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PROLOGUE
 
 
Someone slammed into me from behind.  My palms caught the glass doors of the convenience store cooler.  A nasal whine lashed out, “Geez, get outta the way, will ya?”  Over my shoulder, I spotted a wangsta shambling past in white tee shirt and baggy pants.  The white gangsta, had a case of beer slung under his arm, and his boxers in evidence.  A backwards ball cap completed his look.  His scarecrow thinness and pasty skin gave him a sickly look.  For artistic effect, I mentally added a snarl to the face I couldn’t see.  The type was common: a cruiser who liquefied his brain with too-loud rap music in the hope that street cred would somehow rub off on him.
I was about to tell the sell-out nothing was wrong with his own culture, when he rounded a display of peppered beef jerky—and I saw the gun.
“My bad,” I muttered.
I put the can of ROCK STAR back in the cooler and closed the door.  The glass reflected my hunter green dress, gold link belt, and leather jacket.  My startled face was sharp, my hair it’s usual windswept mop.  I was still waiting for my bust to fill in, and had yet to be kissed—no way did I want to die here.  Not quite running, I headed for the front, passing rows of over-priced merchandise.
An old-timer, leaning on a cane, blocked the front door.  He appeared to have a problem deciding between strawberry or peppermint ice cream, all they had in stock.
I glanced at the store counter.  The punk was there, plopping his beer in front of the cashier, a dark, scruffy man with watchful eyes.
Out of time.  Maybe I can at least get this old geezer clear of danger.
I hustled him toward the front door, muttering what came to mind.  “C’mon, Gramps, we gotta go.  That stuff will just get you sick anyway with your lactose intolerance.  Besides, we’ll be late for armadillo bowling.  You know you love rolling them things out into heavy traffic.”
He stumbled, dug in his heels, and lurched around to stare at me like I was crazy—as well he should.  “Young lady, take your hands off me.”
“Empty the register, now!”  The punk swung his gun my way.  “You two, down on the floor—move!”
Gramps stiffened with indignation, blinking rapidly behind thick glasses.  “I fought in Viet Nam and I want my ice cream!  And why—the Hell—is everyone telling me what to do?  This is still a free country … thanks to me.”
The gun locked onto the senior citizen and his vigorously waving cane.
The punk’s face turned angry red.  “I’m not foolin’ old man!”
The cashier scooped up a deep blue, aluminum baseball bat.
The punk’s face went from round-eyed angry to slit-eyed mean, his face tight, hardening.
The cashier swung with enthusiasm.
“I’m gonna cap your bony ahh—!”
The bat smacked the kid a glancing blow across his head.  “Crap!”  He staggered.  His dreadlocks had saved him from real injury, but I thought he’d have a wicked headache for quite a while.
I shook myself into motion, trying not to waste the time I’d been given.  My heart hammered, as I yelled at the old-timer.  “Get out of here, now—it’s a hold-up!”
He stood rooted there.  “What, a robbery?  Are you sure?”
The punk had dodged back and was now pointing his weapon at the counter, under which the cashier cowered, hoping to survive a little longer.
If I broke cover, I could easily escape.  But someone else would certainly die.  I couldn’t let that happen.  Sweat dripped down my face.  My hands shook—then burst into cold flames.  I flung handfuls of fire at the robber as his gun swung my way again.  The barrel trembled, as my phantom fire fluttered past his head, splashing the far wall, fizzling away to nothing without doing damage.
He went to a two-handed grip.
My guts contracted.  Fear shivered my spine, but this was no time to indulge it
The flames raced up my arms, spreading across my stomach and chest.  I bluffed.  “You think bullets can stop me, little man?  You are going to make me angry, and I am going to make you a crispy critter.”
He hesitated, mesmerized as I stared out of a mask of flames.
The cashier slid across the counter feet first, bat in hand.  He landed on his feet swinging and this time, the hood went down in a crumpled heap.
I needed to bail before awkward questions were asked.  I pulled on the folds of space and opened a doorway to elsewhere.  My skin tingled.  My stomach went queasy.  Gravity weakened.  Colors shifted to gray.  The old man and the cashier stared wildly around the store, no longer able to see me.  I’d entered an extension of reality the living couldn’t go—normally.
Lucky me.  Such a freak.

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ONE
 
 
The bus shuddered and rumbled along a narrow road. There were few people aboard, none of them hot guys—deep sigh of regret.  Wrapped in heavy silence, no one talked, which suited me fine.  I stared out my window at the ever-mysterious darkness.  As we passed iron gates, a lamppost appeared; a refuge of light.  Beyond, I caught a glimpse of tiny grave markers in a pet cemetery.  I imagined some old lady in a straw hat coming here Sundays, laying tinkly bells and catnip mice on some small grassy knoll.
Road kill should be so lucky.
Houses soon lined the road.  Assorted businesses followed, none of them higher than two-stories.  The driver’s voice broke from a speaker, “Deedsville.  We’ll only be stopping long enough to let passengers off.”
He meant me.  I gathered up my bags, having kept them near me.  Staggering with the weight, I headed forwarded, grabbing the seatbacks for support.  As I reached the front, we pulled up to a closed gas station.  The driver let me out without a glance.  Once I cleared the folding door, it shut.  The bus—and the normal life I wanted—pulled away in a noxious cloud.
I coughed, burying my face in my coat sleeve, breathing shallowly through my mouth.  Having a heightened sense of smell meant what irritated others, tortured me, the price of being not quite human.  The air cleared as a chill breeze slathered me like an invisible tongue.  I brought my arm down, looking for my ride.  The people from the Human Potential Institute were supposed to pick me up, but I’d fallen through the cracks.  One more thing to be pissed over.
Deedsville?  The place looks more like
Dead-ville.
The gas station offered cold welcome—dusty windows dark, closed sign on the front door, garage door lowered.  The surrounding mom-and-pop businesses were also lifeless.  Light spilled from street lamps, home windows, and up above, a sliver of moon hanging between dark clouds.  Somewhere, battling alley cats yowled.
I’d wanted to stay on the bus.  And ride forever—a soul in transit, doomed to wander until true love came to save me.  I looked down at my flat chest and sighed.  You’d never know I was sixteen from my bra size.  Prince Charming was also slow in coming.
Sucks being me.
Leaves scrapped by, tumbled by an autumn wind.  At least they had some place to go.  Near the curb, my bags huddled for comfort.  Then again, I might have been projecting.  I sat on the largest suitcase to wait, my breath a white wraith.  Good thing I didn’t suffer from the cold like most people, otherwise I’d be an icicle.
Minutes later, I watched with interest as a black, four-door sedan cruised my way.  The vehicle stopped.  A powered front window descended.  A pale-faced woman with large, dark eyes peered out.  Her smooth, expressionless face might as well have been a porcelain mask.  Streetlight glinted off of a silver earring, a disc with a crescent dangling underneath.  Expensive.
“Grace Kenyon?” she asked.
“Yes.”  Finally, my ride was here.  “And you would be…?”
“Dana Blaire.”  She said the name like I ought to know it, then turned her face toward a driver in shadow.  She said something to him I didn’t catch.
Big, built like a heavy-weight boxer, he pried himself out of the car.  His biceps and chest strained a triple-X leather jacket.  His nose had once been broken, and there was scar tissue around his eyes.  He circled the car and gathered up my bags as I stood.  Without a word, he hauled the luggage to the trunk and threw it in.
The woman faced me once more, her voice cracking like a whip, “Get in,”
I didn’t like her attitude, but I didn’t want to stand around all night either.  I opened the rear door, slid in, and slammed the door.  I folded my hands in my lap, having nothing for them to do.  “So, what do you do at HPI?”
“No questions.”
“Huh?”
The back doors locked with a double click.  My right hand went to where the stem should have been.  There was just a hole.  They meant to trap me.
The big guy came around and settled behind the wheel.  His eyes flashed at me in the rearview mirror.  “Take it easy, kid.  We don’t want to hurt you.”
“Unless we have to,” the woman said.  “Or I get bored.”
I’ve seen real evil, up-close and personal.  Thugs don’t compare.  Still my hands trembled.  My mouth went dry, as the vehicle surged away, pressing me back into the seat.  I forced out a calm tone, “You guys aren’t from HPI.”
“Right the first time,” the driver said.
“I said ‘no questions.’”  Blaire drew a blue-steeled 9mm automatic from hiding, and held it up so I could see it over her shoulder.  She thumbed off the safety.
Excuse me!  That was a statement, not a question.
“We’re being followed,” she said.
The driver checked his mirrors.
I shifted in the seat and stared out the back window.  A silver Lexus surged closer in our wake.
“They were supposed to be delayed longer than this,” the woman muttered.
“Want me to lose them?” the driver asked.
“No, let them follow.  We’ve got sufficient back-up ahead to handle them.”
That others might get hurt because of me meant I couldn’t wait for an ideal moment.  I had to escape now.  With an extra sense I couldn’t name, I felt the magnetic field around me, an invisible tapestry prickling my skin.  I twisted the folds with my will, slipping into a side dimension that few people imagined touched ours.  The car remained around me, but shifted to gray.  An eerie quiet blotted out the engine sound.  Over my skin, my aura became visible as a ghostly orange haze of flame, the only source of color at the moment.  Gravity and inertia loosened their grips.  I sank into the back seat, passing through it like a ghost, into the trunk.
I grabbed my stuff, bleeding energy into the suitcases so they were pulled across the veil to me.  I slipped out the back of the car, letting it silently zoom on without me.  Out of phase with the real world, I rolled to a stop.  The weak forces of gravity and inertia made this a piece of cake.  Without crossing over, I could easily have broken some bones.
Released, my luggage escaped the shadow realm, becoming visible in the street.  I picked myself up, wondering how long it would take my abductors to realize I’d vanished from the car.
The silver Lexus braked near the haphazard pile of luggage, swerving to a stop.  On the side of the vehicle, I saw the corporate logo of the Human Potential Institute.  These were the people I’d been expecting.
I pulled at the veil.  The electric tingle passed.  My aura turned invisible as I popped into view next to my stuff, and calmly waited.
The dull, murky colors of night returned.  The mercury vapor streetlight burned Champagne.  Sound snapped back on.  The Lexus softly rumbled with annoyance, having missed its prey.  Its headlights slashed across the road, into the dark green depths of a pine forest.  The doors of the silver car flew open.
A brunette rushed over, wearing an expensive café au lait business suit, with a white scarf of raw silk.  Her bespectacled face looked anxious as she grabbed my arms, peering closely at my face.  The tang of her fear seeped through the lavender perfume she wore.
“Grace, you’re not hurt are you?”
“No I’m…”
“How did you get out of that vehicle,” she looked at my bags, “luggage and all?”
The driver reached me next.  He wore a suit the way a soldier wears a uniform.  He had a military haircut and hard, chiseled features.  A nearby streetlight brought dull brown tones out of his suit, creamy sandalwood from his tie, and sandy coloring from his bristling hair.  A bulge in his jacket told me he was wearing a shoulder holster.  Ex-military, corporate muscle, I assumed.  HPI had government contracts demanding top-notch security.
He gave me the once over and, reassured, turned away to speak on his phone.  I got the idea that a retaliatory force was being set on my kidnappers.  He passed the car’s license plate along.  I added what details I had about my abductors, as the woman mothering me blathered on.  Really, adults were so fragile, shocked by the smallest of things.
I raised a hand to staunch the flow of words.
The woman blinked at the abrupt gesture and fell silent.
“I appreciate your concern,” I said, “but don’t you think it would be a good idea to get me in the car and out of here?”
The guy was already grabbing the bigger cases.  I snagged the small one, leaving number four for the lady.  They went into the trunk with the spare tire.
“Shotgun,” I called, running around to claim the front passenger seat.  I slid into the seat and shut the door, the driver took his place.  The woman slid in behind me.  “You guys got names?” I asked.
“Hammer,” the guy said.  “Special Projects, security.”  He executed a high-speed 180° and we tore back toward town.
“Tamara Griffin,” the lady said.  “I look after the children in our program.”
“Den mother?”  I looked over the seat at her.
She smiled.  “Something like that.”
The driver snorted, and I knew Ms. Griffin had a lot more pull than suggested.
“How many PhD’s do you have?” I asked.
A long, silence passed.  “Three.”
“Uhmmm.”  Now she was hoarding words.  Apparently, I wasn’t
supposed to know she’s the white-coat putting us rats through our paces.  “I don’t do mazes.  Cages don’t work either.”
“So we’ve seen,” Hammer said.  “Just how did you get out of that car?”
Time for my usual evasion.  “After being rocketed to earth from a dying planet, I was bitten by a radioactive ninja.”
Hammer gave me a side-long glance.  “I almost believe you.”  His gaze flicked to the rearview mirror.  His eyes narrowed.  “The hound has become the fox.”
“They’ve come after us?” Ms. Griffin shifted on the leather seat to see out the back window.
“I’d keep my head down.”  I sank lower in my seat, following my own advice.  
“They’re likely to take a few potshots.”
There was a spark as my side mirror was clipped.  If that was a warning, Lady Sinister was good.  If she were aiming for the tires; not so much.  Next shot would tell.
Coming from ahead, twin sets of headlights speared to either side of our car.  Two silver Lexuses roared to meet us.  We passed between them.  I caught a quick glimpse of passengers sticking handguns out of windows.  Our pursuer had best sing a few bars of Nearer My God to Thee.  I heard the crack of gunfire and the squeal of tires, but lost track of the battle.  As Hammer stomped the gas pedal almost through the floor, blurring everything along the side of the car.
“What’s the rush?” I asked.
“Advantages can be fleeting.  We’re exposed, vulnerable until we know what else can be sent our way,” Hammer said.  “No one gets a second chance to surprise me, ever.”
Wanna bet?
“Grace?” Ms. Griffin leaned forward, her head just behind mine, and to the side.
“Hmmmm?”
“Why did you go with them?  Did they have HPI identification?”
“No.  Blaire called me by name; knew who I was.  I was waiting for a ride and no one else showed up.”  I shrugged.  “I was tired, riding that bus all day.  I assumed…”
The woman spoke to Hammer.  “You were right: the eighteen-wheeler nosed into the ditch, blocking the intersection earlier…”
Hammer nodded.  “No accident.  We’ve got an in-house leak tipping off the bad guys.”
“Great,” I said, “that means Blaire can get to me again.”
“Not on my watch,” Ms. Griffin said.  “Wait, she gave you her name?”
Hammer snorted.  “Probably an alias.”
I sighed.  If my parents weren’t taking a Mediterranean cruise to work on their failing marriage, I could just go home.  Mom and Dad wouldn’t have let the Institute have me if they’d known mysterious forces were going to turn me into a chew toy.  I had a feeling things were going to get bad.  Not as bad as having to live with my exotic dancer sister maybe, but bad all the same.  Being raised by wolves would be kinder.
Ms. Griffin touched my shoulder.
I looked at her.
“Try not to worry,” she said.  “We will deal with this.”
“I never worry,” I told her.  “That would be disloyal to my own abilities.”
“You can’t handle everything,” she said.
“Doing all right so far.”  I looked forward, watching the road ahead for surprises.  
My life was too valuable to trust to anyone else’s hands.
“Speaking of abilities…,” Ms. Griffin said.
I crossed my arms.  “Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies.”
“Doesn’t matter.  I’m good at mysteries,” she said.
“Watch out I don’t find the ghost in your closet,” I said.
“Funny, how you put that,” she said.  “Ghost, not skeleton.”
I smiled.  “Ghosts have more to say.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO
 
 
I paid attention going into the HPI compound.  You never know when you’ll have to beat a hasty—unauthorized—retreat.  The property’s outer wall loomed, built from complementing shades of gray stone.  The only break came where a driveway ran through.  A keypad code caused a metal gate to slide out of our way.  I memorized the number though they probably changed it regularly.  Standard stuff so far.  I thought this could just be a luxury apartment compound, until I saw sensors poking up out of the ground inside the wall.
We picked up an escort, another silver Lexus.  I sensed a theme.  I guessed they were here to see that we went where we were supposed to.  We passed several buildings, all Industrial chic, adorned with wall-mounted cameras.  The compound looked out of place, surrounded by east Texas forest.  Okay, escaping all this would be harder, but not impossible.  I absorbed the lay of the land on the way to a twenty-story steel and glass building.  The glass was silver blue, probably one-way.
We drove around to the side and down a ramp into an underground parking garage.  More Lexuses huddled here and there.   Our escort vehicle pulled away, turned around, and came back as we parked.  We left our car.  Ms. Griffin took my arm, walking me past the idling vehicle.  Through the windshield, I caught a glimpse of hard faces and dark suits.
“My luggage,” I said.
Hammer padded along softly behind me, awfully quiet for a big man.  “Your stuff will be taken to your room, after being checked for contraband.”
“A formality really,” Ms. Griffin led us to the elevator and pressed the call button.  We waited.  The door opened and we piled on.  She hit the control panel, picking up the conversation after the lull, “I don’t anticipate a problem.  Oh, Grace, I need to make a quick stop at my office.  After that, I’ll take you up to the dorm level.  I know you’ve had a traumatic arrival so far, but I hope you’re up to meeting the other kids in the program.  They’re quite anxious to meet you.”
I chewed my lip.  “How much do they know?”
“Well, that convenience store robbery you stumbled into did receive national attention, and even though your name wasn’t released by the authorities, the store’s surveillance tape was featured on several popular websites.  Anyone able to hack law enforcement could link the incident to you.”
“That’s most of our kids.”  Hammer gave me a cold stare.  “You’re not planning on setting fires while here, I hope.”
I gave him my most innocent look, adding a hint of curiosity to my voice.  “Who, me?”
The door opened to a wide space with gray marble tiles, a smoky quartz chandelier, elevators, and an unmanned reception desk of dark glass and chrome.  
“I’m just saying, we have state-of-the-art firefighting systems,” Hammer said.  
“There wouldn’t be much point, outside of annoyance value.”
Throw a few fireballs around and people get so paranoid.
“On the bright side,” Ms. Griffin said, “you won’t be out of place among the others.”
“Yeah, welcome to the freak show,” I muttered.
Ms. Griffin stopped me, gripping my arm like a tourniquet.  “Is that what you think you are?  What we are?”
Startled, I answered without evasion.  “Absolutely.  If I were normal, I wouldn’t be here.  You’d have no use for me.”  And my family wouldn’t be on the verge of falling apart.  It’s my fault.  If I were human…
I don’t know how much of my pain showed, but her gaze and her grip softened once more.  For a split second, I’d wondered if she’d hit me.  She did something worse—she hugged me.  My sorrow escaped, as the protective barriers of my heart cascaded like a house of cards coming down.  Tears brimmed in my eyes.  My nose got stuffy.  “Damn it!  See what you made me do?”
She pulled back, smiled, and brushed a stray tear from my cheek.  “Women cry, sometimes even tough-guy security chiefs,” she glanced at Hammer who pointedly looked elsewhere.
“I do my crying inside,” he said.  “Keeps my gun from rusting.”
Ms. Griffin pointed me toward a restroom that had both male and female symbols on the door.  “Why don’t you go fix your face?  I’ll meet you back here in a few minutes.”  She headed off, vanishing through double doors.
I went to the restroom door.
“You guys go up without me,” Hammer said.  “I’ve got some things to look into.”
I smiled, calling over my shoulder, “Good, I’ll want a full report tomorrow.”  Turning back to the door, I noticed it was cracked open, closing as I reached out for the handle.  I thought of yelling for backup, but if there wasn’t a good reason, I’d look pretty stupid.  I went in and stopped, letting the door close right behind me.  Closed stalls, trash cans, sinks, mirrors—and an audience—awaited me.  They were close to my age, two boys and three girls.
One of the boys, a redhead with freckles, wore jeans and a pullover sweater on top of a polo shirt.  His sneakers were a bleached white that nearly glowed.  “I’m disappointed,” he said.  “I expected … more.”
He was nudged by the guy next to him, a hot blond with cobalt eyes, a killer smile, cargo pants, and a long-sleeved shirt with an anime character on it—some big-muscled dude with the mother of all swords.  He said, “Chill, Ryan.  Dust off your manners before she singes your tail.”
A girl with long, straight, raven tresses glowered my way.  Expensive silver earrings jiggled, as she crossed her arms, a fashion victim of Goths Я Us.  Even her lipstick was black, kinda matching her purple eyeliner.  “I still say that video footage is fake.  The police reports said there wasn’t a thing burned in that store.”
Goth Girl stirred up an instinctive dislike, but she was right; my fire did burn cold; nothing natural about it.
Under all the curious stares, I felt my face heating.  I pushed to the sink, dislodging the two girls who had yet to speak.  “Excuse me.”  I turned on the water and splashed my face.  A girl with short, feathery pink hair handed me some paper towels as I shut off the water.
“Don’t mind Ryan and Elita.  We’re glad you’re here.  A new face is welcome.  I’m Drew.”  She grabbed the girl next to her by the arm.  “This is Jill.  They’ll probably put you in our suite, with one of us.”
I nodded.  “Hi.”
Blond Guy came closer.  “I’m Gary.”
His scent was intoxicating.  I found myself breathing deeper.  My heart raced as I forced out words, “A pleasure.”  New friends already; maybe this place wouldn’t be so bad.
“So what’s up,” Drew asked.  “Are you really a fire starter?”
“Not the way you’re thinking.”  That secret was already out—no need to deny it.  I held out my hand, palm up, crumpled towel in plain sight.  After a moment’s concentration, orange flames leaped up.
Ryan stared at the curling red flames on my palm, stepping toward me with a dazed expression.
Elita stopped him with an arm across his chest, while scowling at me.
I tossed the flaming wad in a high lob so it dropped toward her head.
She squealed and stumbled back.
The flames died in the air.  The wad hit the floor.  Gary picked it up, examining it closely.  “Nothing singed.  Not even hot.  Actually, a little cold.”  He tossed the wad into a trash can, and smiled at me.  “Nice trick.”
Drew was round-eyed, mouth hanging open.  “Wow, so cool!”
Jill sniffed.  “Nothing a stage magician couldn’t do.”
“Point is,” Gary said, “she’s not a magician.  Something else is at work here.”
“Well, I suppose you fit in after all.”  Elita grabbed Ryan’s hand and dragged him past me.  “Just stay out of my way.”  They left the restroom.  
Gary followed, pausing by me a moment.  “Anything you need, just ask.”
I nodded, my tongue strangely thick and heavy in my mouth.  Things I should have said circled in my brain, fading as the door closed on him.
Jill smiled in sympathy.  “He has that effect on all of us.  I think it’s pheromonal.”
“Come on,” Drew took my arm.  “There’s so much to show you.”
Ms. Griffin didn’t seem surprised by my sudden escort.  I guess the others leaving first tipped her off.
“I see you’ve met the Breakfast Club,” she said.
“We share a table for breakfast,” Jill explained.  “You’ll find most of the others here are lone wolf anti-socials.”
Ms. Griffin herded us into an elevator and pressed for the tenth floor.  The door slid shut and the car lurched into motion. “Sometimes, the gifted come to us having been handled somewhat roughly by the world.”
Drew translated, “They got issues for a reason.”
I felt growing curiosity about my companions, but didn’t want to be rude.  Drew seemed a little less prickly than Jill so I caught her eye.  “If you don’t mind me asking…”
“You want to know what kind of gifts we have?” Drew asked.
Jill chimed in, “That’s only fair.  We got the scoop on you already.”
Barely scratched my surface, but believe what you want.
Drew said, “I’m a dowser.  I find things that are lost; car keys, stolen paintings, people…  Comes from my Grandpappy.  He made millions in the Texas oilfields, finding drilling sites.”  She grinned.  “People claimed he had oil for blood.”
“I’m a little less … colorful,” Jill said.  “My mom’s a federal judge.  I’ve spent some time in court getting what she calls an education in the human condition.  You see, I can tell.  Always.  No one can lie to me.  Sometimes Homeland Security has me listen in while they question suspects.”
“She actually caught a home-grown terrorist once,” Drew said.  “Don’t let her go all modest on you.”
The elevator opened and disgorged us into a lounge.  There were a few snack machines, soda machines, a table hockey game waiting for players, and a plasma TV which mesmerized a bunch of guys with a football game.  Surveillance cameras were wall-mounted here too.
A guy came out of a side passageway, passing us without a word.  He went to a soda machine and acquired two cans without having to put any money in.  Tall and rangy, dark and lean, there was something primal about him, something bestial just submerged.  His scent raised my hackles.  Coming back, his amber eyes flicked my way.  He handed me a soda.  “Here.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Anyone bothers you, tell me.”  His eyes went a little more yellow.  His smile revealed very white teeth with pronounced canines.  “They’ll stop.”
I nodded.
He continued on his way.
I realized I was holding my breath, and let it out slowly.  “Who the hell is that?”
s. Griffin peered after the guy, a thoughtful expression on her face.  “Fenton Drake, borderline sociopath.  His senses are abnormally heightened.  He’s a walking CSI lab.  A certain covert government agency borrows him occasionally.”
“And he’s about as friendly as a two-by-four.”  Drew gave me a speculative glance.  “He must really like you.  I was here a year before I even got a word from him, let alone a soda.”
Ms. Griffin’s eyes were on me, bright with interest.  “Maybe he likes your smell.”
“What’s not to like?  I bathe regularly.”
“Jill will be glad to hear it,” Ms. Griffin said.  “You’ll be sharing a room with her.  Come on, the ladies’ wing is this way.  Tomorrow will be soon enough to get into the things we do here, and what we’ll be expecting from you.”
I yawned.  “Can’t wait.”  We went past the vending machines to a second hall.  As we passed various suites, the cameras continued their scrutiny.  I pointed at one of them.  “You got those things in our rooms too?”
Ms. Griffin looked shocked.  “Heavens, no.  That would be an unethical invasion of your privacy.  The cameras are in public areas for your protection, Grace.  I think you know just how far some people will go to acquire unique human resources.”
She had a point.
“Something happened?” Jill looked at me sharply.  “Now that I think about it, you had been crying when you came into the restroom downstairs.”
“Nothing to worry about.”  Ms. Griffin stopped us at a suite door that had Jill and Drew’s names on it.  “Security is on it.  The incident won’t be allowed to repeat.”
“Sounds like a story I want to hear,” Drew said.
“Later,” Jill said.  “She probably needs some rest and time alone to settle in.”
“Killjoy,” Drew muttered.
We went into a lavatory area that acted as a hub area.  Drew pointed at the right door.  “That’s the bathroom.”  She swung her finger to the middle door across from the hall door.  “That’s my room.  Feel free to drop in any time.  See you in the morning.”  She opened her door and went in, closing it softly behind her.
Jill went to the left door across from the bathroom, opening it.  “This is our room.  Come in and make yourself at home.”
And just like that, it came to light—that little nagging worry that had been gnawing on my subconscious since meeting Elita.  I summoned two memories for a side-by-side comparison. Ah, hah!  Elita’s designer earrings are identical to those wore by the lady who tried to abduct me.  Elita was the insider who’d leaked my arrival.  Goth Girl, you and I are going to have ourselves a little heart to heart.  My hands rolled into fists.  I made them relax.  Very soon.
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE
 
 
I scanned my new room, absorbing its unexpected spaciousness, a perception enhanced by a far wall of windows.  The wall behind me contained two large closets, one open and empty, the other closed.  Twin beds, nightstands, dressers, and desks fit easily.  Most of the wood looked like golden oak, same shade as the curtains.
“It’s so big!” I muttered.
“The corporate VIPs want to keep us happy,” Jill said.
She’d already taken the left half of the room.  Her desk boasted a very expensive gaming computer that came with wrap-around speakers built into a sci-fi looking chair.  One arm of the chair had buttons and a game-stick.  The whole arrangement looked like it had been hi-jacked off a NASA shuttle.  Jill saw me staring and said, “I trouble shoot software code for the gaming industry, sometimes even the military.  I have degrees in both cybernetic and network forensics.”
Wow, a brainiac.
She sat on her bed and sprawled back as if to hide her Power Puff Girls bedspread.  I wasn’t hooked on multi-colored, big-eyed, super-powered kids saving the world before bedtime, but I wasn’t going to tease her about it.
My own bed had a simple beige blanket thrown over ivory sheets, and a couple fluffy pillows in matching pillowcases.  The walls on my side of the room were bare.  Jill had boy band posters up, and one with the Statue of Liberty superimposed over an American flag.  The tarnished copper made the statue look sea sick.
Until my luggage got here, I couldn’t do much more than sit on my bed, cradling the soda in both hands.  Orange soda.  Not diet.  I smiled.  At least Fenton hadn’t implied I needed to lose weight.   What was it about him that scared me?
“You going to drink that?” Jill asked.
“You want it?”  I held out the can.
“Well, if you’re going to insist so stridently…”  She bounced off her bed, crossed to mine, and took the can.
“Is Fenton as dangerous as he feels?” I asked.
Jill shrugged.  “Fenn?  He never picks a fight, but doesn’t back down either.  He’s like a friend you don’t turn your back on.”
“That’s comforting.”
She went back to her bed, tucking her feet under her.  “You asked.”
A knock shook the door.
“Come in,” Jill called between gulps.
The door swung open.  A dark suit walked in, dragging my luggage behind him on a dolly.  “Find any contraband?” I asked.
“If we had, Hammer would be here, not me.”  He swung the dolly around, unloaded my stuff, and gave us a casual salute.  “You ladies have a good night.”
I threw the largest suitcase on my bed and opened it.  Everything looked as carefully and neatly packed as when I’d done it myself.  If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said no one had looked at my stuff.  These security guys were scary good.  I’d have to remember that.
Jill came up behind me, peering over my shoulder.  “Have any good stuff I might want to borrow?”
A hoard of chocolate bars came to light as I lifted out a stack of tee shirts.
“My Gawd,” Jill said, “like chocolate much?”
I couldn’t tell her it wasn’t for me, that I used the stuff to buy protection in the shadow realm.  I smiled.  “Too much?”
“Not if you’re trying for a diabetic coma.”
I shrugged and concentrated on putting everything away.  Clothes went in the closet and dresser, chocolate in a desk drawer, my alarm on the nightstand.  Jill poked through my stuff as I went here and there.  At one point, she lifted a muffler long enough to wrap my head several times and hang front and back to my knees.  “A gift from Dr. Who?” she asked.
I stared at her blankly.
She said, “Only the greatest sci-fi series ever.”
I opened a suitcase and dragged out stacks of paperbacks, the best of my collection.  The Little Prince, The Marble Faun, Enchantress from the Stars, The Complete Works of Emily Dickenson, Louis L’Amour’s Heller with a Gun...  I’m nothing if not eclectic.  I piled them on the desk, along with my CDs and CD player, and Ipod.
Jill picked up a couple hardbacks from my open suitcase.  “How to Write the Kick-Ass Novel, Writer’s Market?  Don’t tell me, you have literary aspirations?”
I gave her my say-something-funny-and-I’ll-hurt-you glare.
She put the books down, carefully, and backed away, hands in the air like someone surrendering to the police.
My purse went into an empty backpack which went into the closet.  More books went on my dresser top.  Finishing up, I tossed a stuffed, blue bulldog on the bed.  It reminded me of a close friend.  I kicked off my shoes and put my socks in them.  Mental note: buy a laundry hamper.  I took a towel, night shirt, fuzzy slippers, and went to the bathroom.  Locked in, I started the shower, stripping as the air went warm and steamy.
I carefully removed the gold locket my grandmother had given me before she died.  Heart-shaped it glistened in my palm.  I split it open along one edge.  Inside lay a photo of her from the good years, before arthritis, and a half dozen other ailments put her in a retirement home with a caregiver taking the place of family that lived too far away to be helpful.  I’d spent a few lazy summers out in California on her horse ranch before she’d had to sell it.  Seeing her smiling photo, I felt for a moment the warm love that had always radiated from her.
With a sigh of longing, I set the locket aside and slid into the water stream, closing the sliding glass doors behind me.  The warm water needled my flesh pleasantly, sluicing down to my feet.  Eyes closed, I lifted my face into the water, brushing wet hair back from my face. The weight of confidence and self-reliance dropped from my back as I lost myself in the sensation.
Alone—unobserved by roommate or camera—I let tightly knotted emotions unclench.  My body shook, tears falling to mix with the spray.  I held myself, muffling a sob, maybe two.
A soft knock came from the bathroom door. “Grace, are you all right?”
It was Drew.  I wiped away tears and stuck my head out of the shower.  “Fine.”
“Are you sure?  I mean, I know this sounds crazy, but my gift just kicked.  I 
suddenly felt that someone in here was very lost.”
I hunched as my armor enclosed me again.  When pride’s all you’ve got, you cling to it.  “I’m trying to take a shower here.”
“Okay.”
I closed the shower door and picked up a scented bar of glycerin soap.  Blackberry.  Armed, I washed myself clean.  I borrowed some shampoo that sat in the shower, and soon had my hair washed as well.  Killing the water, I stepped out, toweled dry, and dressed for bed.  I left the bathroom and carried my dirty laundry back to the room.  They went into a plastic bag Jill handed me without a word.  The bag went into my closet.  The main lights were out.  Jill’s desk lamp provided the only light.  This gave the room a cozy feeling that helped me relax.
I snagged a chocolate bunny from my stash, taking great care in the selection.  In my mind, I began to build images, designing a dream to call my best bud to me across the dreamscapes.  Of course, if he were in the real world or the shadow realm, this wouldn’t work.  No, he’d come.  Somehow, I felt sure of it.
I slid between the sheets.  Their soft crispness felt wonderful.  I closed my eyes, turning my back to the light.  The chocolate lay on the pillow next to me, the scent filling my head as I called over my shoulder, “Goodnight, Jill.”
“G’night.”  I heard her pad to her desk and power up the tower.  Soon, the soft clacking of keys lulled me to sleep.
 
 
*    *    *
 
 
The hills were milk chocolate like the sky.  Marshmallow clouds clumped on the horizon where a red sun melted the edge of the world into a thick, sweet sea.  White chocolate grass jutted nearby, cover for chocolate bunnies scampering past trees sculpted from chocolate with rice-crisp bark.  Crushed peanuts formed a gravel road underfoot.  Either end would take me where I needed to go since dreams obeyed their own logic.
If all this doesn’t get his attention, nothing will.
Several of the bunnies stopped to look at me curiously, wiggling whiskers, staring with dark red eyes.  The knowledge of doom lay there.  They were Easter fodder and knew it.
I visualized a pastel green and pink egg, striped, big as a boulder.  It thrust up out of the nuts in front of me and I sat down to wait.  With any luck, he’d find me fast.
Moments dissolved like cotton candy on the tongue.  The red sun sank from sight and a huge white chocolate moon rose, brightening the heavens with her velvet face.  Blue flecks of star fire swam elsewhere in the dark chocolate sky.  The bunnies were gone, but owls made mournful inquiries, gliding by like caramel-scented ghosts.
A savage howl ripped the sky as something monstrous thundered through the trees.  The nearby forest trembled in fear.  Small branches snapped.  Large limbs shattered.
I stood, facing the coming onslaught with resignation.
Grace!  A dark mass broke from the woods, pounding my way at great speed, claws gouging the turf.  He glowed teal blue, his eyes lavender lanterns.  The beast’s thick mane had been teased into rings.  His snout bobbed, catfish whiskers trailing.  A fu dog in all his glory.  If not for his size, he might have just wandered off from a Chinese restaurant display.
“Here I am.”  I waved and braced myself.
He plowed me into the nuts, laying me out.  Hanging over me, his great tongue swathed my face, dripping slobber.
I shoved impotently at his bulk.  “Ewwwwww, git off, already.”
Grace not happy to see Tukka?
“Sure I am, but do you have to knock me down every single time?  Do I look like a play toy?”
What that?
“Never mind, just let me up.”
The two-ton fu dog leaped aside, his stubby tail wagging as he looked around.  
Grace make wonderful world.  Tukka eat it all.
“If you want the real thing, you have to step out of my dream, to where my body is.”
Tukka do that too.
It was necessary that he know where I’d moved to, and the best way to convey that information was to just bring him to me from a dream. “Wake me up when you arrive.”  
You betcha.
Darkness swept out from him as if black syrup were drenching everything, spreading to all horizons.  The stars guttered out.  The moon was swallowed, breaking into shards, then ever smaller pieces.  Soon, endless night lay all round, waiting for another dream.  I lost track of Tukka and sank into that void until…
 
 
*     *     *
 
 
A massive paw on my shoulder bounced me awake.  I sat up in bed.  Tukka looked bigger in reality than in my dreams.  The chocolate bar on my pillow was gone of course; fu dogs have their priorities.  His purple eyes were still luminescent, as was his leathery, teal blue hide.  These were familiar, but the solidity of him struck me as new.  In dreams, and in the shadow realm, gravity and inertia mattered little so he never seemed completely real.  But here, I knew better.  Here, an incautious step could break toes.  A playful bound could leave me crushed and broken.  Good thing Tukka knew this too.
His thoughts danced into my head, Tukka smell more chocolate.
Needing Jill to sleep through all this, I whispered, “Not tonight.  We have to make it last.  I don’t know when I’ll get to a store again to stock up.”
His rubbery lips quivered, eyes staring.  One more, pretty please?

“Oh, all right.  But that’s it.”
I rolled out of bed, seeing easily.  The compound lights outside made the yellow curtains glow near my desk.  I stole over and eased open a drawer, grabbing the first bar that came to hand.  I tossed it wrapped.  Paper, foil, and chocolate core, the whole thing vanished down the fu dog’s maw in an instant.  He didn’t seem to even chew.
I walked back to him and patted him on a beefy shoulder.  “There, happy?”
Tukka happy.  Grace best pet ever.  Next time, bring more chocolate.
“Tukka, you are the pet.  You don’t feed me.  I feed you.”
Is it my fault you can’t eat dreams?
“Never mind.  Next time, I’ll meet you behind the back wall in the woods.  You will do your usual sweep for demons and take care of them before I cross over, right?”  The shadow realm is dangerous enough with the usual ghosts.
Tukka promise.  Good night, Grace.
“Good night Tukka.  Thanks for finding me.”
Off in search of interesting dreams to traipse through, or shadow-realm ghosts to tease, Tukka grinned and faded, only a soft swirl of air marking his departure. 
I went to bed, lifted the covers, and slid in.  
Jill’s voice quivered across the room, a forced calm with a hint of hysteria, 
“Grace, we need to talk.”
Oh, crap!
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOUR
 
 
I sat on my bed, hugging my knees, still riding out the storm.  The lights were on.  They’d been on twenty minutes.  Hurricane Jill stomped about, gesturing dramatically, her eyes as wide as those of the Powerpuff Girls’ on her blanket.  
“Most people have a dog or cat.  Not you!  No, you have a rhino.  A blue one.  Oh, and not just any blue rhino, a blue ghost rhino.”  She rolled her eyes heavenward, an appeal to God for strength, or maybe sanity in an insane universe. “Jesus with a happy meal, girl!”  
I shrugged.  “Technically he’s not dead, or a rhino, and it’s not nice to make light of Jesus—he might be listening.”  Memories tumbled through my head—every Sunday school class I’d ever attended and every church service.  My parents never went, but made a point of sending me.  I’d gotten spooked one day in church when golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind—God checking in?  I didn’t know, but I stopped going about then.  I was comfortable with a distant god in heaven, not so much with one right inside my head.
“Dammit,” Jill said, “I’m going to need a nightlight after this.  Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve used a nightlight?”
Looking at her bedspread, I wanted to say—Last week?—but managed to clamp down on the comment so it didn’t escape.
Jill stopped pacing to glare at me.  “Please tell me we aren’t having any more things popping out of the woodwork, crawling out from under the beds, or waltzing from the closet—not tonight, not any night.”
I sighed and answered her softly, trying to ease her down to a less strident tone.  
“I’m not in charge of the entire universe.  Weird things happen around me.  All I can do is promise not to invite any … thing … here.”
Jill flopped onto her bed and covered her face with her hands.  “Do you know what you’ve done to my world view?”
I slid off my bed and went to the closet, dragging out my empty suitcases.  I dropped them to the bed, zippered maws wanting to be fed.  Back in the closet, I took down hangers of clothes.  This was a problem I could definitely run from.
“What are you doing?” Jill asked.
 “I’m doing you a favor and getting out.”  I couldn’t help the tears in my eyes, coming without permission.
Jill flounced off her bed and hurried to me, grabbing my arm.  “Don’t be crazy!  
Who said anything about you leaving?”
I pulled free, turning my back, surreptitiously daubing my eyes.  “It’s for the best.  You can say what you want about me, just please don’t say anything about Tukka.”
Our door opened.  I looked over to see a sleepy-eyed Drew in a red silk robe with black dragons on it.  She staggered in, stifling a yawn, her pink hair in feathery disarray, her glasses off her face.  “What the heck are you guys doin’ over here?”  She struggled to focus at a bare wrist, as if a watch were strapped there.  “Don’t you know it’s … ummm … late?”
I carried the clothes I held to my big suitcase and laid them there.   “I’ll sleep in the TV lounge tonight and ask for my own room in the morning.”
Drew went from sleepy to wide awake at warp speed.  Eyes widening, she turned from me to Jill.  “Hey, I’ll take her if you don’t want her.”
“Hell no,” Jill said.  “I already told her she didn’t have to go anywhere.  A ghost whisperer isn’t so bad.”
Damn!  She’d outed me.
Drew swung back my way, trembling in excitement.  “You’re a medium?”
“Petite actually.”
Ignoring my anxiety-spawned humor, Drew grinned.  “I love ghosts.  I’ve always wanted to see dead people.”
I rolled my eyes.  “Please, can we keep this under wraps?  I don’t need any more weirdness about me getting out.”
Jill suddenly looked all solemn.  “Look, we’re all friends here.  You want our silence, fine.  Now do me a favor and stay.  The next talent Griffin brings in here might be an ax juggler or a wereturtle.  I’m not taking chances.”
“I want equal time,” Drew demanded.
“She can do sleepovers if she wants, but I’m her roomie,” Jill said.
I half-heartedly groused, “Nothing like having everyone else decide my fate.”  They’d had me at ax-juggler.  Deep down, I didn’t really want to go.  I drew a deep, calming breath.  “Okay.  I’ll stay.”
I started putting everything back.  Jill and Drew helped so the chore went faster.  Afterwards, I sat on my bed, Drew stretched out next to me, staring.  “So, what did I miss?” she asked.  “I want all the details!”

“I’d rather talk about the people that tried to kidnap me.”  Jill and Drew had one of my biggest secrets now—I might as well burden them with one more.  Besides, they might know something useful.
“Kidnap!”  Drew’s mouth fell open.  With an effort she closed it.  She shook her head.  “Man, I miss everything.”
Jill dragged her desk chair over and sat near the end of my bed.  “Now I know I’m not getting any sleep tonight.  Okay, Grace, from the top.”
I ran through it for them, skipping over how I got out of the backseat of the black sedan.  I added the little detail of the matching earrings, sharing my suspicions of Elita.
“Pretty flimsy,” Jill said.
“We’ll have more after I beat a confession out of her.”  Hearing my words, I wondered if I really meant them.
Drew sat up, folding her legs under her.  “You won’t get that far.  The way this place is wired, security will break things up before you go too far.”
“Maybe.”  I could always pull Elita into the shadow realm.  Let security rescue her there!
“That’s a rather strange expression on your face,” Jill said.
“A little scary,” Drew added.
Hmmm.  Maybe that was going too far.  Elita would learn as much about me as I’d learn from her.  I could better use my power by spying covertly.  Eventually, she’d lead me to those who’d tried to grab me.  Then I’d call in the cavalry.
Jill touched my arm, bringing me out of my thoughts.  “Grace, you all right?”
“Yeah.”  I stared Jill in the eyes.  “Tell me about Elita.  What’s her talent, and her schedule?  Does she ever leave this place … alone?”
Jill held her hands up.  “Whoa, slow down there, one question at a time.  First, her talent; no one knows, but Ryan and Ms. Griffin—but the same black ops team that uses Fenn sometimes requests her.”
It sounded like I needed to pump Fenn about Elita.
Jill continued, “Elita’s family never visits.  She goes shopping with some of us girls once in a while but that’s about—”
Drew bounced in place, hands slapping her knees.  “The school, down the road…!”
My brow furrowed.  “What school?”
“Military academy, I think,” Jill said.  “She goes over there once a week for phys-ed.”
I had a mental vision of Goth-girl surrounded by girl-hungry soldier boys and felt instant envy.  “How’d she get permission for that?”
Jill yawned and covered her mouth.  “Elita has trophies from several martial arts competitions; and the academy’s supposed to have one of the best martial artists in the country teaching there.  Griffin couldn’t really refuse.  She just makes sure Elita has someone from our security team looking after her.”
“Hey, when were you going to warn me about Elita’s training?  You think I want to get beaten up?”
Jill shrugged.  “You’re Miss Hot Stuff, with a monster for backup. You can handle her.”
I found myself grinding my teeth.  Hot Stuff was what the internet sites had dubbed me, serving up vid footage from the store robbery, along with commentary and speculation on my reality … and bra size.  Guys can be such pigs.  There were even bloggers out there making stuff up, saying they’d run into me at a rave somewhere.  My legend was having a better social life than me.  I sighed.  I wanted peaceful obscurity, but here I was, almost sixteen, with my very own cult following.
Drew stared at me.  “You got your own monster?  When was I going to hear about that?”
I went to my desk for chocolate bars.  I wanted one and it would have been rude not to share.  I held one out to Jill and Drew.  They snatched them as fast as Tukka ever did.  I sat back on my bed, ripping paper.  “You guys don’t want to get too deep into my world.  It’s dangerous, and I’m not talking about kidnappers.”  I lifted my shirt to show three old scars along my side where a claw had partially scored me.  If not for Tukka coming along that first time…  I shuddered.  “A demon did this.  And there are things out there even I have yet to imagine.”
Fascinated by the old wounds, Drew traced one with a finger tip.  “Wow, that’s so kewl!  All I’ve got is my belly button piercing.”
“And when where you going to tell me about that?” Jill demanded.
“Huh,” Drew blinked in confusion.  “I thought you knew.”
I huffed.  “Does no one get what I’m saying here?  I want to protect you guys.”
“Awww.  That’s so cute,” Drew said.  “Time for a group hug.”
Jill bit off a hunk of chocolate.  “Please, not while I’m eating.”
Drew stood up, wagging her half-eaten chocolate bar at my face.  “You want to know what Elita’s up to, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Then you’re going to have to get into that class at the boys school too.”
Jill sighed.  “At last, a rational plan.  Grace, you can talk to Griffin in the morning.  Tell her you’re freaked about almost being snatched, and you want some self-defense training.  Since Elita is already going, they can’t say no to you.”
I nodded.  “Okay, I’ll give it a try.”
Jill dragged her chair back to the desk.  “Good, now can we try going back to sleep?  I don’t want to be totally wasted tomorrow.  We’re supposed to have some VIPs coming through.” 
“What have you heard?” Drew asked.
Jill dragged the girl to the door and shoved her out with a firm, “Goodnight.”
I crawled into bed, pulling my covers up.  “Jill?”
“Yeah?” She killed the lights.
“Thanks.”
“For what?”
“I don’t know, just … thanks.”
“Silly goose.”
Separated by heavy stretches of darkness, dreams came and went.  Some of them weren’t mine—Tukka often found and dragged me into other people’s dreamscapes, the ones he found amusing enough to share.  I didn’t mind, except when naked people were involved.  What else did I have to do when mostly asleep anyway?
All too soon, my alarm buzzed.  I slammed the thing and it shut up.  Lifting bleary eyes, I looked over at Jill’s bed.  It was empty.  She wasn’t at her computer, or anywhere in the room.  I dragged myself from bed and threw some jeans on, a navy top, and a wine red jacket, a throw-off my sister hadn’t wanted anymore.  With sneakers on my feet, and a few licks with my hairbrush, I headed out of our suite in search of breakfast.
I stopped in the hall, a little thrill of alarm shooting through me.  Fenn stood there waiting, hands in his pockets, a look of fierce interest on his face.  “Hungry?”
I nodded, pinned in place by his amber stare.  His attention felt liker a gravitational force, reeling me in.  
He started ahead, assuming I’d follow. “C’mon, I’ll take you to the cafeteria.”
Trailing along, I couldn’t help noticing he filled out his tight jeans remarkably well.  Maybe Fenn needed the right gal to smooth down his rough edges.
He led me to the elevator, pressed the call button, and slouched to the side to wait.  “First floor,” he said.  “We’re between cooks right now so things have been catered in from town.  I have to warn you.”  He smiled, showing teeth a wolf would have been proud of.  “Food’s barely eatable.  If Griffin doesn’t do something soon, I’m going off the reservation.”
“You’re Native American?” I asked.
“Parts of me.  Just don’t ask which parts.”
The elevator door opened.  Ryan and Elita stood inside.  She looked at me like I‘d just been scraped off her shoe.
I took a step forward to get on.
A smile of petty malice in place, Elita thrust her hand out to block my way.  “Sorry, this car is full.”
Before I could say anything, Fenn stepped into view, pressing close behind me.  The heat of his stare grazed the side of my face, boring into Elita.  He said, “Move the arm, or lose it.”
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIVE
 
 
The elevator door tried closing on me.  I caught it, all-the-while intensely conscious of Fenn pressing close behind me.  The door retracted.  In front of us, Elita trembled slightly, pulling her extended arm back in to form a defensive posture, hands curling into fists.  Hiding behind her, Ryan paled, still as a rabbit waiting for a hawk to pass.
“I’m not afraid of you,” Elita said.
Fenn huffed in quiet disbelief, tickling my right ear with his warm breath.  “Of course you are.  I can smell your fear.”
The door tried closing again.  I stopped it.  Turning my head, I spoke over my shoulder.  “Fenn, do you have a cell phone on you?”
After a pause he answered, “No.  Why?”
“That’s good.  Back up a moment, please.”  
Another pause.  “Okay.”  He retreated, probably against his better instincts.
I smiled at Elita and Ryan.  “I’m the one you should really worry about.”  I swung my hand inside, touched the control panel, and twisted the local electromagnetic field as though it was silly putty, but I didn’t cross over into the ghost realm.  Instead, I took a step backwards as the doors closed.
“What did you do?” Fenn asked.
I held up a finger.  “Wait for it.”
After a moment, Elita banged on the inside of the doors, her shrill voice mixing curses with cries for help.
“Let’s take the stairs,” I said.  “Elevator appears to be broken.”  There was another elevator we could have used, but the damage I’d done might spread, and I didn’t want to chance it.  Maintenance would be along, soon as Elita or Ryan remembered to use the elevator’s emergency phone.  If it still worked.
That soft huff of his came again.  I now recognized it as Fenn’s laugh.  He said, “I didn’t know you could do that.  Handy little power.  If I had a cell phone on me, what would have happened?”
I turned to him, my most innocent expression in place.  “Why, I have no idea what you mean.”
“Right.”  A tight smile quirked his lips.  “The stairs are this way.”  He padded on and I followed.  We reached the door to the stairs and he opened it for me.  We headed down at a light jog, taking turn after turn.  I took the opportunity to probe a little, “Fenn?”
He stopped and turned.
I blundered into him and he caught me, his eyes shifting, amber to gold.  My palms pressed against his chest.  I found myself holding my breath and let it seep out.  His nostrils flared as he drew my scent.
“Sorry,” I said.
“I’m not.”
I felt my face heating and pushed back a little.  His arms resisted, but only a moment, then he let me go.
“Fenn, there are some bad people who tried to grab me yesterday.  They might try again.”
The slightly amused expression on his face vanished, a mask pulled away to reveal predatory intentness.  “Are you asking for my protection?”
There were nuances to his words that got past me, like deep currents hidden beneath a pond’s still surface.  I sidestepped the question.  “I’m asking for your help.  I think Elita is tied in with the guys that want me.  Will you help me keep an eye on her, and find out who she’s talking to?”
“Might be dangerous so…”
“So?”
He smiled.  “So I’ll do it, but you’ll owe me one.”
I nodded.  I’d assumed that all along.
We continued down the stairs until a heavy door let us into the lobby.  Fenn led me past the restroom, the elevators, toward the receptionist who’d come on-duty, a professional woman in burgundy blazer and slacks, wearing a white blouse.  She used Attar of Rose, and piled her hair in a French chignon.  A lap top lay open in front of her and she wore a wireless headset.  She touched the screen to end a call and take another, smiling as we passed.
Fenn nodded in return.
I smiled reflexively.
Then we were through double doors, in a modest cafeteria.  Another hall lay beyond it, where I imagined Ms. Griffin had her office.
Fenn stopped dead, making me circle him.  “I’ll leave you here,” he said.
“Okay, thanks.”
I saw Jill and Drew at a table with Gary.  Other tables were occupied by teenagers and older people I took to be corporate employees of one kind or another.  Heading over, I was ignored except for Drew who waved mightily.
Jill looked up as I arrived.  “I wondered if you’d make it.”
“What’s the routine here?” I asked.
Drew pointed at a stack of trays, plates, silverware, glasses, and cups.  “Start there, move along the counter, and the kitchen worker will give you what you ask for.  Just like high school.”
“Am I supposed to pay somebody?”
Jill shook her head.  “The employees do.  Not us.”
“Okay, back in a minute.”  I crossed the room and got a tray with all the accessories.  Actually facing the morning fare, my determination wavered.  The grits looked like setting concrete, steaming in a square pan beside rubbery scrambled eggs.  Thin strips of bacon clung to a mesh of solidifying grease.  There were homemade biscuits that resembled lumpy rocks.  In self-defense, I went with a mixed fruit cup, cereal, a carton of milk, and juice.
I moved back to the table, and noticed Hammer on an intercept course.  I put my stuff down and turned to face the security chief.  I smiled brightly.  “Good morning.  Isn’t it a wonderful day?”
He stopped six inches away, making me crane my neck to look him in the eye.  I couldn’t help smelling his Old Spice, and the fact that he used raspberry-scented shaving cream.  His face could have been flint for all the expression he allowed himself.  His eyes alone conveyed emotion—irritation.  “Not if you’re trapped like a rat in an elevator.”
“Oh,” I said.  “Someone’s stuck?”
“We saw you on the camera.  We know you were there.  Strange, that you didn’t report the incident.  Don’t like Elita and Ryan much, do you?”
“If you saw me there, you saw them refuse to let me on, and you saw me walk away instead of letting Fenn get violent.”
Jill interrupted, “You were hanging with Fenn?”
“When I’m around?” Gary added.  “No accounting for taste, I guess.”
Hammer shot them an annoyed glower, then turned his stare back to me.  He lifted a massive hand and pointed at my face.
I resisted the urge to bite his finger.
He said, “You reached into the car and touched the control panel.  It went haywire after that.”
“Yeah, I thought I’d press some extra buttons so they’d have to take the scenic route.  I can’t believe that actually broke the elevator.  Does it get regular maintenance?”
He ignored my question.  “When we get Elita out, I’m going to debrief her.  If I find you did something more than you’re saying…”  He lowered his finger and marched off to a cadence he alone could hear.
I sucked a deep breath and let it go, sinking into my chair.
“Tell me about Fenn,” Drew leaned toward me from across the table.
 “Never mind him,” Jill turned beside me to catch my eyes, “The elevator … you crashed it, didn’t you?”
Gary stood, holding his tray.  “There are some things I really don’t want to know.  Later girls.”  He sauntered off.
I turned back to Jill, the human lie detector.  I could keep silent or fess up.  I fessed up.  “Yeah, she pissed me off, so I served up a little street justice.”
Jill lowered her voice, “You can disrupt electronics with a touch?  What did you do, put out a low grade EM pulse?”
I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Sometimes, when I get mad…”
Jill nodded.  “Thank you for telling me.  I will of course have to take protective measures.”
Protective measures?  I was about to ask what she meant when Ms. Griffin swept in, bearing down on me.  Uh-oh, time for the second barrel.
Dressed in a chic, pastel-pink business suit with lavender blue silk blouse and scarf, feet sheathed in expensive heels, she stopped beside me.  “Grace, I wonder if you and I can have a private chat.”
Jill said, “If you’re taking administrative action against her, she has the right to be represented by counsel.  That would be me.”
“And me,” Drew chimed in.
“Nothing to be concerned over.”  Ms. Griffin smiled with delight.  “I’m always happy to find an investment is far more valuable than I’d originally known.  I want to arrange a series of tests to explore the limits of what you can do.”
Hmmmmm.  Time for a little horse trading, as my dad likes to say.  I assumed a pensive tone of voice, “Wants are funny things.  We all have them.”
Ms. Griffin studied my face.  “There’s something in particular you want?”
Jill and Drew leaned back to silently view the haggling.
I put on an earnest expression.  “Well, after such a close call last night, isn’t it natural I’d be a little insecure about my safety?”
“Perhaps so,” Ms. Griffin said, “but you have to know we are perfectly capable of protecting you.”
I waved off her words.  “Oh, I know that intellectually, but deep down inside, there’s a frightened child that isn’t reassured.”
Ms. Griffin cocked her head.  “And just what would it take to reassure your inner child?”
“The boys’ school,” I said.  “I want to take the same martial arts classes Elita goes to.  If you can keep one of us safe over there, it shouldn’t be much harder to take care of two of us.”
“Normally, I’d agree, but the elevator raises certain issues.”
“Oh?”
“One, we can’t have disruptive events souring our relations with others in the community.  If someone else’s elevator, or computer, or pacemaker were to get short circuited, it could be very bad for our reputation.  You need to give us some time to acquire faith in your control and sense of responsibility.”
“You said issues.  What else is in the way?”
Ms. Griffin sighed.  “There’s Elita herself.  After what’s been done to her, she isn’t going to tolerate you tagging along.  Until you can play well with each other, I’m afraid I have to keep you at arm’s length.”
Damn.  I’d shot myself in the foot.  I picked up my cup and shoveled fruit into my mouth.
Ms. Griffin ran a finger along her lower lip, a look of deep thought on her face.  “However…”
I swallowed.  “Yeah?”
“The instructor Elita uses does give private lessons at his home dojo.  We could arrange for you to go there, with the proper escort.  Of course, first time something inexplicable happens, you’ll lose that privilege.”
Hmmmm.  Keeping me on a tight leash.  “I’m not sure I want to—”
“Grace,” Drew kicked me under the table, “You should take the offer.”
“I should?”  I looked at Jill.
She nodded solemnly.
I agreed, “Okay, fine.”
Ms. Griffin smiled.  “Well then, I’ll make the arrangements.  I’m sure Chief Hammer will want to escort you personally, with a team of his best men.  And we can get started on those tests.  Come see me after breakfast.”  Slipping out of head scientist mode, into den mother, she came behind my chair and gave me a rowdy hug.  “Oh, Grace, we are going to have such fun together!”
“Yeah, can’t wait.”
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After Ms. Griffin left, I turned to my new friends.  “What the hell have you got me into?  What’s the point of martial arts lessons if it isn’t going to smoke out the bad guys?  You figure I need the exercise?  I was on the track team.  I’ll have you know I have the thighs of an Amazon.”
“And we’re glad to hear it,” Drew said.  “Now hush a minute and listen.”
People at other tables were staring.  I wondered if I’d been a little louder in my snarlitude than intended.
“In the first place,” Jill said, “this instructor has dirt on Elita, right?”
“Well, I guess.”  Maybe I was overlooking a few angles.  I sat back and gulped some orange juice to boost my blood sugar.  Maybe that would help me be a little less cranky.
“In the second place,” Jill said, “if bad guys are after you, would it hurt to develop useful skills?”
“Well…”  I filled my bowl with cereal and poured in the milk.
Drew said, “And finally, when Elita hears, she’ll be bent six ways to Sunday.”
“She’ll seethe and foam at the mouth,” Jill added.  “She has it bad for him.”
I shoveled in some cereal and reflected on what they were saying.
Drew acquired a dreamy, distant look, as if staring into a beautiful memory.  “The guy’s come by a time or two.  He’s absolutely dreamy.  I’d let him get his hands on me anytime.”
“He’s totally hot,” Jill agreed.
Drew fanned herself as if her temperature were climbing dangerously.  “Plus you get away from this place for a while.  Such opportunities are not to be squandered.”
“Okay,” I said.  “I’m convinced.”
Jill stood with her tray.  “Good, then my work here is done.”
“Where are you going,” I asked.
“I’ve got some online courses to catch up on and a few errands besides.  Drew can give you the rest of the guided tour.”
“Sure.”  Drew’s eyes were big and bright as she leaned toward me.  “Now about Fenn…”
The rest of the day passed in fits and starts.  Some moments crept painfully, yet there where hours that blurred by in a haze.  Every sort of test came my way.  Many seemed designed to keep me busy, like a hamster on a treadmill.  Ms. Griffin kept me in a research area with a lot of high-tech gadgets.  One of them she identified as a handheld ultrasound.  She ran it over me along with EMF detectors, looking for electromagnetic anomalies.  Infrared cameras were set up to record changes in my heat signature.  I was also given an EEG to map my brainwaves.  Taped electrodes were connected to my forehead, while needles drew squiggly lines on paper that Ms. Griffin mused over, using a red pen to tag points of interest as she muttered to herself.
I spent an hour destroying various electronic devices, draining car batteries, distorting radio and television reception on command.  The white-coats observed with growing enthusiasm.  After a while they competed to find something I couldn’t affect.  The battery powered flashlight plopped in my hand lasted seconds.  Coffee makers and cell phones went just as quick.  Digital alarm clocks bit the dust, adding to the growing pile.
Finally, someone handed over a wind-up clock.  I stared at the researcher.  “Are you crazy?  What am I supposed to do with this?  Hit it with a rock?  I don’t do mechanical systems.”
“How about this,” Hammer said.
I turned toward the voice, wondering how long he’d been there, and caught a flash of motion … darts trailing wires.  Taser.   I screamed, crumpling, every nerve jumping in agony.  I quivered on the floor, gasping like a beached perch.  Forcing my hand to move, I ripped out the wires.
“Chief, what do you think you are doing?”  Ms. Griffin confronted him, her voice cold and hard like I’d never heard it.  “I didn’t authorize this.”
I forced myself to my knees.
Hammer stood his ground, facing Ms. Griffin.  “Next time our mystery abductors strike, they’ll use something along these lines.  We need to know if she can handle high voltage, or if she’s as vulnerable as the rest of us.”
I made myself stand, trying not to waver on my feet.  “He’s right.  Hit me again.  I think I can take it, now that I know what to expect.”
Ms. Griffin turned to me.  “Grace, you’re sure?”
I nodded, staring Hammer in the eyes.  “Do your worst.”
He advanced the setting, probably to maximum.
Me and my big mouth.
The darts were fired again.  Voltage drained into me—and out—as I twisted the veil-between-worlds around me.  I kept my feet.  It hadn’t hurt any less, but I’d been able to function.
Hammer looked down, checking the settings he’d just used, then back at me.  “Now that is worth knowing.”
“Good,” I said, “’cause we’re done here.”
Ms. Griffin rushed over, catching my arm.  “Just a sec.”  She flashed a pen light in my eyes.  “Okay, take the rest of the day off.”
“And my martial arts classes?”
“I’ll set it up,” Hammer said.  “You’ve earned that much, not that I expect you to last a week.”
I gave him my best steely glare.
He grinned.  “Fine, prove me wrong.”
I would.  That was the kind of person I wanted to be.
I trudged to the closest elevator and pushed the button.  The doors opened and I smelled stale sweat, fear, ozone, and burnt insulation.  I stepped on and had the car take me to the TV lounge.  As I stepped off, a half dozen heads turned my way, tracking me as I headed down the hall for my suite.  After what had happened to Ryan and Elita, I’d been raised to celebrity status.  Again.
I entered my suite, my room, and froze in surprise.  The room was as I’d left it with one glaring exception—yellow police tape adorned Jill’s desk, fending off any approach I might make.  Apparently, after the elevator incident, she wasn’t taking any chances with her expensive gaming system.
I sighed, disappointed.  I hadn’t blown anything up by accident since I was four.  I flopped onto my bed, closing my eyes, waiting for sleep to come.  A little nap might put me right again.  It worked for Sleeping Beauty.  I smelled something foul.
What the hell!
I rolled over and jerked my pillow away.
Underneath. Lay a cloth bag the size of my palm, with a drawstring mouth.  I carefully opened it, dumping the contents onto my bed.  There were shards of broken mirror, salt—sea salt by the smell of it—and russet hair that might have been gathered from my hairbrush.  Strangest of all, there were three black stones the size of my finger tips, carved into dog heads.  The mutts had tall, pointy ears and sharp muzzles.
There was nothing in the bag to account for the stench that had first caught my attention.
A shiver of cold hit.  Pain followed, sharp and sudden.  I gasped and grabbed my jacket sleeve.  There were slashes in the tough fabric.  Through a rent, I felt blood.
The stench thickened.
Double blows fell across my back, spinning me away.  I fell against my desk chair and slid to the ground, scanning the room for any hint of what was attacking me.
Two scents, maybe three … there’s definitely more than one attacker.
Something leaped onto Jill’s dresser and scattered her pictures and other personal items.  Unseen claws cut part of the yellow police tape, while small feet jumping up and down left impressions on Jill’s bedspread.
I scrambled up, twisted, and latched onto my chair.  I swung it toward my tormentors.  I had an idea what they were from the carved stones, and the fact they attacked from the shadow realm.  But if I guessing wrong and something worse waited for me…   I hesitated.
Something clubbed the chair aside, amputating a leg.  Splinters fell to the carpet.  I screamed as an unseen paw smacked my face, jarring my head so my thoughts swam out of focus.  I touched my stinging cheek.  My fingers came away wet, blood.
Anger chased away fear.  I crossed over.  The tingle passed, taking some of the gravity with it.  The blood on my hand became a charcoal slick, seen through the orange haze of my aura.
My room held three pseudo-demons, imps formed by a spell-caster’s murderous intent.  The size of chimpanzees—with canine features—they snarled, baring fangs.  Their eyes were yellow stars.  Real demons would have been surrounded by black-flame.  These lacked such auras, carrying themselves upright, balancing with the aid of short, whip like tails.
The closest one leaped, leaving himself wide open.  I leaned and turned a little, punting him into the ceiling.  He lost cohesion and thinned into black mist.  The creature hadn’t realized I’d crossed over, and could now inflict serious damage.  The other imps stilled in shock, but recovered quickly, one vaulting high while the other went low for my legs.
I let them reach me, pouring my strength into my aura.  I became a pyre.  While my flames burned cold in the human world, in the shadow realm, they were devastating.  The imps howled in terror and pain as their substance bubbled and features sloughed, flowing like wax in a blast furnace.  They turned into sludgy shadow, seeping into the floor, vanishing.
My anger remained.  I trembled with it as I padded to the wall that separated my room from the outer hall.  I ghosted through, but froze in place, remembering that I didn’t know the way to Elita’s room.  I had to find her.  Someone had used witchcraft to sic those things on me, and I was betting on her.  If I didn’t stop this, my next visitation might be something I couldn’t handle.
I started off again, heading for the TV lounge.  If I had to haunt this floor as an unseen presence until she turned up, I would. 
Drew and Jill approached, absorbed in a conversation I couldn’t hear.  They glowed softly, their auras blue and yellow.  As they reached me, I pressed against the wall, giving them clearance.  I could walk through inanimate matter, but not people.  A light graze would shove me aside with a painful static shock.  
However, having to watch out for auras was a small price to pay for the advantage of playing spook.  I wondered why demons didn’t have this problem.
I went to the crowded lounge and glanced about for my target.  No sign of her.  But I spied her minion Ryan, filling his arms with snacks from the vending machine.  Painted in the gray tones of the shadow realm he made only a slight impression.  My gaze actually passed him a couple times, before recognition set in.
He trudged past me, heading down the girls’ hall.  I followed.  This was perfect!  
He’d lead me to straight Elita.  I’d never seen him with anyone else.
Drew and Jill had been in our suite but had returned to the hall, jumping and waving in front of a hall cam to summon security.  Why…  Oh crap, the trashed room … the stuff on my bed…  I might even have bled a little here and there.  They had to think me the victim of foul play.  I fought the impulse to cross over and reassure my friends.  My business with Elita couldn’t wait.
Ryan stared at Jill and Drew, pausing, handing Jill an envelope.  I delayed long enough to see my name written on it.  Another mystery.  He went on to the end of the hall.  I dogged his steps to the last door.  He knocked.  The door opened and Elita relieved him of his sodas and snacks.  Glancing over his shoulder, she frowned.
For a second, I thought she could see me.
She pushed him back to enter the hallway and stared down to where Jill and Drew were being surrounded by security.
An evil smile lit up her face, and I knew for sure she’d sent her inner demons after me.  Silently gloating, she waved Ryan away, and closed the door on him.
I stepped through the wall, going after her, lips tight across bared teeth, a growl low in my throat.
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Blackout curtains were drawn in Elita’s room.  Black candles—set in a ring in crystal holders—enclosed a red pentagram painted on a black throw rug.  An open book lay on the floor, pages facedown; Witchcraft Made Easy.  The snacks were scattered everywhere.  Elita clawed at her throat where a black mist writhed.  The eddies that attacked her possessed three pairs of eyes and clawed hands intent on slowly strangling her.  She tottered on tip toes, gagging, gasping, and desperate to return to the protection of the pentagram.  She should have stayed there until she’d banished what she’d called.
Too stupid to live, I guess.
I didn’t object in principle to what was happening, but I wanted to be the one doing the choking.  Or did I?  Seeing it done, my taste for vengeance began to evaporate.
Damn, I know I’m going to regret this.
I sprang closer and ripped at the cloud.  Wet and oily tatters slipped through my fingers the way a real demon never would have.  The cloudy hands remained, but the rest of the mist clotted to form coils.  A cobra shape bared fangs, silently hissing midair.  I concentrated on my hands, letting my aura flare brighter.  Thick tongues of flame wagged up from my fingers.  At this display, the smoky snake recoiled.  I fanned my hand, sending a curling sheet of fire after the creature.
The serpent sloughed its form, becoming mist again, as did the hands.  The miasma shot away, passing through the curtains and the windows beyond.
Red faced, Elita gasped, drawing a deep breath.  She dropped to her knees, shuddering.
I crossed over, appearing in front of her.
She rasped, “My curse, you turned it back on me.  What are you?”
It wasn’t anything I’d done.  She just sucked at being a witch.  I glared at her.  “I’m asking the questions here.  Let’s start with who’s after me, and why, and what they want.”
“I’m not telling you anything!”
I grinned.  “I was hoping I’d have to beat it out of you.” 
She glared back.  “You wouldn’t dare.
I picked up a burning candle.  Without warning, I shoved her down and sank my knee into her gut.  I grabbed her throat.  Melted black wax dribbled onto her shirt.  I drew a large “B” for bitch.  I’d wanted a reason to do something like this ever since reading The Scarlet Letter in English class.
Trying to scream past my steely fingers, she flailed against the arm I pinned her with.
“You hit like a girl,” I said.
She chambered her fist to her ribs and threw her next punch like a real martial artist.  The blow came in fast, but I thought it should have been faster.  I shifted.  Her fist glanced off my head, but I felt little pain.  I felt invincible, as though rage were fueling my strength beyond normal levels.  I picked up a crystal candle holder and squeezed it experimentally.  The thing exploded into chunks, dribbling from my hand.  Whoa, I’m bad!
“You should stop,” I said.  “I’m not used to being this strong.  I could break you—permanently.”
She froze, whining in terror.
Nothing works better than a good bluff.
The last tear of black, molten wax fell and I puffed the flame out, tossing the candle away.  I put my face inches from hers.  “Listen up, you ridiculous little snot.  I’ve had it with you.  You are going to be a good little girl from now on, understand?”
She just stared.
“Nod if you want to live.”
She nodded.
“Good.  Mercy only goes so far.  Next time, you won’t survive my irritation.”  I pulled my hand from her throat, leaning back.  “Do you believe me?”
“Yes,” she answered in a strained voice, “but you got bigger things to worry about than me.”  She coughed.  “The others can take you easily, so you better not hurt me.”
I thought of the porcelain-faced woman who’d tried to kidnap me when I first arrived.  Was she a witch with a whole coven behind her?  That would be formidable, but I couldn’t let Elita see me rattled.
I smiled enigmatically and fondly thought of Tukka and what I’d once seen him do to a stray demon.  “I have powerful friends myself.  Okay, spill.  Who’s the psycho chick out to get me?”
Elita shrugged, her glance skittering over to her desk where a lap top sat, displaying an internet site called DARK ARTS.  “I’ve only talked to her a few times on the internet.”
I rolled my eyes.
“It’s true!” anger lent strength to her voice.
“Tell me how to find her.”
“I can’t.  I really can’t; she’d kill me.  Besides, I don’t know.”
“Then find out,” I said.  “You don’t want me coming back.”
“Hell no!”
I laughed quietly, scooped up a nearby Ding Dong, and stood up.  Chocolate snack in hand—just tribute for the victor—I left the suite without a backward glance.  I strolled to my suite, noticing that Jill and Drew had left the hall.  I stopped in the doorway of my room.  Security men were poring over everything.  Jill had her computer on, peering at the screen anxiously.  The envelope Ryan gave her for to me, she held loosely in her hand, all but forgotten.  With the damage to the yellow police tape, she probably feared harm to her computer as well.
Drew stood by my bed, watching the security guys gathering the items that had come from the pouch.  His back to me, Hammer held my chair in one hand, the broken leg in the other.  Another security guy swabbed a stain on the carpet.  He held the swab under a special light where it glowed.  “Blood,” he announced grimly.
“Someone should have told me we were having a party,” I said.
All eyes swung my way.  Drew sprang across the room, wrapping arms around me, almost knocking me down.  “Grace, you’re alive!  And you brought me a present.”  Letting go, she snatched the Ding Dong from my hand.
Who’d she think she was?  Tukka?  I smiled.  “Sorry, for making you worry.”
Hammer calmly set the chair and its amputated leg down.  He bore down on me, Jill close behind.  “Just what went on here, Miss Kenyon?”
“Preternatural attack,” I said, “invisible nasties.”
He gripped my chin, turning my face to the side to study the scratches there.  
“Those match the slash marks on the furniture.  The medicine bag also confirms your story.  I’m inclined to believe you.”
Jill’s voice spiked with wrath, “She’s telling the truth.  I can tell.”
Hammer let me go.  “Any serious wounds?”
“Not really.”  I fingered the rents in my jacket.  “But I do need to go shopping.”
“Not anytime soon.  We’re in total lockdown.  No one leaves this building without my direct approval.”  He pointed at my coat.  “Leave it on the bed, evidence.  You and Jill go to Drew’s room.  Stay there.  Take with you whatever you need for tomorrow.  I’m bringing in specialists to check out this room.  Until I say different, don’t come back in here.”
“A Preternatural Response Team?” Drew asked innocently.
Hammer glared.  “Of course not.  The government doesn’t have a covert multi-agency alliance dealing with paranormal and occult phenomenon.  That’s just an urban myth—if anybody asks.”  His face stayed deadpan, but he winked, telling us there was such a team, a secret that would have become obvious as soon as they arrived.
I left my torn coat as requested, and got a jean jacket from the closet.  Gathering stuff I’d need for the next day or two, I stuffed a small suitcase.  Jill pulled a bag from her closet and headed for her dresser.
“So when does the urban myth get here?” Drew asked.
Hammer frowned in thought.  “If we’re lucky, there’s a unit in our region.”
I pulled open my desk drawer and scooped up two handfuls of chocolate.  They went in my bag with my alarm clock and the brush on my nightstand.  Other grooming items were already in the bathroom and lavatory.  I headed for the door.
Drew got there first, leading the way to her room.
Jill brought up the rear, muttering under her breath, “…Such a bother.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, “It’s all my fault.”
“I’m pissed, but not at you, Grace.  You didn’t ask to be targeted.”
“I know, but I still feel guilty.”
There was only one bed.  No one shared Drew’s room with her.  Messy was an understatement.  I dislodged an empty pizza box from her desk chair, pulling the seat well away from her computer.  The only place order reigned was the desktop with its pink-colored monitor, keyboard, and speakers.  The plastic hardware matched her dyed hair.
Must be her favorite color.
There were plastic containers for paperclips, thumbtacks, and a mug holding pens and pencils.  A family photo in a silver frame occupied one corner of the desk, next to a digital alarm clock.  Apparently, she had three older brothers.
The walls were decorated with movie posters: Ghost, From Dawn to Dusk, the Howling, The Mothman Prophecies…  The last one caught my eye.  The poster looked like a cross between a moth and an ink blot, with human eyes in the middle, staring back at me.  The text said “based on true events.”  I nodded.  That’s right; there were multiple sightings for over a decade of the thing in West Virginia before it moved on.  Bigfoot with wings.
I turned to Drew who’d cleared a space on the bed where she hadn’t quite finished folding her laundry.  She sat.  Jill chose to stand, fists on hips, looking around with disdain, and perhaps a little fear; there was no telling what might crawl out from under assorted piles of clutter.
“You fly, I’ll buy,” Drew said.
“Like the sodas aren’t free.”  Jill handed over the letter she’d been carrying.  
“You, stay put and out of trouble.”  She turned a pointing finger on Drew.  “As for you, clean this place before I get back or I’m calling the health department.  If I’m going to be here for any length of time, I need it clean.”
I saluted crisply.
A beat behind, Drew copied my gesture.
Jill left, and I watched a miracle—Drew got to work.  She cleared the floor by tossing clutter under the bed or in the closet, closing the sliding door to hide the mess.  With a mighty grunt, she folded the empty pizza box in half and wedged it in a very small trash can.  Going beyond the call of duty, she even straightened her nightstand, bringing to bear a kind of instinctive feng shui so nothing touched anything else, the spaces between all equal.
She made no effort at folding and stacking the laundry, putting the task aside as Jill returned with an assortment of drinks.
I’d waited to open the letter until Jill returned.  Since whatever concerned me also impacted the girls, I decided not to keep secrets from them any longer.  I tore off the envelope’s edge.  Drew and Jill gave me their full attention as I pulled out a typed sheet of paper, unfolding it.
“So, what does Ryan want with you?” Drew asked.
I scanned the letter twice, making sure I understood it.  “He wants to opt out of any further trouble with me, and he’s getting tired of Elita’s crap.  He says he knows something I ought to hear, wants to meet me on the roof.”
“Gotta be a trap,” Jill said.  “Elita’s got him in a death grip.  No way would he give her up.”
Drew nodded emphatically.  “She’s got something on him, always has.”
“I’m supposed to come alone,” I said.
Drew scowled.  “Not in this lifetime!  We’re going to be in the stairwell.  First sign of something underhanded, we’re crashing the party.”
“I’m pretty sure I can handle Ryan myself,” I said.  “It’s not likely he’s going to whip out a machine gun and mow me down.  Besides, I want you guys to keep an eye on what’s going on around here, especially if that response team rolls in.”
“All right,” Jill said, “but at least take Fenn.  I’m sure he’d love to play hero and punch someone out for you—if it becomes necessary.”
“Not a bad idea.”  I headed for the door.  “See you guys later.”
Security Guy watched stone-faced in the door of my room, as I went by.  “Stay where the cameras can see you,” he said.  “In case there’s another attack.”
I nodded going into the hall, and closed the door behind me.  I followed the hall to the lounge.  Fewer people were around.  I caught a guy I didn’t know coming out of the boys’ hallway.  “Excuse me,” I said.  “Can you tell Fenn I’m here and need to see him right away?”
He looked me up and down, his gaze lingering at my chest, a work in progress.  I would have been mad except it was the first time my chest had drawn much attention.  I found myself drawing a deep breath and pulling my shoulders back.  
Yes, I’m a total fox.
He shrugged.  “Sure, just a minute.”  He trudged back the way he’d come.
He wore tight jeans and—since one good ogle deserved another—I watched his well-formed butt as he left.  As eye candy went, he wasn’t half bad.  Though nowhere near Fenn’s league.  He’d continue to set the high mark on my one-to-ten hotness scale—until an eleven came along.
Eye Candy pounded on a door down the hall.  A moment later, Fenn stuck his head out, glaring.  Eye Candy pointed back at me and said something in a teasing voice.  Fenn craned his head to look my way, then nodded his thanks to Eye Candy.  
They both reached me soon after.  Fenn stopped.  Eye Candy kept going.  With Fenn watching, I wasn’t ogled again—damn it.  It’s not that I’m a slut, but I’d had so little attention from guys in the past…  Hopefully, that was changing.  Being a social misfit sucks.
Fenn stood too close, drinking in my scent.  His amber eyes peered deeply into mine, bringing to bear the intensity of his full attention.  “What’s up?” he asked.
I grabbed his wrist and tugged him into motion.   “C’mon.”
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Up to the roof for a little night air.”  I drew him toward the elevator.
In the lounge, everyone’s eyes tracked us to the elevator.  The door opened as soon as Fenn touched the call button.  We stepped on and headed up to the top floor.  My breath caught in my throat as Fenn swept me back against the elevator’s far wall.  The hand rail pressed into my back.  My heart pounded.
Gingerly, Fenn touched the side of my face where I’d been scratched.  His eyes shifted to a smoldering gold.  “You’ve had more trouble.”
“Finding the right outfit for a date is trouble; surviving conjured hell-spawns goes well beyond that.”
Fenn’s eyes narrowed with simmering rage.  “I knew Elita practiced the craft, but I didn’t know she’d gone over to the dark side.  You’re not safe here.”
“Those behind Elita want me bad enough to snatch me off the street.  Nowhere is safe.”
“I’ll keep you safe, I promise.”
A deep silence set in.  Fenn didn’t seem to need further words.  I had conflicting emotions.  I felt flattered, but remembered what had Jill said about Fenn.
He’s a friend you don’t turn your back on.
Putting myself in his hand, would that make us significant others?  If so, would I still need caution?  Was being loved by Fenn safer than being friends?  Suppose something did get started.  Was it something he’d ever let me walk away from?  Then again, he’d never even kissed me.  Maybe I was getting ahead of myself.  Fenn might be a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind a guy.  I knew so little about him.
We followed a deserted hallway to the stairs that took us to the roof entrance.  I stopped Fenn inside the last door, handing him the letter Ryan had sent me.
Fenn read it and looked up.  “This is a trap.”
“Probably, but Ryan’s got answers I need.  You’re here to help me turn his trap back on him.  If I need you, come running—fast.”
He leaned in and pressed warm lips against mine.  I closed my eyes.  His arms enveloped me, crushing me against his body.  His lips went from soft to urgent, demanding.
My first real kiss … wow.
Reluctantly, I pulled away, my senses reeling, my heart melted into a bubbly pool of happiness.
Fenn bared white teeth in a predatory smile.  “What the lady wants, she gets.”
Let’s hope…
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHT
 
 
I opened the door and slid out, casting a wary eye across a flat roof.  The air conditioning hadn’t been left up here, vulnerable to anyone with a helicopter and a supply of sleepy gas.  Speaking of which, there was a big, circled “H” on the roof where a chopper could set down, which explained the lights all around the parameter.  Across the roof, I saw Ryan in jeans and a dark coat, leaning against a guardrail.  He had a black knit cap on over his willful red hair.  His hands were empty and he seemed to be alone.
I strolled over, stopping by the railing, a good six feet from him.
“Good view from here.”  The evening cold made his breath a swirl of white fog.
I stared out over the buildings of the compound to the hardwood forest beyond.  It had a spooky, shadow-drenched look, like the back of a great, shaggy beast waiting to pounce.  I spoke to Ryan, watching him for sudden movement with my peripheral vision, “You wanted to see me?”
He stayed silent.
I turned to face him.
He clenched the rail tightly, arms trembling as he dealt with some great inner struggle.
“If you’re worried about Elita getting back at you, I won’t let her.”
“Elita isn’t the problem,” he said.  “She’s making friendly with dangerous people.  We could get killed if she keeps screwing up.”
“Tell me what you know.  HPI has major ties with Congress and the military, and a lot of money invested in developing our potential.  They’ll deal with this.”
Ryan shook his head no.  “ISIS is too big.  They’re everywhere.”  He turned to me suddenly, his eyes dark and pleading.  “I like you, Grace.  Fenn scares me, but I like you.  I wish we’d gotten off to a better start.”
Hearing despair in his tones I moved closer, suddenly wondering if he were planning something crazy, like jumping the rail.
“Grace, I’m leaving tonight.”  He looked back out across the endless woodland to where a silvery light heralded moonrise.  “Out there, I can hide.  I’ll be safe.  I have friends that will look after me.  It’s my element.  Come with me.  If you bind yourself to me and my … kind … it will be all right.”  He paused.  “There’s risk.  Not everyone survives First Change.”
I suddenly felt like a soldier creeping through an enemy minefield.  “Change into what, exactly?”
“It’s better to show you than tell you.  Give me a few minutes.”  He swung his gaze to the horizon where the crest of the moon edged above the horizon.
I was struck mute by his proposition.  It was the first time anyone had ever wanted to run away with me.  My big sister had often wished I’d just run away, but that wasn’t the same thing.  This decision was a “no brainer.”  Answer had to be no.  Once in the wilderness, he could turn me over to the very people he and Elita worked for.  That would be the best way for them to get out of the doghouse.
I set my back to the railing, and looked across the roof.  My gaze slid everywhere.  Well clear of the helicopter pad, I spotted poles capped with mechanisms that allowed cameras a 360° pan.  Except the cameras were broken.  Had Ryan done that?  Was he planning on doing something to me up here he didn’t want known.  He had to know though that loss of the feed would bring security up here at a run—unless a distraction were being staged to hold their attention.  I wondered what Elita was doing now.
My gaze slid on to the access door I’d come through.  It stood open a crack.  Fenn was just a scream away—that made me feel better.
I turned to study the moon, sensing that Ryan needed that celestial presence for the next act of our little drama.  Minutes passed in agonizing slowness.  Strange, no sign of Hammer and his Men in Black.
Finally, the moon cleared the trees.  Ryan spasmed and pawed at his clothing.  They came away in tatters, ripped by more than human strength.
I blushed, looking away, only to look back.  My heart pounded.  The pulse in my neck throbbed strongly.  I felt the thrill of horror mixed with fascination.
Ryan was losing human form, and I didn’t know if his inner self would be lost to the moon-change as well.  Just in case, I was ready at any second to cross over.   No way was I becoming Werewolf Chow.
Below his skin, muscles writhed and jumped.  I heard vertebrae popping, shifting.  I noticed a wasting away as muscles shriveled.  The change fueled itself with his body.  Only his back swelled, becoming a monstrous, rising boil.  That burst.
“Eeeeeeewwwww—!”  Yucky green-yellow goo splattered me.  I choked on a pungent chemical odor, nothing I could easily identify.  After jumping in place, I wiped the weird pus off me, desperate for a shower.
Surprise paralyzed me.  Freed from the tattered skin of his back, I saw crumpled, brown tissues drying in the air, unfurling, stiffening.  Soon, four paper-thin blades radiated from his back like wings.  They shivered, gathering the sounds of the night.  A thick fringe of fuzz lined his limbs and more of the growth hid his private parts as he turned to me.  His face was gone.  Fuzz covered his features, and his whole head seemed lowered, as if his neck was gone and the jaw had fused to his shoulders.  In place of human eyes, he had compound ones, like many faceted jewels, pulsing blood red.  Feathery antennae rose from his brow.  If he had a mouth, I couldn’t see it in the darkness with only the moon to glaze him.
“Ohmigawd, Ryan, you’re a mothman!”
Watching him, I felt yucky and queasy, as though baby mothmen were barnstorming in my stomach.  A kind of tuneless humming spilled from him, vibrating the air as he hovered, wings beating furiously.  He stretched his hands toward me in a pleading gesture, his body cadaverous, like old photos of death camp survivors from World War II.  I thought the laws of aerodynamics were being outraged if he were actually meant to fly with those wings.
The only thing that made sense was that the changes he’d gone through must have supernaturally strengthened him while hollowing his bones like a bird’s.  Funny, that someone like me would strive so hard for rationality when confronted by someone as freaky as me.
Scraping the dripping ooze from my face, I flicked my hands to sling it away.  “I’m sorry, I don’t make a good moving target.  This is where I have to fight, with friends at my back, people who care for me—though God alone knows why.  I’m going back inside.”
I shuddered from the way his red-coal eyes locked onto me—like I was the last chicken dinner in a post-apocalyptic world.  His humming climbed in pitch.  He darted closer.
I yelped, nearly falling over my feet.  Dodging his grasping hands, my ribs slid along the railing.
He landed on top of the rail in a crouch.  One of his hands dipped and brushed my sleeve, gliding toward my shoulder and face.
I smacked at his hand, but he’d gotten a lot faster, catching my wrist.  His fingers and forearm went into my sleeve as though he craved skin to skin contact.
I flailed, breaking free, and screamed, “Fenn!”  I looked toward the roof door.
He was already through, feet pounding the roof as he loped closer, a predatory smile in place.  The golden blaze of his eyes hazed his face with a mist of light.  His hands changed, fingers lengthening, sprouting claws and fur.  His face lengthened as his jaw extended, fangs growing into serious weapons.
Now I knew Fenn’s secret; he was a shifter, a were-critter like Ryan, just not a bug.
I’d let myself get too distracted.  A dark, orangey blur registered, then something warm and icky wrapped around my throat like wet clay.  It was Ryan’s … tongue?  I gurgled a protest, as he jerked me to him.  I grabbed his prehensile tongue, trying to free myself.
He dragged me up the railing.
I balanced precariously, stories above the ground.
Alright, enough is enough.  I crossed over.  The world went gray.  Along with the electric tingle came a lessening of gravity.  I slipped free of Ryan’s intangible tongue and clutching arms, grateful that his aura had shifted away from a human frequency which would have stunned and shoved me violently away.  I didn’t want to abandon Fenn who was fighting for me, but saw little else I could do until hitting bottom.
I realized that landing could be a problem.  I’d never fallen so far before.  Normally, my aura made the ghost realm solid to me, keeping my body from sinking into the ground.  If I hit the earth too fast for resistance, I could go subterranean—my big, recurring nightmare; buried alive, never able to reach the surface again.  The very thought sent a shiver through me as the ground swelled closer like a slow-motion dream.
Maybe I could cross over right before touching down.
I kicked my feet, whipping my head back to roll in the air.  Staring up, I saw Fenn and Ryan flip over the rail.  Fresh horror tightened my guts.  My breath caught, my pulse pounding along with my hammering heart.  They were headed for a high-velocity splatter on the concrete below and there was nothing I could do but watch, while I spun in the air.
Fenn passed me, playing cowboy, riding Ryan’s back, legs wrapped around his waist.  The mothman went into a roll trying to lose the extra weight, but Fenn held on.  As they neared the ground, the wobbling gyrations flattened into a glide path.  But Fenn used those new, freaky claws of his to slash Ryan’s wings.  Together, they crashed and skidded to a stop.
Neither moved.  It was hard to see if they were even breathing.
Helpless, with several stories left to drift, I could only pray, Don’t let them be dead!
I had about six feet left to go when the ghostly pale flames of my aura were torn from my skin, winding like a blazing serpent over to Fenn’s crumpled body.
The electric tingle engulfed me.  Colors returned, as the ghost realm spat me out.  Gravity returned with a vengeance.  I slammed down onto my feet, my legs folding under me.  I pitched sideways to the ground, rolling to bleed off the impact.  Something twisted in a bad way.  Pain flushed across my mind as my wrist was sprained.  I cradled it protectively against my chest until I came to rest, sprawling, laboring for breath, most of my vitality ripped away.  I laid there and trembled, like a marathon runner after a race.
What.  The.  Hell.  Happened?
Several minutes passed, then someone loomed over me.  They knelt, lifting my head and shoulders.  I made my eyes focus.  I saw a handsome face with dimming, yellow eyes, peering at me anxiously.
“Fenn, you’re alive!”
“Yeah,” he said.  “Sorry about that.”
“About being alive?”
He grinned, face back to normal.  “No, I drained you to come back.  Didn’t mean to.  Guess I really am my father’s son.”  He lifted me in strong arms, his hands no longer savage claws.
“I’m all icky.  You’ll get bug juice all over you,” I said.
“I’ll survive.”
I sighed, comfortable, as he carried me past a green splattered mass of fur and crumpled wings—Ryan.  He’d been an enemy, but I hadn’t wanted this for him.  “He’s…”
“Dead?”  Fenn paused, looking down at what had once been human.  “Close, but not quite, so he should recover—in time.  Were-critters are tough.”
We went on, and I searched for words to distract me from what I’d just seen.  
“Fenn?”
“Yeah.”
“What did you mean about being your ‘father’s son?’”
“I don’t often talk about him.  He’s a celebrity in the supernatural community.  You could almost call him a cosmic force.  He gets killed all the time but it never slows him down … much.  Native American tribes call him Raven, Coyote, or sometimes just the Trickster.  He’s a Kachina—one of the Star People.  My mother was human.”
“Was?”
“She died of … complications … when I was born.”  Fenn’s face had turned hard as slate, locking in emotions he couldn’t share.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”
“It’s all right.  I don’t mind, since it’s you.”
We entered the down ramp to the underground garage.  As we reached the lower level, a guard ran over to us.  “You kids all right?  I got a call there was trouble outside.”
Fenn nodded.  “A were-creature, hurt pretty bad.”
Running on, Security Guy said, “Get the girl to medical.”
Fenn carried me toward the elevator, completely untroubled by my weight.
“The girl,” I said.  “I have a name.”
“Well, you are a girl aren’t you?”  We reached the elevator.  He pressed the call button.
“I’m feeling a little stronger now,” I told him.  “I don’t think I need a doctor.  Just got a few scrapes and bruises.”  The car arrived and Fenn carried me on.  I pressed the button for our floor.  “You can put me down if you want to,” I suggested.
The smile he turned on me was tender for a change.  “You literally brought me back from the dead.  I owe you my life.  Let me do this much for you.”
“Well, if you insist.”
The doors opened and we entered the TV lounge.  It was full of kids hanging out.  In moments, everyone’s stares swung our way.  Muttered speculations blurred into a sort of sea sound.
Every time I go through here!  Geez, people, get a life.
Coming out of the woodwork, security surrounded us, demanding answers.  I closed my eyes and kept my head against Fenn’s chest.  He could deal with this.  I was just too tired.
“In a minute,” Fenn snapped.  “Let me get Grace to her room where she can be looked after, and I’ll answer all your questions.”
I was swept along with my new entourage.  The door to my suite was opened by a security guy, letting Fenn know which one was mine.  Inside my suite, The guard on my door pointed Fenn to Drew’s door.  I turned the knob for him.  He carried me inside.
Drew and Jill raced to me.  Jill said, “Grace, are you alright?”
“Please,” I begged, “get me to the shower.   I feel disgusting.”
Drew pulled back a little from me as Fenn set me on my feet.  She held her nose, “Grace, dear, you reek!”
“We’ll take it from here.” Jill took my arm, shooing Fenn away.  “I’ll put her in the shower,” Jill told Drew.  “You get her a change of clothes, something she can sleep in.”
Fenn lingered in the doorway, eyes smoldering.  “I won’t be far if you need me, Grace.  I promise.”  He wheeled about and strode through the next door, swarmed at once by security out in the hall.  The door to Drew’s room and the hall door were both closed, but raised voices still reached us.  Things weren’t going to settle anytime soon.
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Step by slow step, Jill helped me through the lavatory area, to the bathroom.  The pain in my right wrist had settled to a dull ache.  Even breathing took effort.  I’d never appreciated how closely connected my health and aura were.  Jill closed the door and started the shower.  Thankfully, she held off interrogating me, concentrating on stripping off the fouled clothing I wore.  I saw her lift an eyebrow at yellow-green smears.  “Smells like baby poop.  This stuff might never come out.”
“Damn.  I liked that outfit.”
“I’m not really sure I want to know what you’ve been doing,” she said.
We deposited everything in the trash except shoes and coat.  I’d try to save them somehow.  Maybe Ms. Griffin knew of a good dry cleaner.  I removed my gold locket and handed it to Jill.  “Hold onto that for me, will you?”
“Sure.”  She slid it in a pocket, supported me into the shower, and closed the plastic curtain.
Leaning against a wall, I shampooed my hair several times, and scoured myself with a soapy washcloth, taking off several layers of skin before I felt clean.  The door opened and I heard Drew’s voice before it closed again.  I stepped out and Jill wrapped me with a towel.  Clothing was stacked on the commode lid.  With Jill’s help, I was soon dressed in pink sweat pants and a lighter pink tee.
When I returned to Drew’s room, I found Hammer waiting.  “Where’s Ryan?” he demanded.
“Didn’t Fenn tell you?” I asked.
“Our half-splattered bug-boy is supposed to be him?  You think I’m going to buy that?”
“Bug boy?” Drew asked.
Jill lifted an eyebrow in inquiry.  “Half-splattered?”
I held Hammer’s steely gaze.  “Why not?  It’s the truth.”
Jill helped me to Drew’s bed where I sat down.  Drew sat at her desk, backwards in her chair so she could watch the whole room.  Hammer stood still, calm, his face carved from stone.  His total lack of emotion made him scarier than normal.
“Bug-man could just be something Elita summoned to protect herself from you,” Hammer said.  “Our cameras show you leaving her room just after she was assaulted.  How do I know you and Fenn didn’t kill Ryan and dispose of the body, using this bug story for cover?”
“I didn’t hurt her.”  Chastising the wicked is good for them, right?  Builds character.
Hammer’s fists went to his hips.  “You didn’t run out, screaming about an attack.  You reported nothing to security.  Elita swears you were trying to kill her.  She says you were like some insane, savage beast, and that it was all she could do to fend you off with her martial art training.”
Anger filled me like a rushing flame, bringing back more of my strength.  “That lying bitch!”  I looked at my friends for moral support.
Jill and Drew eyed me speculatively.
I scowled at them.  “I saved her.  I swear it.”
Tension bled from Jill’s shoulders.  She turned her face toward Hammer.  “She’s telling the truth.”
“You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it,” Hammer said.  “For all I know, Grace is using some kind of Jedi mind control on you.  She walked into Elita’s room without the cameras picking her up.  We don’t know her secrets.  Her blood type isn’t anything our doctors have ever seen before.”  He glowered at me.  “Want to tell me just what you are?”
The planet spun out from under me, leaving me adrift, stricken mute.
Security guys crowded in behind Hammer, more of them clogging the door.
Drew marched over, becoming a human shield, arms outstretched as if nailed to an invisible cross.  “Grace is innocent.  I won’t let anyone hurt her.”
I felt a flush of warmth at her loyalty, and amazement that she would risk herself for me after such a short acquaintance.  I didn’t deserve such a good friend.
Hammer glared, as if the force of his stare could fling Drew to the sidelines.
Time to defuse this situation.  I stepped around Drew, and lifted my hands in front of me, wrists close together.  “You can take me away if you want to.  I won’t give you any trouble.  I know you’re just doing your job.”  I was too weak to fight.  I couldn’t cross over any time soon with my aura so drained.  Might as well live up to my name and be gracious about things.
The security guys were now in a semicircle, fanning left and right of Hammer.  One of them slid in front of Jill, offering her protection as if I might spontaneously explode or something.  A lot more guns were lined up on my forehead.
“Where’s Ms. Griffin?”  Surely, she’d be on my side.
“On her way,” Hammer said.  “But we’re going to end this before she gets here.”  He stepped forward, producing cuffs.  “You might very well be innocent.  If so, I’m sorry, but we mere humans can’t take chances.”  His voice hardened, “Turn around, Grace.  Put your hands behind your back.  Do it now!”
I did.  “Please be careful with my right wrist.  I think it’s sprained.”
Hammer cuffed me, unexpectedly gentle with my injury.  I hadn’t known he harbored much compassion.  The cuffs made my bad wrist burn, and I gritted my teeth, knowing the pain would get worse with time.  Weak and wobbly, I would have fallen if not for Hammer’s grip on my arm.
Furious, Jill launched herself at him.  “You’ve got no right to be so rough.”
 “It’s all right.”  I straightened.  “Let’s all of us calm down a little.”
 “Excellent advice.”  A blue-eyed blonde entered the room, loosening a white-gold, foil scarf.  Her silver tipped cowgirl boots were quiet as she shouldered through the men, unbuttoning a long crimson duster.  Inside her coat, I spied a fancy shoulder holster with a black grip poking out.
“Taliesina!” the word was a wounded cry, as she got a better look at me.
I stared back.  “Huh?”
She shook off the mood that gripped her, shutting away raw emotions that flickered too fast to identify.  “Sorry, I thought you were … never mind.  You got a name?”
“Grace,” I said.  “Grace Kenyon.”
Hammer passed me to two of his men, and went to loom over the woman.  “Never mind introductions.  Cassie, what are you doing here?”
“What do you mean?  You requested a Preternatural Response Team didn’t you?”
“And you’re all we get?  Where’s everyone else?”
“Close by,” she said, “on another case, but don’t worry—there’s not much I can’t handle.”  Her gaze went to my and Jill’s bags.  “Is one of those Grace’s?”
Jill pointed it out.
“Give it to me,” Cassie said.  “I’m taking the girl into federal custody.”
There it was again; the girl, like I was the only one left in the world, some strange and rare creature to be wary of.
There was a jostling in the door way.  I heard Ms. Griffin’s voice just before she pushed into the cramped space.  “Not so fast.”
Cassie paused on the way to collect me.
Ms. Griffin said, “Grace is a minor and in our legal custody.  If you want to talk to her—you’ll do it here.”
“It won’t take me long to get a warrant signed by a federal judge,” Cassie said.
Ms. Griffin marched forward, seized my arm, and shook me free of my guards.  They put up little resistance.  She guided me past Cassie, saying, “Let me know when you get that warrant.  Meanwhile, we have an injured mothman and an evil medicine bag you might want to look at.”
I dug my heels in, stopping Ms. Griffin’s exit strategy in the hallway door.  “How about getting the key before we leave so you can take these bracelets off?” I suggested.
“Trust me.”  She pushed me into the hall with one hand, the other holding a bottle of water.  “That won’t be necessary.”
“So where are we going?”  Moving toward the elevator, my hands behind my back, felt odd, unbalanced.  Thinking about being seen in cuffs by the guys in the lounge caused my face to warm with embarrassment.  Nearly at the end of the hall, Ms. Griffin stopped me.  She wiggled out of a down-filled parka and draped it over my shoulders to give me a little dignity.  From that moment on, I knew I’d take a bullet for her.
Side by side, we went on to the lounge, finding it empty except for a couple lingering by the soda machine.  In their private little world, they completely ignored us.  We stopped by the elevator.  She pressed the button, looking back at the lovers with a smile.  “We often think of first love as innocent.”  Her eyes came back to me.  Her face turned sad.  “But it can go bad, quickly becoming obsession, or a game of control.  Entrusting yourself to another heart can be dangerous, Grace.  Other people’s hearts can hold dark secrets.”
The elevator arrived.  We got on, and surprisingly, headed up.  I’d thought we were going down to her office, or maybe some secret dungeon below the parking garage.
She continued, “Be careful, of such vulnerability.”
Hmmm, was she warning me about Fenn?  She might know things about him which professional ethics kept her from disclosing.  Of course, I already knew he could be dangerous.  I liked that part of him … the way he kissed … and the way his eyes made me feel I occupied the center of the universe.  I wondered if the warning had come too late.
It felt odd, getting out on the top floor, retracing my steps to the roof with Ms. Griffin instead of Fenn.  Why did she want to do this?  What did she expect to see?  It completely escaped me.  I had trouble on the last flight of stairs.  She braced me as I slowly climbed.  She pushed open the heavy steel door to the roof.
I went out a few steps and turned around.  “How about now?  Can we get these cuffs off?”
Mrs. Griffin stood by the closed door.  Her left hand still held the bottled water.  Her right hovered a few inches from the handle, fingers splayed.  Softly, she sang words I didn’t understand, sending a shiver up my spine.  The air itself took on a charge.  I wondered what I’d see if I had the strength to cross over.  Aura was definitely being manipulated here.
“What are you doing?” I raised an eyebrow to reinforce my inquiry.
“Don’t ask me to spoil the surprise.”  She turned, faced me, checked a rather expensive diamond watch, and looked up.  “What do you know about pheromones?”
“They’re chemicals that trigger a response in other organisms, affecting behavior and physiology.”
She blinked silently, derailed, obviously not expecting me to know.
I grinned.  As a writer-in-training, my brain was stuffed with interesting but generally useless information.  Besides, I liked the Nature Channel and even had a few of their cool tee shirts.
She matched my smile, closing the distance between us.  “Most pheromones consist of blends of two or more chemicals biogenetically derived from fatty acids.  They need to be emitted in exactly the right proportions to be effective.”
She reached behind me and did something I couldn’t see.  The cuffs opened and I removed them, letting them fall as the lecture continued.
“For short periods in the early evening, the codling moth—Cydia pomonella—raises her abdomen and protrudes her sex gland.  Codling moth males casting through the apple orchards catch the plume and get aroused.  They steer upwind until they find and mate with her.”
“More information than I really need, but,” I rubbed my wrists, “thanks.”
She guided me over to the big H on the roof.  “Pheromones are all about getting needs met.  You do know that humans produce pheromones too, right?”
I hadn’t, but I nodded.
Delicately, she licked a finger and stuck it up to test the chill wind.
I was glad of the jacket she’d loaned me, slipping my arms into the sleeves.
Ms. Griffin said, “I misled the Special Agent, implying we still had the mothman in custody.  It healed up enough to escape by the time I got here.”
“What!  But I need that thing to prove I didn’t off Ryan, that I’m not some evil, psychotic master mind.”
“Yes, I know.  That’s why we’re up here.  As a mothman—with heightened senses— Ryan should react to you even stronger than in human form.  Besides, Elita has disavowed him.  He’s psychologically driven to find an alpha female to dominate him.  That’s where you come in.”
Adrenaline hit my system.  I tasted copper on my tongue; the flavor of fear and excitement.  My fatigue diminished and I rocked back on my heels.  “I’m … bait?”
“Surprise!”
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Ms. Griffin’s hand slid to the back of her waistband, and emerged with a red pistol.  The thing had a compressed gas cylinder feeding the handgrip.
“You’re going to stop Ryan with a paintball gun?”  If she’d whipped out an Uzi, I’d have felt safe, as it was, I edged for the door.
“You shouldn’t judge by appearances, Grace.”  She set the bottled water down by her feet.  “Paintballs can hold more than paint.”
“Mothballs?”
The whirring of moth wings filled the air.   I froze in place, reached for the ghost realm’s protection.  A mild tingle came and went, but nothing else happened.  I’d have to run the good old fashioned way.
Behind Ms. Griffin, Ryan dropped out of the night, crashing heavily to the roof.  His coat was sticky with dried ichor.  His crimson eyes beamed.  He laboriously climbed to his feet, weaving as he took a few steps, one arm dangling useless beside him.  Hurt or not, he was dangerous.  I ran for the roof door.
I heard the resurgence of wings and knew Ryan followed.
I reached the door and grabbed the handle.  It wouldn’t budge.  Damn.
Voice serene, Ms. Griffin called out, “I sealed that, remember?  Oh, and watch out for his tongue.”
I spun to the side.
Mothman’s tongue went splat against the door, withdrawing as he landed running.  His face tracked my movement, antennae trembling with excitement.
Over his hunched shoulder, I saw Ms. Griffin raise her weapon in a two-handed grip.
Phu—punt.
Ryan fell on me like a ton of bricks, slamming me down, hard.  My breath squished out.  I gasped, and struggled to roll him off me.  He lay on his back, head lolling, mouth open, about two feet of tongue hanging out.  His eyes were closed.  My borrowed coat was stained with ichor and dust.
I sat up and glared at Ms. Griffin.  “Next time you need bait, at least ask.”
“This is the fastest way to clear your name, Grace.  Or would you rather put the cuffs back on?”
“My name only gets cleared if we prove fuzz-face here is Ryan, not some random creepy-crawly.”
She walked over to me.  “That’s where you come in.  He won’t be out long, too fast a metabolism.  Before he completely regains his senses, you need to get control of him—become his dominant.  He’ll change back if you order him to.”
“Really?”  The plan sounded a little sketchy to me, but maybe...  “So, uh, what do I do?  I don’t need a black leather bustier and riding crop, do I?”
Ms. Griffin smiled.  “In this instance, no.  I’d say straddle him, grab that small patch of chest hair, and when you see signs he’s coming around, smack him in the face a few times.  I’d suggest a cold, hard tone of voice; condescension mixed with command and maybe a hint of animal passion.”
I stared at her.  “Is that all?”
“You can do it.  Imagine he’s Fenn—if it helps.”
“Not even my imagination is that good.”
Someone pounded on the roof door, trying to get to us.  The cameras—they would have shown security where bug-boy had gotten off to.  The Cavalry was here to save the boss lady.  Hammer probably thought I was expendable, and the sooner the better.
Crack.  Crack.
Gunfire.  Cassie too?
“I’d hurry if I were you,” Ms. Griffin said.
“Fine.”  With a sigh, I jumped on Ryan.  His tongue slithered back inside his mouth.  Really, not much different that sitting on a big stuffed toy.   I tried to believe that.  It became harder as he moaned and blinked, his head turning toward me.
The door shuddered, kicked.
Mothman reached for me with his good arm.
I threw it to the side.  “Hunh-uh.  You haven’t earned the right to touch.”
The hand came back, attempting a grope-fest.
I jumped up a little and crashed down knees first on his chest.  Leaning forward, I punched his nose.  “If you expect me to keep you around,” I said, “You are going to have take orders a lot better than this.”  No response, other than lying there.  
Had I knocked him out?  “Blink if you’re still conscious.”
He blinked.
The door shuddered under multiple kicks, but remained sealed.  Ms. Griffin knew her stuff.
I put a hard edge to my voice, “Listen up!  As proof of your undying devotion and loyalty, I command you to transform back into you … Ryan.”
Nothing.
He began shedding into the wind.  His eyes closed, the great orbs shrinking in size under his eyelids.  The frayed wings he lay on dried up and shattered, becoming potpourri.  He stayed starved looking, like he could use a dozen meals or so.  The delicate, feathery antennae wilted, melting away.
I slid my knees off him, straddling the stomach of a very naked teenage boy.
I hopped off as if burned, backing away.
Ms. Griffin moved in with her water.  She twisted off the top and offered the bottle to Ryan.  “Here, drink this.  It’s sugar water, a quick source of calories.”
I heard a bam from the door.   It swung open, a hole where the latch used to be.  Security must have used a small explosive charge.  They flooded the roof, weapons very much in evidence.  I stood very still.  Ryan guzzled the water.  Ms. Griffin frowned at the intrusion.  “You should just have waited.  We were almost done.”
Hammer pushed through with Cassie at his side.
Ms. Griffin said, “Check your cameras.  They will have caught Ryan’s transforming from mothman to human.  Having him here dispenses with one charge of murder against Grace.  As for Elita, once Ryan starts talking, I expect a great number of secrets to come to light.  She’s not the innocent victim of this drama.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Cassie held up a folded bundle of papers.  “I’ve a faxed copy of the warrant I need.  Grace is coming with me for her own protection.  With Elita neutralized, those behind her are going to strike harder, more directly.”
“I can protect her,” Ms. Griffin said.
“No,” Hammer said.  “It pains me to admit it, but Cassie’s right.  Grace needs a safe house warded against preternatural detection and threats.  That’s out of our area of expertise.  Let the PRT do its job.  You’ve got the rest of this place to worry about.  Elita might not be the only one suborned by the bad guys.  We should look at everyone—except Ryan.  Someone give him a coat so he can cover up.  Boy’s turning blue from the cold.”
I looked at him, sitting with his knees pulled up against his chest, shivering.  Bruises covered every part of him.  He cradled his bad arm against his chest, starring at me, oblivious to all else.  There wasn’t even a sign of modesty.  His mind seemed a lot slower coming back to humanity than his body.   “Ryan should come too,” I decided.  “He’s just as much a target now as me.”  I didn’t want to go, but the next time, instead of conjured imps, it could be something worse.  Violence could spill over.  If Drew or Jill were injured because of me … I couldn’t take that chance.
“I’ll want Grace back when this is all over,” Ms. Griffin said.  “Ryan too.”
“Sure,” Cassie came around behind me and put her hands on my shoulders.  
“Nothing would please me more.”
Somehow, I didn’t believe her.
A soft chu-chu-chu-chu sound intruded.  I looked up at a black helicopter running in quiet mode, descending toward the big H on the roof.  The vehicle landed on skids, washing us with gusts from the rotors.
Hammer didn’t bat an eye.  Obviously, this was expected.
“Our ride is here,” Cassie said.
I headed for the copter, jerking my head toward it as I passed Ryan.  “C’mon, we’ll stop to get you a dozen happy meals on the way.”  One of my favorite books was The Little Prince.  Seeing Ryan, I remembered the line where the fox tells the little boy that he is responsible for what he tames.  I’d tamed Ryan.  He was my thrall, my responsibility.   For now at least, we were in this together.
Cassie opened the hatch for us.  We climbed in and got settled.  Moments later, we were lifting into the night, destination unknown.  I had a window seat.  My nose pressed the glass.  I stared down at everyone, as someone burst onto the roof, shoving toward the chopper.  It was Fenn.  He stopped and glowered up at the helicopter, as if by sheer force of will, he could bring me back.  
“’Now cracks a noble heart. Good night, sweet prince.’”
Ryan said, “Huh?”
Hmmm.  Quick on the uptake.  “Old quote.  I sometimes borrow words.”  I turned toward him.  He looked like hell warmed over, served on a dirty plate.  “Why don’t you pass out or something?  I want to quietly wallow in my emotions for a while.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ELEVEN
 
 
Outside of the three-story lodge where I’d been stashed, the autumn wind shredded my white breath.  My black leather half-gloves made me feel like punching back in retaliation.  A fanny pack cinched my waist.  I pulled my hood up as the chill worked deeper, biting through my hunter green hoodie, matching sweatpants, and tee.  The cold didn’t bother me, but I dressed against it to maximize muscle performance.
A week already; it seemed like forever.  I wasn’t too happy about playing Campfire Girl, but at least I’d returned to physical perfection.  Running is my life, sigh.  I wished for my iPod, but I wasn’t totally dependent on it.  Lending moral support, Superchick’s Rock What You Got burst from memory.
I set my feet to thudding the dust in the tempo of the music in my head.  Cassie shadowed me, wearing black sweats and a blue, quilted, down-filled vest with yellow trim.  Sometimes, she paced beside me and tried to talk.  I didn’t encourage her so those occasions grew less frequent.  She may have wanted to act all buddy-buddy, but I knew watching me was just a temp job she’d taken on.  Besides, I took my training seriously, and needed my wind for running.
I huffed up a steep bank, breath clouding my face.  Matted leaves clung to my cross-trainers.  My awareness unfurled.  I smelled the cotton fabrics I wore, as well as the leather.  The earthiness of the embankment and the sharp, dank smell of rotting detritus from the nearby woods fed my senses.  The wind tasted of wood smoke, sweeping across the hardwood forest.  The pines, oaks, hickories, maples, and elms each exuded a distinctive scent.  Less abundant were the dogwood, redbud, and azalea.
Surprisingly, we hadn’t gone more than a few hours away in our relocation, flying into a closed-down youth camp formerly owned by some church group.  The wood sign hanging over the front gate said: Spirit Ranch, and had a dove’s outline branded on it.
As long as I stayed on the property, and didn’t cross any of the protective wards, I was allowed to run.  Though anxious to prove his devotion, Ryan was still recovering so I didn’t let him come along.  He’d need a few more days of rest and stuffing his face before he’d be his old self again.
Oh, glorious!  Not far enough away, a skunk had recently cut loose.  I pulled my hood across my poor, abused nose.  Having a hyper-developed sense of smell could be a nuisance—one more reason to feel like a freak.  Deep sigh of resignation.
Over the crest lay the beginning of a flagstone path.  Like a curved scar across the shadowed woodland.  The woods closed ranks with a don’t-bother-me feel to them.  They didn’t want company.  I wondered if this feeling came from the magical wards.  Magic.  Something else I had to accept.   Ms. Griffin used it.  The bad guys used it.  Even Cassie.  I’d heard she was the one who’d placed the barrier around the property.
The radio she wore on her fanny pack chattered now and then, picking up comments from the Federal Marshals Cassie had enlisted to help guard me.  One guy—freezing his family jewels off—wanted to know if coffee was coming around any time soon.  I hoped so.  These guys were watching out for me; they needed to stay sharp.
I loped along, covering miles, barely seeing the woods that blurred to either side.  Cassie kept up, a relentless machine.  I doubted I’d ever run her into the ground, though part of me wanted to push myself and try.  Our course took us past dozens of small cabins, and along a ridge overlooking a flinty expanse carved by a long vanished river.  Black char marked the site of previous bonfires.  The burn marks hadn’t been evident the night we’d flown in.
Taliesina; my mind returned to the name Cassie had first called me.  Did I have a double out there, someone that had meant a lot to Cassie?  Sometimes—when she looked at me—I saw thinly veiled pain spilling from her eyes.  If I were the touchy-feely type, I’d be tempted to hug her at such times.  As it was, I just ran away.  It’s what I’m good at.
I left the ridge, heading back under the trees toward the main building.  The leg back was hardest, mostly uphill, but good for my wind.  Returning to the flagstone path, I charged past silent cabins, each large enough for a dozen people.  Only spiders and shadows used them now.  My calves ached as we broke from the woods.
Before us, the three-story log building showed signs of life.  Dark shapes moved inside, past the windows.  There was smoke from a chimney where a fire burned in the mess hall adjoining the kitchen.
Soldiers-of-fortune types in camouflage, helmets, and assorted weaponry casually leaned against the wood posts of the front porch.  Unlike the Federal Marshals scattered on the property, these guys weren’t even supposed to exist.  I’d asked if they had initials.  One of them said he couldn’t tell me without giving me a double-tap to the head.  He didn’t say it like a joke.
I plodded past a glossy, black Jag in the driveway, admiring the silver jungle cat hood ornament.  The license plates said: SENSEI.  We had a visitor.
“Shaun!” Cassie cried.  She shot past me with a burst of speed, not even breathing hard.
Dammit.
I followed her inside the community center, past the Admin Offices and several unmarked doors.  Cassie entered the kitchen.  I heard excited chatter, and smelled sizzling sausage, pancakes, and coffee before turning the corner and seeing him—Captain Awesome!  My pulse quickened.  I stopped, rooted to the threshold, as if I’d hit one of Cassie’s invisible wards.
A chest-stretched black tee gave a casual touch to his thousand dollar Italian suit.  The hard, clean planes of his face were softened by a slight curve of the lips, a suggestion of humor never far away.  Broad-shouldered and narrow-hipped, he towered well over six feet, maybe twenty-five years old.  A swirl of platinum highlighting graced pale brown hair.
So hot.  So totally hot!
Cassie had wasted no time, flying into his arms.  Dammit.  “Aren’t you a little old to be doing that?” I suggested.
She ignored me.
Shaun held her off her feet a few seconds more, and set her down.  His face turned fully my way.  His eyes were a blend of blue and gray, a color common to storm clouds.  His smile didn’t waver, as he evaluated my threat potential.  I guess that I-can-see-to-your-soul gaze went with being a sensei.  I wondered which martial art he taught … and if I could still get private lessons.  I understood totally why Elita was hung up on this guy.  It wouldn’t take much encouragement from him to…  No.  I’d been on the receiving end with Ryan.  Just because I was a teenager, didn’t mean I had to be hormone-driven.  I did have to get some private time with Shaun, however.  I needed to find out just what he knew about Elita and the people using her.
His smile widened, and an electric thrill went through me that had nothing to do with crossing over.  “I’m Shaun Cameron.  You’d be Grace, right.”
“Yeah.”  I held out my hand.  See, I’m an adult.  “Pleased to meet you.”
“Same here.”  His large hand, strong but gentle, briefly enfolded mine.  “I understand you’re in need of training?”
Yes.
I went for nonchalant, leaning against the top, back of a kitchen chair.  It moved with my weight, pulling me off balance.  I took a tottering step, releasing the chair.
“Smooth,” Cassie mumbled, smiling.
Bee-atch.
“Good instincts,” Shaun said. “Direct recovery, no wasted motion.  That’s heart and soul of true martial arts excellence; being natural without pesky things like thought and focus getting in the way.”
I felt intrigue.  “I can learn martial arts without using my brain?”
“We start like a child, doing everything naturally, then absorb techniques and principles.  We learn structure, becoming skilled, but rigid.  To achieve mastery, we take what’s learned, coming full circle, returning to that first natural state without losing anything from the journey.”
“The master becomes the novice once more.  I’ve heard of that.”  The voice startled me.  I’d been so locked into Shaun and Cassie, I hadn’t really paid attention to who else was in the room.  I looked over to the sink where a man rinsed his coffee cup.  Leather-faced, tan, he looked thirty-five, wearing a tawny jacket with sheep-skin lining.  His long legs were encased in brown denim.  I couldn’t see his shoes but he seemed the kinda guy who’d have an old pair of hiking boots on.
I’ve always believed the coffee cup a person chooses tells you a lot about them.  The upside-down cup he put on a towel to dry had a grumpy face on it, mean eyes, and a protruding nub of a nose.  He saw my interest and rotated the cup so I could read the slogan on the other side: Make my day, make my coffee.  Reading upside down isn’t hard if you keep in practice.  I can chew gum, pat my head, and rub my stomach at the same time too.
I smiled.
He smiled.
Just like that, we bonded.
“I’m Grace Kenyon.”
“Joshua Kent.”  He tapped the silver, encircled star on his chest.  “On loan from the Texas Rangers, and no—before you ask—I don’t do karate like Chuck Norris.”
“Have a seat,” Shaun said.  He and Cassie took adjoining chairs.
Why is she staying so close?  Give the man some breathing room.
“I always have coffee before a work out,” Shaun said.
Cassie gave me a mock-ferocious glare.  “Don’t ask him why.”
I looked at Shaun.  “Why?”
Cassie groaned.
Shaun ignored her, focusing on me.  “Caffeine directly targets muscles.  A recent study found that drinking two and a half cups a few hours before anaerobic activities increases performance time by nine percent over those who go without.  Harvard researchers found that coffee drinkers have a thirty percent lower risk of Parkinson’s disease as well.”
Yay, coffee!
Cassie slouched in her chair.  “I sometimes think Folgers has him on their payroll.”
Shaun shrugged.  “To be honest, I do have a habit of rambling on, once in a while.”
The stare Cassie and Joshua exchanged let me know this was an understatement.
“That’s all right,” Cassie said, “we forgive you.”
Joshua dropped his hand on Shaun’s shoulder in passing.  “Nobody else I’d rather have at my back with a katana when the fur flies.”
It hit me then.  “You three work together regularly?”
Shaun pointed at Cassie and Joshua.  “They work regularly.  I freelance, but have been known to help out the PRT on occasion.”
Cassie grinned.  “When I twist your arm.”
That made sense.  I’d wondered how a martial arts instructor had the pull to get into a high-security safe house like this.
“So when do we get started?” I asked.
Shaun jerked a thumb at the coffeemaker where a fresh pot waited.  “Two and a half cups.  My musings are always relevant.”
“Okay, but I’ll need milk and sugar.”
Shaun nodded.  “Then make it three cups.”
“You’re a tyrant!” I said.
“You have no idea.”  He stared me in the eyes like I was a hell-beast in need of killing.  The blue-gray of his eyes became pale steel.  A thin veneer slipped away, and I saw something dangerous, something indomitable and lethal in him.  The world stopped and held its breath, then carefully went on as his affable manner returned.
Cassie gasped, clawing her shirt.  Her eyes went distant, staring across infinity.
The radio on Josh’s belt squawked.  An excited voice joined our conversation, “This is sector one at the main gate.  Condition Red.  We have intruders, I repeat, we have intrud—”  The voice died in a scream, smothered by gunfire.
Cassie unhooked her radio, recovering.  “The barriers are breached.  Magic-users are hitting us, high level ones.  Josh and I’ll try to hold them.  The guards can handle the cannon-fodder that will also be sweeping through.”  She tossed the radio to Shaun.
My heart raced.  I felt off balance, as the shadows in the back of my mind stirred.
Joshua’s gun appeared in his hand as he lunged out the kitchen door. 
Following him, Cassie paused in the doorway, her gaze burning a hole in Shaun, “Keep Grace safe.”
He stood relaxed by his chair, his voice untroubled, “Go, they won’t get her.”
Cassie flashed out the door.
I pushed back from the table, chair legs scraping the wood floor.  Standing, I reached for the veil, but didn’t cross over.  I just wanted the electric tingle on my skin for comfort.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWELVE
 
 
“Anyone else in the building being protected?” Shaun clipped the radio to his belt.
“There’s Ryan.  He’s upstairs.”
Shaun took hold of my upper arm and guided me firmly out of the kitchen, over to the landing of the stairs.  “Call him down.  I’ll be right back.”
I bellowed upward, “Ryan, get yer butt down here!  We got trouble.”
His voice descended, high pitched and irritated.  “I know.  My moth senses are tingling.  Give me a moment to get some pants on.”
Oh, please do.
Shaun ran out the front door, leaving it ajar.  His feet silently on the outside porch and steps, his passage was only betrayed by the faint groan and creak of wood.  I heard a slam and knew he’d gotten something from the Jag.  A rocket launcher I hoped.
Ryan appeared at the top of the stairs.  He had jeans on, sneakers with dangling laces, and a moss green tee shirt.  He pulled on an ochre sweater, as his feet clomped down the stairs.  His head reappeared and he frowned.  “What’s going on?”  His stare shifted across the deserted lounge and out the windows, to the empty porch.  “Where are the guards?”
“Never mind that,” I said.  “Run out back to the tool shed and get anything that looks like a weapon.”
Used to obeying Elita, he never questioned my order, hustling past me, taking the hall past the kitchen to the rear door.
The wood out front protested again, then Shaun filled the doorway, a blue-steel handgun poking out of his waistband and a katana in his left hand.  The Japanese sword rested in a black lacquer sheath with a rippling, gold dragon painted on it.  There were straps so it could be worn on the back.  They flopped as Shaun crossed to me.              He wore a small leather case on his belt, the size of his palm.  He popped the snap and checked the contents.  I saw five or six throwing stars inside, matte black with razor edges.  “We need to hole up where we can maintain a clear line of retreat into the surrounding woods.  This room is too exposed.”
“Then how about the kitchen?” I said.  “It has an outside door.”
Ryan burst in from out back, a shovel in one hand and a rake in the other.  He’d wisely left the weed-whacker behind.
Shaun had kept a hand near the gun he wore.  At the sudden arrival, he whipped it out, holding it steadily—pointed at Ryan’s head.
So fast.  My mouth dropped open.
A heartbeat from dying, Ryan froze.
Shaun tilted the muzzle up, sighing.  “Making sudden moves at a time like this is not very bright.  And is this any time for gardening?”
“Uh, sorry.”  Ryan looked down to see if he’d pissed his pants.  Reassured he hadn’t embarrassed himself, he came on with the tools.
Shaun thumbed on the safety and returned the gun to his waistband.  “All right, we’ll go to the kitchen, but no noise, no talking, and do exactly as I say.  If I say down, you get down!  That way, you won’t accidentally get shot, sliced, or kicked in the face.”
Yeah, much better to have it happen on purpose.
Ryan entered the kitchen, leaning the tools he carried against a chair.  I followed.  I’d worked up an appetite running.  Lust and fear had distracted me, but hunger was coming back.  Shaun hurried to the kitchen’s side door where he took up guard position, staring outside, gun in hand, safety clicking off.  The cant of his head let me know he strained for every scrap of sound, tuning himself to the building.
I went to the sink and lifted the window above it.
Shaun turned and lifted an eyebrow at me, as cold air snaked in.
I tapped my nose and whispered, “I’ll smell them coming.”
He shrugged and turned attention back to the square window set in the door, staring out.
Ryan went to the stove.  There was food there, covered up, but no longer piping hot.  He made a plate and went to the microwave.
I lightly slapped the back of his head.
He looked at me, puzzled.
I mouthed the word “no” and shook my head.  Microwaves were noisy.  We’d eat our food cold and like it.  Ryan needed to carb up to shift forms.  I had to fuel my ghost walking, feeding my aura.
Ryan went to the table, eased back a chair, and sat.
I went to the stove, rolled up some sausage links in a large pancake, and headed for the fridge for a carton of OJ to wash it down.  The sugar would kick start my metabolism.  I poured for Ryan and me, and settled next to him.
He patted my hand in reassurance.
I pulled my hand away, rolling my eyes, and gnawed my makeshift pigs-in-a-blanket.  In the distance, I heard gunfire, and screams, then deathly quiet washed in.  That wasn’t any better.  The radio stayed quiet, and I wondered if radio silence was being observed.  The food I swallowed seemed tasteless, dropping into my stomach and laying there like small ingots of lead.  I finished my meal anyway.
Ryan went back for more while I sat, arms crossed, enduring the syrupy flow of time as my thoughts raced.  Okay, I’m a flaming anomaly, but why did that made me so valuable?  As I was learning, there were plenty of stranger folks out there.  Why go to all this trouble?  A small war was raging.  People were dying.  People with families.  At least I’d drawn it all away from Jill and Drew…
I stood, closed my eyes, and took a deep whiff at the sour, tainted air from the open window.  I smelled death, decay, and … Fenn?  I smiled.  He’d kept his word, coming when I needed him.  I just had to make sure he didn’t get shot.  I hurried over to Shaun, reaching him as a dark figure ran for our building, breaking from the woods.
Shaun tried to push me back, clearing the deck for action.
I grabbed his arm, making him listen to me, “It’s all right.  That’s Fenn.  He’s with me.”
“Fine, but did you stop to think; is he running to us, or from something that’s chasing him?”
I froze.  Fenn, run from anything?  That didn’t seem at all likely, but still…
“Grace, you can let go of my arm now.”
“Do I have to?”
“I’m pretty sure I’m going to need it soon.”
“Oh, okay.”  I let him go.
He looked through the door’s window, watching Fenn approach.  “Did you really smell him?”  He raised the gun and took careful aim.
“Yeah, I’m a freak.  You might as well say it.”
I looked to see what he was shooting at.  A Rottweiler and a bulldog burst into the clearing, their gaits oddly stiff, slower than I expected.  Above them, urging them on with shrill shrieks and calls, cockatoos, parrots, and lovebirds fluttered erratically, barely staying aloft.
“That’s a valuable skill.”  Shaun fired twice, as Fenn’s feet hit the outer porch.
“Really?”  I stepped back as the door opened.
Shaun kept his gun ready.  “Come in, but keep your hands where I can see them, and no sudden moves—or else.  I don’t trust easy in a situation like this.”
Fenn bled momentum, entering at a slower pace.  He kept his hands in front of his chest which was zippered into a black leather jacket.  His jeans were faded and slashed at the knees.  His hot, amber stare shot to me, clinging desperately.  
“Grace, I was worried.”
Shaun slammed the door and locked it.
Ryan appeared at my side.  “No need, I’m right here, ready to take care of her.”
Fenn grinned.  “That’s what worried me the most.”
“Never mind that,” Shaun said.  “What’s with those animals?  I put slugs in the dogs’ hearts.  They weren’t even slowed down.”
Fenn’s grin slipped off, aging him a little.  “Zombies, from a pet cemetery I’d say.  
They’re doing a lot of killing out there.”
Ryan scoffed, “Zombie dogs?”
Fenn nodded. “Go out there and see for yourself if you don’t believe me.”
The dogs hit the side porch, paws scratching wood in a furious scramble.  They barreled into the door.  It shuddered.  Then I heard clawing and raspy growls.  The Rottweiler leaped, smashing his muzzle into the window.  Broken glass sprayed inward.
Fenn cursed beneath his breath.
Shaun pocketed his gun, safety on again, and drew his sword.  “God, I hate zombies.  You can never get graveyard stains out of your clothes.”
I thrust my hand out and threw cold fire, not sure what I expected.  The lash of flames froze the beast in place, then it slumped from view.  But the flames flickered up from the animal as if burning an invisible rope.  The unseen strand parted, consumed, and the dog didn’t stir.  I smiled.  I had a weapon that would work on the reanimated pets better than a shovel—provided there wasn’t too many hitting me at once.
The radio crackled.  Cassie’s voice erupted, “Shaun, All perimeter guards are down.  The enemy’s coming in from every side.  The trees are helping them.  Stay out of the woods; they’ll tear you apart. I don’t think we can hold the camp.”
Shaun said, “We’ll take the road to the main gate.  Can Josh run interference?”
Zombie birds smacked the kitchen window.  Claws scraping the screen, they fluttered frantically, beaks gaping, eyes milky marbles.
Josh’s voice broke over the radio as he answered for himself, “Piece of cake.”
Shaun put the radio away.  He barked, “Everyone to my car.”
Fenn protested, “It’s a Jag, a freakin’ two-seater.”
Shaun pulled me to the hall.  Fenn and Ryan followed.  Way too used to Elita doing his thinking for him, Ryan had grabbed the shovel without thinking of how it would fit in the Jag with everyone.
More of the sun was up.  A strip of gold lay on the wood floor, highlighting the front door.  We ran out, Shaun pulling me along by the wrist.  I ran beside him, down the steps toward the sleek beast that was his car.  Only, we stopped short, gob-smacked.
The vehicle had become the perch of a drooling Great Dane.  Its black face contrasted milky white eyes and a sandy body smudged with gray as if the undead beast had been rolling in ashes.  The beast had an entourage of smaller dogs; a toy poodle and twin Chihuahuas that shivered with nervousness.  A feathery-eared, black-button eyed Lhasa Apsos curled next to a muddy
Pekingese, whose flat face made me think Ryan had smacked it with a shovel, though that wasn’t possible.
Ryan slid in front of me, shielding me with his too-thin body.  Fenn stood by my side, relaxed, as if he handled things like this all the time.  Shaun gripped his sword, but held himself very still.
“They don’t seem to want to attack us,” I noted.
“They’re the cork in the bottle,” Fenn said.
Shaun nodded.  “I bet they get plenty active if we try to get into the car.”
“Want me to take them out?” Ryan asked.
Fenn looked askance at him.  “Think you can?”
Ryan grounded the blade of the shovel.  It crunched, biting into gravel.  “I like my food somewhat fresher, but…”
I stared at him.  “Food?”
 
“Most mothmen prey on dogs.”
I continued to stare, struggling with the reality of what he’d said.
“What?” he said.  “You eat cow, pig, chicken, and fish.  You think they don’t have feelings too?”
I know, but they’re not man’s best friend.”
“Man’s best friend is mighty tasty with the right barbeque sauce.”
I shuddered.
Shaun stood in a bow-legged stance, sword poised in both hands.  “Dietary commentary later.  Right now, everyone back up those stairs.  Run if they come off the car.  I’ll take out as many as I can—just get inside and lock the door.”
I took the shovel from Ryan.  “I’m not leaving you to fight them alone.  Why don’t we do the attacking?” I asked.
“Because even more are coming out of the woods.”  Shaun’s voice turned harsh, 
“Don’t argue.  Do it!”
Fenn caught me up.  I lost the shovel I’d been holding.  The world swung wildly until I came to rest over his shoulder.  I hung down his back with a wonderful view of his butt.  I jounced as he ran, feet thudding the steps.  He had no problem at all with leaving everyone else behind.
Ryan shouted, “Hey!  That’s my job.”  His feet pounded the wood just behind me as he followed.
I shoved against Fenn’s lower back, levering my head up so I could see Shaun.  I had to know if he’d be all right—or if the zombie dogs were going to rip him into bloody chunks.
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Carrying me over a shoulder, Fenn reached the porch, only to skid to a stop.  Ryan slammed into us, making me the baloney in a sandwich.  I said a bad word, or two.
Ryan backed off, returning to the steps.  “What the hell are you stopping for?”
Fenn growled over his shoulder.  No wait a second, there were words in there.  “Zombies are inside.”
I pushed up off Fenn’s butt and craned my neck, trying to see Shaun.  Patience burning down to nothing, I shouted, “Ryan, out of the way.  Can’t you see I’m trying to see here?”
He jerked to the side.  I had a clear view of Shaun and the dogs behind us.  They were still in place, ignoring our retreat.  Shaun was right.  They’d deliberately cut us off from escape.  Some intelligence was controlling them, ordering them like pawns on a board.
Fenn manhandled me, letting me slide down his front side.  If death weren’t so close, I really would have enjoyed that.  He went around, putting himself between me and the zombies crowding the front door.
“Looks like we fight our way out after all,” he said.
“About time someone listened to me.”  I called to Ryan.  “Don’t just stand there.  
Go get me my shovel.”
He ignored my imperious command, hunching over, shivering with the onset of metamorphosis.  A weird hacking, gagging sound escaped him as he clawed at his clothes.  I didn’t need to see him go all mothman again.  Once was enough.
I reached out with my will, gathering the weave of space, twisting magnetic fields.  The sun in the trees went from gold to a pale gray.  The rest of the world went ashen as well.  Gravity loosened its grip.  My aura appeared, an orange sheathing of flame.  I crouched and leaped, dropping down beside the shovel.  My energy bled into the wooden shaft, making it solid, pulling it into the ghost world with me.
I stalled out, getting a good look at the zombies.  They were chunks of meat, lacking aura, with black tethers trailing up and away toward the main gate.  The strands pulsed with violet cores, manipulating the critters.  At my disappearance from the normal world, the animals on the car sat up, scrambling to all fours.  They cast about, scanning the area, sniffing mightily, trying to pick up my scent.
Like that’s going to work.
With me gone, all restraint vanished as well; the beasts jumped from the vehicle, launching toward Shaun.  His sword blurred.  Doggy heads littered the ground, oddly bloodless, but the bodies kept moving.  If decapitation fixed most zombies, it wasn’t going to work here. Shaun retreated, ducking, rolling, kicking the meat-puppets away.
The flames around my hands spread along the shovel as I swung it like an ax, slashing above the charging animals, attacking the cords that manipulated them.  The unseen puppeteer posed the true threat.
If I can just cut the strings…
The shovel blade bit into the cords as I whirled through a crazy dance.  Some of the animals got by me.  Others dropped in their tracks, the severed cords dimming and withering, curling away into nothing.
By then, Ryan had completed his change.  Aloft on fluttering wings, his tongue snapped out, bitch-smacking a mutt, and winding around a poodle’s throat.  The lap dog was snatched into the air. The fuzz of Ryan’s lower face split apart and a nest of writhing tubers latched onto the dog, piercing it, drilling through the undead meat for anything of nutritional value.
I shuddered and hastily looked elsewhere, bringing my shovel around in a new cutting arc as I leaped after the Great Dane.
Fenn got to it first.  He tore the beast apart, sliding under its jaw, gripping its forepaws.  The limbs snapped loudly.  Fenn’s eyes were molten gold, blazing star bright.  His hands had morphed, becoming long, tapering claws.  Fenn slashed up the dog’s stomach and entrails slithered to the ground.
Gag me, why don’t you?
We finished the zombies that had been on the car, but those from the house were now spilling down the stairs, into the yard with us.
I tossed the shovel and one of those weird cords snapped off of a Chihuahua.  It fell on its side, inert, presumably safe, as I crossed over.  My aura went invisible as color returned.  My limbs felt heavier.  Movement was no longer an effortless exuberance.  I placed myself in the way of the oncoming critters, calling over my shoulder, “You guys get in the Jag.  We’ve gotta run for it.”
Fighting for its own sake was stupid.  That just gives more zombies time to pop up.  All we needed here was a delaying action.  Cold, ghostly fire pooled in my hands.  I poured it out, forming a wall of flames.  The beast stopped, backing away as if finally infected with fear.
I ran for the car, knowing my wall would only buy me a few moments.  In no time, the puppet master would figure out that going around was better than going through.  The passenger door gaped open.  Ryan squawked like a zombie chicken as Fenn stuffed him in the trunk and locked him in.  Shaun tossed the keys to Fenn as I reached the car.
Shaun’s spoke calmly, as if he had all the time in the world, “You’re driving.  Head for the front gate and don’t stop for anything dead or alive.”
“What about you?” Fenn asked.
That’s what I want to know.
Shaun leaped onto the hood of the vehicle, landing in a deep crouch, sword in both hands.  “I’ll surf the Jag, and troubleshoot our exit as needed.”
Fenn slid in behind the wheel.  “Your funeral.”
I got in and slammed the door, but that did little to make me feel safe.  I looked out the windshield, past Shaun’s legs, buckling for a bumpy ride.  Fenn started the engine, shifted gears, and fed gas to the engine.  We surged away, into a hard turn.  Shaun stayed rooted to the vehicle like he had super glue under his feet.  All his advanced martial arts training aside, I still dreaded what might happen to him at higher speeds.
This is so crazy!
We spun around and headed down the one road out of here.  Acceleration pressed me back in the seat.  Fenn gripped the wheel, knuckles white as the speedometer needle climbed.  Shaun held his sword one handed, using the other to assist his balance.
“How the hell is he doing that?” Fenn muttered.  “He’s only human, right?”
I braced myself by gripping the seatbelt that crossed my flat chest.  “Shaun’s very good at martial arts.”
“Must be Bruce Lee, back from the dead...”
I glowered at him.  “Not funny, considering...”
Fenn shot me a sideways glance.  “Yeah, sorry.”
The Jag jounced over the rutted road, kicking up a thick plume of dust that trailed us.  Blocking the road, moving stiff as marionettes, I saw cats and dogs—of all color, size, and breed—shambling shoulder to shoulder.  Whatever combative instincts they’d once possessed were now turned toward the living.  Many of them were red about the mouth having recently fed.
“I can’t believe this is real.”
“Just ‘cause they were once cute and cuddly doesn’t mean they won’t kill you,” 
Fenn said, “Makes perfect sense; as targets, they’re much harder to hit.”
A flash of gold came out of nowhere, something god-awful big moving across the road, slinking low.  A wide swath of cats and dogs were gathered up and carried off the road.  Some of those remaining flipped head-over-tail, kicked into the air, clawed and crushed by whatever had passed.
With our enemies considerably thinned, Fenn floored the gas pedal.  “What the hell was that?”
I didn’t want to know.  Wait a minute; didn’t Cassie say Joshua would be clearing the way for us?
The undead flew as the Jag plowed through them, adding a fresh layer of road kill to the road.  Zombies clumped on the edges of the road that had missed the harvest turned to follow us, plodding relentlessly.  A fringe of tabbies, with an orange Persian and a silver burmilla mixed in, were nimble enough to leap onto the speeding hood with Shaun.  Maybe they were freshly dead and therefore more agile—less rot involved.  They looked ghastly with soil darkening their fur, their eyes white and staring, teeth bared and bloody from recent feeding.
The katana flashed; a metallic blur.  Sliced and diced body parts drizzled off the windshield, bouncing away, except for one old tom that clung with all claws to Shaun’s left arm.  Shaun slipped the blade under its throat.  The furry head went flying and Shaun was able to shake off the rest.
The main gate came into view.  I saw a Federal Marshall sprawled in the dust with two undead poodles still tearing at him.  There were a lot of crispy critters too, dogs and cats that had been burned to charred mounds.  Charred pets also clung to the overhead sign.  Strangely, they’d been driven to disfigure the dove branded in the wood.  Hmmmm.  Maybe we’d had more than Cassie’s wards protecting us this past week.
With a muttered apology, Fenn ran over the Marshall, taking out the zombie poodles.  We bounced hard inside the vehicle.  Shaun lost his footing, dropping butt-first to the hood.  He flipped and scrambled for purchase, hanging on by his fingertips.  As the drive smoothed out, he regained his footing.
“Damn,” I said, “he is Bruce Lee, back from the dead.”
We shot under the overhead sign.  Two zombie calicos dropped off the sign, thudding onto the roof.  Shaun slashed them away and had to use an arm to balance as Fenn turned hard onto the paved highway.  Tires squealed.  Our plume of dust disengaged, going on without us as the world blurred, spinning with me at its center.  My shoulder hit the side window.
Shaun toppled from the hood, and I offered up a prayer for him.  I wanted everyone to come out of this all right, but a deep cold place in my heart filled with sadness.  We needed more than wishful thinking.  We needed…
Where’s Cassie?
The car straightened out and I saw her, dead ahead, but not really dead.  Fenn braked so we wouldn’t slam into her.  As it was, we narrowly missed, shooting by.  We went on, leaving her locked in a staring match with three women dressed in black, hooded robes, wearing necklaces with crescents and full moon motifs.  The witches of ISIS were striking again.  One of them was Dana Blaire, the woman who’d tried abducting me when I got off the bus.
Ryan started pounding from inside the trunk again.
“Turn back,” I told Fenn.  “We have to help Cassie.”
Fenn’s jaw knotted.  “No.  This is her job.  Cassie’s expendable.  You’re not.”
I knew “definitely no” when I heard it.  There was no changing Fenn’s mind.
That left me one option.  With my special gift, I seized the veil, twisting it open.  An electric tingle washed my skin.  Gravity and inertia slackened their grip.  I crossed into the ghost realm’s shades of gray, my body sheathing itself in small, orange flames.  I ghosted through the seat, into the trunk, and hit Ryan.  His aura—a feathery green incandescence—sent a jolt of current slamming into me, deflecting me up out of the truck, into a slow-motion tumble midair.  I fell to the highway, bounced, and rolled.
I got control, bringing my feet under me, bounding off the asphalt, into the air.  It only took a few low-gravity leaps and landings to get back to Cassie.  But instead of helping her right off, I stared, seeing her aura for the first time.  She burned orange like I did, but her flames were brighter, larger.  And strangest of all, she flicked her gaze my way, staring as though I were fully visible.
Her face went from calm wariness to seething anger, and I knew I was the reason.
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Cassie returned full attention to her opponents.  I guessed she didn’t want them to know I was here, an unseen observer.
In the ghost realm, another layer of reality presented itself.  As if drawn in dusky purple phosphorescence, a circle enclosed the three witches.  A triangle lay within the ring, each of the witches anchoring a point, feeding it life.  A second circle lay inside the triangle, a five pointed star at its center.  Weird glyphs danced along the flat pattern, some long dead language I assumed.
A globular space between Cassie and the sorceresses turned thick and sludgy like molten glass, distorting light under the awful pressure of unseen forces.  A hovering shadow pulled my gaze upward.  A round bodied mass stood on legs that attenuated short of the ground.  A spider-beast forged from the black magic of the witches.  It stood on their protective barrier, drawing strength from a spell in progress.  Its head tilted as it spied me with numerous red eyes.  Its mandibles widened as it hissed silently.
Cassie held her own, for now.  She’d have to keep managing—spider-thing was on my turf.  I’d take him out.  Maybe.  I had to try; it was on my side of the ghostly veil.
I crouched and leapt, making myself an orange comet, flames fluttering in my wake.  As I rose in the low gravity to hang before its face, I brought my hands before me.  Pooling rage in my heart, wanting vengeance for all the people this thing had killed, seemed to feed my flames, making them brighter and longer.  Whirling sheets of flame unwound from my hands, expanding, boring into the shadow substance of the creature.
Trying to avoid the fire, the shadow-beast screamed silently, thrashing.  I wished the beast could escape—and go far away—but the charm circle drawn by the witches restrained it.  Drifting down, I wondered why the pattern couldn’t hold me.
Focus, fight’s not over.
Blurring in from the edge of sight, one of the spider’s legs caught me broadside, smashing me toward the highway.  Instead of impact, I felt the bite of bitter cold, icy nails driving into my heart and lungs, threatening to crystallize my blood.  The hammering deluge of flames went ragged, fitfully dribbling off my hands as cold blobs of phosphorescence.  I spun—the earth and sky trading places time and again.
Despite the spin cycle, I recognized Shaun’s Jag streaking past me, a bolt of black.  The mass of metal flung itself at the three witches, only to crash into an unseen barrier, silently crumpling the front end.
Fenn!  Ryan!
Then I had myself to worry about.  I didn’t hit asphalt—that was the problem.  I went through the road, burying myself in an early grave.  Darkness washed the world away, and only the struggling flicker of my aura provided light.  I couldn’t tell if I’d stopped, or was still sinking—my worst nightmare, come at last, to claim me with clammy hands.  My heart raced painfully, as each breath grew heavier, harder to draw.  My hands shook, tingling, cold.  Dread wound around my ribs, an iron band.  I choked on a scream, fearing a final push that would spiral me into madness.
Oh God, I’m going to die!
In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened.  Hold on.
Jesus, is that you?  Or am I just crazy?  My aura dimmed even more, leached by ground deeper than any ocean.  I’m just a fading ember.  Poor thing, they’ll say.  She’d have lived if only she were human.  Never even made it to her Prom...
The golden eyes narrowed.  Enough of that.
I laughed.  The sound had a strained edge to it. I stopped, afraid I might never stop if I completely let go.  I snarled at the voyeur in my head, Hey, can’t you see I’m trying to wallow here?
I will not allow it.  The thought carried a shimmering promise of power.
Who are you?
Taliesina.
Her voice pulled me back from the edge, so I was grateful—if confused.  I don’t understand.
You’re not supposed to.  This is just a dream we share.  Now, get out of the way and let me handle this.
So you’re talking in your sleep and I’m tuning you in somehow?
I am reality.  You are just another face I wear, a dream within a dream within a dream.
I felt a place deep inside twist and tear, a hidden door opened a crack. Power gushed into me, bringing the heat my flames always lacked.  My heart slowed.  The terrible cold I’d felt became a memory.  My aura condensed, hazing, throwing off daggers of light.  Like tunneling roots, my thoughts webbed the soil holding me.  My awareness flowed out.  I tasted rich minerals, flavors entirely new to me.  I knew the soil with an intimacy that astonished me.  Never again would I fear such a friend.
Like concentric rings made by a splash, my awareness thinned while expanding, racing in all directions, enveloping the meshed roots of the forest lining the road.  In the woods, I tasted wrongness; sour soil gagged me.  Hastily, I reined in my perceptions, finding my body once more.
My chest lifted as aura fanned out of my back.  My limbs trailed, displacing the earth as though it were water.  Moments later, I broke free of the ground and rose a good twenty feet into the air.  I returned my attention to the battle, which seemed all that was required to have my body hurtle that direction.
In my mind, I called to my other self.  Thank you.
Only silence answered.  I was alone in my head, with another mystery to solve.  Well, that would have to wait.  It didn’t matter that my hands were still shaking, my throat felt raw, and each breath made my ribs ache—I had spider-butt to kick.
Reaching the protective circle, I saw little had changed except the Jag was there, its front end a crumpled mess.  Fenn had apparently tried to ram the witches, with little luck.  The front airbag had deployed and then deflated.  The side bag was still up, blocking my view.  I couldn’t tell if Fenn was conscious.  And God only knew if Ryan was okay in the trunk.  They’d have to wait.  I turned my attention to the shadow beast.  It had fewer webs running toward camp.  I assumed that was good news; that the zombies were being taken out.  With lives on the line, I needed to hurry that process along.
I leaped for the violet-cored webs.
A spider leg scythed my way.
Flipping through the air, I brought my hands together, pouring out cold fire.  A stream of flames melted the spider’s limb like plastic wrap.  The beast lurched and recovered, waving around its new stub.  My spin brought me around.  I channeled more flame, pumping twin flares past its spinnerets.  Sheered, the webs fluttered and thinned—smoke in the wind—until only a last few violet embers settled earthward.
I arced toward asphalt, dropping sedately toward the main gate.
And there was the gold creature again, the one that took out the zombie pets on the dirt road.  He ran out the main gate, heading for Cassie.  Seen from the ghost realm, he was pale gray furred with a golden aura edging him.  I hoped he was still on our side; there was no way I could intercept him.
Landing, I saw Cassie lurch off balance, as though the road under her was liquefying and rolling underfoot.  The asphalt splintered.  Chunks rolled away as the underlying soil writhed upward.  Rotted and torn limbs sprouted; human arms with bony hands.  Heads and shoulders popped up next—fish-belly white, stained with grime.  They patiently, slowly fought free of the clinging earth that hungered for them.  Some of the figures had Y-shaped incisions that had been stitched back together; evidence of autopsies.  The fresher bodies bore wounds of claws and teeth, as if recently made zombie by some of their traveling companions.  I didn’t know where these guys came from, but tunneling up for a sneak attack, they’d stripped off a lot of flesh from their arms and especially their hands.
Skeletal hands closed on Cassie, trying to drag her down, or at least break her attention from the war of wills she engaged in.
The creature from camp reached her, tearing her loose with a pounce.  They barreled out from the undead horde, falling to the road, and rolling to get distance.
By then, I’d launched myself at the three witches, skimming low over the ground.  I couldn’t let them have the advantage of the attack.  I needed to be the one putting on the pressure.  I reached the protective circle.  It still ignored my presence.  I wondered if my other self were somehow cloaking me.  The circle’s power had to extend into the ghost realm, or it couldn’t trap the…
Spider thing dropped into my path, slavering maw yawning wide to snap me up.
Oh, crap, I hope this works.
I went all Human Torch, sheathing my body in thick swathes of fire.  Blind, I didn’t try to slow myself or stop, but let the spider catch and swallow me.  I felt no impact, only a guttering out of flames as they consumed the shadow beast from the inside.  My aura dimmed, bringing a crushing fatigue, and I could see again.  The spider was gone, down to the last smoky web.  I hit the asphalt hard, bounced, skidded, and gathered bruises on arms, back, and legs.  Scraped, bleeding from superficial cuts, I stopped just short of escaping the protective circle’s far rim.
I coughed violently, my lungs full of tainted air that smelled of sulfur-caked cloves with maybe some spoiled sushi thrown in.  Shaky, eyes tearing, I climbed to my feet, standing on some of the magical lines and runes.  The glowing design faded, purple hazing to brown, then black.  The black became char on the road.  Elsewhere, color was back in the world.  And … my aura was gone!  I hadn’t crossed back—I’d been kicked out with a vengeance.
Destroying the witches’ spell-beast had drained my aura dangerously.  I so wished I could find a better way to do things.  I’d be vulnerable now for hours, unable to pop away into nowhere, while the zombies…
They collapsed, their puppet strings cut.
The witches spun to face me, sensing my presence behind them.  Two of them lifted cupped hands and made gathering gestures—summoning power to strike me down?  Not a pleasant thought.  I tensed, ready to throw myself to the side, grateful for all the time I’d spent in gym class playing dodge ball.
Blaire threw back her hood.  Same cold stare, same silver earrings, same lack of emotions—her face was porcelain perfection, a death-pale mask framed by dark hair.  She reached out and caught one of her sister’s arms.  “Put the barrier back up.”  Blaire’s voice cut the air like a blade.  She gestured to the other witch who was winding up, about to pitch a handful of magic my way.  “No.  We cannot use her if she’s broken.”
“Use me for what?” I demanded.
The woman with witch-light pulsing in her palm actually answered, “Hallowmas will soon thin the walls of the world, and you will bring Am-Heh to us!”
Blaire hissed at her minion.  “Shut up.”
“What the hell is an Am-Heh?” I asked.
Behind the witches, Cassie ran past the curved line of the old circle.  She hit “empty” air, bounced back, and scrambling up again.  Straining against the new barrier, she looked like a mime trying to push over an invisible wall.
The golden creature appeared, towering next to her.  Shock—induced by fear and as well as its savage beauty—rooted me to the spot.  A were beast.  Not wolf based.  Not with that long golden mane, those ferocious, arrogant eyes, and enough muscle to tear a resisting werewolf into tender morsels, or so I imagined.  He snarled and roared, a harsh thunder rolling over us all, making me shudder.
Despite their restored barrier, the witches jumped and spun in place to track the source of the sound.
My every instinct told me to run, but I knew instinct was wrong.  The creature had instincts too.  If I ran, it might well give chase.  I’d watched enough Animal Planet on TV to know this.  Weak, with my aura cut to the quick, I wouldn’t have gotten far.  Slowly, feet folding under me, I sank to the hard road.  Just close your eyes, I told myself.  If you can’t see it, it can’t scare you.
Yeah, right.
Strange, I couldn’t get my eyes to obey.  They poured over the shifter, gathering in every detail.  He was mostly lion but there were pale white stripes on his body, a bit of tiger thrown in.  A Liger … or maybe a Tion…?
The leader of the witches forced a laugh.  “Another time, my dear…”
The women joined hands, facing each other, forming a triangle.  Chanting caustic gibberish, they moved in step—a kind of dance.  Along the road, away from camp, the bad guys were in full retreat.  And nothing could be done about it.  They were taking their unseen wall with them, so it did no good to follow.
Cassie did anyway, the were-lion keeping pace with her.  They were obviously friends, acting unguarded with each other.  Must be nice, all that power at her disposal.
Fenn dropped next to me on the road.  His eyes were blackened from the crash.  He sniffed the air, as if scent alone could tell him all he’d missed.  Katana in hand, Shaun appeared at my other side.  He had a few scrapes, and tears in his smudged clothing.  His eyes were agate-hard as he looked unflinchingly at his wrecked car.
I felt the need to pull his attention away from that mess.  “What happened to you?”
He turned to me.  “Lost my footing in the turn.  Falling, I jumped to regain control.  Didn’t know I’d be landing neck-deep in zombies, the human kind, many of them former friends.”  There was a hint of tears in his eyes.  “They’re resting in peace now.”
Friends?  That’s right; the guards we’d lost to the zombie would have been raised as reinforcements by the spell-beast.  That’s so wrong.  Death shouldn’t force you to switch sides.
We were distracted by banging.
I looked at the vehicle.  “Ryan’s still in there.”  I felt too weak to do anything about it.
“Yeah,” Fenn said.
“We should get him out,” I said.
“Yeah.”  Fenn didn’t move a muscle.
Down the road, the witches veered into the woods.  The were-lion plunged after them, only to have pliant limbs weave a mesh to block his way.  Several pointy branches stabbed at his face, forcing him to jerk back to save his sight.  The witches were giving the forest life, making an ally of it.
Be stupid to chase them in there.
Cassie and her pet must have agreed; they stayed on the road, staring after their vanishing prey.  Silent moments passed.  Cassie slink back, her body stiff with baffled fury.  Her eyes scathed as she drew closer.  If she had a tail sticking out, its tip would have been twitching.  Her lips pressed together in a hard, straight line.  I suspected we were about to have words.
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Clearly staying out of this, the were-lion hung back, his tail swishing with agitation he didn’t otherwise show.  Cassie glowered, frowning down at me as I stayed planted on my butt.  Her mouth twisted open to speak.
Shaun cut her off, “Wait until the adrenaline leaves your system.  Words are like cats; hard to herd once they’ve escaped.”
Lion-dude gave him an opaque stare that could have meant anything, then licked his paws, grooming his blood-splattered face in a way that was too cute for words.
Cassie ignored the advice, her gaze locked on my face.  “What—the freaking’ hell—do you think you were doing?”
The sunlight turned unusually brassy, hurting my eyes.  The caressing wind had a strange roughness as well.
“Battlefields are the province of the trained professional,” Cassie’s words sounded brittle, stiff as dead leaves, and prickly as holly.  “And who said you could risk a life we’ve been dying to protect?  Did you stop to think; getting yourself killed would have stolen all meaning from the sacrifices made this day?”
I lifted an eyebrow, more than a little teed off.  Here I’d just saved the day, busting up a magical conjuration of god-awful proportions, and I was being dumped on because of it.  “Who do you think you are, my mother?  You don’t like this job, watch someone else.”
Shaun emitted a thin, shrill whistle.  “This is so not going to turn out well.”
“Actually,” Fenn said, “I think they’re both right.”
I glared at him, using anger to distract me from growing nausea.  I felt like I’d eaten something too rare, and it was trying to back up my throat and escape.  A gasped as a sharp pain split my skull.  Double vision set in.
What’s wrong with me?
Fenn lifted hands protectively in front of him.  “I’m just saying…”
Cassie stooped and grabbed my arm.  She all but tore it off jerking me to my feet.  I stumbled into her.  Her teeth were bared, a predator giving warning.  “I deserve respect.  I fought for you today.  Stand and look me in the eye when I talk to you.”
My stomach spasmed.  I bent forward and pressed a hand into my gut, as the world swam off center.  The edges of my vision darkened.  My body trembled as I dragged up fresh outrage.   I forced my head up, meeting her stare with my own.  “Well, forgive me for caring if you live or die.  There was no way I could … let you…”
My knees gave way.  I fell against Cassie.
Her arms were surprisingly soft and gentle, as her voice spiked, “Grace!  Grace!”
I no longer saw her, my thoughts whirling off into darkness.
 
*        *        *
 
Grace, bring chocolate? The thought insinuated itself, pulling me from darkness, into the ghost-light of … a dream?
Had to be.  I lay on a blue crystal altar.  A hunter’s moon hung overhead, every crater and shadow done away with.  The orb had a just-polished look of perfection, hanging there.  Cold.  Unapproachable.  The surrounding aspen glowed in the moonlight; white, sinuous limbs thick with golden leaves.  The night felt warm, as if autumn had rolled back into summer through some fey enchantment.
Grace?
I sat up and swung my feet off the edge to dangle, coming face to face with Tukka.  He glowed his usual teal blue, an unchanging element regardless of the ever-twisting dreamscapes we sometimes met in, but something looked wrong about his body.  Instead of beefy slabs of muscle, he had a puffy look, like a float in a parade.  Even his thoughts seemed less vibrant.
Focus.  Sweet chocolate morsels, rich melty goodness…
“Just think some up.  This is a dream, right?”
Need real stuff.   Tukka real—just walks in dreams.
Protruding eyes, like big lavender pearls, gave him a zombie look—though I might have been projecting.  I reached out to caress his forehead.  Cold.  Clammy.  Smooth as plastic.  A tremor went through him.
“Tukka, are you sick?”
Keep telling you, Tukka need chocolate!  Need fix.  The last word brought an ache to my head.  I pulled back.  My hand pressed over a rapidly pounding heart.  I held my breath, waiting as cold fear licked up my spine.  I’d never been afraid of Tukka before, but this wasn’t the friend I knew.
He closed his mouth, hiding those wicked sharp teeth, and blinked, stunned silent by the emotions he tasted in me—or so it seemed.  After a long pause, his thoughts came again, softened, tinged with regret, Tukka sorry.  Tukka go now.
He turned ponderously and plodded off without his usual vitality.  The trees swallowed him and I was alone.  On a crystal altar.  Wearing the frilliest gown I’d ever seen, red velvet with crimson ribbons, and bloody lace spilling from elbow-length sleeves.  The shoulders were poufy.  A black leather bodice cinched my waist, and my hair was rustier brown, cascading to my waist.  My nails were long—like talons—painted pomegranate red.
Prom dress from hell, I thought.  The perfect outfit for dancing … with vampires. 
Condition Red, I warned myself, this is no Field of Dreams; think of bad thing … and they will come.
Too late.
Red eyes peered at me from the trees.  Great shrouded shapes stirred the shadows, milling about.  They seemed to be waiting for something … or someone.
“Hello, Grace—”
I flinched at a voice that made me spin on my altar.
“—We meet again.”  It was Blaire, Old Stone-Face.  Her eyes were hooded by shadow.  Her hair was longer, a dark wavy fan falling to her waist.  White fireflies descended, dancing on the winds, casting their uncertain light upon her.  With a few of her shadows thinned, she appeared subtly more beautiful despite black lipstick and glittery purple eyeliner.  She wore a lacy black gown with a midnight-red corset that squeezed her boobs, lifting them, putting them on display.
Are they fake, like everything else about her, or am I just pissed because she’s flaunting them in my face?  Maybe she’s got some magic spell that can enhance…
I shook off temptation.  No.  I’ll deal with my deficiencies through sheer force of character, as always.
Was I imagining her, or was she really in my dream?  It’s not unreasonable for a witch to have tracked me across the astral planes, or whatever.  “So, what do you want … that I’m not giving you?”
“I want the world … and everything in it.”
Damn, we were both talking in ellipsis now.  Better stop that.  “Just an evil bitch, huh?”
“From your point of view.”  She rounded the altar.
I turned to keep an eye on her.  Whatever those weird things in the trees were, they’d been reduced to the lesser of evils by Ms. Witch.
She stopped on the opposite side of the altar, caressing the smooth stone surface with her palms.  “We got off to a bad start.  I’m not really the villain I may seem.”
“So, you were only taking me out for ice cream, not trying to kidnap me?”
“Oh, I was trying to snatch you all right, but for the best of reasons.” She started circling again, nails silently scraping the marble slab.
“Such as?”  Turning on the hip of my dress, I kept her in sight.
“For your own good.”  She reached the point she’d started from and started a second circle.  “That place you were headed for is a prison.  They take children and make lab rats of them.  They put them in harms way, assisting federal and military authorities, all in the name of science and the all-mighty dollar.  Those facilities don’t come cheap.”
“Can you stop circling a minute,” I asked.  “I’m getting dizzy.”  Or maybe it was the weird ring of truth to her words.
She quickened her pace, closing a second circle.  “Soon, I’m almost done.”
“Done with what?”
She smiled a little, evil smile.
I threw myself off the stone, falling with the slow-motion you sometimes get in dreams.  I hit, rolled across some rocks, and flowed back to my feet, panting, furious with myself.  Witches use circles.  Three’s are special to them.  If she had closed the third ring I’d likely be under some spell, or at least trapped
The fireflies dancing around her were green as grass now.  With their silent encouragement, she climbed upon the altar, staring at me all the while.  Her stone-like face showed real animation for a change.  Her voice held passion, “You should be on my side.  I’m trying to make a better world for you, for women everywhere.  It is our divine right to stand over the insipid males of our species, foot on their throat, dragging them about on leashes so that Mother Gaia can survive.”
“Gaia?”
She smiled with regret.  “Sorry, that’s all you get, until you wise up.”
There followed a grinding noise.  The altar she stood on trembled and sank.  Her face came level with mine.  “Think about what’s in your best interest.  I’ll be in touch.”
The altar sank below the turf, taking her along.  Soon, only a dark hole remained.  All that was needed was a white rabbit with a pocket watch, both of them running late.  I came around the hole, carefully staying away from its edge.
I suddenly remembered the things in the nearby trees; they’d waited all this time, taking in the show.  I looked for them.   Sure enough, they were silently approaching, shrouded in a creeping ground mist.  The air around me took on a cold, threatening edge.  The trees seeped blood.  No, it was the failing moonlight, stained with the color of my dress.  I looked up.  A black sun cut across the moon’s ruddy face, an eclipse of reason.  This was the realm of nightmare, a place Tukka and I usually managed to avoid.  This was the home of bad things.
Wake up, Grace.  Wake up.  You don’t have to do this to yourself.
The stalkers in the woods were well into my small clearing.  Shaggy mothmen, gray and brown, skeletal thin, skin like mottled parchment where it showed.  They spoke with one synchronized voice, “Let us out, Grace.  Only you can do it.  You are the Key, the Dancer in Shadow, who overthrows order and balance.  You are…
 
*      *      *
 
“…Taliesina … stay asleep.  It is not your time to awaken.”
My eyes felt gummy, hard to open.  I rubbed them, my hand heavy and slow as I groaned my way back to awareness.  Wet sheets clung to me, remnants of a fever dream.  I drew a deep breath, and yawned.  Hunger made itself known, a mild discomfort.  I felt empty, hollow in many ways, but at least the headache and nausea were gone.
“Taliesina…?”
That voice again.  That name.  Cassie?
I pried my eyes open.  Shadows blurred most of the room around me.  The lack of sunlight told me I’d slept through the day.  On the nightstand, a tiny lamp with a marine blue shade made a watery pool of the air over my bed.  I knew the lamp; I was back in my room at Camp Zombie.  I wondered who’d carried me back; Fenn, Shaun, or lion-dude.
A hand caressed the side of my face, brushing back damp hair.  A woman’s hand.  Cassie settled on the edge of the bed.  Anger was gone from her eyes.  The lack of animation made a stranger of her.
“Cas-sie…”  I croaked her name, my voice dry and broken.
“Grace?”  She reached to the nightstand and swung a glass of water over to my lips.  I lifted my head, surprised at the severe effort of the action.  Delicious, cold water sluiced into my mouth and down my throat, bringing relief.  Cassie pulled back on the glass as I greedily guzzled.
“Slowly,” she said.  “You’ll make yourself sick.  Sicker.”
“What’s wrong with me?”
She set the glass back on the nightstand.  “The mystical equivalent of toxic poisoning.”
That widened my eyes.  “What?”
“When you dissipated the witches’ spell from the inside, you absorbed energies at odds with your own.  Your chakras overloaded and were shutting down.”
“Guess my brilliant plan wasn’t so brilliant after all,” I admitted.
“It’s what I was trying to tell you.  At least you’re alive.”  Cassie pulled back my covers.  “Come on, I’ll help you over to the chair.”
I gave her a blank stare.
She smiled wryly.  “Or do you like lying in sweated-out bedclothes?”
“Okay.”  Though uncomfortable, I couldn’t have managed on my own.  At least she wasn’t offering to hold me up in the shower.  That would have been too weird.
“After I change the linen,” Cassie said, “we’ll get you cleaned up in a warm, soothing shower.”
Oh, Gawd.  There was no help for it.  I had to accept being babied by a near stranger since Jill and Drew weren’t here.  I hoped they were okay, and not too mad about the train wreck I’d made of their lives.
Cassie got me out of bed and settled in a nearby chair.  I ran my fingers through damp, stringy hair, pulling it back from my face.  I wore a tee shirt and shorts, and they were as uncomfortable as the bed had been.  A shower looked increasingly delightful as the seconds passed.  Cassie opened the curtains, and evening sunlight poured in, red and thick—I’d lost a whole day, maybe more.  She turned on another lamp before starting in on the bed.  She carried stripped bedclothes into the hall, and returned a few minutes later with fresh sheets.
She worked quickly, all high energy and brisk efficiency, her gun lodged in a shoulder holster that looked specially tailored.  Her perfect breasts had to be a disadvantage in a quick draw.  I wondered if she practiced in front of a mirror.  As she moved around the bed, I saw a second gun tucked in the back waistband of her slacks.  Something to remember.
“Cassie, when are you going to tell me the truth?”
She hesitated, then went on with her work.  “What truth?”
“You know about me and … Taliesina.  I’ve heard you use that name several times.  You know she’s part of me.  I want to know everything you know about her.”
“No.”  She said it flat out, in a dispassionate tone.  No reprieve.  No appeal.
“Be that way.”
“I will.”  She flicked out a blanket that drifted into place, engulfing the bed.
“Fine,” I said.
Cassie came back and reached for me.
“I can do it myself,” I said.
“I don’t mind.”
“Maybe I do.  I’m not sure I can trust someone with so many secrets.”
“And how many are you carrying?”
“That’s beside the point.”
“Is it?” She gripped my arm to pull me up.
I shook her off.  “If it’s about me, I have the right to know.”
“Whoever said the universe was fair?”
“It ought to be.  If I were running things—”
She laughed.  “There’s a scary thought.”
“You’re really not going to tell me?” I heard the whine in my voice and hated myself for it. 
“One day maybe,” her voice began to die and I strained for the rest, “when I find the courage.” I held out my bent arm, pointing an elbow at her.  “Well, don’t just stand there, help me up.”
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The shower progressed awkwardly—no surprise.  Bare-butt naked—in front of the supermodel-hot fed—left me seething at God; all boobs are not created equal.  I emerged squeaky clean and hurried through the towel drying.  After applying my guaranteed “rain-fresh” deodorant, I slid into red satin shorts and a sleeveless pink tee with a “Girls Rock” sequined logo.  The mirror showed dark smudges under my eyes.  My skin looked pale as though I were bloodless.
Charming.
I picked up my brush.
Cassie took it from my hand.  “Let me.”
Wearing the towel, I shrugged.  “Whatever makes you happy.”
She brushed my wet, rusty hair back from my face.  Her face, reflected in the mirror, was soft and smiling.  “Such beautiful hair…”
“You’re kidding?”
“No, I’m not.  No one’s ever told you how pretty you are?”
“You probably hear it all the time, but not me.”
“You will.  I looked like you when I was your age, a slow bloomer.  Just wait, one day you’re wake up…”
“With boobs?”
“Among other things.  Nature’s just taking her time, getting it right.”
“Hmmmm.”  My hair finished, I tottered back to current bedroom with Cassie’s help.  I slipped into the sheets, delighted with their fresh embrace, but one thing bothered me.  “Can I just lie around this way?  ISIS knows I’m here.  They’ll be back with something worse.”
Cassie’s voice shivered with anticipation, “I hope so.  We’re done hiding.  Didn’t work anyway.”  Her voice deepened, vibrating with a near growl, “You know; I really hate witches, scrying pools, divination crystals, and all things ISIS.”
“So what’s the new plan?” I reached for the glass of water on the night stand.  As my hand neared it, the lamp flickered as though the bulb were dying.  I froze in place a second, then pulled back.  The small lamp returned to a steady glow.
Weird.  That’s not supposed to happen, unless I want it to.
Oblivious to the brief flickering, chewing a nail as she considered her thoughts, Cassie faced the window, bathing in the bloody light of the setting sun.  “The new plan is to use you to draw them out.”
The would-be writer in me swam to the surfaced.  “You mean ‘in.’”
Cassie angled her body my direction.
“They’re already out,” I said.  “You want to draw them in, as in ‘into camp?’”
“Anyway … we have multiple black ops teams from the military on-site now, as well as elite PRT shock troops.  Hell, Van Helsing’s out there with holy water and stakes.”
“The guy from Dracula?”
“No, the Van Helsing Academy for Gifted Slayers.  They get school credit for this.”
“You’re kidding?”
Cassie stared down at me from the foot of the bed, fists set jauntily on her hips.  
“Grace, considering the crowd you’re now running with, you may be the most normal of us all.”
A small ember of comfort, but I was grateful for it.
Cassie went on, “By the way, the Vatican’s loaned us their top occult trouble-shooter, Father Vincentia, a rather dour sort, looks like he sucks on lemons in his spare time.  Since reading the after-action reports, he’s been urging us to tie you to the bed, and leave you alone with him.  I think he’s just watched The Exorcist too many times.”
I huffed.  “Like that’s going to happen.”
“Oh, the Smithsonian’s Stigmata Force is here too.”
I pointed at myself.  “Totally clueless here.”
“Me too, but my boss assures me they’re good at ferreting out criminal conspiracies, boo gums, bear bugs, and ancient relics.  Probably a good thing they’re here; I need arcania for my curio cabinet.  My crystal skull’s a little lonely.”
Single-knuckle tapping came from the closed hallway door.
“Just a minute.”  Cassie went to the door, opened it a crack, and peered out.  I listened to her hushed tones.  She closed the door and returned to the foot of the bed.  “It’s Ryan.  Are you up to seeing him?”
I sighed.  “I suppose so.  I owe him that much after getting him locked in the Jag Fenn smashed.”  I pulled myself up, packed pillows between my back and the headboard, and nodded at Cassie.  “And he is my personal evil minion now.”
“Everyone should have one,” Cassie murmured, opening the door.  “But take some advice, first time he bites the hand that feeds him, rip his heart out and bury him deep.”
Note to self; don’t get on her bad side.
With her back turned, I tried the lamp again.  As my hand stretched closer, it flickered, damping.  I snatched my hand back and the light settled down.  Yep, it was me alright.
Ryan spilled into the room, his eyes scanning frantically until they found me.  Thereafter, his gaze didn’t waver.  “What’s your problem?” he said.  “Almost getting me killed is one thing, but endangering yourself for a mere human is not acceptable.”
“The alleged ‘mere human’ is standing right here,” Cassie said.
A deep voice came from the doorway, “You idiots need to lay off Grace.  She’s still recovering.”  Fenn appeared, showered, shaved, wearing hip-hugging jeans and a pullover cotton shirt, umber with a gold pattern of Celtic knots silk-screened on.  A wide necklace of Indian beads guarded his throat.  Either he’d lost a bet or someone had dressed him funny.  Maybe the outfit was some kind of anti-magic protection.
“You’re calling me an idiot?” Ryan said.  “You crashed Shaun’s Jag and slept through everything.  Shaun should have put you in the trunk, not me.”
Fenn’s eyes warmed from brown to tawny gold.  “Like you’d have done any better.”
Cassie slid between the guys.  “Don’t argue, or I’ll make you both go.  Grace has had enough excitement.”
“Is this a private party, or can anyone barge in?”  Joshua Kent strolled into the room, a friendly grin on his face.  He looked more buff than I remembered.
In what looked like an automatic response, Fenn shifted position so his back wasn’t to the ranger.
Shaun entered next, carrying a couple of steaming mugs.  I smelled cocoa with marshmallows.  I hoped one of the mugs was for me.  Shaun passed everyone, approaching the side of my bed opposite the lamp and end table.  The bathroom door lay behind him.  He handed me a mug.  “Here, hair of the zombie dog that almost bit you.”
“That makes no sense at all,” I said, smiling.
“Welcome to my world,” Shaun said.  “By the way, how are you doing?”
“Top of the world,” I lied.
With so many people here, my small room began to feel even smaller.  Using my free hand, I brushed my hair back, wishing I looked a little better, wishing I looked a whole lot better with so many hunks here.  Why did Cassie have to hover so close?   The comparison between us had to be killing my chances with Shaun.  I wanted him to sit on the edge of the bed, hold my hand, and make soothing noises as I courageously languished.
Such a hunk...  I sighed, “’Oh, Brave New World that has such people in’t…”
“Excuse me?” Shaun asked.
“I said that out loud?”
He nodded.  A smile followed that reached his slate-blue eyes, stirring the shadows there.  “I talk to myself too.  Best way to get intelligent conversation.”
Fenn flowed over with a predator’s grace and claimed the foot of the bed.  The lack of a foot board let him settle comfortably.  “You are all right?  Not just telling us what we want to hear?”
I crossed my heart and held out my little finger.  “Want me to pinky swear?”
“Nah, I’ll take your word for it.  Uh, Grace, something’s bugging me and I don’t mean Ryan.”
Ryan shot him a dirty look.
Fenn went on undaunted, “Back in the car, you vanished into thin air, and after the crash—when I clawed away the air bag—the bad guys were gone and you were being packed off by the Ranger—”
That’s
who it was!  I shrugged.  “So?”
“Your scent trail was fragmented, appearing and disappearing.  Considering the other things you can do, it stands to reason you’re not human.”
I forced myself to relax, widening my eyes dramatically.  “Wow, that crash must have scrambled your brains a little.  I don’t know what you think you’ve seen me do, but—”
“I’d distrust the sanity of the entire universe before ever doubting my own,” he used a tone that made me totally believe him.  Rats.  It had been worth a try.
His brow knotted.  “If you don’t want to tell me what you really are, just say so.”
I stared into his eyes as they dimmed to amber.  “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.  I can do freaky stuff, but I don’t know why.”
Fenn held himself very still.  “I might.”
Cassie glared at him.  “Keep your guesses to yourself.  Wild speculation is counter-productive—and maybe dangerous.”
Fenn and Cassie locked stares.  Some kind of nonverbal communication passed between them that I couldn’t quite decipher.  They broke the glaring match, and Fenn settled into a moody silence.
Joshua passed Cassie, moving along the side of the bed near the window.  I was now officially surrounded.  Josh’s face seemed older, as if the recent deaths had aged him.  An awkward silence was settling in.  I hurried to fill it.  “Hey, Josh?”
“Yeah?”
“That were-lion out there—”
“Were-liger.  Not a were-lion.”
Cassie rolled her eyes.  “Both can kill you in a New York minute so what’s the difference?”
“I’d like to know,” I said.  “And that was you, right?”
He nodded.  “That was me, one of a kind.”
“Tell her the whole story,” Cassie said.  “I think she’ll enjoy it.”
He shrugged.  ”I was stalking some drug dealers coming over the border from Mexico.  Turned out they were a were-pride of mixed breeds; lion, tiger, a few toms thrown in for good measure.  They sniffed me out.  I was forced to open fire.  They took my shots and kept coming.  I didn’t last long.  They left me for dead, as the border patrol closed in.”
I stared, fascinated, painting the pictures inside my head of what had to be an epic fight scene.
“Obviously, I survived.”  His eyes sparkled as he absorbed my interest.  
“Something unexpected happened; I became a hybrid, capable of changing into a thousand-pound killing machine.  My endurance doesn’t match my speed, so I can only reach a speed of sixty miles an hour, for a limited time.”
All time is limited in a mortal universe—a stupid, mortal universe—that lets good people die way too soon.  How many are dead?  Do I really want to know?
He hooked his thumbs in his waistband.  “These days, word is out.  When I hit town, any town, the were-folk walk quietly.  Even the vamps and wolves stay out of my way.”
Someone else might have thought he was bragging, but deep-buried pain shaded his tone.  I knew the exclusion hurt him.
“Ever have hairballs?” Fenn asked.
Josh stared coldly at Fenn.  “Funny, you smell human, but not completely.  Mind telling me what you are?”
Fenn looked at me while answering, “I mind.”
We were snapping at each other, on edge, waiting for ISIS to strike again.  There was a muscular tension in the way everyone carried themselves.  Except for Shaun.  He appeared totally relaxed, centered.  Must be the meditative part of his martial arts.
“All right,” Cassie announced, “enough war stories, male bonding, and muscle flexing.  Grace needs to rest.”
Fenn and Ryan went reluctantly.  Shaun went without a backward glance—which I found irritating for some reason.  Josh gave me a thumbs-up, closing the door behind him.
“You’re staying?” I asked.  “I mean, here, in my room?”
She shrugged.  “Dirty job, but … you know?  You don’t mind do you?”
”Does it matter?”
“Not really.”
“Then I hope you don’t snore.”
“No one I’ve slept with has ever complained.  Oops, did I say that out loud?”
“You know you did.”  My stomach rumbled.  I felt very empty.  “I think I’ve missed a few meals.  What are the chances that—”
She strolled toward the door.  “I’ll raid the kitchen and bring some food back.”
“Thanks.”
I waited until she was gone, and slid out of bed.  I’d moved a little too fast and had to wait for a moment of dizziness to pass.  I held onto the headboard of the bed to steady myself.  I drew a deep breath into my lungs and slowly vented it out again.  Like a thousand other times, I used my talent to reach out with immaterial hands and grab hold of the fabric of space.  I pulled on the veil, anticipating an electric tingle, a lessening of gravity, and the usual loss of colors, but nothing happened.
Okay, don’t panic, I told myself. You’ve rested up and have plenty of aura, so try again.
Another deep breath.  I reached out once more, concentrating on what I wanted to have happen, willing it with a fierceness that surprised me.  Nothing.
I sat back down on the edge of the bed, and held out a hand, palm up.  I tried to pull fire out of thin air.
Crap!  I can’t do that either.  Next time I run into ISIS, there won’t be a thing I can do. I picked up a pillow and flung it with all my strength.  The cushion barely made it across the room.  Besides which
I throw like a girl.
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I was back in bed by the time Cassie returned with my dinner—a pack of sodas, a can of stacked barbeque potato chips, and a plate of sandwich wedges.  An armed guard opened the door for her.  Apparently, my movements would be heavily controlled from here on out.  “I’ve got ham or turkey on whole wheat,” Cassie said.  “Hope mayo is all right.”
“Better than bread and water,” I muttered.
Without saying a word, she did a deep knee bend and retrieved my thrown pillow without dropping anything.  Her body displayed the grace of a classically trained dancer.  I felt like a clumsy toddler having her mommy pick up after her.
She straightened.  “Redecorating?”
“Pillow-fight chic,” I said.
The door closed and Cassie crossed to the bed.  She set food and pillow on the covers and pulled up a teal blue chair that reminded me of Tukka.  That couldn’t have been him in my dream—had to have been the fever.  But just to be sure, I thought I’d check on him next time I crashed out.  I sat up, putting the pillow at my back where at least it would be safe, and grabbed a sandwich wedge, not really caring which it was.
“You wouldn’t happen to have any chocolate would you?” I’d left in such a hurry my stash was still in my room at the Institute.  I wondered, would I ever be going back there.
“Sorry, no.”  She opened the can of chips and sprinkled some into her hand. I took a bite.  Turkey with hickory-flavored American cheese and dill pickle slices.  Not bad.  Chewing, I used the rest of my sandwich as a pointer, “Thith won urk.”
“Once more, in English,” Cassie said.
I swallowed and tried again, “This won’t work.  They hit us before because we looked as vulnerable as we were.  With the grounds crawling with security, Special Forces, God knows what, ISIS will just lay back and wait for a better time to strike.”
“It might surprise you to learn that I agree.  But those are my orders.  Besides, it keeps you safe, and that’s my first priority.  ISIS can wait.  I’ll hunt them in my own time.”
I snagged a can of diet lime cola, putting down my sandwich to pop the lid.  “I’d really appreciate it if you could get me a few candy bars.  My blood sugar…”  I trailed off, implying a medical condition I didn’t have.
She went still.  “You’re hyperglycemic?  I didn’t know.”
“Why would you?  Got my medical records in your back pocket?”  I hoped not.  
I’d be so busted.  If it wasn’t for Tukka…
She bit into a small stack of chips.  Several flat crumbs dribbled on her shirt.  She picked them off with great care.  “I’ll handle it.”
“Great, thanks, and you really shouldn’t talk with your mouth full,” I said.
“Brat.”
“Everyone needs a hobby.”
We finished the food.  I drained my can and set the empty aside, sliding down into the bed.  I yawned.  “Think I’ll try to get a little more sleep.
“Good idea.  I’ll be here when you wake up.”
I switched off the end table lamp.  The light from the window looked weaker, failing at last, but a yellow fan of illumination washed in from the partly closed bathroom door.  I rolled on my side, back to the light.  “You’re going to sleep in the chair?”
“I’ve done it before.”
“You’ll wake up with crick in the neck and I’ll have to put up with your bitchin’ and moanin’ all day tomorrow.  Put your gun under the pillow and take the other half of the bed.”
“You’re too kind.”
“My biggest failing.”  I yawned again, closing my eyes. “Jus’ don’t hog the covers.”
 
*      *      *
 
I felt warm, engulfed by softness, soothed by a low croon.  A moon-glazed face hung over me.  Arms held me, bouncing me just a little.  I was impossibly small.  My hands waved in front of my face, small paws.  Literally.  The face swam closer, becoming clearer.  The face was like my own, but the dark red hair was longer and streaked with gold.  Her lips brushed my forehead.  I smelled lavender, heather, fur, and … blood.
The metallic odor excited me.  I slid a damp, anticipatory tongue across my whiskered muzzle.
The woman laid me in an empty cradle.  She drew back.  There was more blood, darkening her robes. She’s hurt … bad.  Tears brim in my eyes.  Momma.
“My sweet Taliesina,” her voice is gentle, warm, “this is not our world, but you will be safe here as I lead them away.”  She turned from me.
I reached for her, catching only her words.
“These people have just lost a newborn.  They will cherish you until I return.  And I will return.  I will ... I promise…”  She moved away, staring back at me once—her face tapering into that of a fox—then she was gone, slipping like a shadow across the windowsill, melting into the shadows of the night.
I cried, reaching for her, my hands fully human.
A gold-haired child padded into the room.  She peered wide-eyed through the slats of the crib, and reached through.
Growing quiet, I seized one of her fingers.
She turned her face away and shouted, “Momma!  Momma, come look!”
A woman came in, crowding close.  She gathered me up, soft, warm, soothing, but her smell was unfamiliar and there was no fire in her heart.
 
*      *      *
 
As I sat up in bed, the dream fragmented.  I’d had it since childhood, Fate prodding me toward a writing career.  The dream had an interesting plot I intended to one day use in a story.  A dark mass, Cassie lay next to me, hogging the covers after I’d told her not to.  I sighed and slid off the bed.  Facing the bathroom, I summoned fire, staring at my extended open palm.  A tendril of flame appeared, weak and hesitant.  The orange glow cheered me a moment before it died.  Well, better than nothing.  I hoped my powers would return, in time.
I heard tapping at my window.
I stole through the darkness toward the window.  Another pebble clicked off the glass.  Someone outside wanted my attention.  I lifted the window and stuck my head outside.  The cold of night made me shiver, having more force than I remembered.  I so needed my aura back.
I saw Ryan down in the shadows, staring up at me.
I didn’t want to rouse Cassie, so I just lifted both hands, palms rolling skyward in a so what gesture.
He waved toward himself, furiously.
He wanted me to go down there, this time of night, leaving my sick bed?  Did he want to get hurt?
He put his hands together in a pleading gesture.
Third sigh.  I’d soon run out of them at this rate.  I whispered into the night.  “All right, but this better be important.”  I pulled back and shut the window.
Trying to make little noise, I gathered clothing and dressed myself.  Sitting on the floor, I was pulling my sneakers on when Cassie spoke.
“And where do you think you’re going?”
The jig was up.  “Uh, just down to the porch.  I uh, need a little air.”
“Fenn?”
“Well, uh…”
“I was young … once … so I’ll give you fifteen minutes.  If you’re not back by then, my gun and I will come looking for you.”
“Uh, okay.  That sounds fair.  Thank you.”
She grunted softly.  Or was that a snore?  Had she been talking in her sleep?  Would she remember this in the morning?  And would she come after me in fifteen minutes, like she’d said?
Better assume the worst.
I shrugged into my coat and climbed to my feet.  I went to the door and opened it.  The hall light blinded me.  I blinked, my eyes adjusting.  A big guy in Marine fatigues turned in the door way to face me.
“Excuse me,” I said.
He didn’t budge.  “Where are you going?”
“Downstairs.”
He touched a headset he wore, speaking into a thin wire that hung near his mouth.  
“Golden Egg is rolling.”
“Golden Egg?  That’s me?”
Unwilling to waste words he might need later, he said nothing, stepping back and to the side.  I closed the door behind me and continued on.  He fell in behind me, looming protection and chaperone rolled into one.  Ryan was going to love this.
I was halfway down the stairs when I heard my name.  I quietly sniffed the air.  It was Fenn, arguing with someone I’d never smelled before.  I froze to listen.
“You stay away from her.  She’s mine.”
“Has she said so?  Or is that wishful thinking?”
Fenn’s voice rumbled warning, “You may be my father, and I may cut you more slack than anyone else, but there are limits.  Don’t cross this line.”
“I only want to meet the young lady.  It’s so rare to find a kitsune anymore.”
“We don’t know for sure that’s what she is,” Fenn said.
I raised an eyebrow.  What the hell is a kitsune?
My guard stepped closer, as if to urge me on.  The weight of his displeasure at my eavesdropping was a crushing force I stoically endured.  When I didn’t move, he cleared his throat noisily.  The argument downstairs fell silent.  I glowered at my guard and continued down the stairs.
At the bottom landing, I turned to face the far wall where the fireplace was in use.  Standing near the mantle, Fenn had his hands in his front pockets.  Maybe he was afraid of what he’d do with those claws of his.  Next to him, a dark-haired man filled out a black suit, his eyes fixed on me with rapt attention.  His eyes were yellow.  A small, mischievous smile twisted his lips.  He played with a silver cross on a long chain, treating it with little respect.
Fenn came toward me, sliding in front of his father as if to head him off.
Fenn’s face was softened by concern.  “Is something wrong?”
“I’d say so.”  I stared over his shoulder.  His father smiled warmly.  And I noticed the man wore a priest’s collar on his suit.  I shifted my gaze back to Fenn.
He stopped, looked back at his father, the father, and faced me, grinning nervously.  “Uh, this is uh, Father Vincentia, from the Vatican.”
Yeah, right.  “You guys carry on.  I’m just stepping out on the porch for a little air.”
“That’s not advised,” the guard said.  “We’re short personnel around the lodge while the perimeter is being reinforced.”
The highway was half a mile up the dirt road, screened by trees.  Those trees were covered with good guys.  Even if some sniper could get close enough for a shot, the people after me wouldn’t take it—they needed me alive.  Unless someone had infiltrated us, to strike from the inside, I’d be fine.  Only one I needed to keep an eye on was Ryan, but he’d fought for me, risking his life during the zombie attack.  I was convinced he’d turned over a new leaf.  Any way, his changing into a mothman would take time.  If I saw it happening, I’d run for help first thing.  No, I was safe every way I looked at things.
I smiled sweetly at my guard and started for the front door.  “I have absolute faith you’ll keep me safe.”
“Grace,” Fenn called, “do you want company?”
“No.”  I kept going.  Fenn stayed where he was.  That pissed me off even more than him talking about me behind my back.  Guys are supposed to know when no really means yes.
I went outside with my guard.  He muttered into his headset, keeping everyone advised of my movements.  This was going to get old fast.  I stomped over to the corner of the wrap-around porch, smelling Ryan just around the corner.  But something was wrong with his scent.  It was more … crap!  He’s changed.
I backed toward my guard.
The mothman rounded the corner.  His tongue, a red blur, shot past my head, coming and going.  I spun to run and saw the Marine going down, a red spot between his eyes where a major nerve center had just been struck.  The guy had his hand on his holstered gun as he crumpled to the porch.  I opened my mouth to scream for help when I was grabbed from behind.
Next thing I knew, I was being pulled straight up, into the cold dark sky.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTEEN
 
 
The lodge receded rapidly.  The night absorbed us without fuss, a clean getaway, except I didn’t want to go anywhere.  “Put me down, you sweater-chewing freak!”  I kicked my feet, squirming in his hold.  One arm slipped free and I dangled precariously, as we lurched unsteadily over the pine forest.  I swung my free arm up and seized his arm.
I’m an idiot.
I could no longer go into the ghost realm to ensure soft landings, and I’d almost made Ryan drop me.  Had I gone splat, he’d say, “My bad,” but I’d be dead.  Best not to go there.
I closed my eyes a few moments, and drew deep, calming breaths.  Packing my anger into a small, imaginary box, I saved it for later.  Panic remained, amplifying to epic proportions as I started to lose my grip.  I slid down his arm, my heart pounding painfully in my chest, a scream building in my throat.
Then his free hand caught hold of my collar.  The material choked.  I hacked, coughing weakly.
Damn it, Ryan…!
He adjusted his hold so I could breathe, and angled down toward the shadowed trees flowing under us that capped an ocean of deeper darkness.  My heart fluttered with anticipation and dread.  I watched for suspicious movements as we descended.  Just hours ago, these same trees had kept us from pursuing the ISIS hit team.  I doubted the witches were still around, but some of their animosity might linger in the murky branches.
As we neared the ground, I relaxed just a little.  There was swaying with the wind, but none of the limbs tried to stab, whip, crush, beat or bludgeon us to a pulp.  I thought of all the ways evil trees could rip us to shreds, and cursed my active imagination which made fear so much stronger.
Ryan let me go as my feet scuffed into the detritus of old pine needles.  I ran a few steps to get my balance, thought I had it, then fell on my face.  Acrid fumes stung my nose, the only part of me still going strong.
Damn it.  I’m not in any kind of shape for this right now.  What was Ryan thinking…?
My hands clawed the powdery earth under the long-shed pine needles as I levered myself up and rolled to a sitting position.  With my aura as weak as it was, the mid-October winds bit through my clothes. The cold had been there before, but terror had distracted me from it.
My heart settled to a less frantic pace, even though my kidnapper shambled up to loom over me, wings fanned behind him, shivering from the recent strain of carrying us both.  Branches diffused the silvery moonlight, splattering Ryan with ghostly smears as he squatted to stare me in the face.  He ran a fuzzy hand along my arm, staunched some primal need with the contact.  His eyes glowed, monstrous rubies, tinting the brown filaments of his antennae.  They seemed to be seeping blood, waving languidly, snatching messages from the air I could only guess at.
“So, now what?”
He only stared.
I sighed.  Apparently, as a mothman, he either lacked the human intelligence to understand me, or the vocal equipment to answer.  I wondered what he’d do if I simply headed back toward Spirit Ranch.  I leaned forward, putting my hands on the ground to push myself up.
He settled a large hand on my shoulder and applied enough force to keep me where I was.
“Okay, we’ll enjoy the nightscape a little longer.”
If I were back at full strength, I’d drop kick him in the face and run, trusting on my running skills and endurance to keep me out of his clutches.  After all, the tree branches would hide me if he were too high, and would slow him down if he tried flying at my level.  But I wasn’t close to recovered yet.  That meant I had to stay until someone came after me.
His hand went back to stroking my arm.
I shrugged him off, leaned back, and crossed my arms.  “No more touchy-feely crap.  If I can’t be happy, you can’t either.”
He settled back, claws furrowing the pine needles.  A swirl of raspberry muted the crimson blaze of his compound eyes.  He ducked his head into shadow, shuddering.  A keening sound escaped him, “Nnnnnnnauuuugh … crap, that hurts.”  He lifted his head.  The antennae were wilting.  Facial fuzz sloughed off, revealing pale skin, human features, and human eyes.  Some of the fur on his upper chest puffed off on the wind like gray-brown dandelion fluff.  He caressed his throat with human fingers.  His voice sounded gruff and strained, “Never was that good at … half-shifting.”  His wings fluttered a few beats then stilled.
I glared at him.  “So maybe now you want to tell me what the hell this is all about … before I kick your scrawny butt to the moon.”
“She wants to see you.  She made me bring you.”
“The witch?  Son of a bug!  You’ve sold me out!”  I scanned the surrounding trees, my hands balling into fists.
He raised his hands defensively, warding off my anger.  “No, not ISIS.”
“Who, damn it?”
But I already knew.  I could smell them closing in.  Not human, not moth, but a blend of both, a smell musty and sharp.  Whirring and an odd greenish-yellow light announced their descent from the treetops.  They landed in silent ranks around us, crimson eyed, feathery antennae waving, human torsos covered with fur that ranged from silver gray, to brown, to black.  There were about thirty-five, maybe forty.
A third of the mothmen were accompanied by flying beetles the size of my hand.  Their pets produced the sour light from elongated tails.  Fireflies, on a scale I’d never heard of before.  The beetles fluttered about in complex orbits, then settled on the surrounding tree branches, becoming bobbing lanterns, blinking coded messages to each other.
For a second, I thought I was back in my dream where I’d last seen this bunch.  Coincidence, or was I turning psychic?  I should dream up some winning lotto numbers while I’m at it.  I shook my head to dislodge the thought.  Focus.  You’re surrounded by critters that have no reason to love you.  You’re in enemy territory.
I swung my stare back to Ryan.  “So how much trouble am I in here?”
“You’re with me.  Don’t worry.”  He lurched to his feet, hands morphing back into scythe-like claws.  “I’ll protect you, always.”
Somehow, that didn’t comfort me.
The constricting ring of mothmen did that half-shift thing, becoming more human than bug.  Moonlight shafting through the skeletal canopy and vanishing moth fuzz exposed male and female torsos.  It was weird to see bare breasts, and none of the stupid ogling guys do.  I supposed, shifting form a lot, they were used to nakedness.  Better them than me; I didn’t think I’d ever be that comfortable, not that I had much to show off.
The mothmen … and mothwomen … stopped, with only two of them coming inside their ring.  They were a couple, male and female.  The guy was bony, thin, and at least seven feet tall.  What fur he had left was black with faint gray whirls that reminded me of a tabby.  I looked into his hard face, his excited eyes were human except for red irises.  He walked with an expectation that others would scurry out of his way.  He wasn’t disappointed.  This was someone used to being obeyed.
Note to self; watch the sass—you want to get out of here alive.
The woman next to him spoke, drawing my gaze, “So you’re what all the fuss is about.”  Her tone let me know I hadn’t made a great first impression and my second wasn’t likely to be much better.
I nodded.  “Grace Kenyon.  Pleased to meet you.”  I wasn’t pleased at all, but my mom had taught me to be polite until I had good reason not to be—and then be even nicer; confuses the enemy.
“Everybody wants you, Grace Kenyon.  The feds had you under lock and key, the witches want you bad enough to risk our anger, bringing their magic into our woods, marching dead things through our holy groves.”  Her eyes went to Ryan, absorbing his hunched, tenseness, how he kept close to me.  “Even our little brother has fallen under your charms,” she studied me dispassionately, “whatever those might be.”
Bitch.  I didn’t say it out loud, but she saw the anger in my face.
She smiled.  A glitter of delight danced across dark eyes.  She stepped closer and murmured, “Truth hurts, huh?”
This time I said it, “Bitch.”
She slapped me across the face, rocking my head with more than human strength, lifting me off my feet.  The world canted.  I fell, hard.  And I’d never seen her move at all.  She was fast.  Faster than Ryan.  He’d been unable to do a thing, except squawk afterwards.
“Serena, stop!  There’s no reason to hurt her.”
“Isn’t there?  She disrespected me.”
“You provoked her,” Ryan said.  “If I’d known you were going to be this way, I wouldn’t have—”
Hearing a choking sound, I pulled myself together, lifting my head.  My face hurt, and I thought I might have a concussion.  For a moment, there was double vision.  It resolved itself and I saw Ryan dangling off the ground.  Serena had his throat in her hands.  The big guy with her had stepped in and captured Ryan’s wrists.  He could only thrash like a fish out of water.
“I wasn’t going to deal with you until later, little brother.  However, if you’ve forgotten your place, I am willing to remind you.”  She let go of his throat and embraced him.  He seemed totally shocked by the gesture and very much afraid.  But, as if some spell had engulfed him, he relaxed.  A dreamy bliss melted alarm from his face.
The unnaturalness of it goaded me to my feet.  My guts churned in warning; something really bad was coming.  “Let him go,” I yelled.
Ryan sighed happily as she reached behind him and gripped the edges of his wings, caressing them.  “I forgive you for running away from the clan, but a price must still be paid.  My word must remain law.”  She snapped the edges, and tore pieces from his wings, a sound like splintering celery and ripping cloth.
Shrill, piercing, Ryan screamed like a soul waking up in hell, then slumped.
The big guy dropped him in a heap.
Serena knelt and gathered Ryan’s pale face, kissing him sweetly on the mouth.  “There, mommy make better now.”
“You’re insane!” I hissed.
She flowed back to her feet and turned gracefully, smile still in place.  “What’s your point?”  She didn’t wait for an answer.  “An even better question is ‘What are we going to do with you now?’”
Ryan stretched out a convulsive hand to grasp her ankle.  His ragged voice fought to be heard.  “Please, Serena.  Don’t hurt her.  I love her.”
Serena brightened, smiling wider.  A lunatic light in her eyes made her scarier than ever.  “You do?  Why, that’s wonderful.  An addition to the family!  We should have ourselves a wedding.”
I was about to say “hell no” when I noticed Ryan looking at me with a pleading expression, his eyes wide and dark with pain and fear.  The fear was for me.  I suddenly realized that refusing might well get me killed.  This was going to be the first shotgun wedding ever with the muzzles pointed at the bride.  I should just agree, and buy time to escape.  Surely Cassie and Fenn were on my trail by now.
I pressed my lips tightly shut, saying nothing.
Serena nodded approval.  “You’re not as stupid as I thought.”
Her huge companion moved quickly, appearing beside me with blinding speed.  One of his huge hands completely circled my neck.  I kept absolutely still.  One sharp jerk and I’d be dead before hitting the ground.  He hissed in my ear.  “She complimented you.  Say thank you.”  His fingers loosened enough for shallow breathing.
I ground out the words, “Thank you.”
“Keep me happy,” Serena said.  “It is your only hope of avoiding suffering beyond all imagination.”
Released, I stood there, gasping, coughing a little, and trying not to fall.  Tears brimmed in my eyes.  I tried not to spill them.  That would give the bug queen and her enforcer too much enjoyment.  What was with these moth people?  Did the whole bunch slither on their bellies to lick her feet?  Serena had created for herself the very world ISIS sought to bring about.  Seeing the reality hardened my resolve.  ISIS needed stopping at all costs.
Wait a minute, there was something in mothman social dynamics I was missing.  My mind went back to Ms. Griffin’s lecture of pheromones, how the female left a chemical trail in the air that called males to her from miles away.  When Ryan stood near me, he’d escaped Serena’s spells.  Then she got closer, holding him against her body—flooding his senses—until he went all Fruit Loops in the head.
She rules them by sense of smell!
Serena snapped fingers that were just a little too long to be human, twitching her wings with impatience.  Those tissue-thin membranes were dusky purple with dot and circle patterns on them that looked like owl eyes.  They watched me with unblinking interest as the females of the tribe joined Serena.   She pointed at me with a curved claw.  “Take her.  Get her ready for the bonding.”
They fell on me—a tsunami, latching onto my arms, legs, and torso—and shared my weight among them, their laughter eerie and sinister, and their faces thin and long with a beauty separate from humanity.  I kicked and writhed as they ripped off my clothing.  In this weather I’d die of exposure uncovered, from embarrassment if nothing else.  My shoes thudded to the ground.  Claws shredded my sweats.  I couldn’t stop them.  Pieces of cloth littered the forest floor as they carried me through the pathless forest, attended by many of the overgrown fireflies.  Now, I was glad Jill still had my grandmother’s locket.  Otherwise, it might well vanish in this forest, never to be found again.  Or one of these bitches might have found and kept it.  It was the smallest of silver linings, but all I had to fortify me.
Someone followed with an unsteady gait.  Ryan cried out, voice harsh, in the gutter with the pain, “Grace, don’t fight.  I’m sure you’re strong enough to survive the change.  It won’t be so bad, becoming one of us.  We’ll be together.”  I heard him falter and fall to his knees.  His voice became a near whisper, “I’ll have you … forever.”
What the Hell!  He’s talking about more than marriage.  They’re going to turn me into a mothwoman too.
The realization froze me mid-struggle.  I swallowed the concept, then fought all the harder.
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Someone stunned me with a blow to the head.  Darkness tried to swallow me whole, but I clung to my senses, going limp in their claws.  My head ached, as double-vision returned.  Really, people are simply going to have to stop smacking me around.  I could get brain damage.
With phantom hands, I seized the folds of space and twisted, tying to haul myself into the ghost realm.  My skin tingled.  My stomach fluttered with shifting gravity, but nothing else occurred.  Those sensations went away, leaving me stranded in my own world, stuck.  They were making my wedding bed and I was going to have to lie in it.
Unless …
Taliesina!   If I can call her forth...  Please, I need you.
Nothing.
Maybe she was a heavy sleeper.  Maybe she wanted me to be a mothwoman, or didn’t care.  Or maybe she thought I needed to solve this on my own.  Whatever the case, she didn’t answer.  Would have been too convenient I suppose.  Just have to wait for an opening.
Meanwhile, I tried to pay attention to where we were going.  We reached an area where a forest fire had cleared the hickory and sandjack.  Shortleaf pine was just beginning to dominate.  I saw the remnant of summer grape and greenbrier, made bare and ugly by autumn.  Fewer leaves in the canopies meant more moonlight, silvering the edges of things, casting blue shadows over the ground.  A stream burbled somewhere close.  We approached a spooky black oak with massive girth and heavy serpentine limbs that looked like their very weight ought to rip them off the tree.  Whatever fire had swept through here hadn’t managed to touch the ancient tree.  It looked to have spanned centuries, rooted in a time beyond imagining.
Like a sack of potatoes, they spilled me to the ground under the gnarled branches. The mothwomen surrounded me, but not tightly.  This let the icy wind crawl over me, exploring freely.  With my clothing and shoes long gone, I could only squat and hug my knees to my chest for warmth, enduring, teeth chattering.  It was hard to tell in the fey lunar light if I was turning blue or not.  Sure felt like it.  
Recovering, I was susceptibility to the cold.  It further dragged down my defenses; Ryan had picked his time well for kidnapping me.
One of the moth-winged women studied me, and spoke to the rest, “She’s suffering.”
One of the others shrugged.  “So?”
“If she comes out of the change as a dominant she’ll remember this.”
The other mothwoman shrugged.  “Not many survive the attempt or we wouldn’t be so few.”
I growled low in my throat.  Going to be a lot fewer when I get my hands on some serious fire power.
“We should get things started.”  The mothwoman who’d almost been sympathetic to me joined hands with two of her sisters.  A fourth woman closed the ring.  They stood under a high branch, lifting faces toward it.  Each opened their mouths and their tongues jutted out like swaying serpents.  Spitting cobras was more like it.  Milky strands shot from tongue tips to the branch, hitting close together.  The wet cords reminded me of something that might have come from a silkworm.  With the cords anchored, the women moved counter-clockwise, winding the strands into a tight rope.
I watched the winding, fascinated despite my dread.  After a dozen or so feet, the threads were cut by snapping jaws.  I was pulled up and dragged over to the four weavers.  They took the bottom of the rope and wound it around my torso, pinning my arms to my sides.  I was lifted and turned so that more loops secured me.  When they finished, I dangled several feet off the ground, almost vertical with a slight forward lean.
This is so not good.
The males arrived, piling up armloads of leafy green vines that seemed impervious to winter’s approach.  The leaves were rounded hearts with pale stripes cutting them in half.  Serena towed Ryan over to the vines and shoved his face in it.  “Eat!” she ordered.
Gratitude flushed through me; I wanted his eyes elsewhere.  Having almost everything bared, I burned with embarrassment, though the rest of the moth folks showed little interest in what I had to offer, swinging on my tether like a naughty piñata.
Ryan ate.  And ate.  And ate.  Like a starving man at a free buffet.  He chewed the leaves and stems furiously while the rest of the crowd hummed a tuneless drone.  The sound—and fireflies dancing on the wind, painting us a sickly yellow-green—created a scene straight out of the fairy courts.  These winged people, with their half-changed bodies, could well have been the inspiration for such legends.
Finished, Ryan climbed to his feet.  He’d lost some of his human qualities.  His face was lightly fuzzed, his mouth wider than possible on a human.  His antennae had revived, growing feather-duster fluffy, sitting up like a house plant rescued from neglect.  The whites of his eyes were crimson, the irises black as sin.  No warmth lay in his expression as Serena stayed close, walking him over to me.  She was taking no chance that my pheromones might free him of her control.  I wondered if that was all the attraction I’d ever had for him, my smell.
Kind of a let down in a way.
I kicked him as he got close, which made me swung backward on the rope.  Fortunately, I missed the trunk of the great oak.
Serena’s enforcer caught me, gripping my hair tightly to control me.  “No more games.” His cold stare and flat tone were pure threat.  “You don’t really need eyes.  if I get irritated, I’ll pluck them out and feed them to you.”  He let go of me and stepped back.
I stayed very still as Ryan embraced the sticky strands holding me, his head level with my stomach.  Piñata-girl, the ride—I’d make a killer attraction at Disneyland.
Serena stepped back and nodded decisively.
The surrounding moth folk opened their mouths wider, but the droning died.  Their orangey tongues slithered out like fire hoses and spewed white foam, like I needed to be extinguished.  The wet stuff coated Ryan and me.  The pulpy goop clung thickly to my back and legs, and piled on my head like shampoo lather.  On the plus side, I was no longer on display.  The stuff was oily and sharply aromatic, cutting off the chill, but I grew concerned that I’d become incased, unable to breathe.
“Ryan,” I hissed.  “Snap out of it.  We’re being buried alive in this stuff!”
“My body can absorb nutrients and oxygen from the cocoon,” he spoke with no urgency in his tone at all.  “I will breathe for you through the change, and feed you.  I am your life.”  His tongue slithered out of his mouth, creeping up me, seeking my mouth.
He planned on shoving that thing down my throat!  I clamped my lips shut and forced my head to the side.  That tongue of his followed my motion.  I jerked my head the other way.
“It’s all right with me if you want to die in your cocoon,” Serena said.  “Bonding with Ryan is the only chance you have.  I’d take it if I were you.”
Ryan looked more and more like a marshmallow-man spitting out a snake.  The white stuff was hardening into a thick, wet shell.  Soon, we’d be in our own private little world.  Intimately connected, symbiotic organisms, mated.  My heart hammered as I wondered how long it would take for my physiology to be corrupted, my DNA rewritten by this weird alchemy of theirs.  I could feel a penetrating heat, a prickly irritation that made me wish I could scratch—everywhere.
Only my face was spared the white spray.  Moving my head to avoid Ryan’s tongue grew more difficult as the foam hardened around my neck.  The tongue retreated into his mouth.
“Don’t fight me, Grace.  I’m doing this for both of us.”
I stared into his eyes.  They were fully human again.  “You want to rape my throat,” I accused, “tying me to you forever.  She’s not even forcing you.”
“It’s for the best, really.  You’ll learn to love me.  It will be easier when you’re not—”
“Me anymore?  No matter what I am, you will never have me!”
He scowled, eyes turning compound, flashing red with an internal glow.  He forced his foamy hands up and seized my head, locking it in place with inhuman strength.  I kept my mouth closed, my teeth clenched, as his tongue reemerged.
Serena approached.  The torn pieces of Ryan’s wings were in her hands.  They crinkled as she wrapped them around my head and Ryan’s, a travesty of a wedding veil.  More of the spray hit the covering, helping a not-too-roomy shell to form over us.  From the outside, we must look like a modern art exhibit—one you’d need shovels to move.  His tongue tip pried at my lips, trying to force its way in.
Resisting was tiring.  I had to end this … on my terms.  I dug deep under my social conditioning for the savage beast in us all, and opened my mouth.
A foot of hot, pulsing tongue surged in, driving against my tonsils, hitting the top of my throat, and turning downward.  I choked and gagged.  But also bit down—hard—jerking my head viciously, sawing with my teeth.  They seemed to be growing.  My gums bled as I chewed through Ryan’s tongue, severing it.
He choked me while his severed tongue bitch-slapped my face, smearing me with acrid mothman fluids and partially digested vines.  The lashing stung, but I ignored it, whipping my head loose from his grasp in a frenzy of desperation.  The violent thrashing helped me clear my throat of the blockage and I could breathe again.  Adrenaline and fear tweaking my system left a copper after-taste in my mouth.
Ryan’s rage passed; at least, he stopped slapping me with his wounded tongue.  My eyes had adjusted strangely; I was seeing far better in the darkness than should have been possible.  I looked him in the face.  It had fuzzed over.  His eyes were compound, his antennae in full bloom.  He opened his mouth wide, recessing his tongue.  But a dozen smaller filaments snaked out.  As one, they struck!
The tendrils stabbed into my chest, shoulders, and one of them bit into my neck.  They burned, pumping god-knows-what into my bloodstream.  Rage ignited, a scathing wash, as my skin bubbled like sunburn blisters up and down my legs.  He was forcing the change on me.  I had to fight, had to stop—“Aggghh!”  My head throbbed and a roaring filled my ears.  I could smell my own scent altering, becoming sharp, acrid, and musty.  The skin of my back felt like it was splitting, as if something were growing out of me ... wings?
No!  I won’t allow this.  I won’t!
Though I’d been failing all night, I reached for the folds of space, trying to force my way into the ghost realm by sheer force of will.  My stomach fluttered as I hovered at the edge of crossing over—unless I was growing a mothwoman stomach inside me and had confused the sensation.  My skin tingled, but the splattered-on chrysalis—and Ryan—still held me.  I added to my struggles any of the cold fire that would come to me.  Wispy, flames burst from my finger tips, crawling up my hands.  Icy flames seeping from my face.  Ghost fire danced over my heart, clinging to Ryan’s tendrils, but doing no damage I could see.
As if tainted by impurities from my body, the ghost flame shuddered through blue and green flare ups.  Breathing became difficult.  My whole body shook as muscles spasmed, trying to reform.  My bones felt like they were softening, searching for some other shape.  My gums bled and I tasted a sweet iron tang.  My guts twisted, forcing a shriek that turned into a kind of yip as my vocal chords writhed.  Thoughts grew difficult, fragmenting, reforming, seeking new bandwidths.
The strands binding my torso ripped as I flexed my arms.  I slid lower in the doughy cocoon, coming eye to eye with Ryan as my feet touched down.  I raised my hands between us.  They were claws with reddish brown fur on the backs.  I slashed apart the tendrils that pierced me.  Ryan’s head fell back as his tendrils rewound into his gaping mouth.  He slashed back at me, one hand and then the next.  I brushed his blows aside, barely feeling them.  Then I had his throat in one hand.  It came out in my grip with a gush of blood.  Giddy with power beyond any I’d known, I crushed his larynx, feeling godlike, invincibly riding a dream.
Serena called from outside our love nest, “Ryan.  What’s happening in there?  Answer me.”
“He can’t.”  My throat felt raw.  My voice emerged a low rasp, almost unrecognizable.  “He’s busy … dying.”
Ryan shifted to human form to play on my sympathy.  But he’d killed it along with our friendship, such as it was.  I lashed out with a palm, caving his face in, splintering the cartilage of his nose, driving it into his brain.  His head rocked violently back, and I heard the crack of vertebrae as his neck broke.  He slumped.
I caught him.  His eyes stared with accusation until I gently closed them.
“Ryan!  Ryan!” Serena’s voice lanced the cocoon.  She didn’t seem to have heard me.
My head felt as though a rail spike had been driven into my skull.  I felt my forehead, discovering lumps, twin goose eggs.  They peeled open and crinkled branches splayed out, damp and ragged.
Oh, Gawd, I’ve got antennae!
My forearms itched, drawing my attention.  They bristled.  The fur was spreading.
Nononononononononono!  I don’t want to be a bug.  Tukka, where the hell are you?
I slashed the cocoon.  It tore like wet cardboard.  The cold wind tumbled the pieces away, as Ryan’s body spilled to the ground.  I followed, landing on top of him.  I lifted my head.  There was Serena, staring, retreating under the fury of my gaze.  I growled and forced myself up, curving claw-tipped fingers.  My antennae bobbed above eyelevel; a minor distraction that ended as they blackened and crumbled to dust, peppering the wind.
Serena spoke over her shoulder, “She’s changing, but into what?”
Her thug answered, “Nothing human … or moth.  Not with those teeth, those ears.”
Ears?  I paused to feel the side of my head.  My ears were gone.  They’d moved to the top of my head, long, fuzzy, and pointed.  I collapsed as my legs melted under me like wax in a furnace.  Strangely, there was no pain.  I looked at my legs.  The bones were jointed funny, as if walking up-right were no longer part of my design.  Holy Spit!  I’ve a tail.  Two tails.  No three!  Thick and bushy.  They swirled around my hips to modestly cover me.  Some other change had come to drive out the one the mothman had tried to engineer.
Serena stared in awe.  “Kitsune, fox spirit.”  Awe became fear which she masked in rage.  I could smell the stink of her emotions, I wasn’t fooled.  She pointed a finger at me, and screamed at her henchman, “Kill her.  Now!” I needed to move, but my feet felt mired in clay, unable to respond to my racing thoughts.
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Kitsune—fox spirit.
Someone screamed my name.  The voice sounded like—
Machine guns ripped the night, scattering my thoughts.  Muzzle fire bloomed across the landscape.  Human voices shouted orders.  Inhuman voices shrieked with pain, as the mothmen were mauled.
A dark shape landed on Serena’s enforcer.  The giant swayed violently, stumbling, going down on one knee as half his face was ripped loose in a spray of blood.  Fenn leaped away as the mothman tried to bear hug his ribs to powder.
Joshua appeared in his were-liger form, his face a mask of bestial fury.  He made a sort of coughing grunt, clean-jerking the enforcer high overhead, bringing him down on a waiting knee in a wrestling-style move that was both flash and power.  Josh held his opponent on his feet for a moment, then shoved him away.
The enforcer tottered like a dancing bear until a katana erupted from his chest.  Behind him, Shaun pulled the sword free, and slashed off a few mothman body parts before moving on to the next target.
Fenn held me against him.
My head and torso were human but from the waist down, my body was thinking it might want to be a fox.  I coughed, blind with tears as euphoria drained away, taking my strength as well.  Dwindling, my bones flowed as my tails fluffed away.  I became human again, and felt very fragile.
I whispered his name.  “Fenn.”
“Yeah, babe, it’s me.  You didn’t think I’d let you hog all the fun, did you?”
“None of this,” I coughed, “wuz my idea.”  My gaze swept across the tattered
cocoon, where Ryan’s body should have been.  The ground was disturbed.  I thought I’d killed him, but he was a were-critter; he might have managed to heal himself enough to crawl off.  Then again, ISIS had poured a lot of their magic into these woods.  He could be a mothman zombie.  I shivered, hoping I was wrong.
Fenn shrugged out of his coat, pulling away to take it off.  A moment later, he covered me with it.  He picked me up, standing.  The arms that held me were strong, possessive.  I had no trouble with that at the moment; tongues weren’t involved.  The fur on my hands and arms shed, joining the fur of my dwindling tails.  My tailbone throbbed, reabsorbing the extended bone mass.  Relief shivered through me.  Who’d want to go through life dragging three tails around?
Shadows writhed on the ground.  I looked around.  Someone had wound up the fireflies way too much; they whizzed in phosphorescent curves, strobing wildly in panic, winding in and out of the surrounding trees.  Soldiers opened fire on winged shadows that climbed high into the trees for cover.  Shaun and his katana were dancing, leaving mothmen body parts in their wake.
Cassie was close by, a combat knife in one hand, its edge scraping Serena’s throat.  She’d looked like she’d been knocked to the ground and stomped on a bit.  Without hilts, numerous throwing knives pinned her wings to the earth.  Spitting blood from a busted lip, Serena tried to fight free, but Cassie handled her like a kitten, holding her down easily.  That proved Cassie was more than human, though I’d known it before from her aura.
Cassie called to Fenn, “Is she all right?”
Why don’t you ask me? I thought.
“Yeah,” Fenn answered.  “The changes are wearing off.  She’s just a little bruised and—‘Grandmother, what big teeth you have!’”
I felt the inside of my mouth with my tongue.  My teeth had gotten large and pointy and were covered in…  I spit.  My stomach churned.  I pulled away from Fenn and let my head hang.  I threw up.  Dry heaves followed after I ran out of puke.  I wiped my lips with the back of my hand.
Gawd, I need some mouthwash.
Fenn gathered me back in.  “Do you know—you have cute, baby wings coming off your shoulder blades?  They look good on you.”
“Tear them out.” I said.
“Wouldn’t it be better to have a doctor—”
“I’ll do it if you won’t,” I threatened.
“It will probably hurt.”
“Let it.”  I screamed as he tore them loose, gold, green, and brown tissues, still damp from the cocoon’s nurturing.
Cassie snarled in counterpoint, pressing the knife in a little harder against Serena’s throat.
Shaun appeared as the surrounding battle died.  He dropped to a knee near Cassie, scooping up fallen leaves to wipe off his blade.  “Don’t do it,” he advised.  “Heat of battle is one thing.  Cold blood is another.”
“My blood is anything but cold,” Cassie said.  “And what this monster attempted is unforgivable.”
Armored vehicles roared closer, headlights dissolving the darkness.   I closed my eyes against the glare.
Shaun sheathed his sword.  “If you kill her, her suffering will be over.  Is that what you want?”
Cassie rose and padded toward me, her voice cold steel as she answered, “Death is too good for her.  The government labs can have her.”
Cassie’s smell enveloped me.  I felt safe as she caressed my face, brushing back sticky, yucky hair from my face.  At her touch, the swelling in my jaws went down.  My teeth blunted … becoming human.
“It is way past your bed time, young lady.”  She escorted me to a vehicle.  The driver scrounged up a blanket and threw it over me.  I think it hurt him to see me.  I’d started the night feeling and looking like road kill—I hated to imagine how my condition had deteriorated since then.
Huddled between Fenn and some man in fatigues I didn’t know, I yawned, staying only half awake on the drive back to camp.  We jounced along in an armored vehicle, swerving around trees, rumbling through moonlight and shadow until finding the highway again.  By then, I needed to pee.  I held it as the main gate came into view.  “Fenn?”  I spoke into his chest, using it for a pillow.
“Yes, Luv?”
Hmmmm.  Interesting response.  “I forgot to ask earlier in all the confusion, but what happened to Ryan’s body?”
“Don’t ask.”
“I need to know—”
“Father Vincentia’s tracking him down; going to give him Last Rites whether he wants them or not.”
“Good.”
Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind; Taliesina checking in at last.
What do you want? I mentally snarled.
Her thoughts poured into me, fizzy, wet, and warm … bubbling like soda.  Thanks for the show.  It was wonderful.  Chewing his tongue off, that was awesome!  The blazing eyes faded but I knew she wasn’t gone.
I muttered bad words beneath my breath until Fenn noticed.  After that, I kept them in my head. 
Back at camp, I emerged from an armored vehicle that might have been a Hummer in civilian life.  An autumn wind tugged the long coat I’d borrowed.  It was baggy of course.  No one had shoulders like Fenn, except Shaun.  The martial artist was nowhere around.  I guess he had a life to get back to.  Must be nice.
I trudged toward the lodge.  There were little patches of white residue on my skin.  They were flaky, itchy.  I wanted them gone.  I needed no souvenirs of tonight’s adventure.
Cassie caught up to me and snagged my arm.  “I know you’ve had it rough,” she said, “but we need to get you checked out by a doctor with some experience in … weirdness.  This way.”  She guided me toward an eighteen wheeler nestled among the other vehicles crowding the yard.  It was black with orange-yellow flames painted on the sides.  The side closest to us had a door and three little steel steps leading up to it.  A murky red light poured into the yard.
Guards stood by the door, but they didn’t try to stop us.  I trudged in her wake, following her up the stairs and into the vehicle.  Quarters were close inside.  Various arcane pieces of machinery were here and there.  The lights were on tracks, big and bright, dangling from the low ceiling.  There seemed to be a section hermetically sealed with translucent, plastic walls—an operating bay?  Uniformed soldiers stripped clothing away from bloody wounds.  They were attended to by doctors and nurses in uniform, pushing covered trays around.
Hiding inside Fenn’s over-sized coat, I looked away from curious stares.  I knew what they were asking themselves; why are we bleeding for you?
“This way,” Cassie said.  “Back of the truck.”
I took a narrow corridor past the operating bay, to someone’s personal office space.   A hanging lamp blinded me, hiding the face of a man in a dark suit.  His coat bulged, indicating a holstered gun.  A hand emerged from the glare, gesturing toward a small chair.  “Sit down, young lady.  We need to have ourselves a proper debriefing.  There are all kinds of things in your head I want to know about.”
Cassie’s voice lashed out, “Virgil, what the hell are you doing here?  Grace needs a doctor, not a hard time.”
Virgil shrugged.  “Dr. Gillman has stepped out for a minute.  We might as well talk until he gets back.”
I squinted, raising a hand to shield my eyes.  “Who are you anyway?”
“Virgil Grant, Chief of Operations for the PRT in this region of the country.”
My mind translated the initials; PRT—Preternatural Response Team.  “What do you want with me?”
“Yes, where to begin…”  His voice lacked regional accents, smooth and polished like a river rock.  He had one thin arm angled, fist on a hip.  The other arm hung straight.  He stood poised like a runway model about to turn from the audience and walk away.
I offered a suggestion, “Let’s start with getting the light out of my face.  What is this, an interrogation?”
Cassie reached out and back-fisted the lamp away.  It swung behind Virgil, flickering in protest before returning to a constant glow that illuminated filing cabinets, a framed medical diploma on the wall, and above that a certificate that allowed Dr. Lawrence Gilman to practice medicine in the state of Texas.
Virgil never blinked an eye at the violence, smiling instead.  “Sorry, force of habit.”  Without the glare, I noticed he wore a power tie, deep blue.  His narrow, long-fingered hands were tucked into tight-fitting, black leather gloves.  He wore sunglasses to hide his eyes.  He seated himself in a brown leather chair with brass studs, behind a small, oak desk that matched the paneling on the walls.  Over his shoulder, a camcorder, with a tiny light on, sat on a shelf.  This was being recorded.
“Should I have a lawyer present?” I asked.
“Good idea,” Cassie said.
Her boss waved away the suggestion.  “No need for that.  Just don’t lie to me.  Not ever.”
I lifted an eyebrow at Cassie, my way of asking; “Is this guy for real?”
“I’m beginning to wonder.”
I looked back to her boss.
He set his chin on his hands, his elbows on the desk.  “Care to unburden yourself?  Confession is good for the soul, I hear.”
“I have a confession.”  I paused dramatically.
He leaned forward.
“I need to pee,” I said.
Virgil leaned back.  His right hand flicked phantom lint from off his lapel.  A smile stretched his thin lips.  There was something practiced about the gesture.
Cassie put her hands on my shoulders and drew me to my feet, sending me toward a narrow door a few feet away.
I went into a tiny restroom the same size as one you’d find on a chartered bus, but it was heaven to me.  I closed the door and set about taking care of business, hauling up the long coat, taking a seat.  The door was thin enough to let voices travel easily through.
Virgil’s voice lacked inflection, sounding cold, “Cassie, you’re not helping.  When I’m playing good cop, you’re supposed to play bad-ass cop, remember?”
“I want to talk, off the record.”
“Sure.”
“Turn off the recorder.”
“Oh, that.  Heh-heh, forgot it was running.”
Likely story.
There was a distinct click.  “All right, go,” Virgil said.
“The one in your pocket too.  I know how you operate.”
A pause followed, then another click.
“I need you to not look too closely at Grace.”
“Why not?” Virgil asked.
Yeah, why not?
“Her secrets are tied to my own.  You can’t have them.”
“Cassie, be serious.  She’s the best handle we’ve had on ISIS in a long time.  She’s highly resistant to the Mothman mutagen.  She can appear and disappear into thin air.  And according to records, consumes enough chocolate every month to sink a battle ship.  Her mysteries keep piling up, layer after layer.  Do you know she’s got no Record of Live Birth?  Her blood doesn’t match any known human type.  There’s no way the people she’s living with can be related to her.  And she plays with fire.  Not real fire.  Illusionary fire that actually drops the temperature in a room.  I think we need to understand exactly what she is in order to know why ISIS wants her so badly, and what they intend to do.  For all we know, she’s the bigger threat.”
“Virgil.”  Cassie’s voice lowered, “Please, leave her alone, for my sake.”
“Give me a reason, Cassie.  A damn good one.”
“She’s my daughter.”
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My daughter … daughter … daughter…  Her words hung in my thoughts, echoing across my inner bewilderment. The walls closed in, squeezing badly needed oxygen out of the tiny restroom.  My body went nerveless, and all I could do was sit on the porcelain throne, and continue listening to the voices through the door.
“Who’s the father?” Virgil asked.  “Darth Vader?”
“Probably not.”  Cassie’s tone lacked humor.
Silence followed.  Apparently, that was all Cassie had to say on the subject.  Just as well.  I had no room left in my head for shocks.  Reflexively, I reached for the toilet paper, winding it around one hand like a mothman cocoon.  I’d always known I wasn’t human, but hearing it straight out from someone who had all the missing pieces…   Not that she was sharing with me, if she’s even telling the truth.
Standing at last, I let Fenn’s voluminous long coat drop to my ankles.  I washed my hands with a tiny bar of soap, probably stolen from some hotel somewhere.  I remembered my reoccurring dream of being left in someone else’s cradle while my mother escaped out the window.  Could that dream have been more than that, perhaps my oldest memory?
I stared at myself in the mirror over the sink.  My face was pale and sharp, a bruise decorating my right cheek.  My lower lip was split and tender, also swollen.  The eyes seemed to belong to a stranger, someone lost and alone.  I hate this face.  I cut off the water and dried my hands on a paper towel that went into a tiny can.
My mind lurching crazily, I burst into the office.  Cassie leaned over the desk, looking like it wouldn’t take much for her to vault over it and strangle Virgil with his own power tie.
I wanted to yell, but my voice came out frail and broken, “Is it true?”
She spun to face me, a stricken expression on her face.  “Grace, this isn’t the time.”
I took a step toward her, drawn by my need to confirm what I’d heard.  “You’re my mother?”
“Yes.”  The word nearly choked her.  She shot a glance at Virgil.
Once more, he bridged his gloved hands, supporting his chin, quietly absorbing every word, every expression.
Cassie turned back to me.  “Not now, later we can—”
“All my life’s been ‘later’ with you.”  I wanted to scream, flail wildly, and break something.  My fingers curled into trembling fists.
“Well, my work here is done,” Virgil said.  He left, walking calmly past us, vanishing into the corridor.
“You go too.  Running from me is what you do best.”
Cassie’s face scrunched in pain.  “Grace, that’s not fair.”
“What do I know about fair?”  My voice spiked up another notch.  “It’s not like anyone ever tells me anything.”  I bolted back into the restroom, slamming the door, locking it.
A moment later, her soft voice pierced the door.  “I’m sorry, Grace.  I know there’s so much I can never make up to you—”
“You’re not my mother.  I have a mother who loves me, who’s always been there for me.  I’m not trading her in.”
“Grace—”
“Leave me alone!” I shouted.
Silence answered me.  Then her footsteps retreated, fading.
I opened the door and I stepped out.  The office was empty.  I stood there, giving 
Cassie time to get far away, then went toward the door up forward.  The distance seemed much longer than before.  At the exit, I rushed past a middle aged man in glasses and a white coat.  His hair was thin above his forehead.  His name tag said: DR. GILMAN.  He called after me, but I hurried down the steps to the ground.
I thought I felt the earth revolving underfoot at first.  I closed my eyes, drew a deep breath, and marched off.  The lodge blurred as my eyes welled with tears.  An ache settled in my chest.  I needed a safe place to hide … to wait for the storm to pass … and try to figure out how I felt about everything.
I stopped in the middle of the rutted drive, aware I was being followed.  A moment later, my Marine guard caught up with me.  He loomed over my shoulder.  I craned my neck to see his face.  It was the guard Ryan had taken me from earlier.  He wore a Band-Aid between his eyes, and a scowl to cover embarrassment.
Another guard appeared at my other side.  I turned to inspect her.  She was Hispanic, with black hair and eyes.  She wore no makeup and was heavily armed.  A nametag on her shirt said: SANCHEZ.  She gave me a friendly grin that failed to soften the challenge in her eyes.
I started walking again.  My feet thudded up the wooden steps to the porch.  Down at the corner, someone had installed a mirror so you could see around on the other side of the building.  There were guards at the main door.  I went past them without a word.  Some kind of brainstorming session raged down by the fireplace where several tables had been brought in.  Computers and a giant-sized plasma screen filled a corner where vid calls were being made.
The noise died as I passed through, heading for the stairs.
They can tell.  They know I’m not human.  Just pretending.  Pretending…  I’m going to be spending the rest of my life looking out of a fish bowl, being watched, poked, prodded, and studied.
I ran up the stairs to my room and locked myself in.  Leaning against the door, I slid to the floor and hugged my knees.  Through the wood, I heard voices as my guards took up position.  I wasn’t trying to listen in, but my hearing had sharpened sometime tonight.  I couldn’t help hearing them.
“You’re still beating yourself up about losing the kid?” Sanchez asked.
She was answered by a non-descript grunt.
“We got her back in one piece.  No harm, no foul.  Good thing Cassie had that GPS locator on her.”
“Hiding it in her shoe was smart, but I nearly lost it when we found that shoe in the woods along a trail of ripped clothing.  I thought for sure she was bug-food.”
“Yeah, if that Fenn kid hadn’t sniffed her out with that freaky nose of his…”
Another grunt.  “Yeah, I heard Mothboy was doin’ her when Fenn got there.  Think that was her first time?  What a memory to carry around the rest of your life.”
I banged on the door and shouted, “I can hear you, you know?”
The hall went quiet.
I wiped tears away.  This was no time for maudlin self-indulgence.  If I wanted my life back, I’d have to take it back—with the same ferociousness I’d shown Ryan.  Being soft would just get me stepped on, over and over.  Tonight’s lesson was very clear.  I looked at the window and the patch of sky it offered.  Darkness was seeping away, leaving a charcoal smear behind.  Lighter tones of gray would soon replace these.  Sunrise would be here way too soon, with all new drama.  I shuddered at the prospect, and made myself get up and gather fresh clothes.
By the bed, I shucked the blanket on the floor and slid out of Fenn’s coat.  He seemed to be pressing some kind of claim on me that I wasn’t ready for.  I held his coat a moment and closed my eyes, inhaling his scent from the lining.  His smell and my own mingled pleasantly.  But he was keeping secrets from me too.  Maybe that hidden part of me was what he really liked.  Certainly, his kachina father wanted to play games.  I’d seen the mischievous glint in the Trickster’s eyes and heard longing in his voice like a coyote’s song.  He wanted something only I could give him.  They both did.
I tossed Fenn’s coat away, saying goodbye to him in my heart.
Does anyone want me for me, no hidden agendas attached?
I couldn’t run home.  Mom and dad loved me, but they were out of the country, with big problems of their own.  Sis wasn’t an option; she’d simmered in resentment all these years over the attention I’d stolen from her—an invader in her home.  She’d often let me know she longed to be an only child.
Shaun was friendly enough—there for me when things went to hell in a hand-basket, on roller skates—but otherwise, he kept his distance.
Jill and Drew.  They’d cover for me until I found a better answer.  I felt sure they’d never give me up.  But how would I get back to HPI without being seen?
If only Tukka were here.  He’d take me into the ghost realm, across a dreamscape, anywhere I needed to go.  All realities were open to him.  I missed the big goof.  
So, okay, I need a plan: a hot shower—this time alone—some chocolate, a little sleep, and if I’m lucky, some directed dreaming will do the rest.
 
*       *       *
 
Oblivion gave me up.  I slid from blackness to…
Braveheart…?
A vast grass field separated the line of Scottish warriors from the ravenous English.  Conflict was moments away.  And I seemed to be out in front of the good guys.  Mel Gibson’s blue streaked face was gone, the role liberated by a familiar, teal blue fu dog giving a pep talk to the troops.
He looked his usual self, not like the parade float in my last dream.  I now realized that had to have been spawned by fever.  Tukka was his charming, indomitable self.
“Two thousand against ten?" a veteran warrior shouted.  "No! We will run—and live!”
“Yes!  “Fight and you may die.” Tukka shouts, the dream voice he’s acquired resonates with a piss-poor Scottish accent.  “Run and you will live at least awhile.  And dying in your bed many years from now, would you be willing to trade all the days from this day to that for one chance, just one chance, to come back here as young men and tell our enemies that they may take our lives but they will never take … our chocolate!”
I hid my face in my hand.  “Tukka, what are you doing?”
He spun around, noticing my presence for the first time.  “Fixing it, Grace.  Warriors need a better reason to die.”
I waved at the assembled troops, “Do we have to do this now?  I need to talk to you.  Let Mel Gibson have his voice back.”
Sure, Grace.
Like heat mirages, the lined up men faded into curls of nearly clear smoke.  The grass close by remained stable, but the English invaders ghosted away as the field contracted in a blur.  The brick walls of a school rushed in.  A Japanese school.  I knew this by the uniformed students, all of them girls, lining up to lay handmade bundles at Tukka’s feet.  Each one bowed respectfully and ran off with blushing faces.  I picked up and opened one of the bundles, a box wrapped in a scarf.  Inside lay heart shaped pieces of chocolate.  “Valentine’s Day?  Tukka, it’s October.”
In dreams, everyday is Gimme-Chocolate Day.
I sighed, nibbled on a heart, and set the box down, waiting for the line to dwindle.  The nearby trees were frosty pink.  Cherry blossoms flurried in the wind.  As the last student delivered her tribute, scurrying off, Tukka turned and settled his great bulk into a relaxed sprawl.  Grace got problem?
“Yeah, I need your help.  You remember my room, back at the Institute.  I want you to take me there.”
That’s all?
“Well, yeah.”
Tukka eat first, then we go.
“Thanks.”
“Excuse me, please.”  A student approached with a five pound candy bar in hand, chocolate with rice crisps.
Tukka’s eyes locked onto it at once.  His jaws gaped as he drooled.
The student—black hair fanning like raven wings, dark eyes glittering—set the bar down in front of the fu dog.  With a titter, she danced away.  A quick turn raised her plaid skirt, giving a flash of panties.  I felt like I was trapped in an anime designed for boys to drool over.  Unlike the other students, this one stayed to see how her gift was received.
Thank you, Grace. Tukka lunged, snapped up the gift, and ground it up in his mighty teeth.
“Why are you thanking me?  I didn’t dream her up.”
He swallowed, brow furrowing in confusion.  Neither did Tukka.
“Well, she must have come from whoever’s dream we’re in.”
Tukka’s hackles bristled.  He tensed.  A growl hung in his throat, loud as a lawnmower.  This dream Tukka’s.
I swung to face the student.
The uniform remained as her body grew taller and filled out, but her scarf vanished.  Her shirt unbuttoned itself, revealing a great deal more cleavage.  Her hair and nails had grown longer, and she wore an evil smile.  Her lips were slut-red.  Her skirt grew indecently short, nothing I could wear in public.  Hell, nothing I could wear even in my own dreams.  Her face matured, but she leaned forward and her hair became a veil.
“Who are you?” I demanded.
“Just an old lady selling apples,” she hissed.
An old lady selling apples...  Oddly, it took me a moment to place her literary reference.  The witch from Snow White… poisoned apples.  “Tukka,” I screamed, “spit out that chocolate!”
He met my horrified gaze with one of his own.  Too late, Tukka ate whole thing.
My voice came out, a broken whisper, “Tuk … ka…!”
His growl died.  He swayed on his feet and collapsed in slow-motion on top of his chocolates.  His lilac eyes eased shut.  He gasped, tongue lolling out of his open muzzle.  Shuddering, breathing turned into a chore.  His body shivered, paled to azure.  He sweated heavily.
I rushed to him, kneeling.
The witch said, “If we can’t get to you, we will get to everyone you care about.  We’ll send for you after things quiet down.  You had best come quickly … and alone—or do you have friends you can afford to throw away?”  Laughing she faded in a slow dissolve.
I held my palm against Tukka’s barrel chest, but couldn’t feel the thumping of his mighty heart.  With a raspy sigh, his side sank and failed to lift with another breath.
“God, no.  Not Tukka.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-TWO
 
 
I slipped from the dream, but didn’t fully wake, tossing through the night, chased by nightmares of my own devising; none of them belonging to anyone else.  I awoke to golden sunlight pouring in the bedroom windows.  The room felt empty with just me there.  Cassie hadn’t sought me out.  That stirred up fresh anger, muddying my emotions.  Did I want her in my life or not?
I wished I knew.  I wished wishes came true.  I wished Tukka—
I choked back a sob.  My heart ached where a Tukka-sized hole had been gouged out.  What was left strained to burst free, a pressure inside my chest.  My eyes were dry.  I needed to keep them that way.  Once I gave in to tears, I didn’t know if I’d stop.  I wanted to talk to someone about Tukka, but he was my secret friend, dead or not.  Betraying that secret, even now, felt wrong.
I pulled on jeans, sneakers, and a black tee shirt.  I no longer felt the cold, but not wearing a coat would make me stand out once I got away from this place, so I slipped on a turquoise cowl-style sweater and tied a jean jacket around my waist.  A tie gathered my hair and let it hang down my back like a fox’s tail.  There was a muffler on the dresser—bright red—that had come from the institute with some of my things.  It was Drew’s, not mine, and ought to go back to her.
I wound it loosely around my lower face, letting the ends dangle behind me.  I felt like a masked avenger setting out to tame the savage streets.  My heart is pure so I have the strength of an evolved Pokémon.
Yeah, right.  I wanted someone to hold and comfort me with the usual lies.
Fenn?
No.  I felt a pang of regret.  He’d let Cassie back him down when he should have confided in me—that’s not having my back. That left no one.
Fine.  I was leaving this place anyway.  It would just be a little harder—scratch that—a lot harder on my own.  I had to get past all the security keeping me safe and a prisoner.  If only my powers were back…
I held my hand out and concentrated.  A small curl of flame sprang up in my palm.  Then more fire appeared; a leaping pyre stronger than any I’d produced before.  The cold flames fogged the air, turning the moisture into a fine swirl of snow.  A spectral wind that shouldn’t have existed in the closed room lifted my hair and tugged at my clothes.  The fire ran up my arm and spread to my torso, my other arm, then dropped down my legs.  Finally, the blaze engulfed my head.  I laughed, borrowing joy from the dancing fire, before letting it go.
My powers are back.  Now, nothing can stop me.
A shift of thought tugged on the walls of space, twisting open an unseen door.  Color drained away.  Gravity flickered, weakening its grip.  The usual tingle passed over me, and I was in the ghost realm—but not alone.
What the hell…!
Cassie was there, waiting.  It shouldn’t have startled me; she had the same orange-flame aura I did.  Whatever a kitsune was, she was one, too.
“Going somewhere?” she asked.
I spun and leaped for the bedroom window.  We’d spent a lot of early mornings jogging the property.  I knew she matched my endurance, but I thought I was faster short term, going all out.  If I could get some space between us and get to cover, I just might—
I ghosted through the window, having no need to open it.  I dropped slowly toward the ground—as broken glass showered down around me.  I looked up.  Cassie’s aura was gone.  She’d crossed over, breaking the window by crashing through.  In the human world, pulled by a different gravity, she passed me, reaching the ground first.  Her aura flamed to life and I knew she was back in the ghost realm with me again.
I’d been out maneuvered.  She’d gotten ahead of me and, breaking the window, had alerted everyone that something funny was going on.
Ah, well, can’t be helped.
I crossed over, my aura blowing out like a match in a hurricane.  Gravity tightened its hold and I slammed down hard through the last seven feet of my jump.  I rolled—knees to my chest—through her legs, taking Cassie down to the ground so that she spilled over me.  I kept going, jabbing myself with rocks and sticks, sliding through pungent pine needles and powdery earth.  Shouts erupted from all quarters.   I heard feet pounding on the porch around the corner.
I used the momentum of my roll to carry me back to my feet again.  The fact I was skidding down a small bank didn’t hurt.  I landed upright on the dirt road with a wall of kids my own age blocking my escape.  I didn’t know them, but from the studded leathers they wore, the silver necklace crosses, and bandoleers holding wooden throwing knives, I thought these must be the kids from Van Helsing’s.  Beyond them, armed soldiers loaded down with weapons were sprinting our way.
Too bad.  Can’t catch a ghost.
I crossed over into the ghost realm, savoring their startled faces as they lost track of me.
A heavy weight slammed into me from behind.  I went down in a tangle.  Cassie finished her tackle by lunging across me, pinning me to the ground which became solid, feeding off my aura.  Oddly, her aura didn’t repulse me like human auras did.  Our fires intertwined, strengthened by fusion.
Cassie snarled in my face, her eyes ablaze like golden coals.  Her face had gone bestial: chin pointy, teeth large and jagged, ears long, migrating to the top of her skull.  Light fuzz appeared on her elongated cheeks.  Her thoughts bled into me from our contact, Give it up, Grace!  You’re going no—
Pulling my aura inside, breaking contact with her, cut her voice from my head, causing me to settle into the earth, sinking from her grasp.  Buried alive, again, another bad habit.  But this time I wasn’t scared.  Letting my aura flare around my feet, I turned myself into a human rocket.  A blind human rocket.  With my lungs screaming for breath, I manipulated my aura and surfaced in the pines.  A thin screen of trees lay behind me and the lodge.  I cut off the energy seeping from my body, weak from the expenditure.
Free of the ground, I leaped up into the branches, letting them give me better cover.  My nerves prodded me to run, but I clung to caution.  Further movement might betray me to Cassie.  She was an experienced hunter, and there was no telling what kitsune powers she had that I hadn’t discovered yet.  I eased away on a branch that had no trouble with my reduced weight.  A small jump let me ghost through the branches of a tree farther out.  As I neared the trunk, finding an open pocket, I passed on enough energy to the bark to catch myself.  I looked the way I’d come, checking my trail.  I no longer had a clear glimpse of the lodge.
Then it hit me like a club between the eyes: the lodge lay downwind.  My scent!  I sprang diagonally off my course toward another clump of trees, knowing I’d betrayed myself.  I didn’t make it, intercepted by red-gold blur that brought me to the ground.  Hard.  It was Cassie.  I think.  At least the clothes were hers.  The head was that of a fox, black button nose, whiskers, long toothy snout, hair replaced by orangey-gold fur.  She had to have torn out the seat of her pants because she’d sprouted tails, five of them, twitching with annoyance.  She’d used her aura to make the ground solid, blocking my escape that way.
As I stood staring, she raised a clawed paw as if to strike.
I held my right elbow, keeping the arm motionless, pressed against my body, and scrunched my face as if in pain.  I made my voice a ragged whisper, “My arm … I think you broke it.”  I figured this trick would work on Cassie—just once; but once was all I needed.
Needing tears, I sank to one knee, remembering the day Snowball my cat had followed me from the house, and gotten into traffic.  He’d died.  I’d cried for days.  Dad hadn’t let me bury him in the yard, making me leave him for animal control to come out and dispose of the poor, battered body.  I must have looked convincing because Cassie’s face morphed back to human, creased with concern.  She reached for me, leaning forward and down.
I surged up with my legs, drawing on the power of my back muscles to swing my elbow in a short, vicious uppercut.  It caught her chin.  She fell backward, making no effort to soften her landing.  She lay there, rubbery limbed, sprawled inelegantly in a look that was so not her.  I’d knocked her out.  I’d never knocked anyone out.  Ever.  It didn’t feel good.  Unless she’d lied, this was the woman who’d given me life, who hid me in the human world to protect me from some unknown danger, who’d come back into my life as my powers drew dangerous attention.  This was the woman who’d almost killed Serena because she’d messed with me.
I rubbed away the tears in my eyes.  “Sorry, Cassie, I’ve got to do this.  Too many people have died for me already.  I’ve got to stop it.”
Intangible in the ghost world, I passed military types sweeping by, then those on the perimeter keeping the camp secure.  The twenty-foot drop down the bluff to the dry and flinty riverbed proved effortless.  Ponytail and muffler wagging behind me, I landed, pouring aura into the stone to keep from sinking.  Off to my left, several helicopters loitered, pilot seats empty, protected by guards.
I bounded across the flat-rock and up a stony bank to a curved section of highway.  The morning sun gave me an eastern bearing.  Using that reference, I found south, taking that end of the highway.  I continued to jump, taking advantage of the lower gravity as long as possible.  I passed the outside of the Spirit Camp gate and the area where I’d fought the shadow beast.  There was broken glass from Shaun’s Jag, but no sign of the damaged vehicle.  Wanting a ride, I kept to the right of the road, looking back every so often to see approaching vehicles.
It wasn’t long before a moss green VW Bug reached me.  The car was silent, its engine sound on the other side of the veil.  I jumped as it passed.  I wasn’t quick enough.  Instead of solidifying against the upholstery, becoming a phantom hitchhiker, I slid into the trunk, through the motor, and dropped out onto the street.  I picked myself up.  Obviously, I should have practiced this more often.
I continued on.  My jumps diminished and soon I was using an easy lope.  At this rate, my weakening aura would force me to cross over within the hour.  I needed a ride.  I looked behind me, and saw a military convoy heading my way.  I scrambled off the road and into hiding.  If Cassie were with them, she’d be able to see me, and I didn’t want to fight her again, or ever.  The vehicles rushed by.  I waited until the last one went out of sight and returned to the shoulder of the highway.
A station wagon came into view.  The driver was a middle-aged man with a frizzy, white-guy afro and a day’s growth of beard on his face.
Tingling, I crossed over.  The increased weight made my feet ache.  The flames vanished from my body.  Color returned, adding a deep, ink blue color to the vehicle.  I tugged down my muffler, so I wouldn’t look like some masked robber, and smiled as I waved him down.
He slowed to a stop.  His eyes were deep set, tired.  Maybe he’d been on the road longer than was safe.  Well, couldn’t be helped.  At least he didn’t look like an axe murderer.  Though, I could be wrong.  I’d never seen one—that I knew of.
The wind shifted and I suddenly smelled something pungent.  What is that?  Mouse scat?
Shrugging, I opened the front passenger door and stuck my head in.  The smell intensified, watering my eyes, but I needed a ride and couldn’t be picky.   “Hi, I’m sorry to bother you, but can you give me a ride to the closest town?”
He smiled.  “Sure, climb in.”
I did, slamming the door behind me.  I buckled up, breathing shallowly.
“We can use the company,” he said.
“We?”  I hoped he didn’t mean the voices in his head.
A black, three inch mouse came from the back and climbed up his shoulder.  
“This is Mickey.  Momma, Buck, and Henry are probably under the seats.  Don’t worry.  They’ll like you, I’m sure”
I shuddered.  Great, of all the people out there, I catch a ride with the Mouse Whisperer.  I could only hope he was right about his … friends.
As we surged away, I felt a scampering across my sneakers and looked down.  Buck, or maybe Henry, was squatting on my toe, regarding me with beady-eyed curiosity.  Or maybe hunger.
Odd, that they were fearless of me.  Didn’t foxes eat rats in the wintertime when they couldn’t get much else?  Not that I was tempted.
“Have you fed them breakfast?” I asked.
“Not yet.  Gotta buy some lettuce at the next stop.”
The mouse clawed up my jeans to my knee.  He paused there, inspecting me closely.  Another mouse, this one white, popped its head out of a hole in the dashboard. Whitey scrambled from the hole and slunk to my side window, looking for a way over to me.  Another mouse scampered across my foot.  I watched them carefully, reciting a modified version of the Lord’s Prayer in my head: The Lord is my Shepherd.  I shall not be eaten alive by mice…
The driver gestured toward the dashboard hole.  “I hate it when they get in there.  They chew on wiring sometimes.  That’s how I lost my left turn signal.”
Let’s hope they’re not fond of brake lines.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-THREE
 
 
One at a time, the mice crawled up my stomach and chest.  I shooed them over my shoulder to the folded-down passenger seat behind me.  They didn’t stay there long.  Playing traffic cop to the little critters kept me distracted as the miles passed.  The driver turned out to be Scott, either Great Scott or Scotty to his friends.  Evidently, tolerance for mice put me in that category.  I made conversation, mostly answering Scott’s questions as vaguely as possible.
I knew I’d have to bail sooner or later.  The guys back at Spirit Camp would have put out a cover story so any cop seeing me would report my presence to them.  Since I could escape conventional custody rather easily, I doubted they’d tell police to make an arrest.  Still, I kept an eye out for roadblocks.
We reached a crossroads where fast food emporiums kept company with gas stations, one with a carwash.  We pulled into a strip mall containing a tattoo parlor, a Goodwill Donation Center, and a cigarette shop.  Scotty parked in front of the smoke shop, next to a sizzlin’ hot Mustang, black with an electric blue scorpion emblazoned on the hood.  It was the kind of car that ought to belong to an urban legend or action hero.
“Hope you don’t mind,” Scotty said, “but I’m out of tobacco.”
I grinned.  “Your funeral.”
“Coming in?” he asked.
“Sure.”  Anything to get a break from inquisitive mice and the stench of the car.
I unbuckled and slid out quickly, taking pains not to let the rodents out with me.  I closed my door and stood a moment, stretching my spine, before heading for the glass double doors.  I couldn’t help noticing that—standing up—Scotty was beyond tall, scarecrow thin, but a giant none-the-less.  He slouched as he walked in his flip-flops, wearing shorts—which I thought totally crazy in this weather—and just a hoodie, sleeves rolled up his forearms.  The guy had to have antifreeze in his veins.
My gaze slid across the display window that advertised various cartons and single packs.  There was also a bitchin’ sword from some movie, Ultraviolet I think, or was it Final Fantasy?  I could have chased down the memory, but I wasn’t really that interested.
Scotty opened the jingling door for me, letting me go in first.  The store contained things I never imagined would be in this kind of place.  There were tee shirts with Bob Marley’s face on them, superimposed over a Jamaican flag or a giant pot leaf.  Fancy daggers lay under glass, one with a hilt resembling a cobra.  I saw dragon figurines, water fountains, a rack of bumper stickers, and Marilyn Monroe mementoes next to those of Elvis.  My mom had all their movies on VHS.
I couldn’t understand this wallowing in the Dark Ages.  It’s the new millennium, for cryin’ out loud!  People should watch anime.
Scotty strolled up to me.  “Never been in one of these places before?  Have a look around.”
I took a few more steps, scanning the room.  My glance slid over a guy dressed in black, with steel-toed boots, his back to me.  There were stacks of metal-framed pictures leaning against a wall to my left.  One had various breeds of dogs playing poker.  My mind flashed to the zombie dogs I’d recently battled, and a shiver licked down my spine.  I hurriedly diverted my eyes.  Other pictures depicted waif-like vixens flaunting boobs, butts, tattoos, and numerous piercings.  Sluts, obviously.  A few of the women posed dramatically, baring vampire fangs and swords.
Scotty’s stare lingered over the scantily-clad sluts in the pictures.
“Guys really go for that?” I asked.
“Guys like to look at that.  They like any girl that will give them a kind word and a pat on the head.”
I grunted my disgust, following Scotty to the counter.  He dug out his wallet and sorted through cash.  “Your cheapest tin of rolling tobacco.”
The clerk looked like he hadn’t shaved that morning.  He wore a smile, turban, faded red tee, and jeans.  “Need rolling papers?”
Scotty thought about it a second.  “Yeah, better git me some.”
My glance fell on a selection of chocolate bars near the register.  I reached out.  Better buy some for Tukka…  As I remembered he was dead, my hand froze, then trembled.  I pulled back, cursing the stupid impulse to buy chocolate whenever I saw it.  That wouldn’t be necessary anymore.
Distracting myself, I turned away, noticing the hot customer farther down the counter.  I could see him better now.  He had dark hair and several days of stubble on his cheeks.  Didn’t anyone shave anymore?  Regardless, he was handsome, in a rough way, with primal appeal, his animal magnetism thick enough to be carved up with a sword—like those on the wall.  This was the kinda guy that goes into a bar, beats up all the guys, and walks out with their women.
As I moved over to Cool Guy, his dark stare flicked my way, then hurried back to the weapons
“Which one do you like?” I asked.
A sneer on his face, he answered without looking at me a second time, “This stuff is crap.  Most of the blades aren’t sharp, not even full tang.  Wouldn’t last thirty seconds in a real fight.”  He pointed lower, to a katana set in a felt-lined box.  The thing had a simulated ivory, dragon-shaped hilt and a wavy, frosted edge to its blade.  “Four-forty steel.  That’s the only real sword in here.”
A jingle at the doors turned my head.  My eyes widened.  Virgil?  How the hell…
Cool Guy spoke softly, “Father or ex-boyfriend?”
“Neither.”
“Cop?”
“Fed,” I answered.  “I’m sorta skipping out on witness protection.”
”They don’t like that,” Cool Guy said.
“Tell me about it,”
“I’d help you out,” he said, “but I can’t afford to draw attention to myself at this time.  Got too many bodies buried in this neck of the woods if you know what I mean.”
“Sorta kinda.  Thanks anyway.”
Cool Guy let Virgil get behind him, then turned and headed for the door.  Virgil never saw his face.  I had.  I felt privileged, and abandoned, at the same time.  Well, what did I expect?  That he’d leap the counter, grab the sword from the box, and suddenly turn into the Tasmanian devil?
“Hey, long time, no see.”  Virgil’s gaze slid past me, and rose sharply.
I felt a presence at my back—one that smelled strongly of mice and mice 
droppings.
“Ready to go?” Scotty asked.
“You’d better go without me.  I suddenly have other plans.  But thanks for the ride.  It was … different.”
“Okay, see you around.”  He shambled past Virgil and me and vanished out the door.
I turned to face the wall of swords, leaning on the glass counter.  “Got me bugged again?”
Let’s just say that spy satellites are a wonderful thing, as are helicopters, and this is the closest stop to the camp.”  He joined me in staring at the merchandise.  
“Buying a sword?”
I pointed at the felt-lined box and dragon-hilt sword.  “That one maybe.  It’s the only one with a real edge, four-forty steel, and full tang.”  Whatever the hell a tang is.
“You got two hundred and fifty dollars, plus tax?” he asked.
“Not exactly.”
Virgil turned and studied me through sunglasses.  “I’ll buy it for you if you come back to camp with me.”
“I can’t do that.  Too many people have died protecting me, and now Tukka…”
“I don’t think I’ve met him.”
“He was…,” a fu dog, “…my best friend.  ISIS got to him to make a point.  No one I love will ever be safe until I deal with them.”
“Alone?”
“It’s not that I’m ungrateful, but I’ve been attacked twice now while in protective custody.  It’s time to do things my way.”
He nodded, took off his sunglasses, and handed them to me.
I took them, staring him in the eyes.  “GPS locator built in?”
He nodded.  “If you’re determined to draw our enemy out of hiding with reckless behavior, I have no choice but to take advantage of the situation.”
I smiled wryly.  “I’m not sure yet, but I think I could get to like you.”
“When this is over,” he said, “we should sit down and talk.  I can use someone like you now and then—on missions we don’t have to mention to Cassie.  Ever thought about a career in preternatural exterminations?”
“Like that’s going to happen.”  Mentioning Cassie made me remember how I’d left her.  “Is she still mad at me?”
“Yeah, but kinda proud too, if you know what I mean.  Well, think about my offer.  I’ll be in touch.”  Virgil waved the cashier over and dropped a wad of money on the counter.  “The sword’s on me.”
“Why?” I asked.
“So I won’t feel so bad if you get yourself killed.”
“Well, if you’re handing out presents—”
“Sorry, no,” he smiled cryptically, shaking his head.  “’There can be only one.’”  
Turning his back, he left.
I faced the cashier and pointed at the box.  “I’ll take that.”
He scooped up the money, closed the box, and carried it to the register.  A minute later, I had box and receipt in hand and a few bucks in my pocket as I headed for the door.  I jingled through, and looked around outside.  No indigo station wagon.  No Mustang.  No mysterious black helicopters in the parking lot.  No sign of anyone keeping an eye on me.  But I knew they were there.  Or up there, in geosynchronous orbit.
I headed for a café that advertised steak and eggs at a decent price, and puzzled over my next ride.  Anticipating violence that hadn’t materialized, I’d let the Mouse Whisperer leave without me.  I hadn’t wanted collateral damage.  Scotty was too nice a guy to wind up like Tukka.  My eyes got teary and I choked up.  I swallowed, wiped my eyes, and slid the sunglasses on.  I’d keep them.  The time might come when my life would depend on having back up.  There’s being independent, then there’s being stupid.  I knew the difference.  Hooking up with Drew and Jill was starting to look like a bad idea.  My presence would put them in danger, but where else did I have to go?  At least at the Institute, I could keep an eye on Elita.  She’d lead me to ISIS if I convinced her I’d had a change of heart and wanted to join up.  The rest, I’d have to improvise.
I pushed open the café door and noticed the place was half filled, mostly by senior citizen types.  A hostess with orangey hair and a starched, white apron over her dress showed me to a table.  My shades went into a sweater pocket.  I set my box in a chair and seated myself.  The hostess vanished, replaced by a waitress with a small pad and pencil.
“Would you like to start with something to drink?” she asked.
“Just water and the steak and egg special.”
“White or wheat toast?”
“Wheat.  I want the steak medium, the eggs over hard.”
“Okay, coming right up.” She scribbled and left.
My water came along with silverware.  I played with the small plastic tubs of assorted jelly, claiming the orange marmalade and blackberry jam.  They went on my napkin, neatly stacked on one another.  As I finished, the hair on the back of my neck bristled.  I felt eyes on me from somewhere close by.  Without being too obvious, I scanned the patrons, looking for faces I knew, or anyone out of place.  No one in front of me looked suspicious.  That left those seated behind me.  I decided to visit the restroom, using the action as cover for checking out the rest of the place more thoroughly.
I stood, scooting my seat back, and turned.  Near the restrooms, at a corner booth, I saw a group of kids my own age.  It took a few seconds to recognize them since they’d shed leathers, wooden knives, and crucifixes for conventional clothing.  Three boys eyed me, wary, bodies tense and faces angry.  There were two girls with intent expressions, one a straw-colored blonde and the other raven.
Both girls got up and followed me into the restroom.  It was empty … except for the three of us.  Raven eased her hand into her open coat.
A weapon … damn, should have brought the sword.
Blondie raised her hands, palms toward me, fingers splayed.
Casting a spell?
Cold, orange tendrils burst from my fingers, fusing into sheets of flame—armor of a sort.  The fire raced up my arms, washed across my shoulders, and dripped down my body to swirl around my legs.  I crouched, feeling for the walls of space, ready to twist them to my will.  If I couldn’t handle this I’d have no hope against ISIS.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
“Chill!”  Blondie lowered her hands, her voice bouncing off the walls. “We’re not here to hassle you.  Virgil suggested we make ourselves useful should our paths cross.”
“Which they have.”  Raven whipped out a black phone with a Celtic cross on it.  
“But first thing’s first—I need a photo for my blog.”
What the hell!
Whispery soft despite her excitement, Raven’s voice soothed, “I’m your biggest fan.  I probably watch your vid-clip ten times a day.  That was so epic!”
“I wouldn’t,” Blondie said.  “You Tube is giving you enough play as it is.”
Fran scowled.  “Madison, you’re supposed to have my back!”
The blonde shrugged.  “Cry me a river.”
The fire I’d summoned swirled away to nowhere.  Squabbling good-naturedly, they didn’t seem like a threat, but I kept hold of the folds of space, ready to cross over as needed.  Running away from trouble should always be an option.
There came a rapping at the door.  A male voice called through it, “Everything all right in there?”
“That’s the guys,” Fran said.  “They didn’t want to come in here unless they had to.”
Madison called to the guys as the door opened a crack, “Don’t get your panties in a twist.  It’s all good.”
Fran advanced suddenly, all but shoving the notebook in my hands.  “Here.”
I scribbled on a blank page: To Fran and Madison, my favorite slayers.  I signed it with my internet tag—Hot Stuff—and held the book out.
It was snatched away before second thoughts had a chance to form.
Madison sauntered over with long strides.  Her tall stature, smoldering blue eyes, and long straw-blonde hair gave her a Viking look.  She only needed a horned helmet.
“How are you with a battle ax?” I asked.
“Pretty fair, I’d say.”
Fran snorted in a soft, lady-like way.  “Fair?  She rules Mayhem 101.  You should see her in class!”
Madison nodded.  “Yeah, you really should.  You should come back to the school with us.  It’ll be great.”
One of the guys opened the door wider.  His sandy hair bristled in defiance of any known style.  His watery blue eyes opened wide with alarm.  He hissed at the girls.  “Nix, no way, nada, uh-uh, and hell no!  Old Man Van Helsing will stake her personally.  You know he’s a fricken terror on anything not exactly human.  We’re supposed to stomp-n-maul critters that go bump in the night, not kiss their attractive asses.”
Attractive … me
I looked for a mirror and found it over a sink.  Oh.  My.  Gawd.  A younger version of Cassie, with a dye job, stared back.  My face and lips were fuller, less starved looking.  My hair was wavy silk.  I had dangerous curves.  And boobs!  They weren’t ginormous, but anything was better than flat as a board.  The wonder of it staggered me.  My kitsune nature hadn’t just fought off the mothmen mutagen; it had rebooted my human form with an upgrade thrown in.
Madison turned toward the speaker.  Brittle with cold, her voice had a cutting edge, “When I want your opinion, Chet, I’ll beat it out of you.”  She turned back to me with a grin.  “Sorry about that.  Hey, at least come back to our table and hang out awhile.  You were going to eat something anyway, right?”
“Uh, well, yeah.  Sure.”  I was starving.
Madison gripped my arm firmly, steering me to the door.  The guys fell back, opening a way for us to pass, never turning their backs on me.  I had the feeling that if the girls weren’t running the show, I might have had stake and eggs instead of steak and eggs.
Madison flicked her fingers at the guys.  “You’ve met Chet.  The muscle-bound geek is Anthony Hayashi.”  Her voice became a stage whisper, “He was a teenage mutant ninja turtle in a past life.  The cute one is Winston Raphael Emerson the Third.”
I nodded, forcing a pleasant smile.
They continued to watch me carefully, giving no other response.  I remembered my first meeting with Drew, Jill, Ryan, and Elita.  I have to stop meeting people in restrooms—I never make a really good impression.
I glanced at my table.  My box was gone.
Fran piped up, “The guys have been watching it for you.  It’s at our table.”
Chet said, “I hope you don’t mind; we looked inside.”
“Bitchin’ sword,” Anthony said.
“Uh, yeah, came highly recommended, a gift from Virgil.”  I thought it best to remind the guys I was considered valuable bait, not prospective road kill.
I took a seat at the slayers’ table.  Their food had come a while ago, and little remained.  Mine arrived as I sat.  
The waitress smiled down on me.  “Found some friends, huh?”
I heard a muffled whack.  Chet’s snort turned into a pained grunt.  I wondered which of the girls had kicked him under the table.
“Is there anything else I can get for you?” the waitress asked me.
“I hope not,” Chet muttered, reaching under the table to rub his leg.
“No, thank you.”  I smiled at the waitress, and she hurried off.
Anthony had my box by his chair, draping the top with an arm, his Asian eyes dark and piercing.  “I’ll hang onto this until you’re ready to go—far away.”
I unrolled my napkin and picked up the fork, using it as a pointer.  “Got news for you, slayer-boy, I’m not a creature of the night.  It’s broad daylight.”
 “Just a more exotic form of monster.  Owww!”
That kick—judging by the hard stare locked onto his face—had probably come from Fran.  Chet and Winston snickered, a momentary lull in the tension.
I set my fork back down, and stood to shed jacket and sweater.  “Getting hot in here.”  My shirt rode up, baring my midriff.  The material was tight in the chest.  I twisted to hang the sweater on the back of my chair.  Turning back around, I noticed the guys were staring, no longer wanting to nail me in just a bad way.
Boobs, gotta love ‘em.  I could so get used to this.
Sitting back down, I tore into breakfast.  Somehow, everything tasted better than I remembered.  Another side effect of my recent changes?  How many more would there be?  And would I like the person I was becoming?  I thought of Taliesina.  Maybe she’s my destiny.  The thought was scary.  I didn’t want to lose me on the way to becoming her.
“What’s wrong?” Fran asked.
 I’d stopped eating to stare into infinity.  I shook off the fey mood and smiled reassuringly.  “Nothing, really.  Just felt a shadow dancing on my grave.”  I scooped up some egg on toast.  They still tasted great.
“I heard you were kitsune,” Anthony said.
I just looked at him.  Did he only want confirmation to make killing me easier, if he ever got the green light on that?
He pressed on, “It would make sense, I mean, we had you back at camp, then you went poof!”  His hands made a gesture like he was throwing something into the air, shaping a puff of smoke.
I met his eyes, staying silent.
“I’d like to know too.” Fran said.  “This trip is supposed to be educational.”
I sighed, keeping my stare on Anthony to gage his reaction.  “Yeah, that secret’s already out.  I’m Kitsune.”
Anthony looked puzzled.
“Don’t believe me?” I asked.
“Well, you’re not even Japanese.  Seems unlikely.”
“I’m not lying.”  Maybe I should have, inventing something to really give them a thrill.
“Okay, I’m lost,” Fran said.  “Someone want to tell me just what a kitsune is?”
I kept quiet.  This was a subject I was ignorant of, too.
“Fox spirit,” Anthony said.
“She looks solid to me,” Madison said.
I poked the middle of my chest with a finger.  “Feels solid too.”
Chet said, “She is kinda foxy looking: red hair, and that pointy chin.”
Anthony assumed a lecturer’s tone, “In Japan, spirit doesn’t always mean an actual ghost.  A kitsune’s an enlightened fox that lives a long time and has magical powers.”
Everyone stopped to take a hard look at me.
“What?” I said.
“Float off the chair or something,” Madison said.
“You’ve already seen me burst into flame,” I said.  “What more do you want?”
Anthony continued, “They can walk in our dreams, and create very real illusions—according to legend.”
Wow, I totally rock.  Someone should have told me sooner.  Providing an operator’s manual for my body wouldn’t have hurt either.
Anthony took a sip from his water glass.  “Kitsune can also bend time and space, and have a little vampire in them.”
In them?  I thought of Taliesina.  Things just get better and better.
For the first time, Madison looked at me with cold calculation, her hand going up to her throat.
Fran’s eyes darkened with remembered fear, grim pride lurking in her tone, “My mom got turned into a vamp.  Staking her was the hardest thing I ever had to do.”
My jaw hit the table.  Your own mother!
Anthony shook his head.  “Kitsune feed on life-force, but are honorable.  Get their pledge to leave you alone and you’re safe.  According to legend, they must keep their word or lose their power.”  His gaze roamed the table, then came back to me, probing.  “If she’s the real thing, she could be myobu or nogitsune—a celestial or a wild fox.”
Hand no longer guarding her throat, Madison arched an eyebrow, studying my face.  “What’s the difference?”
That’s what I want to know.  I stabbed a chunk of steak and stuffed it in my mouth.
“What did you do?” Anthony asked.  “Sleep through Creatures of Mythology?”
Madison shrugged.  “You know me: light on academics, strong on kicking ass.”
Anthony smiled tolerantly and went on, “Well, celestial foxes are benevolent, belonging to Inari, Japanese goddess of rice.  Wild foxes aren’t malicious, but their misbehavior can come close.”
Wow.  I’m special, though possibly in a bad way.
The hair at the nape of my neck bristled a warning.  Everyone at the table tensed.  Chet went pale.  Winston Raphael Emerson—he was the cute one—drew a wooden knife from inside his jacket and tested the edge with a thumb.  The whole room went quiet, the way the woods can get when a predator passes, looking for small and tasty critters to munch on.
And here I am, sitting with my back to the door.  Sometimes I think I’m too stupid to live.
Anthony picked up my box and handed it to me.  “Here, I think you’re going to need this.”
With the package in my arms, I stood, scooting my chair back with my straightening legs.  I turned slowly.
Cassie stood there in pink designer jeans with a silver link Concho belt in the loops.  The pants were carefully faded and artistically slashed at the knees.  She wore an expensive top, beaded with obsidian glass, a raw silk jacket, and black leather boots with silver buckles.  Her hair was windswept, her lips rouged with blood-red lipstick.  Her lashes trembled as tears gathered in her eyes.
Gawd, no!  Hit me, punch me, kick me—anything but tears.
I found them welling in my own eyes.
“Hi, Cassie, I’m sorry I—”
And then she lunged.
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Cassie jerked me into an embrace, adroitly relieving me of the boxed sword at the same time.  It thu-thumped to the floor, as I gasped for breath.  Her arms were steel bands, inescapable, confining, possessive...
“Really … sorry…” I squeezed the words out as she squeezed me.
She murmured in my ear, “My own fault, should have handled it better.”  She released me only to seize my hand, tugging me toward the door.  “C’mon.”
“Hey, where are we—?”
“We’re just going outside a few minutes.  There are things you need to hear, privately…”
About time.
“…Then you can rejoin your friends, if you still want to.”
We crossed the room.  No one occupied the hostess station when I went by.  Just as well.  They’d have thought I was skipping out on the check.  Cassie opened the door and dragged me outside.  There was a black Jag there.  Dealer plates were still on it.  Shaun relaxed behind the wheel, smiling, waving a hand at me as I approached.  The radio was pumping out some dinosaur rock from the eighties, something with a lot of synthesizer and electric drums.  A woman was singing across three octaves, something about being alone—like that was a bad thing.  Shaun mouthed the words along with her, but the singer still wasn’t satisfied.  I wished he had that kind of attention for me—when we weren’t fighting witches, zombies, mothmen, or shadow beasts.
I stood in front of Cassie, arms folded across my newly expanded chest.  The posture felt weird.  I shoved my hands into pockets instead. I remembered how she hugged him when he first showed up at the camp.  “You guys are partners.  Anything else?”
“Well,” her lips twitched with a hint of humor, “I might have a few thoughts along that line, but I don’t think I’m his type.”
“Oh.”  Then he’s fair game!
Cassie sat on the hood of the Jag.
Shaun winced, but let it go.
Her mouth set in a firm line.  “Grace, I need you to promise me a few things.”
“Hmmm.”  I nodded along with the vague sound, hoping she’d mistake it for agreement.
“You need to stay out of the ghost realm as much as possible.  It would be good if you never went in there again, but that ability might save your life one day, and I don’t want to be unreasonable.”
“You?”  I widened my eyes in mock surprise.
“Don’t be a smart ass.  I don’t like you playing with demons, ghosts, and spell-beasts.  You need to keep a low profile so no one can track you down.”
“Who’d want to?”
“The Trickster, Mirror Maidens, those of your father’s blood, my own family, our own kind: anyone afraid, in need of a miracle, or an advantage.  Guess the best thing to do is show you.”
“How are you going to do that?”
She stood and the music from the car was bitten off, leaving utter silence.  Car sounds in the parking lot vanished as well.  I looked around and saw people suspended mid-step.  Above, a vee formation of geese hung in place, nailed to the blue-gray sky.  Even the morning sunlight had a honey-thick stillness to it.  Then I remembered, Anthony had said that kitsune can bend time and space.
“You’ve stopped the whole world!” I said.
“Not even I have that much power.  I’ve taken us out of time, between seconds.  No one can travel through time—current’s too strong.  You have to move outside the flow, coming to shore, then you can choose a point of reentry.  This gets us anywhen.  To get anywhere, we have to bend space as well.  This isn’t much different from what you do when you pass into the ghost realm.  When we return, it will be to the same moment we left, so no one will ever know.”
“Does Shaun or Virgil know you can—?”
“No.  I make a point of doing this rarely.”
“But you wanted me to know.”
“I want you to see, to understand.  This is the best way.”
She shimmered with a golden light.  The air stayed still, but ghostly fingers lifted her hair.  Her eyes blazed yellow, as her face lengthened, fuzzing up.  Her ears migrated to the top of her head.  Her nose darkened, bracketed by whiskers.  Though five tails grew in behind her, her body remained human.  Cassie lifted her hands and wrenched the air.  The parking lot blurred around us like we were riding the hub of a roulette wheel.  The spin slowed as she put on the brakes, and a new world surrounded us.
The tarnished-copper sky would have been dominated by a vast, tangerine sun, but it hung low on the horizon, giving little warmth.  The grass underfoot crunched, withered and brittle, rusty, hazed with weeds that were frost-blue lace.  Farther away, black boulders—streaked with iron pyrite—formed islands and shoals.  Surrounding the lea, scrawny trunks with interwoven branches were flat shadows in mist that tasted of rosemary and thyme.
I spun a slow circle, taking it all in, finding sage green clouds on the opposite horizon, a thin gauze dimming the ghostly glow of tarnished-copper moons.
“We’re not in Texas anymore, Toto,” I muttered.
“Obviously not.”  Cassie set off at a brisk pace. “This way.”
I followed, having little choice except to humor her.  On my own, I didn’t think I could make it back.  I was scared to try.  “The same galaxy at least?”
“No, parallel universe.
Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind as Taliesina surfaced into my awareness.  Her words were a lilting wind in my head; The unburied past: close as a prayer, far as a dream swallowed by darkest nightmare...
Oblivious to the commentary, Cassie went on, “I spent many years here for your sake, living out an illusion of tortured grief.  I wanted you to see—to understand—you weren’t abandoned.  I have always loved you, even if it’s been from a distance.”
We were past most of the rocks, right up against the woods.  They’d gained depth as we neared, and I could see vines like barb-wire with leaf blades that could have been carved garnet.  My mother, the one that raised me, had a ring that same color.  The vines encircled the trees, swelling over surfaced roots, forming a kind of carpet on the forest floor.  Without hesitation, Cassie darted in between two saplings.
I followed, tugged on by curiosity and the pain in her voice.  “What you’re about to see happened soon after I left you with your new family.”  She stopped, spinning to toss me a commanding glare.  “Nothing must be changed.  Everything must play out just as it did.”
I nodded.  “Sure.”
“Just remember…”  She turned her back to me and pressed on, winding around trees, kicking her way through fronds that glittered like blue-green dragonflies.  Soon her pace slowed to a stealth creep.  She whispered over her shoulder.  
“Listen, we’re close.  Keep low, and stay quiet.”
I matched her cat-burglar demeanor, placing my feet carefully so I wouldn’t crack a twig or kick a stone.  This was fun.  Perhaps there was a future for me in becoming a ninja.  I wondered what the pay was like.
Cassie eased to the ground and used a pile of black boulders as a screen, peering around them into a new clearing.  I settled beside her, my senses straining.  A small stream cascaded down a black rock face from a high bluff.  Time after time, the water splintered on jutting rocks, creating a dozen lesser streams that formed a pool feeding a single stream once more.
The soft roar of churning water contrasted the moans and sobs of a woman in tattered, grimy robes.  At one time, the clothing had been well-made, expensive.  Binding the waist was a twelve inch sash, wound and tucked so it wouldn’t dangle.  The material over her right ribs had darkened with blood, a stain now dry and stiff.  Obsidian pins glittered, holding her hair in a pile, baring the thin column of her neck.  A few strands of hair escaped confinement, giving her a harried look.  Smooth, hand-sized stones taken from the water formed a small cairn near her.  A jeweled dagger leaned against the stones.  The blade possessed an ornate hand-guard, an iron butterfly with stained-glass wings, making it more a toy than a warrior’s weapon.
The lady slumped in despair, weeping.  A small gasp of breath escaped me as I saw the reason.  She faced a small cairn of stone piled beside a mound.  A chill went down my back.  It was a small grave that could only have accommodated a child.  Sadness welled up in me.  I swallowed a lump in my throat, my heart tearing itself in sympathy.
Poor woman.
I jerked my head to the side, hearing thudding hooves.  Riders on whip-tailed horses with dappled rose-gray coats broke into the clearing on my right.  I stayed low, knowing I couldn’t draw their attention without distorting this past event.  There were six men, scratch that, kitsune.  Fox faces stuck out of their dusty hoods, their cloaks dragged horizontally behind them until they reined in, horses dancing in place before settling down.  The way they dressed reminded me of people at Renaissance fairs that mix and match centuries.  The brass-hilted swords sheathed at their sides looked more like scimitars from Arabian Nights.
One of the riders shouted, pointed at the kneeling woman.  The words weren’t any language I knew.  Cassie touched my shoulder.  I felt a twisting inside my head, then the words untangled, becoming English.
“—Run her to ground at last.”  He slid from the saddle, jerking his sword free.
An older rider with silver fur raised a hand, holding him back.  “Be cautious, we’ve lost too many on her trail as it is.  We must distrust all that we see here.”
Another rider dismounted.  He ignored the advice, keeping sword sheathed, running forward.  “Cassandra!”
Cassandra?  I looked at Cassie by my side.  I mouthed the words, “That’s you?”
She nodded, her face a blanched white, old pain stirring like shadows in her eyes.
The silver-furred rider cried after the running man, causing him to stop short.  “Ivian, ‘ware her!  It’s a trick.  She wants your heart’s blood most of all—you who gave her over to be the Dark One’s bride, and bear his child.”
“A sin I will pay for forever,” he said.
I looked back to the Cassie of long ago—my mother—hunted down by her family like some rabid beast.  Why?  My gaze went to the small mound.  Is that supposed to be my grave.
His
face florid, Ivian yelled back, “My sister’s rage cannot be greater than her love.”
As if suddenly aware of their presence behind her, Cassandra snatched up the dagger and staggered to her feet.  Her face was haggard, dusty except for where tears had cut a path.  Her steps were unsteady.  The vacant expression of utter desolation was replaced with venomous hatred.
If looks could kill, maim, and bludgeon…
Ivian flinched under her glower, falling back a step.  Softening, his voice broke, 
“Cass, it’s me, your baby brother.”
She lunged at him, slashing with the knife, parting his shirt and maybe a little more.  He drew his own knife to fend off her blade as it returned along the path it had just cut.  The combatants surged together, struggling.  Then the other men joined in and she was pinned down, howling in frustrated fury.  Her face went foxy, gaining pointy teeth.  Several men repositioned themselves hastily to keep those jaws from snapping shut on their arms.  The silver-haired kitsune leaned on her, pressing a hand against her throat, choking her.
She fought them with the last flicker of consciousness, then lay there helpless, limp and ragged, her tongue lolling out of her muzzle.
Several kitsune raised scimitars, preparing to kill Cassandra … Cassie, but her brother had staggered over to the small grave and slumped to his knees.  “Leave her alone!” he cried.  “We’ve done damage enough.”
The kitsune warriors with raised swords looked to the silver-furred one for his command.  He stared at Ivian and then the cairn of stones.   “Aye,” his voice aged, turning gravelly.  “Leave her be.  The threat is past.  The Great Destroyer’s daughter is dead.”
“No,” one of the others cried, “It’s a trick.”
“We will soon know,” the old one said.  “Open the grave.  Let us see the monster laid within.”
The monster?  They mean me.
The world bent around me, colors swirled, mingled, and drew apart once more.  I picked myself up off the walk in front of Shaun’s car.  The radio music pounded in my head.  I felt weak, as if I’d stayed too long in the ghost world and it had thrown me out.  My heart thudded in my chest as I gasped for breath, wiping sweat from my brow.
Cassie was sitting on the car again.  No, slumped was more like it. She looked like she’d finished a marathon, bonelessly wilted on the hood, way too much like the Cassandra we’d left in the past.  She struggled to sit up.
I reached out to help her.  Surprisingly, she let me.
Shaun opened the car door and stuck his head out.  “Cassie, are you all right?”
She ignored him, locking eyes with me.  “That was for you, so they’d stop looking.  I went back to live with them, a pitiful creature, lost in grief, given to fits of madness.  I returned time and again to that grave until they moved it, and locked me away in the care of the Shrine Maidens.  Even then, there were some that suspected, that watched me carefully—”
“An empty grave wouldn’t have fooled them,” I said.
Cassie’s eyes narrowed.  “Whoever said it was empty?”
“Who was in my grave?” I demanded.
“Your human family had just lost a child.  Being dead, they had no more use for her.  I did.  That’s why I gave you to them to raise.  I pay all my debts—coin or blood—it’s the kitsune way.”
A terrible, awful suspicion filled me.  “The child I replaced…”
Cassie looked at me, suddenly still.  “Yes?”
“What did she die of?”
“They said it was Sudden Infant Death Syndrome—SIDS.”
I whispered, “Was it
“If I’d had to kill, to make room for you in this world, I would have.  Fortunately, the child needed no assistance from me.”
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I drew back from Cassie.  My heart chilled as shock coursed through me.  I stared, and shuddered in revulsion.  I no longer doubted her love.  In fact I thought it possible she loved too much, a concept I’d not considered a bad thing—until now.
“Don’t judge me by human standards,” she said, “I’m not human.”
“But you’re in the PRT.  You pass judgment all the time, killing whatever’s called a threat.”
She shrugged.  “Hypocritical, I know, but a girl’s gotta make a living, and I’m good at what I do.  Besides, the job comes with access to special weapons and information not otherwise available.  Abusing the position has allowed me to keep track of you through the years.  Any time random evil came anywhere close to you, I was there to put it down.”
My mom, the stalker.  “Does Shaun know all that?”
“I think so, but since he’s a freelance operative—and my best friend—he hasn’t felt the need to bring it up with Virgil.”
Another thought occurred to me.  “Cassie, what am I that even other kitsune think I’m a monster?  Who—what—is my father?”
“You heard them: ‘the Dark One, the Great Destroyer.’”
“What does that mean?”  I hugged myself, wondering if I really wanted the answer.
“I feared him at first.  I went to him as a bride, a political arrangement designed to save my people from a war we most likely would not have won.  The names given him are slander from those who equate vast destructive power with evil.  The Wild Hunt of the Fey, the Night Processions of a Hundred Demons in Japan, the Council of Blood that rules the vampire clans with an iron fist: these are lesser powers compared to your father.  Though far from safe, he is good to his people … and to me.”
She pushed off of the Jag and stepped up to me, her eyes molten gold.
“Nothing in your blood makes you a monster, Grace.  It was simply feared that as his daughter you would inherit too much power to be easily managed.”
“You still haven’t told me what he is.”
“He is Khorde, Lord of the Arghain.  They are the Boogie Men, the 
Monsters-Beneath-the Bed—a race of shadow-shapes thrown upon the walls of eternity.  They live in the ghost realms of countless worlds, neither demon nor ghost, simply … other.”
“When this is all over, I want to meet him,” I said.
“That would not be a good idea.  He thinks you’re dead.  If he knew you were alive, he would stretch out his hand and snatch you up.  Whatever you’d want to do with your life wouldn’t matter.  He only leaves me alone out of pity; he believes I’m mad.”
Well, you did work hard to give everybody that impression.
Cassie held out a cell phone.  “Until ISIS is put down, I’m going to be keeping a close eye on you.  This will let me track you.  My number has been programmed in.  If you need me, for anything, just call.”
Virgil was already keeping tabs.  Letting Cassie do the same wouldn’t compromise my privacy any further.  I took the phone from her hand and slid it into a pocket.  “So are we good?”
“One more thing,” Cassie said.
Always one more thing.  “What?”
“You have to call me Mom.”
And if I don’t?  Better not to find out.  I managed a weak smile.
“Sure … Mom.”
She smiled at me, and I felt her invisible aura flaring out to caress mine.  A dazzling joy pierced me, pouring into my heart like warm, liquid sunlight.  And then it was gone, leaving a residue of happiness that I took as my own.
“Your friends are leaving,” Cassie said.
I glanced at the restaurant door.  Anthony held it open.  The rest of the guys were coming out.  Madison and Fran broke away, coming toward me.  Fran carried the box with my sword in it.  As she reached me, she held it out.
I took it.  “Thanks.”
“Last chance,” Madison said.  “If you’re heading our way…”
I glanced at the boys, taking inventory: one scowl, one expression of deep concern, and an annoyed glower.  “Are you sure I’ll be safe?”
“They hadn’t heard who your mother was,” Madison said.  “Now they know.  They’ll behave.”
“If not,” Cassie said, “I’ll skin them alive and shove a grenade up their—”
“Mom!”
She looked at me and her ferociousness drained away.  “Yes, love?”
“I think they understand.”
Madison and Fran waved at Shaun.
He slid out of the Jag, stood, and leaned on the roof.  He nodded a return greeting.  “Ladies.  Heading back to the campus?”
“Yes, Mr. C.”  Madison smiled, eyes aflame with lust.
“See you in class,” Fran said.  “I’ve got that combo down cold, the crescent kick that turns the body, setting up the hook kick.  I can’t wait to show you.”
“Wait a second,” I said.  “He teaches at the slayer academy?  The same school Elita goes to?”
“You know that bitch?” Fran said.
“Witch is more like it.  She spell-forged some imps, and sent them after me.”
“That’s right,” Cassie’s voice iced over.  Her smile crossed over to the dark side.  “I’ll have to caution her about such behavior in the future.”
“I handled it already,” I said.  “Besides, I need her alive to get a handle on ISIS.  She’s the best lead I’ve got.”
“She’ll be at our school tomorrow,” Madison said.  “If you need help, I know some very advanced interrogation techniques.”
I nodded.  “I’ll … uh … keep it in mind.”  I turned to Cassie.  “I’ll see you later … Mom.”
She enveloped me in another of those rib-cracking hugs, kissing the top of my head.  Wow, now that she’d outted herself as my mom, she seemed determined to bludgeon a place for herself in my affections.  I actually missed the old Cassie.
“Take care of yourself,” she said.
I nodded.  Don’t I always?
She loosened her hold, and I staggered free.  Fran seized the arm that wasn’t holding the box.  “C’mon, our van’s over here.”
“I have to pay my bill,” I said.
“Go on.  I’ll get it,” Cassie grinned.  “I’ll take it out of your allowance.”
Fran tugged me into motion.  I called back to Cassie, edging my voice with mock annoyance.  “What allowance?  You’ve missed quite a few payments.”
She was sitting on Shaun’s car again.  “Not really, dear.  You should see the size of your trust fund.”
I stared back at her, not watching where I was going.  “I have a trust fund?”
“Three point two million,” Cassie said.  “I’ve been adding to it for years.  Just don’t ask where the money came from.”
“Like I’d look a gift fox in the mouth.”  Three point two million!  Being loved beyond reason might not be so bad after all.  I stumbled off a curb and watched where I was being dragged after that.
 
*     *     *
 
On the theory that people who know you on a personal level find it harder to kill you, I gave the slayers my life story, leaving out exactly what Tukka was.  The boys listened while pretending to be aloof.  When I reached the part where Elita sicced her imps on me, I got outraged indignation from Fran and a “That bitch!” from Madison.  When I mentioned Ryan’s messy metamorphosis, I got an “Eeeewww, gross!” from Fran and a “Holy crap!” from Madison.  By the time I reached the part with me in a cocoon, about to have the ultimate makeover, the guys were hanging on every word.  They nodded with grim approval at me biting off Ryan’s tongue.  “Serves him right,” Chet said.  Anthony opined, “All’s fair in love and war.”
After that, everyone competed for my attention, telling their “war stories” of life at the slayer academy.  This made the miles pass quickly.
I pressed my nose to the window as we passed the Human Potential Institute.  Jill and Drew were achingly close.  I wanted to see them, but I couldn’t.  That would just draw ISIS’ attention their way.  The slayers could take care of themselves, and had already signed on to battling evil.  I wasn’t placing them in any more danger than they were placing themselves.  I softly sighed as we went on down the road, passing a daycare center and a small community of new homes.  Most of them seemed vacant.  A few were still in the process of being built.  Given the down-turn in the economy, the unfinished buildings were likely to stay that way.
Madison pointed at a two-story house as we zoomed by.  “That’s Mr. C’s place.  He’s got a dojo in back where we sometimes hold classes.”
Shaun… a delicious tingle went down my spine …gotta love a man who knows how to use a katana.
We reached a small community, a Main Street lined with mom-and-pop storefronts.  There was a volunteer fire department, a community church advertising a Harvest Festival alternative to Halloween, and an Ultrasonic Drive-In.  That reminded me that I’d left half my breakfast uneaten.  I pointed at the burger joint and used my Tukka voice, “Me want!”
In the front passenger’s seat, Anthony called over his shoulder, “We’re almost at the school.  You can get something there.”
I looked pleadingly at Fran and Madison, “But I’m hungry.”  I stretched the last word out, making three syllables of it.
Madison looked daggers at the back of Anthony’s head.  “We can hit the drive-thru.  It won’t take more than a couple minutes.  Honestly, I can see why you don’t have a girlfriend.”
Winston turned off the road into the parking lot, heading for the drive thru in the back of the building.
Chet stayed out of it.
Anthony muttered, “I’ve got a girlfriend.  I’m just not supposed to tell anybody.”
“I’m available,” Winston said, “to anyone.  I like playing the field.”
“I’d believe that,” Anthony said, “if I ever saw you getting any play.”
Winston scowled at him then glanced in the rearview mirror, making eye contact with Madison, “Just tell me what you want to order.”
I spoke up, “Bacon-cheese tots, a diet drink, and burger.”  I reached into my pants pocket, pulling out what I had left.  “I hope this is enough…”
“Put it away,” Madison said.  “You’re our honored guest.  This is on me.”
“Are you sure?”  I felt funny about her spending money on me.  Cassie … Mom … was one thing, but…
“It’s fine,” Madison said.  “I’m not going to miss it.”
Fran leaned into me, whispering, “Her mom’s with an indie label; does post-hardcore rock.  Her new CD’s just gone platinum.”
“What’s her name?  Maybe I’ve heard her.”
We reached the speaker.  Winston rattled off my order, taking a ten handed up to him by Madison.  She answered, “Mom uses the stage name Elektra Blue.”
Elektra Blue
was an Indie legend.  Wearing short, white hair on the sides and a spiky blue Mohawk down the middle, she’d appeared at the Grammies in a blue tinfoil gown wrapped with LED Christmas tree lights.  Blue eye shadow, lipstick, and matching nail polish had completed her “look.”
“Wow, I’m impressed.”
“Don’t be,” Madison said.  “She’s also a thrall.”
I blinked.  “A thrall?”
“Blood donor to a vamp,” Anthony said.
“Willingly?” I asked.
Madison sighed, “Yeah, her nymphomania took a turn too fast and ran off the road.  There’s an enzyme secreted by vamps that produces a paralyzing euphoria.  It’s supposed to be better than sex.”
“Wow.”  Hanging with these guys was an education.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
I popped the last bacon cheese tot in my mouth, as we turned off the main road, breaking a sentry line of black oak.  The property beyond was protected by a double row of chain-link fencing with razor wire on top.  The zone in between had a barricade of concertina wire, three foot coils that looked like stretched out Slinkys.  The only visible gap was a security gate.  I had the feeling we’d gotten lost and were stopping at a prison for directions.  The feeling intensified as a camera panned over us.
I took a drag on my soda, and tore a chunk out of my burger as the gate slowly swung open without human assistance.  I looked for a sign advising me to “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”  It wasn’t there.  This came as a relief as we passed through.
Mulch-covered beds lined both sides of the drive.  Even with the windows up, and the crops harvested, the reek of garlic persisted.  Either it was an actual deterrent to vampires, or someone had a whacked sense of humor.  They should have gone for wolf’s bane while they were at it.
The van climbed a hill toward a three-story white brick building.  Fending off evil spirits, gray gargoyles lined the roof, matted against a low ceiling of bruised looking clouds.  A chilling rain began to fall.
Perfect, sets just the right tone.
Half my burger gone, I took a long sip on my drink as we pulled up in front of the building.  Everyone but Winston climbed out.  He pulled away, heading for a massive garage off to the side.  Hugging my sword box and clutching the remnants of my food in its paper bag, I gave the mansion closer scrutiny.  The ground level windows were cross-shaped, too small for anyone to slip through, but in a pinch, automatic weaponry could break the glass, spraying a withering fire.  There were no trees near the building, only low, emaciated shrubs.  The place was designed as a fortress, with little to no cover for skulkers.
“Be it ever so humble,” Anthony said.
Chet finished the thought, “Home sweet home.”
I started up the steps to a column-lined porch.  “Somebody ought to film a movie here.”
“The Old Man would pop a vein,” Anthony said.
“You make him sound like an ogre,” I said.
Madison looked at me with very round eyes.  “Oh no, that would do an injustice to ogres everywhere.”
I wondered if there really were ogres everywhere.  A month ago I hadn’t believed in vampires, mothmen, kitsune, or witches.  Fu dogs, ghosts, and demons had been enough for me. Praying I didn’t need it, I’d only hoped for the grace of angels.  Now, anything was possible.
As I stepped onto the porch, thin pipes suspended overhead hissed, misting us with a fine cloud.  “Somebody thinks I’m an orchid,” I said.
“Holy water,” Fran informed me.  “Automatic defense, triggered by motion detectors.”
Madison went through the mist to the door, placing her palm against a scanner.  “When dealing regularly with vamps, you can’t be too careful.”
“Can’t a vamp just put on a latex suit and use a slayer’s cut off hand to get in?” I asked.
“We thought of that.” Fran said.  “The hand has to have body heat and a pulse, or an alarm goes off.”
Anthony smiled at me the way a hungry wolf might—when meeting a stray lamb in the wilderness.  “There are other measures in force we are not going to explain to you.”  He glared at his fellow slayers to be sure they got the message—no more spilling secrets!
Madison nodded, looking at me.  “Yeah, he’s right.  Sorry, Grace, but Van Helsing’s secrets aren’t ours to give away.  We’re going to have to keep you in the dark about certain things while you’re here.”
I smiled at her.  “I understand.  Don’t worry about it.”
“As if.”  Anthony pulled open the door, letting us girls precede him and Chet.
Inside, Anthony caught Madison’s arm.  “Where are you stashing her while she’s here?”
She shrugged off his touch.  “My room of course.”
“It’s not too late,” he said.  “You can still wash your hands of her.”
Madison grinned.  “No guts, no glory.  No glory, no reason to live.”
“I’ll take Grace upstairs,” Fran said.  “The Old Man will want the details of the training mission, every little thing.”
“Sure.”  Madison hurried off.
The guys vanished up the left staircase, wanting to distance themselves from fallout should my presence be discovered.  I was tempted to leave and spare everyone, but needed to be here when Elita arrived.  Besides that, any training I could get from Shaun was delicious icing on the cake.
The foyer was carpeted in red, so blood stains wouldn’t be too obvious I supposed.  On both walls, thick gilt frames held portraits of men in period dress spanning centuries.  There were engraved name plates on the bottom of the frames.  These were Van Helsings going back generations to the Dark Ages.  It might have just been me, but the eyes followed my movements, staring with cold disdain and maybe a little indignation.
The foyer belled open into a cathedral-like space.  A hall continued ahead.  Left and right, wide staircases soared up to the second floor of the side wings.  It looked like you went around the stairs to continue left and right on the ground floor.  Forming a mental map of the layout, I noticed it resembled a cross.  I wondered if this prevented vampire bats from landing on the roof.
Fran took me up the right staircase.
“Hey, can vampires really turn into bats?” I didn’t think the answer would be one of their precious secrets.
She grinned at me.  “Nah, that’s just swamp gas.  Vamps can cross running water, and see themselves in mirrors too.  Stakes, sunlight, fire, and beheading work pretty well for taking them out.  Oh, and don’t try silver bullets.  That only works on werewolves.  I missed that question on the last exam, so I should know.”
The runner on the stairs matched that of the foyer, continuing on as we reached the second floor.  “This is the girl’s floor.  If anyone asks you who you are, just say you’re a prospective student checking things out.  You might want to use an alias too.  I can help you with that.  I’m good with names.”
“I’ll, uh, think about it.”
“How about Magana?  I had a kitten with that name once, borrowed from a great aunt.  We can call you Magpie for short.”
“How is Magpie shorter?  It has the same number of letters.”
Fran scrunched her brow at me and shrugged.  “Heh, guess you’re right.”
She opened a door and led me inside.  A single bed with a purple comforter battled the dreariness of the beige room.  Another bed, lacking sheets, blanket, or pillow occupied the other side of the room.  There were nightstands, dressers, an open closet, and a single, immaculate desk with a tiffany-style lamp, phone charger, and laptop on it.  The wall straight ahead had twin windows.  Bars hung beyond the glass.  A small bookcase sheltered books under a picture of a praying Jesus.  Elsewhere, I saw a framed printing of the Nine Commandments; the one saying ‘Thou shalt not kill’ was conspicuously absent.
Maybe it was just a suggestion.
Fran closed the door and crossed to the bed, flouncing down with a boldness I couldn’t have matched, but then again, she knew Madison a lot better.  Fran pointed at the chair by the desk.  “You might as well make yourself comfortable.  It might be a while before Maddie gets back.”
The chair scraped the floor as I pulled it back.  Sitting sideways, I settled an arm on the backrest.  “I’m surprised Madison has to make a report.  Wasn’t Shaun supervising you guys?”
“Technically, yeah.  But the Old Man’s grooming her for leadership.  He wants to hear her evaluation of how she thinks she did and what she thinks she could have done better.  He’ll compare that to what Mr. C tells him tomorrow.”
“Do you think Madison would mind if I did a little research on the internet?”
Fran shrugged.  “Probably not.”  She came over and started the computer, lifting the lid, pressing the power button on one of the speakers.  “What kind of research are you doing?”
I don’t have a completely eidetic memory, but I absorb a great deal of what I’m exposed to.  Most of which I can recall, especially if it’s interesting.  I concentrated on dredging forth what the one witch had said to me about why they wanted me: Hallowmas will soon thin the walls of the world, and you will bring Am-Heh to us!
“I need to know what is meant in witch circles by Hallowmas and Am-Heh,” I said.
Fran puckered and chewed the inside of her lips as she stood in thought, eyes peering into unfathomable mystery.  The gears of her mind grinding a wee bit, she produced a groaning drone that verged on a growl.
I nodded.  Definitely uffish thought, what Lewis Carroll described as “a state of mind when the voice is gruffish, the manner roughish, and the temper huffish."  I hastened to speak up before she blew a fuse.  “Let’s just see what a search pulls up on the computer.”  I turned in the chair to face the monitor.
Fran blinked like someone emerging from a daze.  “Gha!  Okay.”
I connected to the internet and tapped a word into the search engine.  The screen blinked, changing.  An online dictionary site told me Hallowmas was an archaic ecclesiastical term for the feast celebrating All Saints' Day, beginning midnight on Halloween night.  I’d suspected that, but was glad to have it confirmed.  I had a week until then.  One week until ISIS needed me, one week to beat them to the punch.
I tapped Am-Heh into the dictionary search engine and waited.
Fran leaned over me, peering intently at the screen.  She read aloud, gathering the bare facts: “Egyptian mythology … a minor god of the underworld whose name means ‘Devourer of Millions’.”  She looked at me.  “So not good.”
I picked up where she’d left off.  “A man with the head of a dog who lives in a lake of fire and has a fondness for sacrifices.  Hmmm.  He can only be controlled by Ra it says.”
“Oh, I know that one!” Fran said.  “Egyptian Sun god.”
“Certainly fits in with ISIS.  I think that’s an Egyptian goddess.”  I typed in another search, wanting to know just what Isis was goddess of since it might give me an insight into my enemies.  “Isis … goddess of motherhood, fertility, and magic … brought her husband Osiris back from the dead after he was murdered by Set, whoever that is.”
Magic … resurrecting zombies… yeah, that’s ISIS alright.
I heard the door open and assumed it was Madison returning.  Leaning back in the chair, I mused, “What do Halloween and an ancient Egyptian monster have in common?”
“Perhaps, the ultimate trick for trick-or-treat.”  It wasn’t Madison’s voice.  The words were deep, resonant, as if spoken from the bottom of an open grave.  Judging from the way Fran jumped to terrified attention, I knew who it had to be—the Old Man, Van Helsing himself.
I stood, pushing back the chair, and slowly turned toward the door.  The man standing there was old, but far from frail with the weathered, gritty look of an old-time cowboy.  His hair was thick and long, reaching his shoulders.  He dressed in black like an old-time preacher, a cross glinting on his chest.  He had an aura I felt across the room, one that put me on edge, as if crows were hoping all over me.  My voice refused to work at first, but I coaxed it out, “Uh, hello.”
“Good afternoon, young lady.  I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”
“I’m a friend of Madison’s,” I said.  “She invited me to look over the school.”
He cocked his head, studying me intently.  “Usually such matters are run through me first.”
“I’m sorry; it’s just that coming here was a last-minute-spur-of-the-moment kind of thing.”
He strode closer, heels clicking on the hardwood floor until he reached the throw rug between the beds.  He held out his hand.  I extended mine, and got it mangled in his hellish grip.  He said, “You do know what this school’s specialty is, don’t you?”
I floundered under his fierce stare.  “Uh … that is…”
He grinned like a piranha.  “We develop the slayers of the future to kill what needs killin’.”  He let my hand go.
I wiggled my fingers experimentally to bring back circulation.  Nothing broken.
He loomed over me.
Fran stumbled away.
Van Helsing kept his eyes on me, sniffing delicately.  “There seems to be a hint of fear in the air.  You wouldn’t happen to be a creature of the night now, would you?”
Eek!
He laughed from the belly.
Fran paled, shaking a little.  I thought she’d pop a blood vessel and die on the spot.
“You must forgive my errant sense of humor,” Van Helsing said.  “I have few opportunities to exorcise it, Miss…?”
“K., Grace,” my last initial and first name.  Not really a lie, really.  It’s not my fault if he misunderstands what I want him to.
“Kay Grace.  You’ve got two first names,” he said.
“Blame my mother,” Either of them.
He stared at Fran who was at last showing signs of normalcy.  “Something wrong, 
Miss Stark?  Getting enough roughage in your diet?  Malaria perhaps?”
She spoke a little too fast, “No, I’m fine.”
“Oh, I thought you might be nervous, hiding a kitsune from me and all.”  Van Helsing backed to the door with a smooth glide that made me think of an ice skater, or a ghost.  “Please enjoy your brief stay with us, Miss Grace.”
“Do my best.”
He entered the hall and pulled the door shut behind him, his grim laugh—abrasive as sandpaper—fading along with his steps in the outer hall.
Fran let out a long sigh of relief.
“Vampires must be really awful things to make that out of him,” I said.
“I blame his ex-wife.  She visits for the handoff.  They have alternating custody of a Russian wolf hound.”
I sank back into the chair, needing its support.  “The children always suffer most.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
Oh, for a back scratcher… An itch I couldn’t get to sent me running to the inside of the closet door.  I rubbed my back against the edge of the frame.  Something seemed to shift under my skin.  There was tenderness there as well.
Madison entered the room, a sheepish expression on her face.  “I’m sorry, Grace, I didn’t want to tell him.  Somehow he knew I was hiding something and he kept at me until he wheedled it out. And, uh, what are you doing?”
“Suffering,” I said.
“Did you hear me?” Madison asked.
I left the closet.  “Yeah, no harm done.”  Strangely enough...  I shrugged.  “Forget about it.”
Receiving absolution, she brightened at once.  “Great!  Listen, Shaun is here…”
She received the full force of my attention.
“…and I’ve talked him into teaching a class tonight.  You can sit in if you want.”
“Me want,” I frowned, “But I don’t have anything to wear.”  Not even my sports bra, which I need now, more than ever.
Fran ran for the door, “I’ve got some sweats you can borrow.  I’ll change and bring you something back.”
I moved to the bed and sat on the edge, waiting.  Madison went to her closet and stripped down.  She pulled on designer sweats that were turquoise and pale gold, with a big M monogrammed left of her heart.  A cyan blue scrunchy gathered her hair into a ponytail.  She finished up, slipping black sneakers on her feet.  She settled at the desk to wait for me.
By then, Fran was back, wearing charcoal gray sweats, handing me a pair in a lighter, dove gray shade.  She took the bed as I went over by the closet.  I was used to changing with girls at school for gym and track practice, but this was different.  They were dressed so they had nothing else to do but watch me.  And I wasn’t me anymore.  I felt self-conscious with my new boobs.  Still, it couldn’t be helped, not if I wanted to see Shaun, oh, and get some badly needed training.  I stripped and hurried to change, turning my back to Fran.
Madison kept her back to me, taking a few moments to check her e-mails.
Fran watched me, casually at first, then with peeked interest.  “My God!  What are those lumps on your back?”
Sweatpants on, I covered my breasts, turning to answer, “What lumps?”
The chair scrapped.  Madison came over, placing a hand on my bare shoulder.  She turned me a little to look at my back.  Her other hand touched my skin, poking.  “These blisters are huge and … squishy.  I …. Oh my Gawd!  Something’s moving inside.”
“Do something!” I yelled.
A mirror hung on the inside of the closet door.  I turned in front of it until I could see what everyone was talking about.  The skin over my shoulder blades had swelled into what looked like pus filled pockets.  I remembered the wings I’d had Fenn rip away.  The wounds had gotten infected.  That had to be it.
Madison left but returned a moment later.  She held my katana in her hands.  
“Stand still and this won’t hurt … much.”
“No,” I screamed.  “Don’t—”
I felt a sharp caress.  Pain followed, but it wasn’t too bad, fading quickly.  I felt liquid gunk trickling down my back.  Fran appeared with a towel to blot up the mess.  I stared in the mirror as limp, wet tissues unfurled, fanning outward from skin.  The stuff air-dried quickly, taking on shape, brightening into Halloween colors: orange panels, black rimmed and veined, flecked with yellow, amber, and brown.
“Wings,” Madison said.
“Cute, baby wings!” Fran said.
“Like the butterfly wings drawn on fairies in kids’ books.”  Madison used a dry corner of the towel to wipe the sword.
I gritted my teeth.  “Damn!  They’re back.”  I was going to have to find a better removal method than self mutilation.  I couldn’t spend the rest of my life tearing them off every few days.  That would get old fast.  It was old now!  And painful besides.  I’d figure something out later; I needed to finish changing and get over to wherever class was being held.
“With those wings,” Madison said, “there’s no way you can wear a bra.”
I sighed.  “I know, but what can I do?”
“Just a sec,” Madison hurried to her dresser and slid a drawer open, “I’ve got just the thing.”
She came back with elastic bandages and gauze pads.  The pads were packed around the base of my wings where damp tatters of skin dangled.  Fran and Madison wrapped my torso tightly, bandaging my back and providing support for my breasts.  I endured their ministrations, and their cooing over my wings.  They finished, and I hastily pulled a sweat shirt on.  I slipped my feet back into my sneakers, and bent to tighten the Velcro binding.  I had full motion with no pain, a small blessing.
 I picked up my katana and stared at it like I’d never seen it before.  “Are we going or what?”
“You won’t need that for awhile,” Madison said.  “Learn to use your body properly, and weapons of every kind become a natural extension of it.  That way, you won’t make the mistake of using a weapon as your only weapon, ignoring what the body can do at the same time.”
Fran said, “Is that cool or what?”
I put away my sword.
Madison headed for the door.  “This way
She led us into the hall, down the stairs, and along the lower hall that ran straight back from the front door.  As we went, the guys rejoined us, bringing six more I hadn’t met from their wing.  They chatted among themselves until Anthony hissed.  After that, we moved in disciplined silence, a mood of anticipation setting in.
We turned left at the end of the corridor, entering a large hall lacking windows.  The ceiling was high.  Banners covered white walls, displaying pithy slogans: No way as way.  Only the empty cup can be filled.  Martial arts is an expression of what you are, not what you do.  The softest thing cannot be broken.  Whatever works…
Fran nudged me before I finished reading them all.  Everyone was taking off their shoes, putting them on shoe racks provided off to the side, near the door.  I hurried to do the same.  In stocking feet, I let the group eddy around me, pulling me across dull gray mats that were hard yet slightly spongy.
We spread out and sat on the mats.  Everyone began to stretch out in various ways.  I watched what Madison did and copied her.  I always stretched before running, so this wasn’t altogether unfamiliar, but some of the contortions the girls helped me through were downright grueling.  I became a human pretzel for a while, shifting from one miserable pose to another even worse.  Occasionally easier ones were tossed in.  Toward the end, I lay on my back, padded by wings that felt no discomfort, knees pointing up into the air, my feet up against my butt.  My elbows pointed up as well, my hands to either side of my head, palm flat to the mats.
On her back, to my right, Madison spoke in a whisper as though this were church, “This is called The Bridge.  Push with hands and feet and lift your body into the air.”
Hmmm.  Something like inverted push-ups.  I struggled and got up, holding myself aloft.  Everybody else went up and down regularly.  I stayed up, sensing that once I went down, I’d stay there.  I thought I was in better shape than this. The torture continued until I felt wrung out, knees and armpits damp with sweat.
“Take five,” Madison called out.  “I’ll let Shaun know we’re ready for him.
I lay there, eyes closed, gasping for breath, wondering how I’d survive the actual training we’d just warmed up for.
There was a scurrying.  Someone toed me with their foot.  I opened my eyes and sat up with a groan.  Everyone was falling into two lines so that no one was close enough to touch anyone else.  I went to the end of the back line and stood with Fran to my left.  A door opened I hadn’t really noticed before.  Shaun came out, Madison a few steps behind.  Wearing a black silk robe of some kind, tied with a red, dangling sash, he took position in front of the class.  To his right, Madison copied his wide-footed stance.  His teaching assistant I guessed.
He put his right fist against his left palm, joining them in front of his heart.  He pushed his hands slightly outward, bowing from the waist.  Those around me copied the gesture, bowing lower than Shaun.  I did the same, a little belatedly.  He straightened, and we did too.
Shaun’s gazed caught me.  “Grace, how much martial arts training have you had, and in what style?”
“Almost none, though I’ve read a few books.”  Actually, I’d memorized several books, and had watched Enter the Dragon with Bruce Lee numerous times, not to mention Walker, Texas Ranger.  Besides that, I’d grown up playing in the ghost realm, staying off the menu for demons and malignant spirits alike.  That and a mind like a steel trap had to count for something.
He stared at me.  “That’s it?”
I shrugged.
He turned his head to Madison.  “You run the others through some drills.  I’ll work with Grace.”
She nodded, and called out instructions, as Shaun motioned me over.  “Let’s begin with one of the most important elements of survival—state of mind.  The eye can either focus or not focus.  The mind follows the lead of the eye.  Two very common errors in martial arts are: one, the belief that you must focus directly on your opponent, and two, think your way through your fight.”
“And you don’t?”
He smiled.
I felt like melting into a puddle.
He said, “Thinking has its place when you’re learning your art.  But when using it, thinking just slows you down, putting you at greater risk.”  He held out his hands, holding up single fingers.  “If you look at the finger closest to you, the farther one is a blur.  Look at the farthest one, and the near finger becomes a blur.”
I looked from one to the other and nodded.  He was right.  “So which do I look at?”
“Neither, the way of the warrior is one of non-focus.  Use peripheral vision to see both fingers as a blur, and not just my fingers—all of me—and every possible opponent in the room.  Expand your awareness to fill whatever space you’re in, like moonlight falling on the world, seeing nothing specifically, but aware of all things.”
He snapped out a punch.
I shifted hips and leaned a few inches away.
I stared at his fist, hanging inches from my face, aimed over my shoulder.  He’d pulled it short so I wouldn’t have been hit by standing still.
“Good reflexes,” he said, “but you let me startle you into focusing on my fist.  All motion is tracked with peripheral vision.  Your mind needs to stay aware of the total space, and not get limited to my fist.  If an opponent gets you to watch his fist, you could easily miss his foot.”
I let my stare go unfocused, taking in the whole room.
He kicked, and I shifted back to where I’d been.
He stood poised on one foot like a flamingo lawn ornament.  Inches from my face, his toes wiggled at me, but I didn’t take the bait, keeping my gaze unfocused.
“Good girl.”  He withdrew his foot and stood naturally.  “But in a fight, when your heart is pounding and adrenaline is tweaking your system, habit can take over.  You’ve spent your whole life looking at things.  It will take awhile for non-focusing to become normal.”  He sank to the mats, motioning me to sit facing him.  “You’ve been stretching.  Keep it up daily, but when you feel pain, stop.  Pain is nature’s way of saying don’t be stupid.  You can overdo anything.  Now, I’ll teach you an auto-hypnotic method of visualization to build a mental circuit, a switch you can throw to erase the line between the conscious and subconscious.”
“And then we’ll get to the punching and kicking?”
He grinned.  “Then we get to the punching and kicking.”
Shaun’s voice soothed and lulled while painting pictures in my head, helping me to ignore the sounds of the rest of the class, hard at work.  He had me close my eyes, but raise them, as if to see something high on a far wall.  This had something to do with changing my brainwaves, inducing what he called an alpha state.  In my mind’s eye, I walked through a park.  I smelled the sweet fragrance of grass that was spongy under my feet.  Above were the laced branches of cedar and oak, green with leaves.  Dapples of sunlight hit my face.  A cool wind curled around me and moved on.
Shaun said, “Let the ground roll downward.  Feel the pull of gravity moving you a little faster.
The decline is growing steeper.  You’re moving faster, not quite running.  Now you’re out of the trees.  The grass becomes sand.  You smell water and hear its lapping.  The sand catches at your foot, but you press on, moving up to silver-blue mirror of a lake.  You take a deep breath, throw out your arms, and throw yourself into the water, drawing it into your lungs like air, breathing it easily.”
I did as he suggested, imagining myself in a liquid universe that deepened slowly to midnight blue as I sank.  The water flowed over my skin, turning me over and over as pressure increased.  Up and down became meaningless.
Shaun’s voice continued to guide me, “You’re falling toward the bottom where a small, gold star shines all by itself.  The star calls you, swelling ever larger as you approach.  It becomes a sea of fire.  Reach out and grasp the fire.  Become one with the pyre.  Let the glory suffuse your body, your mind, you are a creature of fire, rising through the water, exploding free of its hold.  Your mind is an open, empty sky.  You do not think, you simply are.  Now stand and open your eyes, Grace.”
I did.
He punched for my face, faster than anything he’d thrown before.  I didn’t see it, just the hint of a blur, yet my forearm caught the blow, angling it safely away.
He made no other aggressive move.   Standing before me, he simply smiled.  “When the conscious mind stops slowing the body down, when we trust our body to find its way, it will save us.  Uh, Grace, your eyes are glowing—yellow.  Grace?”  His brow creased with concern.  He waved a hand in front of my face.  “Are you in there?”
From a great distance, I heard my voice—suddenly deep and husky—answering all by itself, “She’s where I normally stay.  You have me to deal with.”
“And who are you?”
“Taliesina,” my voice answered, as the real me lurched, a leaf on a breeze, tumbling through an inner darkness.  I sensed my body in motion, driven by another will.  Pinning Shaun to the mat, I ground against him, crushing my lips to his—an urgent demand.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-NINE
 
 
Like a passenger in a runaway dream, I sensed Shaun moving under me as he wrenched his face to the side, breaking our lip-lock, sending me rolling across the mats.  Within Taliesina, black lightning crackled throughout the storm of her emotions.  Her lust caramelized, flavoring the dark winds that caged my spirit.
Shaun’s voice reached me from far away, “I’m flattered, but you’re under age, and Cassie would kill me—dead.”
Frustration weakened Taliesina’s grip.  The darkness receded enough for me to see out of my own eyes again.  But my body was still driven by Taliesina’s desire, my stare caught on his handsome face.  I padded after Shaun like a fox stalking a field mouse.
He assumed a martial arts posture, legs wide, braced, hands defensively held between us.
Taliesina answered with my panting breath, “You are mine.  I have chosen you!”
It felt like wrestling Jell-O; every response I demanded squished from my grasp, leaving me pawing at nothing.  My body insisted on lunging for Shaun.
His arms blurred and his body shifted, sliding against mine for an all-too-brief moment, and I went spinning in the air, dropping back-first on the mat.  Impact slammed the breath out of me, leaving me gasping.  I rolled onto my hands and knees, glaring up at the object of my desire.  I actually growled at him.
Then Taliesina funneled away to the back shadows of my mind, taking her wounded pride with her.
My body returned to my control, leaving me with a truckload of embarrassment.  I guess my eyes weren’t glowing anymore because Shaun approached with a searching expression.
“Grace?” he asked.
I assumed a sitting posture, face burning, unable to meet his eyes.  “Yeah, it’s me.  She’s gone, sort of.  Sorry about all that.”
“It’s alright.  I understand about your inner fox; I’ve seen Cassie’s emerge a time or two.”
“First time for me.”  The room had gone silent.  I felt curious eyes on me, but wanted confirmation.  “Everyone’s staring, aren’t they?”
“Yeah.”  He reached down and offered me a hand up.  I took it.
“Okay, here’s the part where I sob with tears shining in my eyes and run out of the room, never to return.”
He caught my arms.  The scent of him intoxicated.  That alone would have anchored me in place.  “Leaving would be a mistake.  You’re going to be good at this, I can tell.”
“Good at feeling like an idiot?”
“At martial arts.  Now take a deep breath, and get a grip on your emotions.  Don’t let them run you.  It’s punching and kicking time.”
“Oh, good.  More abuse.  Bring it on.”
He drew away, waving Madison over.  She took his place facing me, eyes intent, peering into mine.  She looked ready to burst from suspense.  The rest of the group went back to the drills they were doing, acting very focused now that Shaun was watching, drifting through their midst.
Madison swept in close.
Afraid of an attack, I stepped back.
She caught my arm as Shaun had done, whispering in my face, “So, on a scale of one to ten, how good a kisser is he?”
Shaun’s voice cracked across the room, “Madison, get to work.”
Her voice snapped crisply, “Yes, Sifu!”  She pulled away, angling her body, putting me not quite to her left side.  Obviously, any blow slipping past her guard would only be a glancing blow across her torso.  She whispered, “We’ll talk later.”
The rest of the class was put through their paces, with light sparring as Shaun drifted around.  Several times he came by Madison and me, nodding at her instruction, offering an occasional word of clarification.  At these times, golden eyes shimmered open in the back shadows of my mind and more of Madison’ attacks got through.  Taliesina watched him closely, but made no effort to take me over again. Before I knew it, two hours had slipped by and I was a trembling, sweaty wreck close to collapse.
“Line up,” Shaun called out.
Forming double lines, we bowed to him as before, using that fist-covered-by-palm gesture.  I made a mental note to ask Madison what that meant, and what the word was she’d called him earlier, sifu.
“Class dismissed.”  He turned and headed for the back office he’d come from, and I felt a sense of desolation.  The emotion came mostly from Taliesina, but a little from me as well.
The room emptied quickly.  Madison walked me toward the door, and Fran took up position on my other side.  Hurrying past us, Anthony smirked.  “Into older men, huh?  I’m eighteen.”
I get it.  You think I’m a slut.  I smiled sweetly.  “I’ll let you know when I become truly desperate.”
He scowled and kept going.
Madison chortled.
Fran snorted.  “That’s tellin’ him.”  We entered the hall, heading back to the girl’s wing.  She locked her arm in mine.
“So,” Madison dropped her arm across my shoulders, “the kiss, was it like as good as it looked?”
“That wasn’t really me doing that.”  I felt my face warm.
“You saying you didn’t enjoy it at all?” Madison asked.
“Well…”
Fran bumped hips with me.  “C’mon, fess up.  You’re hot for him.  We can all see it.”
“Well…”
“I’d let him buy me lunch any time,” Madison said.  “And I certainly wouldn’t dropkick him out of bed.”
I was scandalized and didn’t know why.  Madison looked about seventeen; she was old enough to fool around, but…
She saw me staring, laughed, and patted me on the head like a little kid.  “Don’t worry, little sister, I won’t step on your toes.  Just throw him my way when you’re done with him.”
“My turn next,” Fran said.
Like I’d give up Shaun if I ever actually had him.
“Oh, relax,” Madison said.  “You make it this easy to pull your chain, and people will do it all the time.  Everyone loves an easy mark.”
Just as I reached the intersecting halls where the staircases touched down, Anthony, Chad, and Winston sprang from around the corner.  Chad used a jump kick that carried him three feet in the air.  Madison caught his heel and added more energy into his move than he could handle—he over kicked, spinning to drop on his back.  He lay there groaning, even though he’d used his arms to slap the ground and spread out the impact, lessening it.  Fran released my arm so she could deflect a barrage of punches from Winston, waiting for an opening.
Anthony was all mine.  He vaulted into the air, a flying dragon kick—one foot extended, the other tucked under him—the kind of kick that’s stopped by hitting someone.
Unfortunately for him, I crossed over without thinking about it, using the lighter gravity of the ghost realm to leap over him.  As I languidly drifted back down, he crashed and burned.  Off to the side, Fran stopped retreating, falling into a leg sweep that knocked Winston off his feet.  He turned the fall into a roll, flowing up again into a combat posture.  I crossed back again, skin a tingle, and color returned to the world, along with sound.  Fran was huffing, winded from the intense exertion.  Chad groaned, staggering to his feet.  And Anthony lay there, cursing up a storm.
“Nice try,” Madison said, “but it’ll be a rainy day in hell before you catch me off guard.”
Fran crossed her arms under her breasts, jutting them out.  Her voice dripped with scorn, “Yeah!  What’s the big idea anyway?”
That’s what I wanted to know.  If it was just me, they wouldn’t have gone after Madison and Fran too.
“Aw, crap!” Anthony said.  “I messed up my ankle.”
“Next time look before you leap,” I said.
He snarled at me.  “I did.  How the hell did you do that?”
“Do what?” I used my totally innocent tone of voice.
He struggled up with Winston and Chad lending a hand.  Anthony’s eyes tried to drill holes in my face.  “That’s some kinda ninja trick, the way you vanished.”
I shrugged.  “So what?  Didn’t you once tell me all’s fair in love and war?”
He grumbled, averting his gaze.  “Not when it’s used on me.”
“If the horseplay’s over,” Madison said, “You guys better go to the infirmary.  Tony, get that sprain looked at.  Make sure no bones are broken.”
He nodded, walking on one leg, a guy under each arm adding support.
They got a few steps away before Fran crowed out a last comment.  “Next time you even think about pulling something like this, you better remember that Girl Power is a fearsome thing!”
They ignored her and kept going.
Fran raised a palm for a high five.  Madison obliged.  Then they turn on me, eyes wide.
“That was no ninja trick,” Madison said.  “What did you do?”
I tried for a no-big-deal tone of voice, “Accessed an extra-spatial dimension.  It’s where I go to hang with ghosts and stuff.”  Tukka came to mind and heaviness seeped into my chest.
“That’s right,” Madison said.  “You’re kitsune.  I keep forgetting.”
A dark-suited Van Helsing moved into view, his white hair haloing his head.  “Don’t.”  His gaze slid from Madison to Fran.  “This is a good lesson for you.  Treating non-human creatures as human just because they look that way is a mistake—one that Anthony will likely not repeat.”
“You had them attack us?” I said.
“Of course.  Life is one unexpected test after another.  Why should this school be any different?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY
 
 
The rain lulled the next day and night, and started again my third morning here, pattering the glass, distorting the world.  The sky loomed, a dark haze above the trees.  Occasional lightning chased its tail as thunder grumbled several steps behind.  Wearing a borrowed burgundy robe, I haunted Madison’s room, waiting, peering down at the front drive where I expected Elita at any moment.  Of course, I’d expected her yesterday, and the day before.  She’d missed her usual day, keeping me on pins and needles.
In a way, this was good.  I’d been drilling non-stop with anyone who’d let me waste a little of their time, and improving my education.  It turned out that sifu just meant teacher in Chinese.  And the fist and palm salute meant hidden treasure, conveying the idea that we hide our power, being both sneaky and humble in how it’s used.
Finally, Van Helsing had taken me aside.  He’d said I simply didn’t have time to learn everything I needed with Halloween coming on so fast.  He’d had me train with a single technique; incorporating my disappearing act into my attack, coming out of nowhere to hit my opponents from every side.  He’d said this was my biggest strength.
I ached in places I didn’t know I had, but a good night’s sleep, a hot shower, and a breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast and sausage almost made me forget the wear and tear of martial arts class.  Nothing, however, could dissolve the memory I had of Shaun writhing under me, his lips against mine … until he shoved me away like a slobbery dog.
Tukka.  I sighed, thinking of him, mentally laying a rose on his imagined grave.  I hope they’re treating you well in doggy heaven.
My mental jukebox kicked in with a random song.
I spazzed with surprise, jerking back from the window.  I tried to turn the mental music off but...
Golden eyes gleamed in the back shadows of my mind.  Taliesina blocked my attempt.
 Having chosen the song, she proceeded to wallow in it, howling along with the rock power chords screeching in my brain.
 
I feel the fire taking me…Into a dimming sky. Make a wish, I might come true, and steal the heart right out of you…



I rolled my eyes.  Just what I need; an inner fox who loves karaoke—like I’m not distracted enough. But maybe that was the point.  Maybe she wanted me distracted.  I’d felt the sizzling lick of her desire for Shaun in class.  We shared the same heart.  Maybe I was bumming her out and she was trying to lighten the mood for us both.
Fine.  I liked the song anyway, or I wouldn’t have absorbed it.
Taliesina sent me a mental image of a fox prancing on hind legs through an autumn carpet of leaves.  The fox whirled—like a curl of wind through barren branches—and dropped to all fours, leaping unexpectedly after a scraping leaf.  The image faded.
With a smile, I returned to the window, letting the dreary dampness outside reclaim my attention.  Two silver Lexuses climbed the hill toward the school.  Elita and a security escort.  I’d give her time to settle into her morning routine here, and then…
Yesterday, I’d had dinner with Van Helsing, and he’d picked my brains on how I wanted to play this.  Actually, he’d interrogated me on the people involved and forcefully offered insights on various strategies.  The man was a fearsome resource.  By the time we were done, I had a full-blown plan that was only slightly over the top, drama with a cutting edge.  It was too late to convince Elita we could be friends.  The Old Man had said if I couldn’t be loved, I could still be feared, that fear was a useful tool if handled right—hence, Operation Scarecrow.  The students knew their parts.  We’d staged a few dry runs, and now we’d see how well our scheming paid off.
A costume on a hanger gripped the top of the closet door.  The fabric was gauzy black, sheer, and a little glittery with obsidian beads of glass attached.  Studded with metal, there were black tights like those a dancer might wear, and a red scarf—the perfect outfit for a cover shoot with Rolling Stone magazine.  I’d be ready if they ever called.
I shed the robe and dressed quickly.  The costume sheathed my body like a second skin, except for the back which was open, making a display of creamy, pale skin and the black, brown, and orange butterfly wings growing from my shoulder blades.  The scarf went on last along with a pair of black slipper-like dance shoes.  If only someone was doing a production of Mid-Summer Night’s Dream…  Well, the evil fairy look was what I needed.
Madison had already done my hair, piling it elegantly, securing it with gold filigree pins.  Matching earrings dangled on my ears—clip-ons, if someone got grabby, I wouldn’t tear an earlobe in a fight.  Armored with the knowledge that I looked hot, I left the room and went down the hall to the top of the stairs.  I was in time to hear the new arrivals burst through the main door, bitching about the stormy weather.
I liked it; it fit my mood.
I listened to the clomping feet, letting them move on toward Shaun’s classroom before descending to the bottom stair.  The downstairs hall was deserted since all students not involved in this morning’s operation had been told to stay out of the way.
Summoning the usual tingle, gray tone, and lighter gravity, I crossed over.  Following Elita, I used slow bounces that ate up the distance.  I passed the intersection, several classrooms that were in use, doors firmly closed, and reached the end of the hall, which wasn’t completely empty after all.  Two of Hammer’s guards adorned the entrance to Shaun’s class.  They wore black suits, white shirts, and black ties.  Their massive, well-muscled bodies were as much a threat as the shoulder holstered guns that ruined the hang of their jackets.
They weren’t my worry; Van Helsing had promised to handle them.  I looked back down the hall and saw him approaching with a smile that just looked creepy.  He must have been well known to the guards; they showed no sign of suspicion.  He leaned heavily on a metal, folding cane, as if feeling his age.  He got right up on the men, and stumbled, flailing his free arm in a show of panic.
The closest guard reached out to catch Van Helsing who turned into the motion and pulled the guard over a hip, tossing him to the floor.  The old man used the momentum, passing it into his collapsible cane to make the elastic cord holding the segments together separate, becoming a makeshift nun chuck.
Devious and versatile—I like that.  Maybe I should think about coming here.
Using the cane, Van Helsing rapid fired blows on the guards as they swung up their guns.  The guns went flying.  The Old Man dropped the cane.  It hit the carpet and tightened, going rigid, becoming a walking stick again.  Van Helsing produced a taser and zapped the guards unconscious as they surged to their feet.  Limp as over-cooked noodles, they joined the cane on the floor.
The old man picked up his walking stick and strolled off at a sedate pace.  If he whistled a jaunty tune, I couldn’t hear it from the ghost realm.
I walked through the wall, invading the classroom.  Madison had said this place was called a kwoon, the Chinese equivalent of a Japanese dojo—different culture, different name.  There were two guards inside the door as well.  I saw Elita stretching with Madison, Fran, and the guys.  Anthony was out of class due to his injured ankle.  Only Shaun was unaccounted for, probably in his office.  Once he appeared and called the class into session, things could begin.
The wait proved brief.  Barefoot and handsome, he strolled out wearing a faded red uniform that might have been tailor made, the way it emphasized broad shoulders and narrow hips.  A brighter, red silk sash cinched his waist and dangled to his knees.  Black cuffs were pushed back, revealing powerful forearms.  He took his place right in front of me, at the head of the class, wearing a smile, saying nothing.  That was enough to get the students scrambling to their feet, falling into two lines.  His fist and palm salute was returned as everyone bowed.
This was my cue.  As everyone straightened, I leaped into the air and crossed over, popping into view as I landed on the cushy mat to Shaun’s right.  I faced him, giving everyone a good look at my wings, fluttering them for full effect.
Shaun turned to me, a realistic look of surprise on his face.
My hand came between us, palm toward him.  I summoned an exploding fireball that dazzled him, bathing him in fading streamers of light.  He threw himself backward as if my fire had acquired a lethal potency.  He hit hard and lay in an awkward sprawl, as if blasted into unconsciousness.  I was impressed with his acting.
Showtime.
I faced the class, an imperious look on my face.  My finger, as if borrowed from Fate, locked unerringly upon my target.  I put steel in my voice, “Elita, thrall of ISIS, prepare to pay for your sins!”
She went goggle-eyed, as her mouth fell open.  “You!”
“Know my true form, mortal.  I am Taliesina, princess to the fey and heir to the Court of Winter.”  Yeah and Tinkerbell’s my fairy godmother.  “Thou hast offended in allying thyself with the friend-slayers and thus must pay with tears of blood and pain.  My cold flame shall wither and quench the feeble light of your miserable soul.”   I held a hand aloft, letting fire engulf it.
The guards at the back of the room had their guns muzzle up, a few inches in front of their faces.  They’d run forward at my appearance and were shoving through the students.
The guard on the right barked, “Everyone, down!  We’ll handle this.”
Winston and Madison shoved back, blocking them.  Madison’s voice was edged with menace, “The hell you will.  We’re slayers and this is our school.  If anyone takes down the psycho bitch, it will be us.”
Ouch!  Psycho bitch?  Madison’s really getting into this.
At the eye of the storm, Elita stayed rooted as I flung fireballs across the kwoon.  Lightly grazed, some of the students went down.  Those still on their feet leaped my way.  My raised hand slashed down and across, trailing icy flames.  The students hit the flame and fell back, clutching themselves.  Fran screamed quite piercingly, buckling to the mats like I’d just ripped her heart out.  The other students did the same.
Chet, however, couldn’t resist hamming it up.  He staggered, dropped to his knee, and in a stricken voice said, “So cold…”  He toppled onto his face, writhed a moment with convulsions, and finally lay still.  Fortunately, there was enough going on to distract Elita from his heartfelt performance, as well as Madison and Winston taking the two guards out with tasers.  Their job done, the slayers played opossum, as though they’d caught stray fireballs.
I advanced.
Elita backed away and nearly fell, stumbling over prone bodies.  “I’m not afraid of you!”
I’d have believed her if it weren’t for the waver in her voice.  Still, she wasn’t scared enough, not yet.  But I could fix that.
I smiled coldly, crouched, and crossed over.  She stared where I’d been, as I launched myself across the gray toned room in a high arc.  Elita spun wildly, trying to spot me.  I landed beside her, unseen in the ghost realm.  She was sweating now, laboring for breath as adrenaline cranked her system into overdrive.
Her nerve broke, and she ran for the door.
I took a shortcut, emerging farther down the hall from her, a sword in my hand that I’d plucked off the wall while going through.  I crossed over, reappearing with the sword held out in front of me, like a vengeful ghost.
She skidded to a stop, almost impaling herself on my blade.
“I need a mask for Halloween,” I told her.  “Your face will do nicely, once I slice it off your corpse.”
She threw herself backwards, one arm extended to ward me off.  “Wait, we can talk about this.”
“Aren’t you even going to put up a fight?  What about all those martial arts trophies?  Did you get them for just showing up?  I’ve got some killer new moves I want to try out.”
She shook her head in denial.  “You’re not human.  I can’t fight something that’s not human.”  She hurriedly backed away and slammed into the end of the hall.
I slowly stalked her, letting cold fire sweep down the blade, dripping onto the floor, my impersonation of an avenging angel.
“I haven’t done anything to you—not lately.”
I paused to answer, “That’s true, but I can’t get to ISIS, so I have to take my anger out on someone, right?”
She flung herself at the door to the kwoon, ignoring the fallen guards.  A frustrated gasp escaped her as the doors refused to open.  She probably thought they were stuck.  According to plan, the slayers had locked them from the inside.
I took another slow step, releasing a maniacal laugh.  She was close to breaking.  Just a little more…
I lifted the sword.
A voice rang out behind me, “Stop right there, hell-beast.”
I shifted and glared over my shoulder.  It was Anthony, balanced on one foot and a crutch, his bandaged foot held off the ground.  I hadn’t seen him since he went off to the infirmary.  He hadn’t been involved in this operation, and apparently, no one had filled him in on things.  His eyes flashed as his jaw muscles knotted.  “No one threatens the girl I love, and gets away with it.”
“Love?  Tell me you got better taste than that!”
He pointed an antique crossbow at me, one with two miniature bows, both cocked, ready to fire wooden bolts with steel tips.  The hand that held the weapon didn’t waver.  “I wanted my first kill to be a vampire, but you’ll do.”
Elita returned to the middle of the hall.  I tracked her motion with peripheral vision.  Voice triumphantly shrill, she screamed, “What are you waiting for?  Kill her!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-ONE
 
 
Anthony’s hand tightened on the crossbow.  The bolt sped too fast to see.
But my power hadn’t waited for conscious direction.  My skin tingled and I flickered—crossing over and back in an instant.
Too late to help, my reflexes turned me, backing me toward the wall.  I felt my chest.  The bolt had passed through without touching me.  My gaze went to Anthony, drawn by the horror on his face.  I followed his gaze … to Elita … to the bolt deep in her heart, only a nub poking out.  She stood, blinking rapidly, as her brain refused to process her dying.
She crumpled, sprawling on the carpet.  Her fingers twitched.  A low moan—her last breath—escaped, and she took on the perfect immobility of the dead. Her eyes grew flat, somehow losing depth.
I should have felt sorry for her, but I didn’t.  I saved my regret for the person she could have been, before her life choices killed that possible self.
Vaulting precariously on his crutch, Anthony lunged past me on the way to Elita.  He sank to his knees beside her.  He dropped his crutch.  Gently, he laid his crossbow aside, as if it would break from careless handling.  Unencumbered, he felt her neck for a pulse.
Too late.
Unsatisfied, he checked her breath by touching her lips—as if taking a final kiss.  He held that pose a moment, then gathered her into his arms, shuddering with silent sobs.
I reached out, but didn’t quite dare place a sympathetic hand on Anthony’s shoulder.  “Anthony, I know this is a bad time and all, but I need to know—”
“Get away from me, you bitch.  You killed her.”  He eased her back to the carpet.  He pulled a knee off the floor and spun on the other to face me, his face pale as a corpse’s, only his dark eyes alive, glittering.  “That bolt was meant for you.”
“I know, I was there.”  I hardened my voice, “Listen, a lot of lives are at stake.  That thing ISIS wants to bring into the world…”
Drained of passion, his voice softened, barely emerging, “I’m going to wait as long as it takes for you find something to love with your whole heart, then I’m going to kill it … slowly … right in front of you, as you beg me not to.”
“You’re boring me,” I said.
The fallen guards stirred, and I crossed over, moving well away so I wouldn’t take a jolt from someone’s aura.  The guards retrieved their weapons, tracking for a target, stopping on Anthony.  He ignored them.
They rose.  One guard mouthed words I wished I could hear.
Anthony ignored that too.
The other guard reached out and captured the crossbow, drawing it well away from Anthony.  They holstered their guns and wrenched Anthony from Elita’s body, pinning him face down to the floor, slipping on cuffs.
My attention went to Elita’s body.  A hazy copy stood over her, her departed soul, mouthing the word no over and over.
When my Grandmother died, I’d been banished from the room by the adults.  I’d used the ghost realm to sneak back in and see her.  Her body lay in bed, diminished by death, her spirit standing apart, no longer ravaged by time.  Her soul had smiled lovingly at me, as a door in space opened, highlighting her in searing gold.  Androgynous figures with silver-fire wings and soothing, crystal voices appeared in the spilling light.  
They’d drawn Grandmother away.
I’d held my tears until she was gone.  The door closed.
No angelic visitors came now.  Instead, black winds blasted in, passing through the walls and ceilings.  An aura of malevolence filled the hall.  The dark blurs formed themselves into bestial shapes with shadow wings that fluttered furiously.  Reavers, the dark harvesters.  They screeched hideously, obsidian eyes scanning for prey.  I’d seen these things before, coming to claim souls unworthy of the Light.
Closing in on Elita, the creatures used razor sharp talons, wrenching her soul into the air.  Blue light bled from the wounded soul.  Her shrill screams were coffin nails in my heart.  Then they all vanished, and I felt pity at last.
Residual energy wobbled in the air like giant soap bubbles.  As I watched, they swarmed, combining, taking on human shape.  Elita’s newborn ghost looked down at her body as her soul had.  A haze of confusion kept her face free of emotion—until she remembered I was there, and she hated me.                She came at me, shrieking in fury, hands becoming claws.
I raised my hands, pooling my fire between them.  The flames leaped to the ghost’s face.  Her head splattered into a pale blue nebula, then reformed.  Weakened from the attack, her phantom body flickered with static, softening along the edges.  She wavered on feet that didn’t quite touch the carpet.
I had better things to do than dance with ghosts.  I went through the wall, into the kwoon.  The guards inside the room were still on the mats, out cold.  Shaun and the slayers were collected in a knot.  Crossing back, popping out of nowhere, I caught their attention.  They turned toward me, eyes bright with interest.
“It’s a total bust, guys,” I said.
Elita didn’t break?” Shaun asked.
“Oh, she broke alright, in a really bad way.  She’s dead.”
“Dead?” Fran echoed.
“Very,” I said.
Shaun took several steps toward me.  “What happened?”
Winston and Madison followed him.
I shrugged.  “She and Anthony apparently had something going on.  When I threatened her, he tried to take me out, and got Elita instead.”
“You’re screwed then.” Chet said.
Taliesina’s gold fire eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  Elevator music spun out of my memory: something saccharine and sappy that should have stayed buried.  Before I could mentally yell at her, the soundtrack faded.  Like me, Taliesina was distracted by a cloud of icy malice in the air.
Cold fingers dug at my throat, an unseen presence trying to strangle me.  Elita’s ghost was new, burning through what small strength she had, and would soon have to dematerialize to rest up.
I ignored her, answering Chet, “Maybe not
The guards in the hall banged on the door, demanding entrance.  The pocketed phone of a sprawled guard played a ring tone: Inner Circle’s Bad Boys.  The outside guards were calling for a report.
Shaun hurried toward the door.
I felt the malignant ghost drawing away from me as well, giving up on murder—at least for now.
I caught Madison’s gaze.  “I’m going to make myself scarce for a while.”
“Okay, but, Grace, it wasn’t your fault.  You were only scaring her.”
“I know.”  But still, it’s like part of my heart has turned to ice.  I ought to feel bad for Elita.  I want to.  I just … can‘t.
I twisted space, stepping into gray tones with a tingle.  Gravity loosened its hold.  My stomach kicked a bit.  And there was the ghost.  “Your hate doesn’t give you the right to waste my time,” I said.
She glared with eyes that were swirling orbs of silver mist.  “You’re going to die!”
I threw a fireball at her feet and watched her reel back.  “ISIS may have worse than that planned for me, but that’s not going to help you.”  I took a moment to entertain a thought.  “Of course, if you want to tell me where they are, that will give them their shot at me.”
She stared.  “I’m dead, not stupid.  What do I care about their plans now?  What can they do to me?  They may want you, but I’m first in line.”
I didn’t think it would work.
“Have to catch me then.”  I wheeled about and ran past Shaun’s office, through a wall, a private dressing room, and a shower, continuing with a burst into the open.
A light rain ghosted through me, splattering the grass.  I used only enough energy to keep the ground firm underfoot, moving in bounds between hedges where charcoal thorns and leaves guarded pale roses dripping rain, bobbing in a wind I couldn’t feel.  I went higher, launching off a marble fountain, reaching the roof of a garden shed.
I shot a glance back.  No sign of Elita.   Maybe she couldn’t follow me.  Some ghosts get trapped in the immediate area where their bodies died and their souls departed.  Not all could roam freely.  Still, better not linger.  A jump got me to the lip of the school’s roof.  I grabbed it and pulled myself up, rolling to my feet, resuming my run with little loss of motion.
I stumbled along, balancing precariously at times.  The same aura that let me feel the shingles under my feet also solidified the rain flowing over them.  I slipped and had to firm up enough of the roof to keep me from sinking entirely through.  Moving slower after that, I reached the front of the building and dropped down to the garage.
Feet first, I drifted into the building; through an outer roof, an inner ceiling, into a large space.  I settled onto a parked van—maybe the same one I’d come in—and skated down the front windshield and hood to the cement floor.
There was enough light for me to see at least five matching vehicles waiting for use.  The garage walls were lined with power tools and a few work benches.  I looked around carefully for a board with car keys on it.  I could run to the Human Potential Institute from here, but I had a feeling speed was important.
A door opened and Van Helsing came in from another room.  He threw a switch and the lighting increased.  His lips moved.  Was he looking for me?  Had he figured I’d come here to borrow a vehicle?
I crossed over, appearing before him.
“Seems I was right,” he said.  “The kitsune way is to run from trouble.”
“Can you blame me
“No, but is it the best thing to do?  Trouble has a way of moving faster than those looking over their shoulders.”
“I’m not just running,” I put my hands on my hips, “I have a plan.”
He jingled a key ring in his hand, tossed the keys into the air, and caught them again.  “I’m listening.”
“It’s something I thought of when I saw Madison’s laptop.  It has a built in camera for internet vid calls.  Elita’s laptop may have used an encrypted program to contact ISIS the same way.  There may be files on it I need, something to get me closer to the witches.”
“Without a top-notch hacker, the data could self-destruct.”
I thought of Jill, her high-powered hardware, and smiled.  “I know just the person to help me out.”
Van Helsing moved closer, heels clicking on concrete.  “So you just need to get to Elita’s room before her stuff is removed by HPI security, or confiscated by the feds.”  He tossed the key ring again.  It smacked into his hand, which closed in a fist.  “I’ll do the driving.”
“You’re going to help me?”
“I don’t think martial arts and Anthony were Elita’s only reasons for coming to my school.  I need to know how badly I’ve been compromised.”
“So the enemy of my enemy is my friend?” I asked.
He gave me a cold stare.  “For now.  Let’s go.”  
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I climbed into the front passenger’s seat, slammed my door, and strapped in.
Van Helsing buckled into the driver’s seat with a grimace of distaste—one of those that resent society forcing them to be safe.  His door slammed.  The engine kicked over.  Like an amp cranked to overdrive, alternative rock music blared.  He hastily switched off the radio, looking like he’d have preferred to stake it.
He opened the garage door with a remote from the dashboard, and backed the vehicle into the rain.  We turned around, and started the long drive downhill to the front gate.  Obscuring the scent of roadside garlic beds, the rain also needled the windshield between wiper swipes.  The drizzle made a steady patter on top of the vehicle and, with the low rumble of the motor, prevented total silence from setting in.
The gate’s security cameras swiveled, locking onto Van Helsing.  He glared at them.  The gate opened hastily, and we roared out, turning onto the highway, heading for the Human Potential Institute.  The slick road stretched out before us, fairly empty.  Most people had better things to do than get in our way.  We rolled past the drive-in, Shaun’s house, a daycare center, and soon reached our turn off, a blacktop drive that led up to a metal gate in a gray brick wall.
An arm’s length away, a post at the side of the road held a keypad sheltered from the rain.
I remembered my first time coming here, the number Hammer punched to get us in.  I rattled the digits off.
Van Helsing looked at me a moment, then punched the numbers onto the pad.  The steel gate moved out of our way.  We drove through.  “If you were a student at my school,” he said, “that would have earned you extra-credit for resourcefulness and detention because no good deed must ever go unpunished.”
I assumed he was joking, but couldn’t be sure.  “You’d actually have me in your school?”
“Theoretically speaking, I might at least be willing to consider it.  It’s not as if you drink blood.”
“Do you really hate vampires, or just love killing?” I asked.
“I do the work of God.”
“Did He tell you that?”
Van Helsing shot me a sideways glance.  “God smiles when a vampire dies.”
He looked forward again.
I changed the subject.  “So, what’s next?”
“The best plans are the simplest.  I’ll have a talk with the Security Chief and maybe Ms. Griffin.  I’ll buy you what time I can.  You go invisible, or whatever it is you do, and snatch Elita’s laptop.  If they find it missing before we get out of here, they’ll search the van.  Wait until they’re done, then hide in the vehicle.  Don’t go visible until we’re back on the highway.”
“Gotcha.”  I crossed over, using enough aura to keep me in the seat as we rolled past assorted buildings, picking up a silver Lexus escort as we went.  The seatbelt still held me, but I rode higher on the seat with so much of my weight gone.  Every now and then, I caught Van Helsing looking at the distended seatbelt from the corner of his eye.  I bet he was trying to figure out how I could be both in the world, and not, at the same time.
Like I’d know.
Something was eating at me—something about Van Helsing’s simple plan.  There was a hole in it somewhere.  My subconscious knew it, but wasn’t sharing that information with me.   Well, all I could do was stay flexible and roll with the punches.  That would have to be enough to carry the day.
We reached the main building and headed under it, into the parking garage.  As we parked, I rolled out through my unopened door, letting the seatbelt pass through my body and rewind its slack.  Van Helsing got out the regular way and stood there, waiting for the approaching guard to come and sign him in.  Unseen, I didn’t wait, jogging with long strides toward the door to the stairs.  I ghosted through the door, bounding easily up four steps at a time.  Getting the laptop this way was proving too easy, no challenge at all.
I felt a little apprehensive about the reception Jill and Drew might give me.  Maybe they were happy I was gone, no longer complicating their lives.  Maybe I was worrying for nothing.  Maybe they’re … I stopped mid-step to stare in amazement … on the next landing?
Setting off her blonde hair, Drew wore a cranberry, tunic sweater that hung down over the top of black leggings.  Fuzzy bunny slippers completed her look.  Jill maintained a bored expression on her face except for a cute little quirk at the corner of her mouth.  Ragged jeans—artfully slashed to show flashes of skin—sheathed her legs.  Her feet were nestled in navy Dockers.  She wore a deep purple tee and an open jacket, purple cotton.  And there, around her neck, was my missing locket—a gold heart shining like a piece of home.
Without thinking about it, I crossed over, showing myself to them—and to whoever was manning the vid camera monitors.  There was a camera mounted on the wall of the next landing.  Mental note: don’t hang around here too long.
Drew raised a hand and waved, then spoke over her shoulder to Jill, “See, I told you we’d find something loved and
lost on this stairwell.”
“I’ll never doubt you again.”  Jill caught my gaze.  “Well, aren’t you even going to say hello?”
My usual gift for smart-ass comments failed me.
Drew’s eyes widened.  “Grace, you’ve got boobs!”
“And wings,” Jill added.  “Cool Halloween costume.”
“Uh, yeah, look real don’t they.”  Smiling wryly, I ran up the stairs for a group hug.  I surreptitiously wiped a tear from my eye before it could spill, but my roughened voice betrayed my feelings, “I’ve really missed you guys.”
“As well you should.”  Drew stepped back, first to break the hug.  “Using a new hair conditioner?”
Jill took off my locket and handed it to me.  “I bet you’ve missed this too.”
Delighted, I took the necklace and put it on.
She set her fists on her hips and shifted mood with a scorching glower.  “You were on your way to see us, right?”
I put the necklace on, delighted to have it back.  “I’d have gotten to it, afterwards…”
“After what?” Jill asked.
“I probably shouldn’t tell you.  Knowledge of my actions could be construed as aiding and abetting, or something to that effect.”
Drew smiled.  “If you’re going to beat Elita up again, you’re too late.  She’s gone for the morning.”
I showed my friends a pained expression.  “She’s gone for more than that.  She’s gone for good.  The news will be spreading throughout the building soon.  And no, I didn’t do it.  But I am on my way to search her room—while I can.”
“Need help?” Drew asked.  “I always wanted to dabble in a life of crime.”
Jill scowled at her.  “No, you didn’t.”
“I do now.”  Drew looked at me.  “How about it?  Need a lookout or something?”
I shook my head no.  “I can handle it.”  I looked at Jill.  “But there’s something you can do for me, unless you think it will get you in trouble.”
Jill’s gaze grew hard and piercing.  “Name it.”
“A certain laptop might magically appear on your desk.  You might have to go into its files—just so you know who lost it.  And, bypassing active security features, if you came across any information on ISIS, I’d be eternally grateful.”
Jill’s expression clouded.  She looked away.  “I don’t know.  That would be handling stolen property.  If I were caught hacking, my security rating might be jeopardized.”
“You remember Tukka?”  I felt fresh tears gathering.  The world blurred.
“That monster of a dog of yours?”  Her brow furrowed at the change of subject.  “Sure.  What about him?”
“ISIS killed him.  They said my friends and family would follow unless I put myself in their hands by Halloween.  I don’t have time to play around, and I don’t want one of you being next.  I can’t live with anyone else getting hurt because of me.  Help me stop them for good, please…”
Jill stared at me, shocked to find herself on a hit list.  Her lips parted.  “My Gawd!  They killed your dog?  Those bastards!  Of course we’ll help.”
Drew chimed in, pushing her sliding glasses back in place, “Damned straight!  You go get the thing.  We’ll wait for you back at the suite.”
“Thanks.”  I crossed over, and leaped over their heads, passing through the door behind them, entering the girl’s hall.  I ran past the security cameras, knowing they couldn’t see into the ghost realm.  In moments, I reached the suite where Elita had lived.  I passed through the wall, straight into her darkened room.  The blackout curtains were drawn and edged with grayish daylight, even after I crossed over.  The books scattered about on my last visit were in place on a shelf.  And the black throw rug with the red pentagram and the crystal candle holders with their black candle stubs were missing, probably under the bed, or in the closet.
I went straight to the desk and turned on a small brass lamp.  I unplugged the laptop.  Clutching it to my chest, I turned to leave.
Ms. Griffin was there, in the gloomy pocket by the door.  She stepped closer, a crimson smile of welcome on her face.  A charcoal long coat gaped, revealing a burgundy business suit with gold buttons.  Her hair coiled artfully on top of her head, glittering with jeweled butterfly pins holding it together.  Dangling on a thin chain from her shoulder was a small, gray leather purse.  She looked more like someone heading to theater than a think tank administrator.
A finger of crystal, wrapped in copper wire, hung from her hand.  Light played across the stone’s clean planes as she swung it to and fro.  “I am so happy to see you.”  Her lips parted, showing perfect white teeth.  “This really is the best place for you.”  She approached silently on spiked heels.
I didn’t know why, but I felt uneasy.
She stopped a foot away, reaching out with her free hand.  Her touch on my arm was light, turning me sideways so she could see my back and the delicate butterfly wings growing there.  Her brows arched and her lips came together as if she were kissing the air.  “Oh, my…!  This is new.  We’re going to have to update your charts, maybe take a few tissue samples.”
“Uh, later.”  I turned to face her again.  “I’ve got a few things to take care of first.”  I started around her, toward the door.
“Like stealing that laptop?”  She grabbed my arm to stop me.
“I’m only borrowing it.  Trust me, you’re not going to hear a word of complaint from Elita, I promise you.”
“Why is that, I wonder?”  Her grip tightened.
I stared into her eyes.  They were darker than I remembered.  I took a deep whiff.  Her scent was totally wrong; not something small like trying a new deodorant or toothpaste.  Her natural scent, the chemistry of her sweat was entirely new, that of a totally different person.
I smiled in a friendly fashion, trying to hide the knowledge that had just come to me: this was an impostor, a witch in administrator’s clothing.  “First thing in the morning…  I’ve really got to go.”
Her eyes went utterly black, pits to some lightless hell.  Her smile became a snarl.  “What did you do to my daughter?”  Her face melted into another, Dana Blaire.  The bitch who’d killed Tukka.  I had a score to settle.  “Elita’s your kid?  No wonder she was so messed up.”
“’Was?’  She swung me around and rammed me into the wall next to the door.  Her hand went to my throat, pressing tightly, as her face drained of blood.  “What have you done to her?”
I reached for the folds of space, feeling a familiar tingle along my skin.  But stopped short of crossing over.  
Taking the laptop into the ghost realm might wipe the hard drive.  I couldn’t risk it.  I laid my hand over hers, raising my eyebrows.
Apparently, she realized I couldn’t answer while being choked, so she whipped her hand away.   But I didn’t let go.  My hand rode her wrist, flashing inside her guard.  Taking a new tangent on her face, I let her hand go in order to catch her chin with my palm.  I rocked her head sharply back.  She staggered backwards.  I leaped for the door.  As it opened, I called to her, wanting to stun her with the truth long enough to get out.  “I didn’t kill her, it was Anthony.”
She screamed like a soul in hell, her heart ripped out.
I kept moving while I could.
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I wrenched the door open and slipped through to the foyer between rooms.  I tried slamming the door, but Blaire blocked it with her body. Reaching through with one arm, she clawed at me, but I jerked the next door open and lurched into the hall.  I could have kept running, but this was a chance to deter pursuit.
She caught the closing door, holding it open.
Before she could follow, I kicked with all my strength.  The door exploded against her face.  I heard a muffled curse and a thump as she went down hard.
I raced down the hall clutching the laptop to my chest.  I passed a security cam on the way to my old suite, and hurried in.  Bursting into my room, I found Jill and Drew waiting at the computer.  I closed the door to the room and locked it.  Heart pounding, I felt like a seal on top of thin ice, waiting for a killer whale to pass.
Jill started to say something.
I held a finger to my lips for silence.  When a minute expired without a violent attack on the door, I allowed myself to relax just a bit.  I ran across the room, thrusting the laptop into Jill’s hands.  She opened it and got to work.  We breathed down her neck, peering over her shoulder.
“Uh, guys, if you don’t mind, how about a little space to work, huh?”
I straightened.  “Oh, sorry, it’s just that the fate of the world may very well depend on this.”
Drew stayed poised over Jill’s shoulder.  “Then I don’t want to miss a thing.”
Jill looked at her, eyes slitting.  “Don’t make me hurt you.”
I grabbed Drew and dragged her over to my bed.  We flopped on the bed, bouncing.
“Hey,” she said, “where’s your locket.  You were just wearing it.”
I felt my chest.  The locket was gone.  I growled in aggravation, remembering Blaire clawing at me outside Elita’s room.  That had to be where I’d lost the locket.  I needed to go back; witches can curse people through personal possessions.  The witches had messed with me in dreams, but not in the ghost world.  But with the locket to channel an attack, that could change.  I thought about calling Cassie, but I had no time to waste.  I bounced off the bed.  “Wait here,” I told Drew.  “I’ll be back in a minute.”
“I’ll go with you,” she said.
And get dragged into this witch war?  “No!”  I softened my voice and forced a smile.  “That is, I’ll only be a minute, so don’t bother.”  I pulled space around me, sliding past its colors and most of its gravity.  With feet barely touching down, and the tingle fading, I leaped for the far wall.  The room, in all its spectral shades of gray, blurred past.  I hit the wall, hoarding my aura so my body ghosted through.
Leaving the blur of the wall, I shot across the open hall to the door of the opposite suite.  I bled enough aura to rebound and to stay in the hallway, planting my feet in the carpeting.  I looked down both ends.  The hall was empty.  I doubted mother-witch still lurked in Elita’s suite.  The only question was: had she taken my gold-heart locket with her?
I went to find out, but after a dozen steps, I gasped for breath as a massive, spiteful fist clenched around my lungs, grinding them together with bruising force.  The hallway went murky, as if a mist of copier toner were blotting out my sight.  The gray-clouds in my head shifted to orange as agony collapsed me to my knees.  Bleeding aura, my fingers clawed the carpet, making it solid, as someone whined piteously.
So annoying …
wait, that’s me.
I made myself stop. 
Then I was standing, a marionette drawn to her feet by the force of unseen strings.  My vision cleared and the hallway was back, sliding by as one foot followed the other.  But I wasn’t heading toward Elita’s room; a steel cord anchored in my chest dragged me toward the TV lounge and the elevators, right past my suite where Jill and Drew waited.  I tried to resist, throwing myself at the wall beside me.  Nothing.  My feet never wavered.  I was a prisoner in my body, going along for the ride.
I needed no further proof that the witch had my missing locket.  I was spell-bound and being reeled in.  Where Blaire wanted me wasn’t a place I wanted to go, but I played along, hurrying my step a little as though I’d given in.  The cord buried in my heart slackened just a bit.  It didn’t stop me from crossing over to the human world.  If I can draw security’s attention, they’ll come running to dog pile me, keeping me pinned here.
I let the witch have control of my body, with the exception of my right arm.  I bent it, letting my hand reach for the cell phone I wore.  I hoped it still worked after the ghost-walking I’d been doing.  It ought to; Cassie had known what I was when she gave it to me.
I passed a second security camera, and fluttered my wings, trying to draw attention.  Yo, fairy here, walking down the hall...  I hoped whoever manned the monitors wasn’t asleep at the desk.
I reached the elevator and stopped.  My left hand swung up to press the call button.  My right hand was busy, opening the phone, speed dialing Cassie.  I put the phone to my ear, listening.  On the second ring, she picked up.
Another will insinuated itself, trying to stop me.
I indulged my anger, letting it spill out of my chest and engulf my face, a wreath of cold flames.  My flames interfered with the summoning spell, giving me freedom I hastened to use.  “Mom!”
Cassie’s voice spilled into my ear, “Grace, are you all right?”
Blaire’s fury coursed along the mystic cord that connected us.  My heart turned to stone, then liquefied to lava.  I could swear I felt its magma basting my ribs to nothing, draining, pooling in my guts.
My lips felt like lead weights, but I couldn’t let myself be stopped.  “Help … me…”
“I’m coming, baby.  Whatever you do, hang onto that phone.”
The elevator doors dinged open.  Security charged out, the two leading guards carrying fire extinguishers which they fired off.  My stomach went frosty white.  The cold flames I wore were unaffected, being unnatural in the first place.  The extinguishers thudded to the carpet as they were dropped.
“What the hell…!” I shouted.
Men hit me like a black-suited tsunami, slamming me to the carpet, crumpling my wings under me.  The phone in my hand went flying.   Several tasers fired into my body.  I was glad that I’d trained with Hammer to endure just such abuse.  The pain spiraled down the mystic link to my captor.  I felt the witch weakening, the root-like tendrils of the mystic link writhing around my breast bone.  I thought for a moment the cord might tear loose, but the thing gripped me harder as the witch steadied.
The men piled on top of me.  Their weight bore down, crushed out my breath.  The cold flames around my torso and face died to a fitful glow.   Then the men rolled off as a voice thundered over us all.  A voice I knew.  Fenn!
“What the hell are you doing?  Get off her!”
“Stand back,” one of the men-in-black held out a taser that crackled with voltage.  “We have the situation in hand.”
Fenn growled.  “In hand, my ass!  She’s the one we need to protect.”
Hammer appeared on scene, his voice hard as his name, “Anthony Chan disagrees with you.  Grace ran amok over at the slayers school.  He saw her kill Elita with a crossbow.”
“Anthony’s the one who shot her!”  I yelled.  “Of course he’d try to put the blame on me.”
Hands cuffed behind my back, I was hauled to my feet, a guard on each arm.  Hammer came over and coldly studied my face, weird costume, and wings.  He canted his head.  “As long as I’ve know you, you’ve behaved totally random, doing whatever flittered into that little head of yours.  Elita’s guards have reported in to me, so I know the other side of the story.  If it comes down to believability, well, Anthony Chan’s a top student at the slayer’s academy, with extensive weapon training.  He’s not likely to have accidentally killed someone he’s romantically involved with.”
I’d have argued more, but the mystic cord burned me, growing taut, pulling my flesh with what felt like a red-hot meat hook.  I screamed like a lost soul—or maybe Elita’s ghost—and jerked violently.  The hands that held me were unyielding.  Rather than struggle or argue uselessly, I crossed over, and didn’t even feel the tingle, or the discomfort of fluctuating gravity, as the still-locked cuffs fell from my hands.  The auras zapped me, propelling me from one security guard to another like a runaway pinball.  Shock after shock buffeted me.  Everything fused in a blur of motion, then I whipped clear, falling through the floor, too scatterbrained to keep it solid under me.
The descent loosened the tension of the mystic link.  The searing pain receded as I fell through floor after floor, on my way to the parking garage.
As if aware of my evasion, the cord drew tight again, adding a sideways pull to my ghostly fall through the building.  I was a big fish being reeled in, being played by a skilled angler.  In the ghost realm, I could even see the cord anchored in my chest.  Like the cords used back at Spirit Ranch to control the zombie critters, the line on me had a deep violet core, wrapped with a black, soot-like radiance.  Only this one was impervious to my cold fire.  I slashed at it but the stuff refused to break.
I increased to full speed, following the line with mayhem in my heart.  My only hope lay in getting to Blaire before expected, and taking her out, hard, with extreme prejudice, something I would thoroughly enjoy.  I barely noticed the rooms and people I passed.  They were only distractions I couldn’t afford.  I reached out and seized the cord, finding it solid due to the orange flames of my aura.  Pulling myself hand over hand increased my speed even more, letting several yards trail me by the time I fell into the parking garage.
Swinging my feet under me, I bounced off the concrete floor, bounding toward a gloomy corner of the garage.  Once more wearing Ms. Griffin’s face and figure, Blaire waited in a clear area, a maroon Saturn behind her, probably stolen.  In a few more jumps, I intended to leap for her face, going solid at the last moment so she’d never see me coming.  Given time, she might sense me, so I wouldn’t give her any.
Almost there, I noticed a pentagram painted around her and the vehicle.  Cans of red spray paint rested near her.  Inside the circle, between two star points, lay a smaller circle filled in with a mesh of lines, looking something like a dream-catcher.  A guard passing through the area gave her and the hex sign a curious glance but kept going—having better things to do than get himself yelled at for questioning the boss.
I expected to slam into some kind of protective barrier at the edge of the larger pattern, but the circle let me in.  One leap to go, I sprung from the concrete, crossing back to the material world.
Wanting her to jump out of her skin, I started a battle scream only to choke on it, as I found a surprise of my own.  The second, smaller circle let me in, but not out.  I hit an unseen inner wall and crumpled midair.  I groaned over bruised ribs, a twisted ankle, and a slammed elbow, dropping to the concrete.  I lay there, not even trying to get up.
Blaire’s malicious cackle buffeted me like bat wings.  Heels clicking, she walked over to me.
I sat up, glowering.  The only bright spot was the sudden disappearance of the cord from my chest.
She squatted near me, my missing locket dangling from its chain in her hand.  Her other hand held a second swinging object, a finger of clear crystal.  She swung it past me.  The stone swung up to point at the sunglasses clipped to my shirt’s neck.  She’d scryed out the GPS locator  Virgil had given me.  “Throw the glasses away.”
“Or what, you’ll trap me in a magic circle?”
Her eyes glittered coldly.  Her thumb rubbed my grandmother’s locket, tracing some unseen rune.  “I’m guessing this means a lot to you.  The emotional energy stored within is very potent.”
I said nothing.
Her hard tone turned sweet and cloying.  “It would be a shame if something irretrievably terrible happened to it.”
I grabbed the glasses and tossed them to the side.  They had no trouble escaping the pentagram.  “There, now give me the locket.”
“No, I think I will inter it in my daughter’s grave—along with your cold heart after I’ve cut it out, but there’s plenty of time for that later.  Right now, we need to hurry things along before security returns.”  She put the crystal away and drew a gun from her waistband.  It had a silencer screwed onto the barrel.  “I need you, but you don’t have to be in perfect condition.  Give me trouble and you’ll be carrying lead in a few non-vital areas of your body.”
 “Hold it right there!”
My eyes sought out the voice, finding the real Ms. Griffin approaching, Van Helsing a step behind her.
I’m saved!
Blaire slid behind me, an arm across my throat, her gun jabbing a kidney.
Maybe not.
Ms. Griffin raised an empty palm toward the concrete ceiling of the garage.  A cold sphere of witch-light appeared.  The moon-blue orb rolled off her hand, hovering in the air.  As its icy glow painted Blaire, her glamour melted away, showing her true features.
Van Helsing had a gun clutched in a two-handed grip, its muzzle locked on Blaire’s face, pointing way to close to my head as well.  “Let her go,” he yelled.  “Now!”
Blaire was chanting in my ear.  The sound was slick and sibilant, no language I’d ever heard.  It chilled me, making my breath catch in my throat.  What is she trying to do?
The witch-fire Ms. Griffin had poured out, shivered, quivering.  Its silvery blue dimmed with a sour green shift of color taking over.  The globe darted to the concrete between Ms. Griffin and Van Helsing, exploding on contact.  Thrown away, they crashed in a heap and lay motionless except for the slight rising of chests that told me they were still alive.
And still, Blaire chanted, her head rolling back, her arm loosening with self absorption.  What else was she trying?  The air turned cold, even to me.  A new presence had joined us.  Elita’s ghost?  Like she can stop me.
My aura was depleted, but I could still access the ghost realm.  I reached for the folds of space, twisting myself to safety.
Only it wasn’t safe.  She had a familiar spirit, a demon.  It grinned at me with jagged teeth, its black body crooked and burnt as if from some awful heat.  Its hungry eyes were black stones.  A kind of dancing shadow flickered over its body in place of an aura.  Ragged, tattered wings, leathery and ribbed, jutted from its back.
My hands trembled.  My stomach sat inside me like a small, icy ball.  A shiver licked down my back as my heart pounded ever faster as if working up to an explosion.  My breathing raced, as my mouth dried.  I stared, not because I wanted to, but because I couldn’t look away.  I’d seen demons before, but usually from afar.  Smart people don’t let them get this close.
It reached for me, but the smaller circle held its hand back.
That didn’t comfort me.  In an instant, Blaire could jerk away this small protection.
The demon chuckled.  “There are worse things than dying, and levels of pain you cannot imagine.  Go back before she gives you to me.”  Its breath smelled of rank road kill sautéed in sulfur.
I crossed back, happy to only have a witch to deal with.
“Are you done playing now?” Blaire asked.
“For now.”
“Then lie on your stomach.”
I was willing to wait for a better time, when the demon wasn’t cutting me off from the ghost realm.  And it occurred to me that being captured was a good way to get to the heart of ISIS’ operation.  Hadn’t that been my goal all this time?  I stretched out, feeling the chill of the concrete through my costume, though it didn’t affect me.  My arms extended past my head.  “Happy?”
She stood beside me, and squatted low.  “Oh, Yes.”
Pain exploded in the back of my head.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
I groaned.  My head pounded as I pushed off of a hard surface.  Wood … slats with gaps in between … a bench.  I felt the back of my head.  There was a goose egg and hair stiffened with dried blood.
The bitch pistol-whipped me!
Righteous indignation gave me the strength to move.  Sitting up, I swung my bare feet down to a concrete floor.  My questing toes found a sheet that might have been thrown over me, and later kicked off in my sleep.  I could think of no other reason fore it to be there.
Cutting the gloom, a fan of light spilled in where a door had been left ajar.  The light let me identify lockers like you’d find in P.E. class for changing clothes.  Elsewhere, a corner of the room had been partitioned into a shower with an open, plastic shower curtain.  Above the shower, I saw exposed plumbing.  The walls were drywall, unfinished, giving this area the feel of a basement conversion.
Where am I?  More importantly … why am I naked—yet again— and not chained to a wall somewhere? Not that I want to be chained up.
I forced myself off the bench and crouched, holding my head as the room spun just a little.  I gritted my teeth, snatched up the sheet, and wrapped it around me.
Waking up in a strange bed—you’d think I’m my sister.  We fought all the time, but I was suddenly hungry to see her face.  I wondered if I’d ever see any of my family again.
Gold-fire eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  You have me.
“Don’t remind me.”  I took a step toward the door, listening carefully.
You’re going to need me, you know?
“Yeah?  Where were you when The Blaire Bitch was jerking my chain, sicing her pet demon on me?”
Demons are no one’s pets.  They only pretend to serve.  And you were not in mortal danger—that’s still coming.
“I’m not waiting.  I’m getting out of here, wherever here is.”
You need the ghost realm for that.  Taste the air.
I did.  It was cold, bitter, and somewhat curdled.
The demon’s still keeping an eye on you for the witches, Taliesina said.
“Then I need a Plan B.”
You need to be patient.  The witches have brought us into striking range of their vitals. We need to stay put.  Cassie will find us and bring help. Then we strike!  She sent me the mental image of a fox streaking across brittle, frost-coated grass, snapping up a field mouse, crunching it happily with sharp teeth.
Ewwwwww!  I almost gagged.
Throwing out the mental image, I thought about Cassie coming to save the day.  “Drew’s more likely.  Her gift’s finding lost things, like me.  And Jill could always turn up something on Elita’s hard drive.”
The door swung open.  The light spill became a torrent, aggravating my headache.  Two female shapes stood silhouetted in the doorway.
Taliesina closed her golden eyes, retreating, laying in wait for more urgent problems.  I was on my own.
No, I’m not. I’d trained with Shaun.  His velvet voice caressed, even from memory.  Ninety percent of winning is being unpredictable.
The women’s shoes clomped loudly as they approached.  “Who were you taking to?” one of them demanded.
“Myself,” I said.  “I can’t depend on you guys for intelligent conversation, now can I?”
One of them lunged with a taser, a thread of electric fire crackling between its prongs.
Shaun’s voice continued, …Strike from where you’re not expected, slide away from direct attacks.
I angled my body, sliding right, batting at the hand with the taser.  I shoved the first woman into the other one.  They went down in a tangle as I ran for the door, tasting copper, the metallic tang of adrenaline diminishing pain, speeding up my heartbeat and reactions.  I wasn’t used to fearing ordinary people, but then, I’d always had my own private ghost world as an escape route.
I almost made the door, but Blaire entered, ramming a knee into my gut.  I’d been moving too fast to avoid it.  Bent over, I shifted to the side, trying to slide past her.  She moved with me, slamming me across the neck and face with a forearm.  I fell hard.  My headache went up a few notches.  My face stung.
First Serena, now this lunatic … why is it always the face?
Blaire grabbed my hair and lifted my throbbing head, craning my neck painfully.  A malicious smile twisted her face.  “You just got here.  Stay a while.”
The guards joined us, seizing my arms, jerking me to my feet.  I clutched the sheet I wore, managing to keep most of it in place—about all I could do at the moment.
Blaire stared coldly at them.  “If you can manage it, get the prisoner into the shower.  We can’t have the tank corrupted with impurities.”
The women reddened in the face.  In unison, their voices broke hard and crisp with a military edge, “Yes, Ma’am.”
The tank … a drunk tank?  Solitary confinement would be a relief.
They hustled me to the shower.  Above a plastic curtain, a swan neck ended in a nozzle.  I was shoved in to stand over a grating.  A guard jerked away my sheet as I spun to face her.  The other smiled and turned the water on.  A cold stream gushed over me as they closed the curtain.  My wings fluttered as if in annoyance, but the rest of me didn’t flinch.  I’d walked the ghost world most of my life.  I’d felt the icy grasps of phantoms.  I knew true cold.  This wasn’t it.  If they wanted to draw a whimper or scream from me, they’d need to be more creative.
“There’s no soap in here,” I hollered.
“The bottle on the shelf!” someone yelled back.
I found the bottle, a product claiming to be body wash, shampoo, and conditioner all in one.  I was skeptical.  Holding the bottle, I slid down a shower wall, hugging my knees.  Hanging my head, I indulged in a moment of bleak depression.  What if no one is coming?  What if this is all more than I can handle?  As the water hissed and drizzled, the bottle slipped from my lax hand, rolling across the grating.
I shook myself, and stood, drawing a deep breath.  The shower had plastered my hair to my skull, rinsing out the blood.  On the floor, the draining water was discolored for a while.  I thrust the curtain open, my soggy wings hanging down my back, drip-drying, not drawing any comment.  Stepping out, I held out my hand.  “The sheet please.”
It was tossed in my face.
I draped it over me.  The thing clung and dragged, but clothed was better than unclothed.  I’d preserve my dignity and pride as long as possible.
Hustled out of the room, I turned my face toward the pat-pat sound of rain on windows.  They were very high.  The angle was terrible for seeing anything other than sky.  I still didn’t know where here was.  Halfway up, the walls showed signs of a missing floor.  A jackhammer and an abandoned tool box lay nearby.   A little pile of dusty rubble was waiting to be swept up and hauled away.  I was in a basement that had recently been lowered.  Old flooring still skirted the elevator, a landing above my head that was reached by a flight of metal stairs.  This landing extended over a ways.  It held an industrial water heater, furnace, and an emergency generator in case power went out.  There was a bright red gasoline can up there that offered intriguing possibilities.
Bare bulbs dangled overhead, a line of them leading to what looked like a huge boiler.  Putting that monster in down here seemed to be the reason for the changes.  A second flight of steel steps went up to a metal platform supported by girders.  This made the top of the boiler-thingy accessible.  All kinds of pipes serviced the tank, running through a control station with indicator lights, dials, and monitor screens.
A desk and sidebar held a laptop and printer.  Someone occupying a high-back, swivel chair faced away from me, threatening the printer with a short crowbar.  The printer did a good job of not looking scared.  The chair swiveled.  I saw an old woman with ash blonde hair turning silver.  She wore a white coat, and picked up a clipboard, making me feel like I was back at the Human Potential Institute.
“Welcome to the first ring of hell,” one of the guards said.
The other laughed.
Why
am I surprised they know about Dante’s
Inferno?
They took me past the old woman, up the stairs, allowing me to pick up the dragging sheet’s edge so I wouldn’t slow them down.  On the way up, we passed a glass window, as if the steel barrel were meant to serve as an aquarium.  I climbed to the platform atop the tank.  Groaning and huffing, the old woman struggled up the stairs to join my guards and me.  Blaire didn’t follow; apparently she had other things to do.
The steel deck surrounded the tank, leaving three feet of the cylinder to jut up like the conning tower of a sub with its hatch flipped open.  I smelled water and Epsom salts.  The tank worried me, but I faced my enemies and smiled.  Grace under pressure, that’s me.  “Interesting concept of time-out you have here,” I said.
A glare of reflected light hid the older woman’s eyes, making her less than human.  “Don’t be concerned.  This is merely an entrance to your happy place.  Lose the sheet and put this on, young lady.”  She held up a black body stocking with small capsules placed at various points.
I hazarded a guess, “Sensors to monitor vital signs?”
“Very good,” the mad scientist said.  “We want to make you malleable, not shatter your mind.”
A guard growled, “Hurry up.  We don’t have all day.”
Wearing the suit was better than wearing the sheet, but there was a problem.  I motioned at the thing they wanted me to wear.  “I can’t get into that thing.  It won’t fit.” The mad doctor grinned.  “I assure you, the elastic material will certainly accommodate you.”
I shook my head sadly at her.  “No one told you about the wings?”
“Wings?”
I turned my back to them and dropped enough of the sheet to show them what grew out of my back.  I fluttered the damp wings to let them know they weren’t fake.  “These wings.”  Pulling the sheet up, I turned back around.
“I could cut them off,” one guard said.  “I have my knife with me.”  She sounded excited, hopeful even.  “I’ve done field surgery before.”
I found it suddenly hard to swallow.  Hard to breathe.  Hard not to run off screaming.  I trusted Fenn to cut them off, but not G. I. Jane here.  Unfortunately, I had nowhere to go except into the tank.  Too bad my wings weren’t strong enough to let me fly away—that would have been so cool.
“No,” the old woman shook her head, “I’ll just get some scissors and cut out the back of the suit.  A simple fix...  Besides, I’ll want to study the wings in an attached state first.  I can always remove them post mortem.”
I could breathe again, but my pulse still thudded in my ears.  I didn’t want to get used up.  However, getting locked in the glorified washing machine might be just the thing I needed.  It would give my demon companion a chance to get bored outta his infernal skull, and hopefully leave.  I was all for that.  And surely these tanks weren’t that tough to beat.  I could take it.  I hoped.
“So, uh, how long am I going in for?” I asked the old woman.
Heading down the stairs, she called over her shoulder, “As long as it takes.”
I hate answers like that.
I decided to play stupid and get what information I could.  “No matter how hard you try, getting me water-logged isn’t going to break me.  I take a shower every day and I’m still standing.”
The guard with the knife in her belt smiled sweetly.  “Oh, you won’t feel the water.  That’s part of what is going to break you.  It’s heated to body temperature.  As you float in there, unable to feel anything, the boundary between you and everything else will slowly dissolve—your sanity and defiance.  We can’t have you causing problems at the ceremony.  Summoning Am-Heh and controlling will be difficult enough.”
I let a little fear show to egg on her cruelty.  “You don’t scare me.”
“You should be afraid.  We will deprive you of sight and hearing.  Your brain is used to sensory input.  Do you know what will happen without that input?”
With an uneasy look on her face, the other guard interrupted, “Are you sure you ought to be telling her all this?  No good ever came from monologing.”
Knife Girl shrugged, keeping her eyes on me, her hand on the hilt of her weapon.  “Forewarned isn’t always forearmed.  Not in this case.  Whatever she knows won’t help her              .
“You’re sure of that, are you?” I said.
Knife Girl grinned.  “Oh, yes.  You’re not the first person we’ve had in there.”
I went over to the lip of the tank and looked in.  Water waited, like a second womb.  A shudder went through me.  A minute later, the old woman was back.  She handed the suit to me.  I put it on under the sheet, preserving my modesty, which made both guards roll their eyes.  I dropped the sheet.  The suit was conforming but not tight, lacking seams.  It seemed light as cheesecloth, but felt more like a nylon second skin.  Standing virtually exposed, I felt like a comic book super heroine about to be destroyed by some evil deathtrap.
The old woman went behind the hatch.  She returned with a black globe, struggling a little with the weight of the helmet.  “Don’t worry,” she said.  “In the water, this will be weightless.”  She set the helmet down, placed earplugs in my ears, and resettled the helmet over my head so darkness thickened, becoming absolute.  An inflating bladder inside the helmet sealed it shut without choking me.  Click … click … click...  Hooking up an air line, I hoped.  I wasn’t fond of suffocation.
I shivered with vulnerability, blind, deaf, hating it all.  I wanted to flail out as hands fell on me, but I forced myself to relax.  They lifted and lowered me. I assumed I went into the water, but except for an extremely slight pressure on the suit, I felt nothing.  My hands were pried from the ladder and I was given a little push.
I felt a vibration through the water, the last one I could expect for quite some time.  They’ve closed the hatch.  I’m locked in.  Locked … in…
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
The tank was doing its stuff; I’d gone soggy-noodle limp and totally relaxed.  I couldn’t feel where my skin ended and everything else began.  The first hour—I’m guessing here—went by pleasurably.  I hovered in the water.  The Epsom salt raised the water’s density so it supported me really well.  Since I wasn’t drifting around and bumping the sides of the tank, I figured enough heat was being added from the tank’s inner surface to create convection current, keeping me in place.  My science teacher, back at my old school, would have been proud I figured it out.  I never bothered taking notes; he swore I slept through his class with eyes wide open.
I wish!
An immeasurable behemoth, time ponderously passed me by.  I began to ping-pong from one fancy to another.  Like flashes of lightning, jumbled vision wrenched me from scene to scene.   Hallucinations set in, more weird than terrifying.  I relived the convenience store robbery that created my internet fame.  Gramps was there, stuffing his face with peppermint ice cream.  I threw a cold fireball at the robber.  This time it hit him, and he burst into crackling, orange flames.  Twisting, blackening, his screams died as he did.  The cashier came out with a dustpan and broom.
Then I was counting Shaun clones; sheep were boring.  An infinite number of Shauns formed a line to a far, dark horizon.  One by one, they leaped a rough wooden fence, bounding into my arms.  As each one reached me, they faded like a dream within a dream.  I was forever catching Shaun, only to be deprived of his touch, the warm crush of his arms, his burning lips...
Gah!  I can be so cruel to myself.
The clones now held hands, dancing around me.  I found myself imagining the many ways in which a kind fate could take Cassie out of the picture.  Surely Shaun would want me if she weren’t a sword hanging over his head.
What’s not to like?
Cassie sprawled at my feet.
A Shaun came over and sadly murmured, “Oh, what a shame, to die in the prime of life.  She was only six hundred and three.”
Another Shaun left the ring.  He nudged Cassie with a foot.  “Poor thing, crushed by a falling satellite from space—what were the chances!”
 
Another Shaun, “A car accident.  If only she hadn’t been texting behind the wheel.”
All the Shauns were closing in.  “Damn, a new viral strain of mad cow!  Fast food can kill you.”
“Oh, go away!” I screamed at them.  There was simply no substitute for the real Shaun.
The body on the ground became Ryan.  He twitched and opened his eyes.
I jumped back, the motion slow and effortless.
He shifted to his knees.  His tongue flopped a foot out of his mouth.  Though the end was ragged, as if someone had recently bitten off the tip, his words were clear, “Pain from you is pleasure!”
I kicked him in the face.
Naked, he writhed in ecstasy on a bed of newly sprouted moss.  “Yes, yes, give me more!”
Suddenly, Tukka was there, standing in the middle of the air, like he couldn’t be bothered with gravity.  Grace shouldn’t play with pervs.  Tukka more fun.
Ryan melted into the moss.
The landscape blurred with dancing shadows.  Then I stood in a ballroom.  The columns were wrapped with white Christmas tree lights.  A sappy pop song poured like syrup from the speakers. Mirror disco balls swirled specks of light over dancers.  The kids were my age, dressed in pastel suits and gowns.  A refreshment table stood against one wall, laden with a ton of chocolate and a punch bowl full of blood.  Fran and Madison were there, handing out goodies to vampires in tuxedoes.
There, this better.  Tukka always there for you.
“You sure like saying your name an awful lot,” I said.  “And what’s this ‘always there for you’ stuff?  You know I’m in enemy hands, right?”
Shaun glided up to me, wearing a silk workout uniform.  His eyes drank me in. “Hi, beautiful, want to dance?”
I was suddenly wearing a diamond encrusted prom dress.  My wings were full sized, lifting me a few inches into the air as I fluttered them.   I was about to say yes when Fenn jumped on Shaun from out of nowhere.
I blinked and they were in a clear area of floor, holding katanas, about to go at it.
For some reason, I couldn’t really care about the outcome.  Low blood sugar maybe.  Tukka nudged me.  My little girl has gotten so grown up.  He sniffed.
“Never mind that,” I listened to the clash of swords, “tell me how you could have gotten killed in your own dream.  I am so disappointed in you.”
Tukka roll over and play dead.  Track witch back to her sleeping body.  Find secret lair.
“I wish that were true.  I need a rescue about now.”
Also had to get the boys together.  Time to make Grace pack member.
Movement at the balcony glass doors caught my attention.  Leathery faces pressed up to the glass, peering in.  Fu dogs.  At least a dozen window-lickers.  Tukka circled to face them.  His voice roared out, cutting across the music and the swordplay.  This is Grace, clan daughter and Tukka’s friend.  Who touches her, touches the clan.  Grace’s enemy, our enemy.  He threw his head back even further, continuing to howl into infinity.
The other fu dogs joined in.  One by one, they tromped inside, trampling guests in their eagerness to approach.  They took turns, sampling my scent with flaring nostrils.  At least no one peed on me to make it official.  As the last animal nosed me over, Endless Love swelled out of the speakers.
The scene rippled.  Endless Love … ended.  I tottered and dropped—
—onto a sea-wall made of white chocolate.  I stared out across foam-capped waves.  Chinese junks were in the harbor, ribbed, triangular sails burning gold in the setting sun that glazed the water.  I lifted my head and saw the first star of night appear, then glanced over at a milky moon scything the clouds.
I didn’t have to turn to know that an ancient Chinese city lay at my back.  I could hear the bustling crowds, the excited voices of shoppers and merchants trying to cheat each other, the barking of dogs, somewhere, a minstrel plucking a stringed instrument.  The rich spicy scent of Chinese cooking came on a meandering wind: ginger, sesame oil, pan fried pork…  My mouth watered.
I dropped my gaze from the red-bellied clouds, as Tukka swung his massive head my way.  His breath smelled like catfish.  I wondered if he’d had hush puppies with that.
“Grace, like this place?” he was back to using Mel Gibson’s Braveheart voice again.
I nodded.  “It’s cool.”
“Tukka live here once, few centuries ago.  Tukka hero, save this place.”
Hmmm.  That piqued my curiosity.  “Saved it from what?”
“Sea dragon.  Him big wuss.  Run home to momma.”  He offered me a fearsome grin.  “Wanna see?”
“Will it get me maimed, mauled, or killed?”
“Nah, dream crashes, we jump to another one.”
“Well, sure.  Why not?”  Yeah, I knew he was dead and this just a hallucination, but I needed him with me, even if it wasn’t really him.
Dark clouds piled on the horizon—dusky violets and grays, bruised blues, churning into each other—all heading toward shore at breakneck speeds.  Winds, heavy with brine, lashed at me.  I raised a hand to shield my face.  My anxious gaze swept the ships at anchor as they rocked atop the growing swells.  The scene flickered; purple jags leaped from one cloud mass to the next, fire chasing its tail throughout the storm.  Jagged ribbons of lightning slammed into the sea, brightening it in brief patches.  Making a late entrance, thunder’s concussive wave made my whole body jerk in place.
This wasn’t such a good idea after all.  “Uh, Tukka ... maybe we should...”
“Watch,” he said.  “Here’s good part.”
The water in the middle of the harbor swelled into a huge mound, as if trying to retaliate against the abuses of the sky.  No, something was inside the mound, something big.  It reared and shook itself, a sinuous length that coiled, writhing on the waves—a monstrous snake with dolphin fins and front arms that were short, ending in claws.  Its head was a wedge with golden eyes and whiskers.  Where ears should have been, fins laid back, sea blue with a red iridescence shimmering in the middle.  Its muscular belly was lapis lazuli.  Its back scales shone softly, aqua mottled with deeper blue.
“A dragon!” I shouted to be heard with the wind tearing at my words.  Living proof that not every monster wants Tokyo for lunch. 
“Sea dragon,” Tukka’s booming voice carried easily without him making an effort. “Kid’s a runt, but good pedigree.”
I stared up at the behemoth.  “If that’s a runt, I don’t want to see mom and dad.”
“Bigger they are, more to bite.”
The end of its tail cut up out of the water, giving the storm the finger, then clubbed down into a cluster of Chinese junks, pounding them into kindling, sending screaming fishermen into the waves.
Just a dream, I reminded myself.  These people have been dead for centuries.  The scene was no different than a traumatized ghost looping its violent death over and over again, a reenactment.
“Time to end this,” Tukka said.
“Wouldn’t it be better to pick on something your own size?”
Tukka gave me a side-long glance.  “Where’s the fun in that?”
He cranked his maw wide open, stretching like he’d eat the world’s largest candy bar.  His gleaming white teeth were sharp, impressive.  One could truly say the stuff of nightmares.   His slobbery tongue humped up in the middle as he dragged in the longest breath I’ve ever seen.  I could feel the raging winds spiraling, funneling down his gullet as if he harbored an extra spatial dimension inside him that was always ravenous.  Of course, for all I knew of fu dogs, that might well be the case.
The dragon went still, its face set toward us as though just realizing we were there.  It left off playing with the last few ships, and undulated our way, carving across the sea with various sections of its body submerged.
Despite the dream nature of the experience, my voice went high with fear, squeaking just a little, “Tukka!  It’s coming!”
He shot me another side-long glance.  His thoughts answered, Don’t piddle your pants; Tukka got this nailed.
Famous last words? I wondered.
There was a stir behind me from pedestrians.  A woman spotted the menace and gave warning in traditional fashion with a blood curdling scream.  Some of the guys joined in.  I heard feet slapping the street as people ran deeper into the city.
The dragon moved lower in the sea, letting me see something a lot smaller and black clinging to the back of its skull.  The motion of the beast didn’t let me get a good look.
I turned toward Tukka, suddenly aware that his long breath had ended.  His side looked puffy, balloon-like.  A pin seemed likely to burst him.  His mouth continued to gape like the muzzle of cannon.  The lavender pearls of his eyes were rolled back in his head as he cut loose with the mother lode of all roars.  I clapped my hands over my ears, barely dimming the blast.  My bones vibrated to frequencies of sound I could only feel.  Stunned, the storm wind failed, turned back upon itself.  I slipped sideways along the wall, and found myself clutching for dear life with cold, hungry waves slapping at my dangling legs.
“Tukka!”  I screamed, but couldn’t hear my own voice mixed in the sonic hash.  Just when I thought the side wash of sound would pound me senseless, it ended.  Heaving for breath, I swung around on top of the wall, surprised it was still standing.  The silence that followed felt thick enough to cut with a knife.  The wind had died, the sea settled, and the dark clouds scooted away, seeking a less dangerous place to play.  I fully agreed with them.
Unfortunately, the sea dragon was only a dozen feet away, its head close enough for a sudden lunge to be successful if it wanted to gobble us up.
This not how it happened last time, Tukka complained.  Dragon supposed to run home to momma.
I knew why.  Another player was twisting the dream, crashing the game.  The mass of black at the back of the dragon’s head stood up, unfolding long, spindly legs.  The dragon waited like a stone statue, as my demon guard strolled over his head and down the snout.
Tukka growled.  Get out of my dream.
The demon’s eyes smoldered.  He smiled.  His fingers waved and his claws extended several more inches.  He smiled in a way you could never call friendly.  “Your dream?  Why, you have no more right to be here than I do.”  His blazing stare swung to me.  “As for you, Grace, how rude, throwing a party and not inviting me.”
“Sorry about that,” I lied.  “I didn’t think this was exactly your kind of scene.”
He showed exaggerated surprise.  “Then you really must get to know me better.  I adore historical dramas.  They’re so … so…” he fanned his claws seeking just the right word, “…historical.”
Tukka’s fur bristled along his neck and shoulders.  Go away.  Now!  Grace not want bad thing here.
“Let her tell me that.”  The demon wiggled his claws suggestively.
No.  Tukka shake you like a rat, spit out broken pieces.
The demon shook his head no.  That’s not going to happen.
Tukka grounded out a sound of raw aggression.  Why not?
The demon smiled.  “I brought friends.”
They dropped from the sky, dark shapes as horrifically damaged—and menacing—as my guard, each one a rough copy with only minor differences; the placements of scars and burns, the location of the breaks in their badly healed wings.  The claws, obsidian eyes, and jagged teeth were all the same.
Even with Tukka there, I felt my heart constrict painfully with terror, fear freezing my marrow, stealing my breath.
Tukka’s teal blue hide glowed softly, pulling in colors, leaving everything around us as gray as the ghost world.  Eating the dream, he drained its energy—the fu dog equivalent of jerking the rug out from under us all.  The wall, the sea, the frozen dragon; everything dreamed crumbled like charcoal briquettes after the barbecue.  The crescent moon crumbled top to bottom, bleeding dust into the upper atmosphere.  Howling winds clawed the world to ashes, smearing everything into a darkening vortex that ate all horizons.  The demons were torn from their formation, and I went tumbling away as well.  Only Tukka remained unmoved, at the eye of his personal storm.
From all sides, darkness seeped in like ink to swallow the gray crumbles, leaving nothing.  Alone, spinning across void, I plummeted through silence with no idea of where I’d land.  Hopefully, someplace the demons wouldn’t follow.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-SIX
 
 
Nervous impulses jerked my body.  I gasped for breath.  My eyes snapped open, finding endless darkness.  With my skin dissolved, I spilled out, filling an infinite space.  I felt like a solitary goddess in her private heaven.  Unless … well, I could have been swallowed by a black hole; seems like there was one chasing me around lately, trying to devour my soul.  Don’t know why.  Are souls tasty?  Salty?  Sweet?  Maybe an acquired taste.
I remember a stolen kiss.  I wondered if Shaun thought I was tasty.
This is driving me crazy.
Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind. Taliesina was back.  You can’t be driven crazy, she said, that requires you’re sane in the first place.
“Hey, I’m sane!”
She sent me the mental image of a laughing fox.  Then why are you talking to a voice in your head?
“Bite me!  Hey!”  Though I couldn’t hear them, I felt my words through the bones of my face.  I smiled.  Ah-ha!  It was weak stimulus but maybe enough to hang my sanity upon.  “Tally, baby?”
Golden eyes blinked at my sudden mood swing.  Yes?
“You know what we need here?  Some mood music.  How about Evanescence, Going Under, or maybe some Meatloaf?  I’m feeling rather epic.”
Words and music roared in my head, cranked to numbing levels.  I think I screamed, but wasn’t sure.  My inner fox pranced across my mental landscape, loping, leaping, chasing her tails, a distant flash of orange behind a wall of black oak, a shadow zipping through leaves at the edge of sight, then airborne—right up in my face—snapping playfully at my nose.
I let the music take me, pouring like a cold clean rain through my soul.  Taliesina delved into my mental files, yapping along to song after song.  I sang with her, relishing that faint tickle of vibration in my head that said I was real.  Valhalla, Nirvana, or a padded cell could all ‘come again some other day.’  My mouth grew painfully dry, my lips gummy, and my voice began to falter.
Some of the songs went by in a blur, dodging my perception, or blotted out by the fuzzy charcoal shadows.  There were thousands, whispering in motion, slithering through crushing darkness, leaving curls of skin scraped away in their passage.  One voice rose among the many shades, calling me home.  But I didn’t have a home anymore.  Mom and Dad were on the verge of divorce.  My sister hated me for crashing into the family, stealing the attention that should have been hers.  Never enough love to go around.  And how dare Taliesina kiss Shaun with my lips!  She should go find some nice young fox and leave Shaun to me.
Wait, is that elevator music?  No, we are not doing elevator music!  Even elevators don’t like elevator music.
Damn, I lost the vibration.
Where did it go?  I had it here a minute ago.  Or was that last century?  I tried to check my pockets but they were missing too.  Double damn it!  Reality’s out to get me.  Oh, yeah, gotta sing along.  Only way…
The music died in the middle of Don McClain’s American Pie.  Taliesina’s golden eyes glared at me.  What are you doing?  If you’re not having fun, don’t sing.  That’s a lie to yourself.  Kitsune must never lie.
Talie…”  I felt like dandelion fluff riding an unrelenting wind.  “Help me.  I’m blowing away.”
Taliesina’s glower softened.  This really bothers you?
 
*    *    *
 
From a thousand miles away, a faint vibration called me from the edge of madness.  Hands grabbed me, pulling, lifting.  My legs dragged across a metal lip, and dumped onto a hard surface.  I didn’t move.  I couldn’t.  The helmet came away, and light knifed into my eyes.  I squeeze them shut, mewling an animal sound.
Someone moved over me, prying open an eyelid.  A creaky voice needling my brain.  “Grace, can you hear me?  Grace—”
“Give it up, Doc,” a guard said. “She’s crashed and burned, ready for the rubber room.  You left her in too long.  Eighteen frickin’ hours…!  Blaire’s gonna have a heifer.”
A new voice intruded, “Am I?”  Heels clicked on the deck, coming closer.  “Doctor, you were ordered to pull her out before things went this far.  Why is she catatonic?”
My eyes were sensitive to the light, but adjusting, staring into infinity where I’d left various parts of me.  So hard to think…
The old woman said.  “Her responses, I’ve never seen anything like this.”  Excitement spiked her voice, as her words crowded together, “She has multiple brainwaves on frequencies that aren’t even human.  Her theta pattern converts into a new formation that doesn’t even have a name.  What we stand to learn here—”
There was a sound, flesh striking flesh, and someone collapsed with a startled gasp.
Blair’s voice trembled with rage, “Her brain’s veggie dip.  I told you not to break her … completely.”
I managed a dry, hacking laugh, my throat raw.  “You … won’t beat me.  Never…!”  Too late, it occurred to me that I could have feigned catatonia a bit longer and learned some things.
Lying beside me, the doctor sat up, gasping.  “You can answer?”
Well, duh!  Swallowing helped my throat just a little.  “Anyone got a … bottled water?”
“Plenty of water in the tank,” the guard said.
I told her where she could stick the tank, though it wasn’t anatomically possible.
The guard just laughed.  “Yeah, she’s all right, feisty as ever.”
Blaire knelt and pulled me into a sitting posture, peering into my face from inches away.  “Good.  I want you able to appreciate the hell I have in store for you—before I allow you to finally die.”
“Hell is probably where your daughter went, so I certainly don’t want to go there.”
Her eyes flared.  Her jaw muscles knotted as her lips pressed into a thin line.  Her hands were around my throat, choking, bruising.
I couldn’t breathe.  I couldn’t lift a hand to pry her off my windpipe.  My helplessness enraged me, as my vision turned to gray mist where little points of light danced like will-of-the-wisps.  It occurred to me that goading her to violence had not been a particularly smart thing to do.
She wrenched her hands away, letting me fall back to the deck.  Her voice was as ragged as I felt, “No, you have a purpose to serve.  I won’t be tricked into killing you early.”  She stood.
I lay there shivering, coughing with the first breath I managed to draw, determined to get the last word, “Bitch!”
“Yes, I am.”  Her molten stare shifted to the guard.  “Pick this thing up and take her to the white room.”
The guard had been fingering the hilt of her field knife, but snapped to attention as the order was given.  “Yes, Ma’am.”
Blaire briskly strode away, her heels clicking furiously on the stairs.
Doc and Knife Lady pulled me to my feet, supporting me so I wouldn’t fall.  Between them, they managed me down the stairs to the lower, concrete floor.  My head hung.  I couldn’t manage any interest in where I was going.  Survive.  Drew will come.  She’ll bring the others.  I just have to hold on.
We reached an opening elevator with three additional guards inside.  They hurried to lend support as Doc pulled back.  Turned to face her, I lifted my head, unwilling to let her think I’d been cowed.
She shook her head sadly.  “What a waste destroying you will be.  We could have learned so much.  So much…”
“I’m kinda against the idea myself,” I rasped.
The doors closed, and the cage pressed up against my feet as we ascended.  The elevator hummed happily with all of us in its belly, on our way to the white room.
“Uh, can we make a stop at a bathroom?  I really need to pee.”
“You went in the tank,” a guard said.
“Really?  Well I need to go again.”
No one answered.  “Seriously, guys, dam’s about to burst.”
The door dinged open.  I had a guard on each arm.  The other two scooped up my legs.  They carried me horizontally, feet first, into a hallway with Gawd-awful sage and champagne wallpaper.  Painted an ugly taupe, closed doors lined the passage.  The ceiling matched the doors.  Unseen, the carpet was a total mystery; probably a blessing.
They stopped and put my feet down.  We faced a door no different from the others.  Its handle was polished brass with an antique look.  A guard reached for the handle.
“The white room?” I asked.
“Restroom.  Make it quick.  We go off duty soon.”  The guard opened the door and I was set inside the door, left leaning on a wall.  “Need help?”
I shook my head no.
The door closed.  I slid past it to the next corner where a sink waited.  I did need to go.  Only fatigue kept me from dancing from foot to foot, but my ravaged throat needed relief too.  I turned on the faucet.  Cold water gushed on my fingers.  Forearms braced on the sink, I lowered my head, and lifted water to my cracked lips.  It took several palmfuls to slack my thirst.  With more water in me, my bladder demanded instant gratification.
Hold on please, just a little longer, I promise.
I slid along another wall to the toilet.  The air had a slight chill and a curdled, oppressive feel.  My demon watchdog was present.  I sat and leaned forward, preserving my modesty from the voyeur by covering with my forearms.  Huddled this way, I reached into the crotch of the suit and pulled it to the side.  Since he occupied a side dimension that only offered visuals, I didn’t get embarrassed by the sound of tinkling.
I really hate demons.
The sensor-studded getup added to my mortification.  I knew I looked ridiculous in it.  I wonder if I can get a wardrobe change before the next ring of hell swallows me whole.
I finished up, straightened my clothing, and stood without leaning on anything.  I tore at the little sensor pods on me, imagining Doc at her control station, studying the readings.  Most of the pernicious things stayed on, but a few came off in my hands.  I added these to the toilet bowl and flushed.  I take my victories wherever I find them.
I washed my hands and dried on a paper towel, feeling a lot better.  There are advantages I supposed to being kitsune, or did this resiliency come from my father’s blood?  One day I’ll find out.
I leaned against the frame and opened the door, hiding my minimal recovery.  The more helpless I seemed, the more likely the guards would grow careless.
They took me a few more doors down the hall.  Inside lay an empty room.  The walls were burgundy-rose, and dark green carpeting covered the floor, except for a six-by-six space dead center where restraints were attached to blond wood flooring.  There were two windows, jeweled with raindrops that hit and slithered down the pane.  In moments, they had me laying down, buckled into the restraints—there were a lot of them, padded for comfort, almost like some kinky sex game was about to start.
The women surrounded me, staring down, staying on the carpet.  Most of them smiled in anticipation.  One of them produced a black remote control.
“This room is so not white,” I said.
The woman with the remote shrugged.  “I can fix that.”
A scream escaped me as my patch of floor flipped on a hidden hinge.  I was back in the basement again, suspended from a high ceiling in a room I hadn’t seen before.  The brick walls were painted bone white, as was the floor.  Directly under me, spotlights unleashed a blinding glare.
Sonnuva bitch!  I clamped my eyes shut, seeing red through my lids, turning my head to the side.
Blaire’s voice thundered from hidden speakers, “From no stimulus to an abundance, with more on the way.”
More?
Blaire laughed, a knife edged sound.  “Enjoy…”
Cranked to a deafening level, music pounded me.  A guy whined about not getting respect from his “bitches.”
Rap music.  Oh my God!  Hurry, Drew … please … hurry!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-SEVEN
 
 
Despite the bass thumping I felt in my bones and the white light eating into my brain, I reached an exhausted stupor, hanging in my straps.  The torturous music fell away like an outgoing tide.  The light collapsed into darkness from my neglect.  And it was all too good to be true.  I don’t know how long they gave me to rest, but it wasn’t long enough; the light and sound returned—fiercer than ever due to the lull, snapping me awake, firing up my heart to a thudding crescendo. 
Sucks being me.
Such breaks came at irregular intervals, playing havoc with my sleep cycle.  Just when I believed my mind would crumble, the shadows in the back of my mind exploded engulfing my awareness, smothering it.  Taliesina’s golden eyes were back, only huge, dwarfing me.  Piercing the sudden silence that had reached out to engulf me, her thoughts rang in my head, I have you, Sister.  This ends now.
I’d been absorbed before—when Taliesina hi-jacked my body to kiss Shaun—only this time the darkness was denser, impenetrable, the ultimate isolation tank.  She weathered the abuse so I didn’t have to, easily shielding me.  “So, this is your true strength.”
That’s all you have to say to me, Sistuh?
“Thank you.”
You’re welcome.
 
*    *    *
 
Finally, physical sensation filtered through the darkness, as the world flipped.  My inner fox compressed to a singularity, retreating to the shadows of my mind while kicking me out.  I found myself on the floor of the burgundy-rose room—not that I could properly see the colors.  My eyes felt as though ground glass were being rubbed in.  I saw nothing clearly; the women picking me up might have been the same four as before, or entirely different.  One of them blindfolded me.
“About time,” I groused.  Laying there—a shuddering mess, unable to do anything—even my nose seemed to be on strike, stunned by all I’d endured.  The demon might have abandoned his post, but I couldn’t risk crossing over to find out.  On top of that, it felt like days since I’d eaten.  My stomach rumbled, an embarrassing confirmation.  Were they deliberately weakening me with hunger, or was this the cruelty of indifference?  “Are you done with me now?”
A guard answered, her tone dripping sympathy, “I’m afraid not.  The mistress is out making funeral arrangements, but has left clear instructions on what comes next.”
They picked me up, and I was on the move again.
“Oh, by all means, if you’ve got a plan, that makes it totally all right.”
No one spoke.  I was carried between them like a jumbo bag of potatoes, ignored by those I heard passing us.  I understood.  Everyone was distancing themselves.  You don’t talk to the dead.  That makes it harder to torture them.  The next ring of hell was coming on strong whether I liked it or not.
The blindfold soothed my eyes, filtering the light around me.  Somewhere, a CD of ocean sounds played, mixing whale song, the surge of waves through reefs, and the clack-clack of gulls together.  Water burbled, putting moisture in the air.  I smelled chemicals you’d usually find in a hair salon.  They draped a heavy robe over my shoulders and pulled back, telling me to change out of the sensor-studded get-up their mad scientist had me in.  I felt like the new ghost-whispering Barbie, complete with an end-of-the-world wardrobe.  Pose her, change her clothes in public.  She’s only plastic; she won’t mind.  I did actually, but I was hoarding my strength for more decisive action.
I kept the robe on, letting it shroud me as I shed the other garment.  I moved slow, struggling at times, but managed as they left me to it.  With the robe belted on, they returned to put me face down on a massage table.  The robe was drawn down my back so kneading hands could bring me to ecstasy.  They were careful of the wings, handling them delicately, like tissue paper likely to tear.  I could have told them that they were a lot tougher than you might expect, but didn’t bother.
After that, heated stones were laid at intervals along my spine.  If Blaire were trying to earn my forgiveness—well, it was a start.
Later, a body mask made of algae, seaweed, mud, and clay was applied.  They went to wrap me up tightly with all that sticky stuff on my body and I freaked, flailing violently, my mind flashing to the cocoon where Ryan raped my throat with his prehensile tongue and I’d been slathered by bug-gunk I didn’t want to remember.
Some of the women jerked off the wrap, calming me, bringing me back to the present.  Others were shaking as badly as I did, a few crying at the distress they’d unknowingly inflicted.  I was led to a shower where I rinsed off.
Wearing a voluminous cotton robe and having exhausted what small strength I had, I staggered back to sprawl in my contour chair.  The women attending me gingerly applied lotion, speaking in soothing tones as the background soundtrack changed to Celtic harp and violin with a penny whistle jauntily ambling along.  Taliesina’s golden eyes cracked open in my mind’s eye as she sampled the sound.  She huffed, yawned, and the eyes went away.  She wasn’t interested.  I yawned and closed my eyes, following her example, hoarding my strength.
When I awoke, I found manicures and pedicures in progress, toes and fingers separated by little sponges.  I reclined in a comfy chair, the blindfold gone; cucumber slices covered my eyes like coins for the Ferryman at the river Styx.
“What color are you putting on?” I asked.
“Midnight green.  It’s the new black.”
Terrific.
After the nails were finished, the attendants were replaced by someone carrying something that smelled like salt and lemon oil.  The mixture was rubbed in, followed by a shower and an application of body lotion.  Wearing a white robe and sunglasses, I was left in an empty café area with an unattended kitchen.  A table window gave me a view of autumn rose bushes, minus the roses.
The restaurant wasn’t in operation, but a woman in her early twenties sat nearby.  She plied me with concord grapes, cheese slices, melon balls, and tidbits of useless gossip about the other women: most of them housewives and closet witches.  She didn’t hang much with the shook-trooper girls, a little too butch for her.  Her name turned out to be Jamie, and she was a newcomer to the dark arts.
“You’re risking jail time, not being with your families, maybe getting killed, just to be part of some Egyptian Girl Power Cult?”  I peered into her eyes as if answers were inscribed there.  “I just don’t get it.”
“I know the killing is, like, bad, but we’ll bring everyone back when we perfect the whole raising-of-the-dead thing.  Death will just have been a brief intermission.  Anyway, it’s necessary.”
“Necessary?”  I spied a few miniature candy bars on the platter she was feeding me from, and snatched them up for later.  I thought of Tukka, and shoved the memory away as my eyes went misty.
“We’ll never have what we want unless we can kick over the game over and start with different rules.  I have a BA—a liberal arts education with a concentration in romantic poetry.  You know what I do for a living?”
“Teach at a university?”
She played with a silver chain sporting a winged pentagram.  “I flip burgers and ask people if they want fries with that.”  She leaned toward me, holding a raspberry smoothie for me to drink.  “Besides, as women, it’s our Goddess-given duty to rule over our men.  They’ll do less damage to Mother Gaia that way.  We only have one planet, you know?”
Thinking about what she’d said, I took a sip.  Ah, heaven!  It hit me then, what they were doing; Come to the dark side, we have cookies.  If being nice to me meant they were willing to recruit me instead of killing me, it seemed best to play along.  I’d save my defiance for when it might actually do me some good.
After lunch, I was put in a wheelchair and rolled down a hallway to a drawing room, opulent in décor with a European flavor: antique chairs, paintings, expensive rugs, draperies, and crystal chandeliers.  There was a small table holding a vase of lilies next to a marble statue, the replicated work of some long-dead master.
Waiting to attend me were several gray-haired matrons armed with tape measures, pads and pencils.  They descended on me in a feverish rush, pulling me to my feet.  A woman stretched out my arm for measurement.
I pulled it back.  “What the hell is going on?”
“The party’s tonight.  We have to get you ready.”
Halloween already?  Where’s Drew, Virgil, and Cassie?  Or Van Helsing for that matter. What’s taking so long?  Don’t tell me no one’s figured out where I am.
Several women supported me, leading me into an empty lobby.  Something felt wrong about the space, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.  The far wall seemed to bell a little, like I was looking through a door’s peep hole.  The carpet in the middle of the floor looked darker as well, and the more I studied it, the more my eyes were shifted aside.
Magic?  Something in here the witches don’t want me to see.  Hmmm.
I was hurried along to a room painted in warm pastel tones.  Sinks and mirrors lined one wall, salon chairs were near them.  A small, Asian woman wearing bifocals took over.  I let her do what she wanted.  There was no choice, really; the guards lounged in folding chairs, under pictures of tropical fish.  Worse than that, my nose confirmed Blaire’s pet demon watching from the ghost world.  A shiver went through me as I sensed phantom caresses, promises of things to come.
Not if I can help it.  My thoughts went back to the isolation tank.  If only Tukka’s return were more than a hallucination…
ISIS recruited for more than muscle.  The Asian woman feathered my hair and darkened the underlying color, leaving the outer layer ember red, adding “fire-streak” highlights.”
I was used to looking passable.  The beautician made me heart-stopping beautiful.  I could only stare with fascination as mirrors were held up so I cold see myself front and back.  I didn’t understand this outfit’s drive to conquer.  If they’d simply open a chain of spas the women of the world would come running, cash in hand.  ISIS could make a fortune without getting on anybody’s Terrorist Watch List.
It occurred to me to wonder for the first time what deep-seated forces drove this group to embrace hell in a hand basket.
Someone ran into the salon, holding a green dress so dark it might as well have been black, matching my nails and lipstick.  The highlighting over my eyes was green as well, but a pale, sea foam shade.  I was swarmed by helpful hands I shrugged of.  “I can do it myself.”
The guards ignored me, grabbing my arms, stuffing them into the sleeves of the gown.  The bodice laced in front, lifting and slightly squishing my boobs together.  They laced them alarmingly tight.  Struggling for breath, I was deposited in a dressing room where three mirrors were hinged together so I could see myself from all sides.
The dress made me even more of a stranger to myself.  A Renaissance-style cloak was thrown over my outfit and tied on.  And of course, they whipped out emerald slippers and earrings to complete my transformation.
Dragged across the spa, I managed to grab a handful of chocolate kisses from a glass bowl near the door. My cloak had an inner pocket I used to hold the kisses.  Stocking up was a habit from my long association with Tukka.  If only I could somehow give them to him...
We went through the lobby, down a hall, to another that led to a side door.  After about a dozen steps, I stopped dead in my tracks and twisted to look back at the structure they’d kept me in.  It was an old, red brick hotel, most of the upper windows boarded and dark.  Three stories, it loomed, brown vines clinging to the wall in patches, waiting for spring to turn them verdant.
One of my attendants whipped me back around, but I’d seen what I’d needed to.  If photos of this place existed at realtor’s sites, I could definitely find it again for Virgil.
On my right, winter-pale grass extended to distant hedges.  Highway sounds came from beyond.  To my left, the dormant lawn stretched to a thicket of tangled trees, a dark two-dimensional mesh, blurred by a light fog.  Ahead lay an industrial, prefab building illuminated by small floodlights.  The structure adjoined a mission style church with a dry, three tier fountain in front.  For Sale signs canted here and there.  Probably, one of the ISIS witches owned a local realty office.
My attention returned to the prefab, to weird geometrical patterns framed by circles rendered in primary colors, lined in black on white walls.  They were painted under the eves, recently enough to have fresh runnels underneath.  I’d seen similar art on a cable show about Pennsylvania Dutch settlers.  These were hex signs.
Just what I need—more ISIS’ magic.
A side door opened and a yellow-white light shot out across the ground.  Two women came out, passing me, carrying a compound ladder long enough to reach God.  They cleared the way, and I went in, taking a single step up and over the threshold.
The prefab building turned out to be a gymnasium: a basketball court painted on high-polish gloss wooden floors, and a three-story ceiling sheltering an abundance of lighting and steel girders.  Forming indecipherable constellations, plastic skulls—with empty sockets and eternal grins—hung from the rafters like lopsided stars.  Glowing the usual green, they spun in place as vagrant winds invaded the building. The walls were powder blue and lined with chairs at floor level.
A crew of women set up buffet tables, covering them with black tablecloths, adding covered platters.  One woman dumped Ice into punch bowls as another witch added dark red fruit juice and 7up.  Elsewhere, workers intertwined black and orange crepe paper, making spirals to scallop the walls.  A delivery truck parked near the main double doors was being unloaded.  Workers streamed in and out past racks of plain, white masks: a menagerie of goblins, wolves, goats, swans, dragons, and things I couldn’t place without closer inspection.
They nudged me across the floor, toward the wall where the scoreboard had been winched up out of the way.  In the middle of the floor sat a witch’s cauldron full of dry ice to make it misty.  An obviously plastic skeleton sat on the floor, leaning back on the cauldron.  A jack-o-lantern with lit candle rested on a hay bale.  Adding a gruesome element, a morgue gurney was next in line.  A mannequin lay there under a bloody sheet.  Or maybe a dead body; ISIS had the will to be authentic.
I stopped dead, a shiver slid down my spine.  Could it be
Elita?
No, surely I was letting my imagination run away with me.  Surely I’d smell decomposition, unless magic were involved.
A guard shoved me into motion again.  “Move it.  No time for playing mooncalf.”
I stumbled forward then caught myself, and slowed to a sedate pace.  Ahead, a dais waited with fancy chairs that looked like thrones.  Armed guards in various costumes waited behind the seats.  Blaire occupied the central chair.  She wore a black outfit with plenty of black lace.  Her elbow-length sleeves were puffy, the design stolen from a fairy tale.  Jet beads glittered all over her gown.  Her straight hair hung down her back, her widow’s peak concealed by a silver filigree and black opal tiara that lent her both a sinister and a regal air.  A sheathed knife was strapped to her left forearm.  Her skirt was side-slit, revealing legs in sheer black stockings, and stiletto high heels that my mom would have loved.
The Queen of Darkness waved me to a seat on her right, her cold stare anything but inviting.
I stepped onto the dais and stopped before her, folding my arms.  “I’d rather not be the guest of honor,” I said.
She fingered her knife’s garnet-encrusted hilt as if she had murder on her mind.  “Sit.”
I sat.
I waited.
And waited some more, as the place cleared out except for those of us on the dais.  Blaire’s evil minions were off to dress for the evening, closing the doors behind them so heat could build up.
“Why are we here so early?” I asked.
She looked at me.  Her crimson smile, wide and threatening, dominated while accentuating her ghostly pallor.  She had no need of a mask to be scary, as her edged voice lilted musically, “You’re friends are coming.  I’ve arranged things so only a small number of us are guarding you.  Your rescuers will be emboldened to strike, seizing the opportunity.”
“You want me to escape?”
“I want the rescue attempt over and out of the way.  You and I will be busy later, opening the doors of the underworld.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-EIGHT
 
 
I expected Virgil and his shock troops to come bursting in for me—and was highly disappointed.  If they
were out in the night, laying in wait—they weren’t taking the bait, namely me.  Minutes passed and Blaire’s evil minions returned.  I studied them closely for signs my girlfriends might be disguised in their midst, but the costumes defeated my sight and, though my sense of smell had returned, I wasn’t close enough to use it.  Most of the women wore jeweled gowns that might have been stolen from some fairy court.  Their masks were beaded, jeweled, feathered, and brightly painted, nothing like the white ones near the front door.  I supposed the plain ones were loaners to maintain a basic dress code for the party.
Blair spoke, snapping my attention to her, “You are more resilient than I guessed.  I have broken people into tiny pieces with what you’ve gone through.”
I shrugged.
She asked, “What are you exactly?”
“I was raised human.  That’s how I feel, most of the time.”   
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“I’m someone who cares about this world.  I’m not going to let you run roughshod over it.”  I softened my voice.  “I will stop you.”
“I expect you’ll try.  Pity, really, that you can’t see we’re the good guys.”
As a would-be wordsmith, I understood about villains.  They never believe they’re evil, just misunderstood.  Blaire was no exception.  She craved sympathy, and a lot more I wasn’t going to give her.
I glowered, contempt edging my tone, “So a bright and shiny dream justifies anything?  You’re just a magpie with a beak full of tinfoil, lady.”
“I’m the one who will finally break the Neanderthal grip men have had on women for millennia.  Males will learn their place beneath our stiletto heels, or be ground into dust.”
“Hence, Am-Heh, the dog-faced boy?  He’s male.  What makes you think he won’t swallow all the guys you throw at him, then start on the women?  The thing loves sacrifice on a epic scale.  Your matri-topia will crash and burn around your ears.”
“That’s why I suspended your torture.  You are a gatekeeper of sorts whether you know it or not.  If he proves uncontrollable, you will thin the walls of space and send him home with his scaly tail between his legs.  The timing of the eclipse means I don’t need you after all to bring him here.  But to get rid of him without an eclipse, that’s another story.”
“No way I’m helping you.”
“Yes, way.  I have your puppy.”
“No, you don’t.  You killed him.”
“I thought I did.  Imagine my surprise when the mutt turned up here, snooping around.  The creature is strong.  If he hadn’t stumbled into a high level conjuring circle, I might not have managed to capture him.  Oh, you know all that time you spent being pampered?”
My eyes narrowed as I peered as her.  “Yeah.”
“That’s when your precious puppy was suffering in your place.  I want you to remember that long after you die.”
She has to be lying.  She has to be.
She smiled, her hand playing with her dagger once more.  “Speaking of death; tonight is Hallowmas when the recent dead walk the earth.  With Am-Heh’s power added to my own, my daughter will live again, making my victory complete.”
“She’ll just be another zombie,” I asked.
With Am-Heh’s help, it will be a full resurrection.  No half measure, rotting flesh, or insatiable hunger for brains.”
“I told you, I’m not helping.”
“Then you’ll provide my demon many hours of amusement—before he eats you.”
“But it won’t really be your daughter,” I said.  “Her soul’s gone.  The lingering ghost you plan on using is only a poor copy, a residue of her mind.”
Blair’s voice turned bitter cold, “A copy is better than nothing at all.”
“If you’re a psycho.”
“I’m not asking your permission for anything.”
“What a shame.”
More of Blaire’s coven straggled back in costume.  Some of them wore ceremonial robes, red or black, and had stopped near the door to cover their faces with the white masks.  One of the robed women, hood thrown back, wore a snarling wolf mask.  Her straw-colored hair fanned down her back.  Her stride all power and grace.  She moved like someone I knew—Madison?
I shifted my stare to others, not wanting to betray a friend by giving her too much attention.  Blaire was already expecting interference from my allies.  How had she known?  Scrying crystal?  Some prophetic dream?  Maybe she’d cut up a chicken and read the future in its entrails.  Soothsayers did that, right?
My stare slid back to the entrance.  For a moment, I thought I saw Drew and Jill, but masks were on and I lost them in the crowd.  I wondered if all the white masks were my friends, or if some were for those unable to afford the fancier gowns.
Among the woman, a guy looked out of place.  He wore a dark suit, size triple X.  It barely contained his barrel chest and massive shoulders.  I knew him.  He was the driver that had tried to abduct me weeks ago when I first got off the bus.  Didn’t he know he was on the wrong side in a battle of the sexes?  Maybe he liked having women tell him what to do.  Thinking can be a terrible burden for those that don’t do it well.
He approached the dais, cutting across the basketball court.  The woman in his way rippled to the side, displaced by the sheer force of his will.  His gaze went to Blaire, clinging to her faithfully.  As he stepped up on the dais, I recognized the fire in his stare as desire.  He was her boy-toy, a submissive.  She probably used whips and candles, maybe even chains.  She seemed the type.  I shook away such thoughts.  Not really my business.
He knelt before Blaire’s throne.  His stare flicked to me, then back to her.  He remained silent—very well trained.
I cast about for signs my friends were about to make their move.  I prayed they’d be a lot more capable than Blaire expected.
“You may speak,” Blaire said.
“The eclipse will be starting soon,” Boy Toy said.  “This alignment, combined with Hallowmas, will bring you the Goddess’ full anointing.”
I rolled my eyes.  Oh, please people, get a life!   
Blaire stood.  The swirling voices stilled.  The crowd faced her.  She lifted an arm, palm outward.  “My sisters, we have labored for this moment.  Victory is at hand.  Continue to lend me your hearts, your souls, for we must deal with enemies in our ranks.”  She threw her head back and chanted words as brutal as a flint hatchet.  I felt surprise the weird language didn’t damage her throat, drowning her in blood.
The air shivered, bending it in strange ways, as those in the fancy party dresses chanted along.
The robed ones with white animal masks were in trouble.  They clawed at themselves like crazed beasts, making hacking sounds, gagging on screams, mewling in fear.  Several fell to their knees, nails scraping the polished floor, contorting.   The one with the straw-colored hair, who I thought was Madison, staggered in silence, focusing all her strength on ripping the mask off her face.
I thrust myself out of the chair, but two of the guards slammed me back in place.  Knife Girl placed her field knife under my jaw, against my neck.  She leaned in to whisper in my ear, “Uh-uh, baby cakes.  Sit tight and enjoy the show.”
“Like hell!”
I still sensed Blaire’s pet demon lurking close, but I could no longer let that stop me.  The knife pressed in on my throat.  I relaxed my body, as if giving in, but pulled the folds of space around me, crossing over.  Color shifted to gray as gravity fluttered, lessening in force.  A tingle enveloped me in passing, and I was in the ghost world, sliding through my chair.  I’d used aura on the knife at my throat to bring it along, ghosting it out of Knife Girl’s hand.  I caught the hilt, and gripped it firmly, pulling it away from my own throat.
The demon growled nearby, and I felt a cold wave of fouled air, so I poured aura into the chair over me pulling it into the ghost realm.  Instead of going through, the demon’s claws smacked the chair, rocking it, cracking the wood.  Another blow splintered it.
By then I’d fallen through the floor, into darkness.  I white-knuckled the stolen knife, knowing it wouldn’t have saved me if I’d been a second slower.
No time for the shakes now.
Going by memory of where everyone and everything was, I used ripples of aura down my body to swim through the building’s concrete foundation.  I hadn’t done this often enough to be skilled at it, but I hoped for adequate.  That would be enough since I doubted a demon would have learned this at all—there aren’t many things they hide from.
In my mind, I easily imagined him sticking his arm through the floor where I sank, fishing blindly for me.  Better make this fast.  Without Tukka guarding my back, I can’t risk staying here long.  Tukka … was he alive?  No.  The witch was probably just pulling my chain, trying to manipulate me.  I can’t believe anything she says.
I surfaced by Madison, knowing her by her scent.
The demon bound my way, face twisted in mounting fury.
I crossed back, safe from the demon.  Color returned with regular gravity.  Sounds crashed over me: the women of ISIS chanting, and close by—thrashing bodies with white masks screamed, whimpered, and groaned.
Madison spun to face me.  Her white mask had bonded to her face, moving fluidly with her facial muscles like a second skin.  She growled like a wolf, amber eyes hungry, piercing.  Her sharp, pointy teeth snapped at my face as if she were going to eat me.  She only missed because I threw myself backward.
I bumped a woman in a red robe with a white swan mask that had also become animated.  Fran’s scent.  She grunted, opened her beak and hissed at me in irritation, then shifted to a kind of bark, flapping her arms wildly to scare me off.
I heard Blaire’s voice cut across the chanting, “She’s over there!  Bring her back.”
One woman tore off her white goblin mask.  It was Ms. Griffin.  As Knife Girl ran bare-faced past her, Ms. Griffin slammed the enchanted mask over the guard’s face.  She dropped the handgun she’d been carrying and clawed at the mask.  The guard soon grinned like a goblin, scampering about mindlessly with a maniacal chuckle, then abruptly leaping toward the tables with the snackage.
Spying me, Ms. Griffin called out, “Grace, get out of here.  Now!”
I had already stumbled through the victims of the masks, reaching the next layer, the chanting women in jeweled gowns and ornate—non-cursed—masks.  Several of these broke off chanting, trying to grab me.  They hastily recoiled as I flailed about with the knife.  I didn’t try to hurt anyone, but then again I didn’t try to miss either.  They’d be safe as long as they kept their paws to themselves.
My target was the side door I’d come through.  Van Helsing and Virgil had to be close by.  They wouldn’t have let the gals infiltrate the party without backup.  I didn’t know what had stopped the guys from barging in already—all gung-ho, bristling with weapons—but I was going to kick their asses into gear.  We had Armageddon to stop.
Someone jumped me from behind.  Their arms wrapped around my own and my chest.  One of the witches kicked my hand.   Owww!   I dropped the knife and staggered as more bodies wrapped me up.  I started to fall.  Damn, I’d forgotten one of Shaun’s most important lessons: Don’t focus, see everything at once.  Let your awareness be like moonlight, filling the space around you.
Then the bodies on top of me were wrenched away, flung casually by someone very strong.  It was Joshua in were-liger form, a towering, gold furred giant with pale white stripes.  He had a huge mane, golden eyes, and a roar that shook the building.  He and Cassie cleared a space around me.  She was equally foreboding despite a black body stocking that hugged her lithe form, leaving little to the imagination.  Guns, knives, and stun grenades were strapped on everywhere, and her face displayed the savage fury of a mother fox fighting for her young.  Joshua was scarier, taking bites out of the witches, clawing them, snapping limbs like rotted branches.  He tossed the bewitched white-masks back from the action so they could surf the crowd as if this were a rock concert.
Knife Girl, in the white mask, leaped on Joshua’s back.  The were-liger wrenched her free, clubbed her to the floor with a fuzzy fist, and punted her across the room.  A witch in a teal green gown and a lime and purple feathered mask ran at Cassie, and was met with a kick to the face.  The fancy mask went flying over the crowd.  The attacker fell backward and didn’t move.
I noticed Cassie was favoring her side.  The black cloth and underlying skin was torn and bloody.  “You’re hurt!” I shouted with concern against the chaotic babble surrounding us.
“I managed to get Joshua in with me past the protective hexes on the building, but I had to cross over to do it, and there seems to be a rather pissed-off demon hanging around.  Josh pulled it off me before it did more than this.”  She touched her wounded side.
I looked at Joshua.  “Is he hurt too?”
“He was, but weres heal even faster than demons.  Listen, we’ll catch up later.  You get out that door.  We’ll deal with this.”  They fought witches and enchanted interlopers, as we backed to the door.  Joshua drew a flurry of gunshots that only seemed to make him madder.
My gaze returned to Cassie’s wound, and I saw her in memory as well; wounded the same way, leaving me in a borrowed crib, abandoning me for my own good.
I couldn’t walk away, not with her hurt.  I wasn’t that strong.  “I don’t think I can…”
Cassie snarled.  “We can’t protect you, deal with this mess, and save your friends; you want to help them—get out!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-NINE
 
 
I ran for the door, hot tears on my cheeks.  Cassie and Joshua kept the crowd back, but one attacker got through, a woman in a purple velvet gown trimmed with black lace.  Adorned with cat ears and whiskers, she wore a mask as green as her emerald eyes, and clutched a little pearl-handled revolver, something an old-time riverboat gambler might have used.  Its puny snap of a discharge was almost inaudible as I dodged.  Something plinked against my right earring.  I felt for the dangle.  It was gone.
The shot had just missed my face.
These idiots are supposed to take me alive!
My frustration morphed into fury.  I wrenched the gun from her hand and slammed the little thing across her face.  She reeled back, leaving a trail of blood in the air that fell as she did.  She wasn’t out; I heard her whoof as someone in a white goblin mask bunny-hopped across her stomach.
Then I was outside, past the hex signs that kept the men out—except for Blaire’s boy toy.  He must have had a talisman to get in.  Too bad I didn’t have a truck-load to pass around.  Virgil, Shaun, and Van Helsing waited with black clad combat troops massed behind them.  The troops had ski masks that left only fierce eyes showing.  Fenn was off to the side with the guy slayers, exchanging sneers.  That was all I had time to see as several flashlights were shone in my face.  Someone yelled, “Freeze.”  And “Hands on your head.”
“How am I supposed to do both?” I compromised by shielding my face until the lights shifted out of my eyes.
Virgil reached sideways and caught the barrel of an assault rifle, directing it upward.  “Little lady’s on our side,” he barked.  “Don’t put any holes in her.”
Shaun rushed up to me, and my heart fluttered faster.
“What’s going on in there?” he asked.
“A spell got everyone except Ms. Griffin—our guys, they’ve … lost themselves.”  It had seemed like some charm prevented the white-masks from turning on ISIS, another spell I wanted to break.
Shaun stared past me, a distant look mixing pain and concern.  I turned and glowered at the hex signs on the building.  “Virgil!  Get me a flame thrower.”
Fenn appeared next to me, and I never heard him coming—the guy was good. “It’s a little early to be burning the place down, don’t you think?”
I turned my glower on him.  “The hex signs.  If we can burn them off the wall, we may be able to get all you guys in.”
Virgil appeared on my other side, following my stare to the spaced out geometrics painted high on the wall.  “The building didn’t come with those?”  He didn’t wait for my answer, calling over his shoulder, “Anybody got some napalm?”
There was milling and muttering.  No flame thrower was produced.  Someone called out, “I’ve got C4.”
“Give it a try,” Virgil said.
A man in black fatigues was lifted by his buddies.  Standing on their shoulders, he reached up and stuck a block that looked like white clay on a hex sign.  The explosive had a remote detonator wired in.  The human pyramid collapsed as everyone got clear.  The ordinance guy called out, “Fire in the hole!”
There was a flash, bang, and roil of smoke.              The smoke cleared and the hex sign was undamaged.
“The protective spell cancelled the effect,” Shaun said.
Fenn spoke up, “Maybe if we get a really big truck and ram the front door…”
“Same effect, probably,” Virgil said.  “We need crazy, outta-the-box thinking here.  Anybody got anything?”
Van Helsing knelt by a gym bag he’d brought.  He opened it and hauled out bottles of holy water, a hammer, stakes, two spools of duct tape, and a dozen wooden crosses.  “Sometimes, Old School is the only way to go.  Someone want to lift me up?”
A squad of soldiers piled up near the door, weapons ready for use, as Van Helsing was lifted to where he could duct tape his crosses over the hex signs.  Splashing them with holy water, he prayed in Latin, “Spiritus Dei causam consecrare gloria...”  The base of his human pyarmid moved him down the line of hex signs.
I grabbed Fenn’s arm and pulled him close, speaking in a low, intense voice, “I think Jill and Drew are in there.”  I didn’t add Maddison and Fran to the list; Van Helsing would take care of them.
His stare absorbed me.  “You’re the one I’m concerned with.”
“It will break my heart if they get hurt.”  I knew I was using him.  I felt bad about that, but I’d feet worse about Jill and Drew getting hurt, or killed.
He nodded curtly.  “I’ll take care of them.”
“Thanks.”
“I’ll need more than that.”
I nodded.  We both understood I’d owe him one.
I looked back to what Van Helsing was doing.  The paint around the crosses bubbled and blackened.  Runnels dripped down the outer wall.
En masse, the troops surged past me as the first squad made it in.  Soon, I was alone except for Van Helsing.  The old man picked up his bag and followed everyone else at a leisurely pace, a black hat on his head and a matching leather duster added to his usual black suit and crisp white shirt.  I felt easier about all my friends with Van Helsing and Fenn going in.
I went toward the open door.  Surely it would be okay for me just to peek.  Curiosity was killing me ... but I froze midstep, sniffing the air.  I smelled demon just inside.  Make that demons.  A lot of them.  They soured the air, dropping the temperature.  I backed away from the door, not wanting to draw them out to me.  As it was, I felt sufficated and small, nearly choking on the hate that was their life.
I stiffened.  As if thrown from a distance, a weak voice appeared in my head, Grace!
Tukka?  My heart skipped a beat.  It felt like there wasn’t enough air in the world for me to breathe.  I felt numb, like my brain had shut down, but tears were back in my eyes, tears of joy this time.  You’re alive … Blaire had told me the truth, damn her.
Grace hurry!  Terror edged his thought, the kind of fear you feel when death is near and unwanted.
Where are you?  I whirled, looking everywhere for the fu dog.  There was neither teal blue hide nor curly mane.
His voice strengthened, jerking me like a leash toward the closed hotel, Here.
Seen peripherally, the frosted grass blurred under my pounding feet as I leaned into my run, keeping nothing in reserve.  Any other crisis would have to wait; Tukka weighed heavier than the world in my list of priorities.  Yet, above the hotel, I couldn’t help dreading the dull red moon, a black shadow on its face, swallowing it whole.  Blaire was waiting for this.  Her cronies were only cannon fodder buying her time.
When the moon goes dark, either we’ll have beaten her, or we’ll have Am-Heh to deal with.
Tukka called again, Grace…
I reached the hotel’s side door, wrenched it open so it slammed, and raced down the carpeted hall, sniffing for Tukka’s scent.  Finding nothing yet, I took a turn toward the lobby, remembering the sense I’d had earlier of something hidden.  I burst into the open, passing the front desk and a pair of elevators.  Skidding to a stop, I went goggle-eyed over changes in the lobby.  Nothing was being hidden anymore.  Indirect lighting showed the regular furniture gone.  A body lay on a bier.  No sheet and gurney this time, but there was a body: Elita, face white, eyes closed, and chest still.  The same circle-and-star pattern with cryptic runes surrounded her bier—teal blue paint had been used.
Tukka lay at the base of the bier, laboring on his side, gasping for breath.  His eyes were more white than lavender.  He was far from his robust self.
Smiling in delight, hovering in the air above him, was Elita’s ghost.
Something was happening that I couldn’t see.  I needed to check this out from the ghost realm.  There shouldn’t be any demons around, but I played it safe, feeling the air for unnatural cold, straining for any hint of malevolence.  If I acted quickly…
I crossed over—same tingle, gray shift, and bleeding of gravity.  My lighter body danced with pale orange flames, but Tukka went gray, losing his teal blue color.  A nervous glance assured me no demons were present, so I gave Tukka my full attention.
The conjuring circle was now aglow with teal blue light.  Ribbons of life-force, the same color, wafted from Tukka to Elita’s ghost, flushing her monochromatically the same hue.  The ghost was drinking Tukka’s life.  I had to stop her.
I leaped, crashed into a barrier, and was thrown to the floor.  The witches had learned how to tune the things to keep me out.  My aura made the carpet solid under me, spreading an orange-ember glow into it.  I stared at Tukka.  As a rattling breath escaped him, I tore through my memories, searching for anything I could try, no matter how unlikely.  There had to be more I could do than to watch Tukka die a second time.
Elita also stared at Tukka, but she spoke to me, “Poor thing, wants to live, but that can’t happen.”  She lifted her face.  Her eyes were lavender stars.  A crooked smile stretched her face, a taunt meant for me.  “He’s just too tasty.”
As if in agreement, I heard chorused screams of pitiless hunger—the demons were coming, drawn by the energy of the circle.
I gathered aura in my hands, watching the hazy flames intensify, and thrust the energy against the floor.  The fire-play pierced the unseen wall, dancing over the lines of conjuration.  As I torched out a small section, the blue-green pattern flickered and died.  Breaking the painted lines broke the spell.  I threw myself across the rug to Tukka, falling over him as demon screeching sawed across my nerves.  I’d screwed up; breaking the circle had released its energies, bringing a worse threat than a ghost could ever be.
“You can’t have him,” Elita shouted.  “He’s mine!”
“Screw you and the nightmare you rode in on.”  Hugging Tukka, I bled my aura into him, shifting him into the ghost realm with me.  More and more of my aura soaked into him, easing his depletion while we sank into the floor.  The air became arctic and foul.  The light in the room seemed to tremble and dim as the screams swelled.  Tukka was submerged and I was almost there as the streaking shadow shapes of demons overshot us, ripping into Elita.
The demon screams were cut off cleanly.  It was her turn to scream, a shrill, razor-edged sound that almost provoked me to pity.  But she had tried to eat Tukka.  Helpless in the circle, he’d almost died.  I couldn’t forgive that. 
We were in the upper reaches of the basement, descending through charcoal shadows.  Handling Tukka’s bulk wasn’t easy, even in the lighter gravity of the ghost realm.  He was a thirsty sponge the size of a Buick, needing all the life I could spare, and I was burning through my aura just keeping him in the ghost world with me when I wasn’t that strong to begin with.
We hit the elevated deck beside the open hatch of the isolation tank.  Sprawled together, his head somehow wound up on my stomach, pinning me down like a stepped-on bug.  He lay still, open eyes devouring me like I was some impossible dream that had blown in off a winter wind.  Well, that was true in way.
I wiggled and dragged myself free, climbing to my feet again.  Breaking contact shifted him back to the material world.  I followed, crossing back.
“You stay and I’ll get help.  You should be all right here.  Look” I pulled out chocolate kisses that I’d swiped back at the salon.  I piled them in front of Tukka.  I still had a candy bar somewhere, but decided to save that for later—if there was a later.
Grace not thinking, Tukka raked the kisses close to his slavering maw, demons won’t eat ghost—need her. 
“You want to explain that to me?”
Demons want one thing most—to be out of ghost realm, to have body again.
I knew that.  The ghost realm energy makes demons solid, but on this side, they need a living host.  I didn’t see the problem since they didn’t have a host.  I shrugged.  “So?”
So, they come down here in dead body.
“But it’s … dead.”
Tukka lifted his head from the deck, his eyes burning into mine.  They use dead body and ghost which is piece of old soul.  Tukka’s life make ghost strong, so they put her back in body and demons squeeze in.
I had a weird mental image of a high-octane ghost in the gas tank of a clown car packed with demons, all the hellspawn fighting for the steering wheel.  If Tukka was right, the damned things would be zombie-piloting Elita down here soon, looking to tear off our limbs and ripping out our intestines for lunch.  Not a pleasant thought.
I held my hand up in front of my face, calling for my cold fire.  A few weak petals of flame sprang up in my palm, trembled, and expired.  I didn’t have the strength to fight.  Or to take us back into the relative safety of the ghost realm.  That wasn’t really an answer; if we could cross over, there was nothing to stop a demon from jumping out of the clown car, giving up access to the human world in order to take me and Tukka down.
Our only hope was to get out of here fast, but there was no way I could move quickly hauling Tukka.  It wasn’t like I had a forklift—
Grace, go.  Tukka be all right.
My brow furrowed as I juggled memories, looking for a spark of inspiration to ignite a little hope.
You can’t fight them.  Done enough.  Go!
I shook my head.  “Not again.  Not ever again.  I’m done running.  I won’t leave you.”
Then … we die together. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY
 
 
I threw my cloak over Tukka to warm him, and keep my movements unhindered.  The long gown I wore was trouble enough.  I loathed the thought of trying to fight in this getup.  “I’m going to see if I can find something useful down there.”
Tukka stay, like place with view.  He dropped his head to the deck as his eyes went half-lidded.  His breathing remained labored.
I ran to the stairs and hitched up my skirt to take the steps three at a time.  I hit the floor and made a beeline for the work station.  Tearing open the desk drawers, I ransacked them and came up empty.  Not even a letter opener.  Not even a … ah, hah!  The bottom drawer contributed a taser built to look like a gun.  I looked down the muzzle.  There were twin projectiles there.  This wasn’t a get-in-close, hand-held zapper, but the kind of taser that shot wired darts across a distance to electrocute people.
Bad people and their toys… I need more.  I need … the crowbar.  
I snatched it off the printer where it had been abandoned, and sprinted across the lowered basement floor to the second flight of stairs.  They took me up to the elevator.  I passed it, hugging the wall, moving along the ledge to the next piece of old floor still remaining.  It held the emergency generator, and nearby, a five-gallon can of gas.  The can turned out to be half full.  Hopefully that would be enough.  I carried it past the elevator down to the lower level, getting everything over to the isolation tank—just in time.  A low hum warned me the elevator was coming.
I transferred almost everything up to Tukka, saving the gas for last.  I removed the spout and dragged the can up the steps, sloshing gas as I went.  By the time I reached the top of the stairs again the elevator dinged open.  I couldn’t resist looking to see the passenger.  In a white dress with frilly lace and matching gloves, Elita was dressed for a funeral—mine.  Her skin was waxy, pale, her hair elegantly piled.  The tips of her gloves shredded as her nails grew unnaturally long, poking into view.  There was anticipation in her expression, a rigid joy that stretched the flesh tightly.  And there was murder in her eyes, a radiant darkness that swallowed light.
She started my way, slowly, deliberately, using the stairs from the elevator to the new sub-basement floor.
I ripped my gaze away.
Tukka shrugged out from under my cloak and managed to stand, wavering unsteadily on all four feet.  I pointed to the hatch.  “Get in!”
He looked at me.  Tukka die dry—not wet.
“I have a plan.  Trust me, and hold this.”  I stuck the short crowbar in his mouth.  “Try not to swallow it.”
He made a gurgled reply I didn’t understand and fell in with a big splash.  I poured out the rest of the gas.  The cloak got soaked.  The fuel pooled, rippling outward.  A raised lip at the edge of the deck kept the gas from overflowing to the floor.  The liquid drained the only way it could, down the stairs.
“Playing with fire, Grace?”  Elita’s voice had collapsed, its timber deepening, growing thick as gritty sludge, “You think this will scare me off?  Don’t you know?  Demons like fire.”  She laughed, clomping up the stairs to the tank, making sure I knew she was coming.  Anticipation really is the greatest torture.
She wanted me to be the one afraid, and I was, but that didn’t mean I was giving up.  I dropped the empty can and went under the hatch, pulling it nearly closed.  I waited until I saw her head and shoulders, and shot the taser.  The darts hit the metal deck, igniting the gas fumes.  Flames whooshed up as I slammed the hatch, cutting through the taser’s wires.  I dropped the gun.  It splashed and sank, as I spun the wheel mechanism inside the hatch, dogging it shut.
Tukka floated under me without needing to tread water.  He craned his head as high as possible.  I snagged the butt of the crowbar, poking out of his mouth like a little forked tongue.  Still clinging to the ladder, I used the bar to jam the hatch shut.
Tukka grunted.  This your plan?
Burn building down, and hope devil-girl don’t break in before help comes, or air goes bad.
“Uh, yeah.  Me killing us has to be better than the demons in Elita doing it.”
Always a silver lining.
My fancy dress skirts grew heavy enough to drag me under if I let them, despite the salt in the water adding buoyancy.  I let go of the ladder and latched onto Tukka.  He made no complaint as I awkwardly climbed him and clung to his back.  The only light came from below the surface, the big aquarium window in the side of the tank.  The diffused glow dimmed.  I leaned out and peered past Tukka.  Through the distortion of the water I saw thick black smoke billowing outside.
I thought of Eita, sheeted in fire, breathing toxic fumes … Take that Devil-Girl.
As if summoned by my thoughts, the hatch jiggled.  I watched the mechanism in the dimming light, praying the bar would stay in place.  Elita gave up.  I wondered what else she’d try.  I also wondered why she wasn’t burnt to a crispy critter.  I chalked it up to her witchy powers. 
I heard the water gently lapping against the inside of the tank.  I heard Tukka’s breathing, and my own desperately pounding heart.  Time seemed to dog-paddle at an achingly slow pace.  Nothing was happening.  Could Elita have succumbed to the smoke?  Maybe she was lying out there on the steps, her clothes, flesh and hair burnt away—new Apocalypse Barbie, be the first on your block to own one!
Thoom thoom!  The sounds were muted by the water and weirdly distorted as well.
I leaned out again and stared down at the window.  A dark shape was there, outside in the smoke, face pressed to the glass.  I knew who that had to be.
Tukka said, Fire not hurt her, it devils’ only friend.
“Great.  Couldn’t someone have told me that earlier?”
Jamming door good trick, Tukka said.  She can’t get in.
Thoom!
“I hope not.” I pulled myself back in and lay down to hug Tukka with my whole body, like he was one of the over-sized stuffed animals in my room back home.  Silence returned to soothe us, but fear still hung around.  It seemed like I was forgetting something important.  I played my memory back, reviewing everything that had happened to me since the White Room.  Reliving the day-spa experience calmed me, and made thinking easier, but a distraction as well.
I wished I’d been able to call Mom and Dad on their cruise and tell them one last time I loved them.  I also wanted to call my sister and tell her the same thing, and that I was sorry she never thought of me as her real sister.  She was mine.
My memory skipped and hopped through events, pausing where Van Helsing was sprinkling holy water on the taped-up crosses, saying his Latin prayer.  I wondered where the old man got his holy water.  How it was made.  “If Fenn’s dad were here, priest’s collar and all, do you think his blessing could turn this stuff in here into holy water?”
Him not real priest.  Not good person either.  Maybe turn water to wine, if that help.
“Hmmmm.”
You should try—fast!
“Turning water to wine?”
Make holy water.
“Why?”
Elita back at window … with jackhammer.
“Crap on a flaming shingle!”
She worse than Eveready bunny, and not as tasty.
I thought of a missing stuffed rabbit I’d owned years ago.  I’d cried over its disappearance, blaming my sister despite her protests of innocence. I glared at the back of Tukka’s shaggy head.  “That was you?”
Tukka want to tell you before he die.
The jackhammer was on.  I could hear its metallic chatter through the glass and water.
Tukka lowered his face into the water for a better look, then lifted it.  Glass cracking.  Not long now.  The jackhammer went ominously still.
Damn, I need a prayer.  Wait, if only this works...  I sure hope God’s in a good mood.  “Spiritus Dei causam consecrare gloria.”  I reached down from Tukka’s back and plunged my hand into the water.  “Please God, I’ll give you a chocolate bar!”
Hey!  Can we talk about this?  Tukka’s protest died, as a final thoom reached us.  We lurched into a spin.  The water dropped fast.  I kept my hand submerged, screaming, “Spiritus Dei causam consecrare freakin’ gloria!”
We rolled several times as we reached the shattered window.  I went through, past some nasty shards still in place, and tumbled down my own little waterfall to the concrete floor, slamming my breath out, laying there stunned, gagging on a haze of smoke, most of it hugging the high ceiling.  After a coughing jag, I rallied and ripped off a wet sleeve to cover my mouth, breathing through the cloth.  It was then I noticed a film of blood on my arms from numerous cuts.
A last few shards fell with a brital clatter, as the water stream died and Tukka floundered out.  He crashed to the concrete at my feet.  He lay still, gasping like a beached baby whale.
Soggy feet squished, stalling out near my head.  I closed my eyes, expecting a jackhammer to cave in my skull any second.  Only Elita did nothing but stand there.  I opened my eyes, and spied the jackhammer five feet away where it had been abandoned.  I was working up the nerve to raise my head and peer into Elita’s hell-filled eyes when her head fell off her shoulders and bounced past me on the floor.
Her hair was wet but steaming, and in need of a good conditioner.                The exposed face—what was left of it—looked like some powerful acid was at work.  The eyes were sunken and white with blindness.  The skin foamed and sloughed off, adding to the mess on the floor.  The standing body fell beside me.  Like a waterballoon, it burst.  One arm separated in several places, leaking embalming fluid, a burning odor like rubbing alchhol mixed with gasoline.  A leg came off and continued to deform, becoming putrid, soupy mush.  They’d need a closed casket service after this, and some shovels to scoop her up.
Fear had coalesced into a mixture of relief and revulsion.  I closed my eyes and swallowed, trying not to be sick as I dragged myself over to Tukka.  The demons weren’t gone.  I could still feel their icy rage from the ghost realm which had them back again.  I hugged Tukka’s big head.
Pressing the wet sleeve to my mouth so I could breathe, I laughed into my hand and couldn’t stop for the longest time, crying as the fumes stung my eyes.
Grace!  Grace, all right?
Nodding, I pulled away from Tukka, staring into his soft lavender eyes, touched by the concern there.  I sent him a thought: Apparently, God was in a very good mood.
Taliesina’s golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  Forgetting something?
Oh, my Gawd, the eclipse!  The fate of the world on the line and I’d spaced it entirely.
Eclipse? Tukka asked.
We’ve got to get to the gym right away.  I coughed into the cloth I was breathing through, the fumes stinging my eyes.
You go.  Tukka be along; friends coming, help me out.
Friends? I had a mental vision of dogs, one of them a fu dog, playing poker in the back room of a bar, wearing people cloths.
Tukka rolled his eyes.  Go already. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY-ONE
 
 
I ran, lifting the edge of my gown, slogging across the smoky room, running up the other stairs to the elevator.  I punched the button and the door opened at once.  I went in, bringing some of the smoke along, and endured it, riding up to the lobby.  I bolted out, going the way I’d come, thankful for the fresh air.  I made a turn in the hall and headed for the side door.  I felt tired, slow.  Reaching the door seemed to take forever.
And then I was through, out under the night sky, staring at a massive retreat by the good guys.  The wet cloth slipped from my fingers as Isaw the roof of the gym on fire, the part that hadn’t already caved in.  In the distance, sirens wailed.  Help was coming—too little, too late.  Government forces and slayers were backing across the frost-killed lawn, firing behind them as they went.  The few surviving witches in their bright gowns stared back in terror, escorted away by the Feds.
Shaun had Cassie in his arms.  Her hair was disheveled, a cut bled above one eye, and her clothes looked destined for the rag pile.  She held one arm as if it wasn’t working anymore.  Virgil and Fenn showed damage as well.  Shaun was covered in blood but I didn’t think any of it was his.  He moved easily without sign of pain.  Only Van Helsing looked wrinkle-free and wholely undaunted, guiding Madison and Fran into the clear—their white masks gone.  However he’d done it, I was grateful.
I wondered if I had Ms. Griffin to thank for that.
My gaze slid past them to the side door of the gym.  What was inside had red eyes.  A little too big to get out the door, it used massive forearms to batter the frame, trying to make it bigger.  The frame buckled on one side, then the other.  Then the black-furred shape squeezed out.  It stood upright—a good ten feet—but its hind legs had an extra joint, and it had a scaly tail to wag, only it wasn’t wagging.  Am-Heh lifted his snout to howl.  He made fists, letting his arms and pects bunch impressively, showing off killer abs.  He wore liquid fire for pants and, yes, had a face only a mother jackal could love.
Blaire followed him out, boldly stepping to his side.  Her imperious finger swept across her enemies, coming around to linger on me.  “Kill them all,” she screamed.  “Kill them all!”
I smiled.  That “all” included her.
Am-Heh looked at her, a wicked smile destorting his face.  He picked her up and bit her head off, spitting it away.  He broke the rest of her in half, and gnawed the remains.  There were britle cracks as he chomped through bone, then slurping as he sucked out marrow.
Feeling queezy, I swung my gaze away.
Tukka appeared beside me, looking much better.  Hi Grace, got chocolate? He wasn’t alone.  A dozen fu dogs were packed around him, anxious, ready for any request he might make.  It occurred to me that Tukka was highly important.  That made the time he made for me more valuable than I’d known.
 Jill and Drew grabbed and hugged me from behind.  They were sobbing with fear or maybe relief,  I wasn’t sure which.  They babbled as well. “Sssshhhhh.”  I patted arms.  “Grace is here.  It will be all right now.”
Yes, Tukka said.  We’ll take from here.
I remembered the fu dogs from my prom dream in the tank.  “A dozen against that thing?”  I loosened the arms holding me, turning to see Am-Heh.  He wasn’t roaring, flexing, or eating now.  He’d dropped what was left of Blaire, ready for the main entrée.
I didn’t know how far the fu dogs travelled—from what far-off lands, dreams, or alternate dimensions of time and space—but hundreds pounded onto the property, carefully trotting past the shell-shocked humans stunned into immobility.  The creatures enclosed the buildings, with stragglers steadily popping in from the ghost world—more fu dogs than I’d ever conceived of.
I closed my eyes and covered my ears.  Some things should never be remembered in full, vivid, blood-drenched detail.  This was one of those things.  Unfortunately, Drew jerked my hands down and the most god-awful snarling made me open my eyes.  A big, quivering, bloody chunk of ripped out liver plopped down at my feet.  I tried not to be sick.
Jill bent over the organ, nudging it with her toe.  “Think I can get anything on eBay for that?”
I felt a resurgence of nausea.  Not so much from seeing a softball sized chunk of liver—I’d dissected a frog in biology class, I was tough—but because waves of hunger washed through me, and a compulsion to snatch up the tender morsel and try it raw.  I couldn’t figure out what was wrong until golden eyes glimmered opened in the back shadows of my mind and Taliesina joined me.  The hunger was hers.  Her will drove my hand out.  I fought her control, snatching my hand back from the steamy, blood-slick organ.
Jill stared.  “Grace, are you all right?”
“Give me a minute.  I seem to be having an inner conflict here.”  I muttered beneath my breath, “I’m not eating that!”
You must, Taliesina insisted.  Death gods don’t go down easy, especially under a black moon.  He’s regenerating, fast, but if you eat the flesh of a god, you partake of his power.  We need the boost for when Am-Heh gets serious. 
I thought of Cassie bending time and space.  Maybe she can send him back.  Blaire had wanted me to do that when needed, but I don’t know how.
“At least cook it first,” Drew offered.
“As if!” I snarled.
A commotion drew my gaze to Am-Heh.  He’d emerged from a dog pile, growing twice his previous size.  The wounds in his body—made by fu dog teeth and claws—were visibly closing and ghosting away.  The underworld creature snatched up fu dogs left and right and flung them across the lawn and into the buildings.  He bowled over clusters of fu dogs otherwise out of range.  Tukka went forward, lumbering slowly toward Am-Heh.
I called after him, “Tukka, no!  You’re not in any shape to take him on.”
And suddenly Am-Heh was looking straight at me.  Oh, crap!
Fenn blurred past me, scooping the organ off the ground.  He stuffed the alien flesh into his mouth and chewed.
Ewwwwwww.  “How can you do that?” I asked.
“I’ve had worse,” he said between bites.
“How’s it taste?” Jill asked.
He grinned, a gobbet of meat hanging from a corner of his mouth.  “Gamey, tough.  Pretty awful, actually.”
In my thoughts, Taliesina growled at him for taking what she wanted.
“Knock it off,” I said.  “We got a serious problem here.”
Am-Heh was moving our way.
“Well,” I asked Fenn, “did that stuff give you god-like powers?”
“Let’s find out.”  He ran to where Tukka waited.  They were determined to meet Am-Heh half way.  I looked at Jill and Drew.  “Both of you, get outta here.”
“Not likely,” Jill said.
“Not without you,”Drew added.
I needed to join Fenn and Tukka.  I had no time to argue.  I waved some of Tukka’s pals over.  They came, which surprised me a little.  Sure, I was officially in the pack, but I didn’t know if that gave me any actually authority.  I caught their eyes and pointed at my friends.  “Get them outta here, and don’t take no for an answer, or I’ll tell Tukka.
They dropped their gazes from mine.  Wow!  I had dominance and rank.  One of their thoughts slipped into my head; As the shadow-walker commands.
“Hey!” Jill protested.
“Leggo,” Drew hollered.
The dogs had mouths full of gown and were all but dragging the girls away.
I turned in time to see Tukka suck in a huge breath.  He wavered on his feet, opening his mouth to roar.  The sound was more felt at first, an ache in the bones.  The roar broke into audible levels, a blast of thunder that climbed, morphing into a thin knifing sound.  I covered my ears, even as the sound vanished, going beyond my range of hearing.  Fenn covered up as well, driven to his knees by his proximity to Tukka.  This was like the time I spent in the white room, before Taliesina took over.
Other fu dogs were pressing forward again, adding silent roars to the mix.
Am-Heh was down on one knee, holding his head.  Blood dripped out from under his palms, trickling down his neck.  Then he stood, hands falling to his side.  The shape of his head had changed, becoming heavier, stony.  And his ears were gone, no longer a liability.  He waded into the sonic blast, his back bowing, his spine erupting in places, growing spikes.  Horny protrusions soon jutted his shoulders, elbows, and knees.  His tail grew barbed as he swished it in anticipation.  At this rate, we were going to need an air strike.  Maybe a few nukes...
Tukka was falling back, drawing his people along.
Undaunted, Fenn held his place as Am-Heh loomed ever closer.
Then Cassie was there, popping out of the ghost realm, snagging Fenn by the collar.  They vanished, leaving me the closest snackage to Am-Heh on the battlefield.
I looked at Tukka.  He’d collapsed and was being dragged off.  Everyone with sense was high-tailing it.  Cassie had probably assumed I’d exit through the ghost realm too.  She didn’t know that my aura was bone dry and I had no such escape.  I didn’t even have the sword Virgil had bought me.  Not that I’d ever learned how to use it.
And now, Am-Heh was twenty feet away, just two of his steps.
“I don’t want to die,” I told Taliesina.
 Her golden eyes melted the shadows in my head.  Her usually sleepy voice turned hard and sharp.  Then don’t, Sis.  Leave this to me.
“Uh, sure.”
In the past, either Taliesina had control, or I did.  This felt different; I slid deep into her thoughts and they blended with mine.  I felt a core of magic—a dancing, icy shimmer of power that exalted and filled, rolling outward to flush my skin with a soft white glow.  My gown melted in a rage of wind that swirled around me.  A pool of bottomless fire opened under my feet, but its radiance lifted me into the air.  Ribbons of light spun around me, solidifying against my skin, fusing into an orange and green kimono with a golden sash.  And spilling down either side of my face, my hair lengthened to my waist.
Epic!  I’d become a magical girl from an anime.
The pool of light closed, letting darkness rush in.  But cold, orange fire played under my feet, tongues lapping up at my ankles, keeping me hovering in the air.  I thought I was out of aura.
The true  depths of our power has long been hidden, Taliesina explained.  And we are our Father’s child, so we will win.
In her mind, I saw a shadow shape, a living darkness.  Onyx eyes, cold and curious peered through her, at me.  Cassie was mistaken; Father had always known about Taliesina, and through her, about me—if only second hand.  I felt him near as a thought, ready to pour into this reality with the destructive force of  a hurricane.
No, Taliesina told him.  This
is my dog to tame.  She stretched forth her ... our ... hands, joining them around the hilt of an unseen weapon.
Am-Heh came in a rush, claws stabbed.  His mouth gaped wide, ready to swallow me whole.  His bestial snarl pounded me like the boom of a low flying jet.  The sound swallowed and muted the scream that ripped out of me, born of fury, not fright.  Merged with Taliesina, fear dwindled to a cold shadow we shrugged away.  I sent us sliding sideways, still balanced on the fluttering flames that bathed my feet.  And in my hands, an obsidian sword appeared; long, curved, tappering, and one-edged.  It had weight—no mere shadow.  I sensed life in the sword that was my Father’s gift.
I held it firmly and left the cutting to Taliesina.  Under her control, a black fire hazed the blade.  Like Am-Heh, it drank the dark moon’s power.
His claws slashed through the place I’d just been hovering.  Taliesina turned the hilt.  The sword trailed in our wake, it’s edge lovingly stroking Am-Heh’s arm.  As I dropped, the blade slashed across his ribs.  The hell-beast fell to the ground.  His good arm caught him, bracing him through a turn.  His wounded arm stiffened with frosted.  It gouged the ground and crumbled into shards with a firecracker string of pops.
He stared at his missing limb, then turned blazing eyes my way.  He opened his mouth and a torrent of flames gushed out.
We hit the ground and rebounded.  Controlling the legs, I had us rebounding at once down the burning funnel of Am-Heh’s breath; Kitsune’s play in fire, we do not fear it.  But Am-Heh’s flame was as unnatural as mine.  It clung like napalm, spreading quickly, dissolving great swaths from my kimono.  Burned through, my obi belt uncoiled, becoming ash in the blazing air.  I smelled cooking meat—me!  Taliesina used my throat to scream, a piercing spike in my brain that echoed, as I crossed us over into the ghost realm.
I managed to scrape off the fire, but the agony remained, eating into my lucidity.  My bones were melting within me, my muscles flowing like molten wax.  I knew the feeling from when the Mothmen were rewriting my DNA, and I’d started turning fox  ... with jaws that bite and claws that catch...  The trapped beast in me was attempting to scratch her way out—no, that wasn’t it.  I looked at my forearms which were blackened and cracking, sloughing off damaged skin.  In flux, my body was accelerating the healing.  Soon, fresh, healthy tissue replaced the old, and the pain became a ghost in my head I’d alays remember.  I now had a new comparison of how bad things could get.  Lucky me.
I freed my left hand from the sword and thrust my palm ahead of me.  Foxfire burst from my fingertips, sliding down my gray toned body, thickening my aura, formed a protective umbrella ahead of us.  Taliesina had grown silent, cutting herself off from me, dead weight in my spirit.
Stay with me, I begged, the rides almost over!
I gritted my teeth and crossed us back.  Am-Heh began a deep breath, preparing to hit us again with the winds of hell.  But we exploded in his face, my umbrella breaking apart as I returned my free hand to the hilt of the sword.
Reemerging, Taliesina's blind, animal fear flashed into incandescent fury, increasing our strength.  Both our hearts drove the blade, with little finesse, crunching through his skull, slicing several vertebrae.  My feet hit him, transferring energy.  Kicking off helped me dislodge the sword.  I dropped at Am-Heh’s feet.
We stood looking up at the monster.  He’d staggered back a step but kept his feet.  No blood fell, red ice inside his gapping injury.  With an ache of anticipation, we watched him slowly thud his knees into the ground, fingers twitching, limbs nerveless and loose.  Taliesina took over control of our legs, dancing us farther away.  Am-Heh’s impact shot waves up his body as it started to loose solidity, misting at the edges as if he’d never been anything but a nightmare miming flesh.  The remnant of his head burst into icy chunks that hailed, rattling off the ground, bouncing every which way.
Still, I had to wonder ... Is he going to stay down this time?
A ragged mess, I tried pulling enough of my kimono together to preserve modesty, and succeeded, barely, as Taliesina lifting my head to the moon.  A reddish lunar surface was emerging from the earth’s shadow.  The eclipse was ending.
Hopefully, she said.  All we can do now is wait and see.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
 
A week later, I was back at HPI with Drew and Jill in the cafeteria.  The kids at the other tables stared at me.  They knew less than a tenth of what I’d gone through, but it was enough to make me a respected, and sometimes feared, legend around here.  The only one better at dominating with a glance was Fenn.  He’d been avoiding me lately.  Maybe he was mad because he’d eaten Am-Heh’s liver and instead of gaining god-like powers, they’d pumped his stomach at the hospital due to food poisoning.  I still owed him a favor for watching over my girlfriends.  Maybe he was having a hard time figuring out what to ask for.
Drew looked at me, “So, whatever happened to the surviving witches?”
“Don’t know.  Prison, I guess.  For all I care, they can ship them off to the same alien autopsy room that got what’s left of Am-Heh.”  I forked a piece of pineapple into my mouth.  I was eating a fruit salad, trying not to look at Jill’s very rare steak.
She looked at me.  “Aren’t you ever going to eat meat again?”
“Not after what I’ve seen.”  I grimaced, feeling a twinge between my shoulder blades.
Jill sighed.  “Still in pain?”
“Yeah.”
“Take your pain pills,”Jill said.
There were bandages under my clothes.  I just had surgery to remove the wings, and apparently the moth DNA had been responsible for my glamorization.  When the wings went, so did the boobs and other enhancements, my kitsune biology reasserting itself.  “Life really sucks,” I said.
I took a small whiff, a scent from behind me.  Fenn.
“Is this seat taken?” he indicated the empty seat next to me.
I shrugged.  “Help yourself.”
“I usually do.”  He set down an empty tray and pulled out the seat.
I silently munched my salad.
Fenn stared at Jill and Drew.
They locked glances with each other and stood, picking up their trays.  Drew said, “See you later, Grace.  We’ve got to go.  Homework or something.”
Traitors.
My throat had suddenly gone dry.  I needed a drink.  As I set my fork on top of my napkin, Fenn placed a hand over mine.  A hush swept the room. All eyes were watching.
I shot him a questioning glance.
“I’m here to collect,” Fenn said.
“Collect what?”
“A date.  You and me, away from this place.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.  Papparazi have been sniffing around for my internet persona.  That stupid robbery is going to haunt me forever.”
“Then I’ll settle for a lip-lock, tongues included.”
Mentally, I flashed to the coccoon where I’d had Ryan’s slick, prehensile tongue forced down my throat.  I shook away the vision, hating its clarity and freshness.  “You know I’m not ready to give up on Shaun yet?”
“Let the best man win,” he said.  “By which I mean me.”
I liked his confidence, and being fought over was every girl’s dream.  “Okay, pick me up at six.”
He grinned like a ferret that had just ham-strung a wolf and ripped it’s throat out.  “See you later.”
Life was still getting complicated.
Golden eyes opened in my mind.  Hmmmm.  Not bad.  You should give him a chance.
“Why,” I asked.
Shaun’s dreamy cool and all that, but he’s taken himself off the menu so to speak.  Fenn on the other hand ... well, it doesn’t seem to bother him you’ve gone back to being flat as a...
“Watch it,”
I warned.
My gaze caught Fenn’s empty tray.  A metaphor for my life—emptiness, waiting to be filled.  I just had to figure out what I wanted, and if the wanting was good for me.  While I waited in the eye of the storm, I’d settle for dinner and a movie ... with popcorn.  
And I’d insist on seeing a chick flick, a really bad one—we’d see just tough Fenn really was.  It would distract me.  All week long, I’ve tried to avoid thinking of Daddy Darkest.
How long do I have before he shows up again?
Taliesina said nothing.
I sighed.  Nevermind.  I don’t want to know.  Ignorance is bliss.
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