from a cold virus to a diabolic possession.”


  “For real?” I asked, finally feeling a bit of hope.


  “For real.” Cooper smiled. “He says they’ll be ready to go at midnight, if you’re ready.”


  “I am so ready.”
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  Purification


  Cooper mirrored my brother and they talked briefly; a little bit after that a couple of castle guards in smart-looking gold and blue uniforms pulled up in front of the pastry shop in what looked like a golf cart.


  “That’s our ride?” I asked.


  “Yeah, your dad bought like ten of those for running around the village,” my boyfriend replied. “I guess the carriage horses were pooping too much. Or there was a poop-related charm accident. Or something. Poop was involved.”


  The guards zipped us up the gaslit street, beeping the cart’s little horn to get stray pedestrians to move out of the way, and soon we’d crossed the bridge over the dark moat—it was a full-blown lake, really—and under the arched stone barbican where a cow-size bronze dragon in a flying harness perched riderless between two large torches, peering down at us curiously.


  Our driver seemed convinced he was Mario Andretti, and he whipped the wheel around, sending the cart power-sliding up to the marble steps. The huge oak doors swung open, and I gave a start as a huge grizzly bear began loping down toward us.


  And then I realized it was my familiar.


  “Pal!” I leaped out of the cart and met him at the bottom of the stairs, throwing myself around his massive, shaggy neck. “I’m so, so sorry, I had no idea I’d hurt you.”


  “I’m quite all right now,” he replied. “There was some business of my heart stopping briefly, but their healer performed a defibrillation charm, and consequently we all discovered the secret to my new change ability: electric shock. Evidently it requires a rather strong zap; shuffling across the carpet and touching the lamp won’t do it, unfortunately.


  “And I can’t say that switching form is especially pleasant,” he continued. “My bones were apparently little more than a stiff gel immediately after my cure, and it gave me a false sense of ease. But. Clearly it can still be done. I rather think I’ll stay this way for a bit until there seems to be a compelling need for me to perform magic. I find this form rather suits the climate here. Especially since the healer performed a spell to restore my fur.”


  “You can stay in whatever form you like. I’m so glad you’re okay.” I gave him another squeeze and ruffled my fingers through his coat. He awkwardly patted my back with his enormous clawed paw.


  “Jessie!” I heard my father call.


  I looked up and saw him coming down the stairs, leaning on a silver walking staff. He smiled broadly and waved at me with his free hand. Out here in the torchlight, he looked younger and taller than he had seemed through the mirror.


  “Hi…Dad!” Saying the D-word still felt pretty weird, but I was getting used to it.


  We gave each other a brief, awkward hug.


  “Well.” He peered frowning at my flesh eye. “So, it is true—Miko is trying to possess you. How?”


  “Through my hellement, I think.” I touched my opera glove. “I brought her there when we fought before, and somehow she found a way back in. I don’t know how she did it.”


  My father tut-tutted at me, shaking his head. “You need to seal the holes in your domain, my child. You’re lucky that only Miko has found her way in. And also, you should not bring entities there unless you can immediately kill them. Death godlings tend not to succumb easily.”


  “Holes?” I frowned up at him. “What holes?”


  “Goads are lazy creatures; they prefer to crawl into existing hells and claim them as their own. And when they are forced to create a hell from scratch, the domains they spin are loose, porous, like cobwebs. There are all kinds of gaps that lead to the vast nothing between dimensions, and an experienced traveler like Miko can always find a way back into a dimension if she finds an opening.”


  “But…I haven’t seen any holes. How do I find them to close them?” I asked.


  He pointed at my stone eye. “Try the tenth view the next time you’re in there. And it may take some concentration, but I think you’ll see exactly what I’m talking about.”


  Cooper and Pal walked beside me as my father led me to the castle chapel.


  “I’m afraid the two of you cannot accompany her inside,” my father told them as we turned a corner. “Only the initiates, nuns, and priests may see her from this point on until the ritual has been completed.”


  As if on cue, a young man in a long, light-blue cassock opened one of the massive wooden doors leading into the chapel. He smiled at me, bowed to my father, and then, with an almost-dramatic sweep of his arm, gestured for me to enter.


  I don’t know what I was expecting to find in there, big churchgoer that I am. “Chapel” always made me imagine one of those chintzy strip-mall joints in Vegas. The kind of place where you pay an Elvis impersonator to marry you in a three-minute ceremony for twenty-five dollars, plus tips for the witnesses, wedding photos extra.


  But this chapel was nothing like that. It was one of the most impressive places I had ever seen. I was so stunned by what greeted me on the other side of the door that it wasn’t until much later that I realized that it—like Dr. Who’s TARDIS—was much bigger on the inside than it was on the outside.


  High, pointed Gothic arches on both sides seemed to flow forward and outward to infinity, forming what must have been a pointed-arch shape themselves; flying buttresses and rib vaults made the walls seem to almost dematerialize. Large stained-glass windows in the upper stories of the choir loft let in soft light and gave this huge edifice the appearance of delicacy. I could take a deep breath and smell the age of the wooden pews and columns, all of them burnished to a deep shine. An elaborate astronomical clock and tapestries from the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries decorated the area just above the nave; and everywhere were stained-glass windows from even earlier centuries. Cooper had shown me photos of that kind of glasswork early on in my apprenticeship, explaining what magical powers each of the strange figures represented, but in my exhaustion and fever I was having a hard time remembering.


  I was still so lost in awe of the interior that I didn’t hear the nun come up behind me, and when she spoke my name I actually jumped and spun around, my flame hand gloved but raised.


  “I’m sorry, Miss Shimmer.” She was pretty, with soft amber eyes, and was maybe five years older than me. Her voice carried a faint accent I couldn’t place. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  “It’s okay.” Embarrassed, I lowered my arm.


  If the interior of the “chapel” had been a huge surprise to me, so was her outfit. I had been prepared for nuns dressed all in black and wearing stern expressions on their faces as they stomped around in clunky black boots. Her habit—light blue, like the initiate’s cassock—was tied around her waist with a silky cord. A short cape made of a darker blue cotton covered her shoulders and closed snugly around her neck. On her head, she wore a Medieval wimple with an attached veil; she’d flipped up the veil and it hung down the back of the wimple. And the reason I hadn’t heard her approaching me was because instead of boots or boxy shoes, she wore satin slippers, also blue.


  She seemed to read my surprise on my face. “Not what you were expecting?”


  I shook my head. “Not even a little bit.”


  “I bet you’ve seen The Sound of Music too many times. I hate that movie.” She smiled at me. “My name is Sister Teresa. Please follow me into the sacristy, Miss Shimmer.”


  I didn’t really remember what a sacristy was, but Teresa led me down the aisle toward the altar. Both it and the floor were made from glossy gray marble. Three rows of wooden chairs that looked more like thrones sat a yard or so behind the altar, each row higher than the one in front. Each throne was decorated with incredibly detailed carvings, most of them faces or various religious images, some of them Pagan, some of them Christian, some of them Buddhist…it looked as if symbols and pictographs from every religion I had ever encountered had been detailed. And there were a few glyphs that I had never seen before.


  Teresa genuflected before she went up the three steps that led to the altar. It was a sizeable area, and I saw that an inlaid cross of white marble was right in the middle of the blue marble floor. It wasn’t until I followed her up the steps and we headed for a set of wooden doors in the wall behind the altar that I noticed the holes at the sides and bottom of the cross. Were they supposed to represent nail holes? I didn’t think anything more of it.


  The young nun opened the doors, revealing a room that had to be the sacristy. Its walls were lined with glass-fronted cabinets filled with holy items such as ornate golden chalices, cruets, incense burners, and wardrobes full of silken vestments. I could feel the buzz of magic coming from some of the cabinets.


  Six other sisters waited for us in a semicircle in the middle of the room, each of them as young as Teresa and just as radiant. There’s a strong spiritual element to what I do as a Talent, but practitioners of traditional religions usually make me uneasy. I never felt comfortable around the few Baptist preachers I encountered in Texas, nor the Mormon and Jehovah’s Witness missionaries who sometimes came to our apartment in Columbus. But in the presence of the seven sisters, I felt strangely calm. I felt safe; I felt protected.


  Teresa gestured toward the other nuns. “If you would, Miss Shimmer, please step into the center of the circle and disrobe.”


  I blinked at her, thinking I’d misunderstood. “You want me to…take off my clothes?”


  “Yes, please. Take off everything except your glove. If you will hand your clothes to me, I’ll put them over there.” She pointed at a nearby wooden credenza. “You’ll be able to put them back on in here after the ritual is completed.”


  Well, this was awkward. It’s one thing to lose your dress in midflight over a cornfield and end up naked in front of your friends, but entirely another to have to strip in front of a bunch of strange nuns. Even if they seem supernice.


  “I have to?” I asked, fighting the urge to crack a nervous joke.


  She nodded. “It is necessary.”


  I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. This wasn’t really any different than having to change in a locker room with twenty other girls after lacrosse practice, was it? Well, my teammates hadn’t all been staring at me…but I didn’t have anything these women hadn’t seen before, yeah? Well, aside from an enchanted stone eye and a diabolic flame hand. Both of which they could see whether I was clothed or not, so it wasn’t a big deal, right?


  Right. I fixed my gaze on a floor tile in the middle of their circle, stepped forward onto it, and started to pull off my boots and socks. Teresa retrieved each as I set them on the floor. Next I slipped off my dragonskin jacket, then my pants. I tucked my panties into the pocket so she wouldn’t have to handle them directly. Then I stripped off my shirt and sports bra.


  As soon as I was in full Monty, two sisters stepped up with a long, pleated white gown that they helped me slip over my head and tie at the waist with a silk cord. Another sister knelt before me with a pair of white satin slippers. When they were done, I was certainly glad I wasn’t going to have to undergo the ritual naked, but I also felt awkward in the clothes, like I was in drag.


  The seven sisters all smiled at me.


  “One thing you have to understand, Jessie,” said Teresa, “is that this ritual you are about to undergo may be, well…a bit frightening at first.”


  She took my flesh hand; hers was very warm, while mine had gone icy. “But you will come to no harm. On that you have my word.”


  And with that, she kissed me on the cheek, as did each of the other sisters. Their kisses had the feel of being part of a ritual rather than a friendly greeting.


  Without another word, they led me back out into the chapel. The wooden thrones now surrounded the altar area, and they were filled with priests of various ages whose collective stares made me nervous. I felt like someone’s science fair experiment being evaluated by a bunch of judges.


  Teresa turned and gave me a soft smile that said, Don’t worry. I nodded and smiled back. We approached the marble cross in the floor, and my heart beat faster in anxiety: the three holes that I’d noticed earlier had been filled with heavy-looking iron shackles that had been screwed deeply into place while I’d been changing.


  At the head of the inlaid cross stood the young man who’d opened the door for me. He wore a friendly, sympathetic smile, but what he carried didn’t make me feel any better: he was holding a cast-iron gauntlet that looked like some leftover torture device from the Spanish Inquisition. All things considered, it probably was. I could feel it had been enchanted, and since it was clearly for me, I guessed it was fireproofed. Clearly my father had warned them about my tendency to start spewing incendiary ectoplasm during times of stress.


  “Please turn around and raise your arms,” whispered Teresa. “We must put you on the floor now.”


  Swallowing nervously, I did as she asked. All of the sisters gently took hold of me and laid me down upon the marble cross. They quickly shackled my flesh hand and my ankles. The young initiate priest cracked open the cast-iron gauntlet as Teresa and another sister pushed my sleeve up to my shoulder and then pulled off my opera glove. In one smooth motion the initiate slipped the gauntlet onto my flame hand and closed it with a loud clank. He secured the gauntlet with an ancient-looking padlock and then shackled my hand to the floor, iron squeaking against iron.


  Despite the chill of the marble floor, I was sweating and my pulse was racing. I wished Pal and Cooper could be there, but I guessed that wasn’t how things had to be done. I heard the clack of an old-fashioned switch being thrown somewhere in the back of the chapel, and the lights dimmed except for a spot shining down on me.


  The seven sisters took their positions and knelt, each placing the fingertips of both hands onto the floor, just outside the borders of the cross. They spread out their fingers until they’d created an unbroken circle of hands around me.


  I heard something clanking in a steady, tinny rhythm. The sound was coming from a side door that looked like it led to another part of the sacristy. I turned my head as best I could and saw several initiates entering the area, each of them holding a scroll of some sort. Behind them entered a very old-looking but still formidable priest, his light-blue cassock and white surplice adorned with a scarflike stole on which a series of figures and tableaux had been hand-stitched. I couldn’t make out any details because my neck was starting to hurt from the strain.


  “Me immudum tuo sanguine,” uttered the priest.


  The clanking noise I heard was the sound of a silver chain striking a silver incense holder as the priest swung it back and forth, spreading a surprisingly thick cloud of cinnamon-scented smoke all around the area.


  “Me immudum tuo sanguine,” echoed what sounded like a hundred different voices. Without having to ask or look at Teresa for confirmation, I knew the ritual had begun.


  “Cujus una stilla salvum facere. Totum mundum quit ab omni scelere,” said the priest, his words once again echoed by everyone around me. I pulled in a breath and the scent of the incense filled me with an odd calm. Suddenly I was feeling a whole lot better about being shackled helpless on a cold floor surrounded by chanting strangers.


  But it wasn’t until the priest began singing, “Jesu quem velatum nunc aspicio” that I was able to identify this odd calm: it felt exactly like I’d just taken a massive bong hit of Acapulco Gold. I was getting high. In a church. Cathedral. Chapel. Thing. Was Elvis going to show up soon?


  Each initiate took a place standing behind one of the sisters as the old priest made one last circle around, handing off the incense holder to an initiate who bowed and quickly vanished with it back into the sacristy.


  “Oro, fiat illud, quod tam sitio,” sang the priest. He had a really good voice, not amazing like Shanique’s, but pretty impressive just the same. If Vegas Chapel Elvis showed up, they should do “New York, New York” together. I felt light and drifty. That’s why they’d put the shackles on me; it was so I wouldn’t go floating up into the rafters like I’d been filled with helium. Whee.


  I looked around at the faces of the sisters. All eight of them were still singing, their eyes closed in concentration, their faces a little blurry. I wondered if they were getting as high as I was.


  Then it hit me: eight nuns? Where’d the extra one come from?


  The nun at my feet stood up. Her clothing was much tighter and clingier than the habits of the other sisters; I could see her hard nipples through the blue fabric. My pleasant little buzz evaporated as she pulled off her veil.


  “Do you really think these people can save you from yourself?” Miko asked.


  I lurched against my iron restraints, trying to call for help, but my throat felt constricted by the smoke. Miko threw herself on top of me, and I felt us plunging into my hellement.
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  Heat


  Miko hurled me across the dungeon and I smacked into the damp granite wall, my teeth cutting the inside of my lip.


  “Nuns? Priests? Really?” Miko’s voice was mocking. “You should’ve stuck with the old woman’s voodoo. At least you can dance to that. But this old Latin…so boring.”


  “I am so sick of you.” I wiped the blood off my mouth and turned to face her. “I’m sick of your tricks, I’m sick of your games. Get out of here and leave me alone.”


  I could still hear the men and women singing, their music all around as if every stone contained a speaker. And the song was shifting; the words were no longer Latin but Aramaic and Greek…and something else. Something even older.


  I could feel a painful vibration starting in my bones and spreading through my flesh. And that, I knew, was but an echo of what my body was actually experiencing in the living world. We were getting to the heart of the ritual: the physical and spiritual purge. Whatever they’d put in the incense was intended as a sedative, and I wasn’t feeling it in here. I’d participated in enough exorcisms with Cooper to know they could get pretty rough; people often broke their own arms and legs against their restraints unless you secured them carefully. My shoulders began to ache, whether as an echo of my body writhing against the iron or from my own imagination I couldn’t tell.


  Miko laughed at me. “I’m not going to be chased away by a little smoke and some chanting. You should know better than that.”


  I took a deep breath. “I don’t consent to your being here. I would like you to leave my hellement. Now.”


  Another laugh. “Oh, please. Does this look like it’s still your hellement? And as to consent, well, I seem to recall you made me certain promises when we were together—”


  “That’s bullshit and you know it!” Despite my words, I felt my cheeks grow hot with shame. I did remember telling her she could do anything she wanted whenever she wanted, just don’t stop oh God don’t stop. “I…I wasn’t thinking straight.”


  She shook her head, smiling. “No take backs, Jessie. Not in here. Not ever.”


  The vibration in my body was growing stronger, and I could feel heat building in every cell, a divine fever strong enough to wipe out the diseases in my blood. Sweat broke out on my forehead. My body was probably drenched in the real world; I hoped I hadn’t lost control of my bowels or peed myself. That was dead common in exorcisms, too, but that didn’t make it any less horrifying to me.


  “You know what I want,” Miko continued. “Agree to join me as my lieutenant, and we can share a bowl of tea in here to seal our contract. And then I’ll send you on your way.”


  She waved her hand, and the dungeon transformed itself into a paper-walled Japanese tearoom outfitted in low tables with green silk seat cushions atop bamboo mats.


  “And if I refuse?” I’d expected the heat to start sapping my energy like most any fever, but instead I was starting to feel strange exhilaration along with my fear.


  Miko frowned at me. “Oh, Jessie. You know I’ll have to bring someone in here as a playmate. Maybe the Warlock. Maybe the little girl. Or Charlie. And you’ll have to watch.”


  I shook my head. “Another doppelganger like your version of Cooper? Right. I’m not falling for that again.”


  “You can’t be sure, though, can you?” Her expression was dark. “You can’t tell the difference between a real soul and my constructs. How will you forgive yourself if your inaction leads to your friends truly being hurt this time?”


  “Fuck you.” I started blinking my ocularis to the tenth view my father had told me to try. Maybe if I got a better perspective on the hellement, I’d be able to figure a way out. I had to figure a way out soon. The hot pressure in my body was building, building, and the song was shifting again and I didn’t know what was going to happen next—


  Miko sprang at me, clawing at my face. I managed to grab her hands just before she got to my left eye. And then I tried to put her in an arm bar. But her elbows were like rubber and she easily reversed the hold on me and flung me down onto my back.


  “Nice try.” She sat down on my chest, pinning my body and arms to the bamboo floor with her strong legs.


  I’d gotten to the tenth view of my ocularis, and at first the hellement just seemed dim, but the solid parts of the dimension began to brighten against a background of dozens of holes. My father was right; it really was built like a cobweb.


  “Shit, you really do have lots of ways in here, don’t you?” I told her. “I gotta get rid of those.”


  Her switchblade appeared in her hand, and she grimly shook her head. “I have a better idea. Let’s get rid of that pesky eye of yours.”


  I strained to push her off, and the heat inside me rose, crested. Something broke free.


  Miko screamed and scrambled backward, a huge blistered burn on the inside of her right thigh. At that same moment, I felt a sharp pain in my left hip, and I instinctively jerked my hand up away from my body. My hand had burst into flame.


  The voices of the nuns and priests were loud in my head now, their words urgent, faster, condemning the denizens of hell to return from whence they came. Pushing my diabolic flames back to their source, back here to the hellement. Leaving them only one possible outlet.


  Miko stared at my flame hand, her expression a mix of surprise and consternation. “Jessie, I—”


  I blasted her with a massive jet of incendiary ectoplasm, giving her everything I had absorbed from the Goad, everything I had left. Miko screamed as the flaming goo hit her face and body, melting her flesh down to her bones, crumbling her bones to dust.


  She kept screaming even as I blasted her dust straight through the biggest hole in the wall of my hellement, sending her ashes flaming out into the vast emptiness that lay beyond.


  When I was sure she was gone, when my flames had died down and my hand was flesh again, I slowly got to my feet and began to pull the holes closed with my fingers. I might make a lot of mistakes, but I do my best not to repeat them. Nothing was getting in here again without my permission.
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  Aftermath


  I came back to my body in the living world. The seven sisters and the initiates were crowded around me, concerned.


  “Are you all right?” asked Teresa.


  “Yes.” My voice was a croak. “I think so.”


  I tried to get up, but iron clanked against iron, and I remained pinned to the floor. The white gown clung damply to my skin. It felt as if I’d nearly dislocated both my shoulders in the throes of my purification. The backs of my heels and my butt felt bruised. “Can I get out of this now, please?”


  Teresa nodded and gestured for the other nuns to begin removing my restraints. The young initiate who’d secured my flame hand quickly knelt to unlock the cast-iron gauntlet. When he pulled the halves apart, a collective gasp arose.


  “It is beautiful!” Teresa whispered, her eyes big.


  I looked at my left hand. In the back of my mind, I’d hoped it would be restored to flesh, but nobody had mentioned that as a possibility. And so I’d refused to let myself think about it much. But I was utterly surprised to see that diabolic flame had been turned to pure, pale energy. It was my old hand in form if not in substance; as I flexed my fingers I could even see familiar lines in my softly glowing palm.


  The initiate kneeling over my hand paused, and then tentatively reached out to touch my wrist. I could feel his fingers, and more: I could feel the electricity of his life force flowing inside him.


  “It is cool,” he said, sounding amazed. “It does not burn.”


  “It might still flame up,” I replied. “Please put my opera glove back on, just in case.”


  After I got dressed in the sacristy, Teresa led me back out to the hallway outside the chapel where Cooper, Pal, and my father were waiting.


  “Please come with me to my office,” Magus Shimmer said to me. “My personal physician is there; we want to make sure the ritual worked and that you have truly been cured of your illnesses.”


  His physician turned out to be a slight, middle-aged man with a pointed white chin beard and monocle. He had me sit on a stool and peered in my eyes, ears, and down my throat, and took some blood from my arm that he mixed with strange liquids in various test tubes.


  Finally, after much frowning at the tubes and shaking the contents therein, he declared: “She is free of disease.”


  “Thank goodness!” Pal exclaimed, and Cooper gave me a big hug.
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  The Conversation


  I dreamed again that I was a little girl back in my old house. I stood on the kitchen stool beside my mother at the counter; we were making Christmas cookies. Mom was cutting the rolled buttery dough into snowmen and candy canes and arranging them on the cookie sheets, and I was decorating them with colored sugars and jimmies. I was warm and happy; it was a perfect moment.


  And then I remembered she was dead. Killed by the Virtus Regnum for saving me from brain cancer.


  “I’ve missed you so much,” I told her, finally finding my voice in the dream. “I never got to say good-bye to you. Every day, I’ve missed you.”


  “Oh, but honey, I’ve been right here,” she told me. “I haven’t ever gone anywhere, not really.”


  My body began to shrink on the stool, and I reached up to try to grab her hand, not wanting to leave her, not wanting the dream to end—


  —I jerked awake on the silk sheets. Cooper moved sleepily beside me. He’d still been dressed in his fatigues when he spooned me to sleep; we were both far too tired for more than a couple of good-night kisses. But now he was dressed in pajama pants and a T-shirt. I saw Pal’s shaggy bulk snoozing on the rug by the fireplace. By the angle of the light coming through the curtains, I guessed it was already late morning.


  I slipped out of bed and went into the bathroom to wash the sleepy grit from my eyes and rinse out my mouth. My shoulders and heels hurt, but I wasn’t as sore as I’d expected. As I dried off my face, I decided to take the bull by the horns and deal with something that had been put off far too long.


  I dressed quietly, brushed my hair, and went out into the hallway to look for a servant or guard. It didn’t take me too long to find a white-aproned chambermaid.


  “Excuse me, miss? Can you tell me where the Warlock’s room is?” I asked her.


  She made a quick, formal head bow. “Yes, meine dame. Please follow me.”


  The maid led me down the corridor to a separate wing of the castle, and we stopped in front of a chamber door.


  “He is in here,” she said. “May I help with anything else?”


  “No, thank you.”


  The maid bowed again and went back to her duties. I faced the door, took a deep breath, and rapped my knuckles on the wood. I waited a few moments; there was no response. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and rapped again, more loudly. This time I heard the slap of a man’s bare feet on the stone floor and the click of the lock pulling back and I held my breath as the door swung inward—


  —and I found myself staring at Randall, who was wearing nothing but a pair of snug black boxer briefs and a slightly hungover expression. His body hadn’t been a wreck by any stretch back in Cuchillo, but he was looking a whole lot more fit now; I briefly wondered how many hundreds of sit-ups he’d been doing every day to get ripped abs like that. I’d always been reasonably satisfied with my figure—at least I never angsted over it like many women seem to—but looking at him made me wonder if I could get that kind of definition with a better workout, or if his Y chromosome was a magical trump card in his genes.


  “Oh, hey, s’up?” he yawned, running his fingers through his mussed blond hair.


  “Uh…sorry, the maid told me this was the Warlock’s room.”


  “It is.” He turned away from me, back toward the bed and yelled, “Dude, put some pants on, my sister’s here!”


  “Am I interrupting something?” I asked, finally noticing the hickeys on his chest and neck. The world seemed to have tilted sideways. It was suddenly a little hard to breathe as a complicated mix of jealousy, relief, and embarrassment took hold of me. I was glad to see I hadn’t given the Warlock an aversion to sex…but how much had he told my brother? Well, whatever icky details he’d revealed, they were out there now; I couldn’t very well erase my own brother’s memory. I tried with mixed success to shove my unwanted emotions back down where they’d come from.


  “Nah, don’t worry about it,” he replied, seeming more awake. “I guess you guys should talk, huh? It’s cool; I wanted to go for a jog anyhow.”


  Randall opened the door wide, and I saw the Warlock standing by the bed, dressed in dark green plaid pajama pants and a black bathrobe. He smoothed his mustache and beard with one hand, glancing at me nervously. I tried not to stare at the huge pump bottle of lube on the bedside table. Or at the crumpled wet wipes and Kleenex littering the floor by the bed. Nor at the leather-wrapped handcuffs that still dangled from the bedpost.


  “So, yeah, it’s about ten miles around the castle’s lake. A nice solid little run,” Randall said, apparently trying to fill the awkward empty air with conversation. He dug a pair of black sweatpants out of a nearby duffel bag and slipped them on, then plopped into a nearby chair to put on his running shoes. “I’ll probably be gone for ninety minutes or so. Wanna meet up in the downstairs dining room for some lunch afterward?”


  “Yeah,” the Warlock replied. “Sounds good.”


  “I’ll be there,” I said.


  “Awesome.” Randall gave us a bright smile, slipped on a long-sleeved gray T-shirt. He pulled Spike out of the bag, set his mechanical familiar on his shoulder, and then he was heading for the hallway.


  After the door clicked shut behind my brother, the Warlock cleared his throat uncomfortably and gestured toward the pair of armchairs by the fireplace. “Want to sit down?”


  “Sure.” I settled into the chair that faced away from the bed, and the Warlock took the other one.


  “So…yeah,” I continued. “You and my brother are…seeing each other now?”


  The Warlock nodded slowly. “I guess you could say that.”


  I expected him to elaborate just the teensiest bit, but he fell silent for one long minute. The second hand dragged around the face of the mantel clock. Was he going to say something else, or should I just forge ahead with my apology? It seemed like there should be a more graceful way to ease into the whole thing. Maybe I should have gotten him a card or something. Except that Hallmark didn’t make “Sorry I attacked you in my hell!” style greetings, did they?


  Could this possibly be any more awkward? I wondered to myself, and then opened my mouth to start saying what a monster I’d been and could he please, please forgive me, but the Warlock held up his hand in a stopping motion.


  “Wait,” he said. “Just give me another moment. I’ve been trying to figure out how to say this, and I’m still not sure I know how, so…just give me a minute.”


  “Okay,” I said, a little puzzled, and more than a little anxious, and waited.


  Finally, he inhaled deeply through his nose and sat up in the chair. “All right then. What I did to you was…horrible. It was completely inexcusable. I honestly had no idea I was capable of that kind of nonconsensual violence.”


  I was staring at him with what was probably an openmouthed look of pure stunned stupidity, but he didn’t look up at me to notice.


  “You’re apologizing to me for what happened?” I asked.


  “There’s no apology I can give to make up for what I did,” he said, his jaw set in a grim line. “I spent two whole years volunteering at the rape crisis center, listening to people’s stories, vowing I would do everything I could to make the world a safe space for women…and look what I did.”


  He was actually starting to tear up a little, and he finally lifted his gaze toward me, his expression pure misery. “Jesus Christ, look what I did to you.”


  “No. Warlock, just…no. You weren’t the perpetrator of anything that happened between us. I was in control. I let it happen because I gave in to some seriously violent urges.”


  I paused. “If there’s more blame to be laid here, well, okay, we can share it, if that makes you feel better. You didn’t do a bad thing to me; we did bad things to each other. Because of Miko.”


  He shook his head. “I can’t lay it on her. I did it, and every time I think about what I did to you, I feel sick. I feel…poisoned.”


  I got up and walked over to him and put my hand on his shoulder. He flinched a little at first, but he didn’t ask me to stop touching him.


  “I know that poisoned feeling way better than I wish I did,” I said quietly. “But I kicked her ass for good last night, and she’s not going to trouble us again.”


  He shook his head. “But I—”


  “Hey. Look me in the eye. Right now.”


  The Warlock finally looked up.


  “Do I seem traumatized?”


  He shook his head.


  “Am I looking at you like you raped me?”


  Another head shake.


  “Then I’m not, and you didn’t. And that’s all there is to it as far as I’m concerned.” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for what I did to you, too. I hurt you, and I don’t feel like I can make up for that, either. I know you still have a lot to work through, and I know that things can’t be the same…but can we at least be friends again?”


  He gave me an uncertain, lopsided smile, and then put his hand on top of mine.


  “I think so,” he replied. “I’d like that.”
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  Family Matters


  One of the palace guards was waiting for me outside the Warlock’s room. He snapped to attention and saluted me.


  “Meine dame, Magus Marron wishes for you to brunch with him on the dining balcony of Tower Three,” the young man announced. “I am here to escort you, if you like.”


  It took me a moment to realize that he was talking about Cooper. “Oh. Okay, sure. Lead the way.”


  The guard took me down the long hall, through an open breezeway, and into the tower, where he bowed me into a modern elevator that had been decorated in marble and wrought iron inside to make it match the style of the rest of the castle.


  Cooper was sitting at a small round table sipping coffee; apparently he had the spacious balcony all to himself. I’d expected him to be in jeans and a sweater, his hair still a bed-head tangle, but he’d showered and shaved and was wearing a nice pair of pants and a suit coat, with a black silk dress shirt underneath. He’d even put on a fancy pair of Italian loafers.


  He turned his head at the sound of my footsteps and smiled at me. “Oh, great, they found you!”


  “Well, don’t you look sharp today?” I sat down across from him. “Suddenly I feel underdressed.”


  “Oh, no, you’re not, not at all. I just…wanted to look nice for you.” He cleared his throat. “So, the maid said she took you to the Warlock’s room.”


  I nodded. “We had a talk.”


  “How was it?”


  “Surprising. But good, I think. We got some things worked out.”


  A waiter who’d been standing discreetly by the curtained doorway stepped out and bowed to me.


  “Would you like a beverage?” he asked.


  “Coffee would be great,” I replied. “And some orange juice, if you have it.”


  He nodded and disappeared into the tower.


  “Wow, it’s just crazy beautiful out here, isn’t it?” Cooper leaned back in his chair, smiling out at the sun gleaming on the lake and the snowcapped mountains. “I got lunch out here yesterday, and thought breakfast for just the two of us would be nice.”


  “Yes, it’s really nice, honey.” I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes for a moment to try to steady my nerves. “Look. I guess this is my day for clearing the air, and…I have to tell you something.”


  His smile vanished. “What’s wrong?”


  “When Miko trapped me in my hellement, we ended up doing…stuff.”


  “Stuff?”


  “I had sex with her,” I blurted out, feeling my cheeks grow hot. “It was horrible, but also…wasn’t. I…thought you should know about that, in case…”


  “In case what?” he said after I went silent.


  “In case you don’t want to be my boyfriend now that you know I’ve had hell-sex with both your brother and our mortal enemy.” I was staring at a spot on the linen tablecloth, afraid to meet his gaze. “In case you think I’m a dirty whore you don’t want anything to do with.”


  “Jessie.” He reached across the table and took my hand in his. “Look at me.”


  I looked up.


  “I love you,” he said, gazing earnestly into my eyes. “And Miko was a fucking monster. I mean that in every sense possible. It makes me furious that she hurt you and twisted your mind around and made you think that you’re anything less than a beautiful, wonderful person. And it makes me just as furious to think that she made you believe I wouldn’t love you anymore because of what she did to you.”


  He paused. “And as for the sex, I would still love you even if you gave the stable boy a blow job this very morning.”


  “Juice?” the waiter asked loudly behind us. He was standing stiffly in the doorway holding a pitcher of fresh-squeezed OJ in one hand and a silver pot of coffee in the other. The man wore a carefully neutral expression, pretending he hadn’t heard what my boyfriend had just said.


  But clearly he had, and now it was Cooper’s turn to blush.


  “Yes, please, thank you,” I said.


  The waiter carefully poured our beverages, and a moment later a second waiter wheeled out a cart bearing sliced baguettes and soft cheeses, scrambled eggs, huge glossy blackberries, caviar, and a platter piled high with fresh cooked bacon.


  Cooper pointed at the bacon as the waiter set the serving plates on our table. “Is this Sansâme?”


  The waiter nodded. “Yes, exactly as you ordered, sir. May I bring you anything else?”


  “No, this is great, thank you.” I bit into a savory slice of the crispy spirit-free bacon.


  “Please ring for us if you need anything.” He gestured toward a little silver bell among the plates of food.


  Once the waiters had left the balcony, I looked back at Cooper and smiled slyly. “So, for real about the stable boy?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t be happy. But I’d still love you.”


  “Good to know.” I took another bite of bacon. “You know, if you blew the stable boy I’d still love you, too.”


  Cooper sighed exaggeratedly and shook his head.


  “But if you were planning to, could I watch?”


  “Oh, for the love of…eat your breakfast, woman! Jeez.” He threw his napkin at me in mock fury.


  Once I got over my giggling fit, I dug into the eggs and berries and we ate in relative silence.


  When we’d had our fill, the second waiter came back out to clear the plates, and the first waiter arrived with two flutes of champagne on a silver tray.


  “Dom Perignon, as you requested, Magus.”


  “Thank you.” Cooper took them both from the tray and handed one to me. “I thought that, considering everything that’s happened, we should have a toast to our future.”


  “To our future.” I clinked my glass against his and took a long drink of the fancy champagne.


  “So.” Cooper stood up, stretched, and smiled down at me. “I…think you’re awesome. And I want us to have a long, happy future. Together.”


  He reached into his pocket, pulled out a gold ring shaped like an ouroboros with a diamond eye, and got down on one knee beside me. “Will you be my wife?”


  He held the ring out to me, and all I could do was stare at it for a moment. Was I still asleep? Was this a joke? Was I hallucinating? I looked from the shiny ring to Cooper, and his expression was totally sincere. No joking there. And I could feel the cool mountain breeze riffling my hair, taste the sour-sweetness of the champagne in my mouth. If I’d been dreaming or tripping, I’m pretty sure I would have imagined whiskey instead.


  “Whoa. Really?” I squeaked.


  “Yes, really. Should I have gotten a snowy owl to fly this over?”


  “No, I mean…yes. Yes, I’ll be your wife.”


  Cooper grinned at me. “Then give me your hand.”


  I held out my right hand, and he slipped the engagement ring onto my third finger.


  “Cool, I got the size right,” he said.


  I replied by grabbing him by the ears and kissing him deeply, passionately, until a couple of palace guards cleared their throats in the doorway.


  “Yes?” I asked them.


  “Magus Shimmer requests that you and Magus Marron join him in his office,” the first guard said to me.


  Cooper and I shrugged at each other, and we got up and followed the men down the corridors toward my father’s tower.


  “So, do you want to tell your father about our engagement, or should I?” he whispered.


  “Um.” Suddenly I was nervous about telling my father. I knew my feeling was irrational. Before we went to Texas, Magus Shimmer had evidently grilled my boyfriend over his intentions toward me. So surely my father would be pleased by the news, right? Or at least he wasn’t going to have Cooper thrown out a tower window over it. Probably.


  But what if my father was super, super, superexcited about the whole thing? Would there be lots more awkward hugging? Would he want us to get married right away? The thought of being shotgunned into some massive traditional ceremony scared me almost as much as the thought of Cooper being defenestrated. I’d never been one of those girls who dreamed of a white wedding, but now that I was going to have one of whatever hue, I wanted time to make it ours.


  I took a deep breath. “Let me tell him. But let’s see what he wants first.”


  “Okay.”


  As we reached the elevator, I heard footsteps in the hall behind us.


  “Please to hold the lift!” a young man called out.


  I turned, and saw another palace guard nervously leading Pal toward us. My familiar was lumbering along at an overly casual pace, which seemed to make the guard’s anxiety even worse. Clearly the guy wasn’t keen on being so close to a large grizzly bear.


  “Your father summoned me,” my familiar said. “This arctophobic fellow wouldn’t say why. Not that I could ask him, of course.”


  “Huh. I wonder what’s going on?” I replied.


  “Both of you know that family is very important to me.” My father poured Cooper and me some ninety-year-old Scotch from his wet bar. Pal was on the floor a few feet away from us, gnawing on some huge filets of salmon jerky that a butler had brought in on a silver platter.


  “It’s important to me, too,” I replied, feeling a pang of sadness cut through the afterglow of Cooper’s proposal. The dream about my mom had lingered in my mind. And thinking about her death had also made me start thinking about my aunt Vicky’s suicide. If I hadn’t been so wrapped up in college maybe I would have realized that she had fallen into a serious depression. Maybe I could have helped her, and she’d still be alive.


  “Your mother loved you very much,” my father said, handing me a Scotch.


  “I know.” I sipped the drink. “She died because of me.”


  “Not because of you,” he chided. “She did what any good mother would have done in her circumstances.”


  “She’s still gone.” I absently thumbed my engagement ring, rolling the ouroboros back and forth on my finger. I wasn’t hiding it, but I hadn’t shown it to my father yet. In my indecision over when to tell him, I’d decided to wait and see if he’d notice my new jewelry on his own. Pal hadn’t spotted it, either, but his vision as a bear probably wasn’t very good. And also the ring wasn’t made of delicious fish, which was the main thing he was interested in at the moment.


  My father paused. “It need not be so.”


  It took a moment for his comment to sink in. I felt the world tilt again, and my heart started beating faster. Was my father suggesting what I thought he was?


  “What do you mean?” Cooper asked.


  “You were able to bring your young brothers back to the living world when surely they should have been long dead.” My father looked from Cooper to me. “You have unusual powers, the two of you. I believe that with my assistance, you could resurrect your mother and give her the life that the Virtus Regnum denied her.”


  “What about Aunt Vicky?” I asked.


  “Her, too. Certainly. It would be a dangerous undertaking, but—”


  “I’ll do it,” I said. This mission I didn’t have to think about. I owed both my aunt and my mother my life, and if there was even a slight chance I could bring them back, I was going to do my damnedest to make it happen.


  Pal dropped his salmon. “Wait. Jessie. ‘Dangerous’ is an understatement. You suffered serious side effects from the Marron brothers’ resurrection, and the Virtus Regnum—”


  “Fuck the Regnum,” I replied. “Seriously, fuck those guys.”


  I felt a righteous, exhilarating anger harden my resolve. The Regnum had killed my mother—what better way to avenge her execution than to bring her back from the dead? Bring her back safe and sound to my father where they couldn’t touch her ever again? Hell yes.


  And…I was getting married. Frankly I didn’t know the first thing about wedding dresses, or wedding shoes, or wedding anything. Having Mom around to help me pick stuff out would be awesome. If I had to plan the big day all on my own, the theme would probably end up being spontaneous combustion.


  But, really, screw the decorations. I wanted my family there when Cooper and I said our vows. My whole family, dammit.


  “Whatever it takes, I’m doing this,” I told Pal. “Are you with me?”


  He blinked at me. “I have concerns, but yes, of course I’m with you. Always.”


  I looked at Cooper, who wore an expression of profound surprise. “Are you in?”


  He nodded. “I’m in.”


  


  Author’s Note


  
    This is the third book in the Jessie Shimmer series. While I have done my best to make sure this novel stands on its own, the story builds on everything that happened in Shotgun Sorceress, which in turn built on everything that happened in Spellbent.
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