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An Informal, rough-and-tumble duel,
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I held my latest purchase—FENCING FOR DUMMIES—flipping the pages.  A quick skim committed the yellow and black paperback to memory.  The text would come when summoned, but digesting and understanding was going to take a while.  Unfortunately, there were no short cuts to becoming a kick-ass girl-wonder.  I dropped the book on the nightstand.


My hand itched for the new katana in the closet, but first, I needed to work on the basics.  That’s what I had Shaun for, even if he was avoiding me.  Circumstances had reduced me to spying on him for the training I needed.  
Not cool, I know, but…  I envisioned his storm-blue eyes, platinum-brown hair, six-pack abs, and cute butt … Ah, heaven! 
The alarm clock read 5:30 A.M.  He’d be at the back of his house in his private dojo soon.
Incandescent yellow eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind, my other self checking in.  Time to go, Taliesina said.
“Yeah, I know.”  I rolled off the bed, keeping my voice low though my roommate’s soft snore told me she was out like a light that had been hammered into submission.  
I grabbed my black-and-purple plaid vest off the back of my desk chair where I’d left it hours earlier.  Quilted and down-filled, the vest matched my black denim jeans, and my silver-black cross-trainer sneakers, which I’d been wearing in anticipation of going out soon.  Since my recent contamination with mothman DNA, I found myself needing less and less sleep at night.  Sometimes, it was all I could do not go stay out all night, drinking moonlight.  I slid the vest on over a long-sleeved, camouflage thermal shirt that was pink and purple.  I’d yet to find a jungle the shirt would blend into, but remained hopeful.
The outfit was relatively new, an expensive gift from my mom.  She’d felt guilty about busing me to the wilds of east Texas—far away from decent shopping.  I missed my friends on the track team, and my school back in St. Louis.  Mom and Dad were on a cruise ship, “taking time to salvage their marriage,” I’d been told.
I felt a stab of pain: All my fault; if I were their real child—not a monster left in their dead daughter’s cradle— 
I drew a deep breath that brought an ache to my lungs—penance—and sighed dramatically before turning to the business at hand.  Do I have everything?  I patted my vest pocket, feeling something hard and flat inside.  Jumbo rice-crisp chocolate bar?  Check!  Tukka will be happy.  That’s a good thing.  Two thousand pounds of grumpy fu dog can be quite the wet blanket.
The reading lamp illuminated half my body, allowing the bedroom window to throw a partial image back at me.  The rest was shadow—like half of my DNA.  My real father was king of the bogeymen, the monster under the bed, and a creature not of this Earth.  That also described me pretty well.  I despaired at my sharp face … feral eyes … and russet, shoulder-length wavy hair—I looked like no one else in my family, a sixteen-year old fox among swans.
I used to think my folks had found me running wild in the woods and had dragged me home to be raised in captivity.  Having met Cassie—my biological mother—only three weeks ago, I wished things were that simple.  Unfortunately, Luck was no kind of a lady at all.  I addressed my reflection in the blue tinted, one way glass—No good can come from being half kitsune and half shadow.  There ought a be a law…
Taliesina’s yellow eyes flickered open in the shadows of my mind.  My reflection twitched a corner of her mouth, almost a smile.  There is a law against it.  That’s why you weren’t raised among the kitsune.  If they knew about us, they’d come hunting.
Jill’s slow, quiet snoring paused as she rolled over, then kicked back in.  I hadn’t known her long, but we’d bonded quickly through some pretty scary times, becoming family.  Same as Drew in the suite’s other bedroom.  But I didn’t like ghost walking in front of them.  It was another reason for going out at this ungodly hour.
Thinking of Drew reminded me…  I went to my dresser and pulled out a red muffler she’d given me.  I liked the way it fluttered bravely in my wake as I leaped about in the ghost realm, freed from the shackles of normal gravity.
Back at the window, I placed my hands against the glass, peering out into darkness.  No sign yet of morning in the sky, just pale clouds blocking the starry sky.  
Focusing, I gathered mental handfuls of space, twisting it apart like cotton candy.  An electric tingle shivered my skin.   My stomach tried to float inside me like a helium balloon as gravity became a wink and a promise.  I crossed over to the ghost realm, like a crayon-scribbled stick man who suddenly stands up on paper, entering three dimensions.  The bedroom still surrounded me, but it was silent, mute.  Most material tones were shades of graphite, as spiritual energy became visible.  My skin turned bright gold, sheathed in a hazy aura of cold orange flame.  Outside her blanket, Jill’s aura limned her head and shoulders, a shimmering grape splotched with lime.  
Very organic.
Solidity was a point of view here; only my aura kept me from sinking through the floor, through all the floors, deep into the foundation of the building.  I pressed my hands against the window.  The glass seemed to part for me like a clear pool of water.  From the fifth floor, I went out the side of the building, into the night.  The weaker gravity eased me toward the pavement down below as if I were sinking in a pool.  Slow motion falling, I tracked the headlights of the silver Lexuses that patrolled the property.  Security wouldn’t be pleased with me sneaking out, not that they could stop me.  Normal humans couldn’t see me while I was crossed over.
Horizontal, I tucked my knees, positioning my feet for a kick.  The soles of my sneakers slapped the steel and glass building, bleeding aura to make a patch of it solid.  The kick launched me out over the drive so my descent became a diagonal arc.  I made a slow somersault, getting feet under me.  My bent knees absorbed the impact of landing.  Fortunately, inertia was as weak as gravity over here, or I’d have been a hurting puppy. 
Rebounding, my steps took a dozen feet at a time.  This must be what astronauts feel like on the moon.
I passed two—and three—story buildings that were industrial chic, ping-ponging from one to another until I broke into the open.  Ahead of me stretched a big gray wall, enclosing the property.  There were infrared beams underfoot and pressure sensors in the soil, monitored by security from the central tower.  I was invisible to these measures as well.  The only thing that had ever trapped me in this state had been a witch’s summoning circle—I was so glad ISIS had been dealt with and were no longer after me.
All I had to worry about now was what my father was going to do, now that he knew I was alive.  I shook off the thought because there was no way I could stop him from doing anything.  I could only react to whatever was coming.  And keep Tukka close.  He was my staunchest ally and oldest friend, the one who usually looks after me in the ghost realm.
I considered going through the perimeter wall, but at the last second, jumped it in a single bound like Super Girl on Smallville.  That had been my favorite show.  I was still pissed they’d cancelled it.  Some things should never be allowed to end.
After dropping into an open stretch, I leaped into the shadow-filled woods.  My aura charging the air, I breathed the scent of pine and chimney smoke appeared from nowhere.  The same process should have let me hear sounds from the human world that passed through my aura, but this had never been the case.  Maybe my brain worked differently over here, giving priority to smell but not hearing—a kitsune thing.  I’d have to ask Cassie about that.
There was no path here so I wove between the boles of trees, ducking low hanging branches when necessary, avoiding patches of sticker-vines.  There was a lightning-felled tree up ahead where Tukka would be waiting.  Odd that I didn’t smell him yet. 
I reached our rendezvous point.  He wasn’t there, but I heard the sound of something massive in the brush.  No, there were multiple sounds.  Tukka wasn’t alone, and judging from his growls, he wasn’t happy either.  I wondered if he’d come up against a pack of demons.  If so, getting anywhere close was stupid, but I couldn’t think of myself when Tukka was in trouble. 
I saw his blue teal, rhino-sized body crashing through blue-tinged saplings in a thinner stretch of forest.  As soon as the saplings and branches fell from contact with him, they went back to a ghostly, gray state.  Making part of the woodland solid hadn’t scraped off the people clinging to Tukka’s back and sides.  Oddly, the strangers lacked auras, demon-black or otherwise.
So what are they, and what do they want with Tukka? 
Never mind, answers would have to wait, I needed to…
A man dropped into my path.  He wore long hair framing a pasty white face.  His glossy gray eyes were like polished hematite.  He had no aura; part of the group giving Tukka trouble.  The guy wore a matte black coverall.  An obsidian pin on the left side of his chest registered as an alien sheriff’s badge, a ringed, four-pointed star.


Smiling widely, he opened his arms to embrace me.
“Sorry, not my type,” I said. 
Since he had no aura, I could touch him without getting violently shoved away.  But touching wasn’t my plan.  His arms closed, passing through me, as I kept my aura inside my skin, jumping straight through his body.  I landed behind him and kept going, seeping just enough aura from my feet to keep me from sinking into the forest floor.
I broke into a clearing where dead leaves tumbled over withered grass, silvered by frost and moonlight.  Tukka was whirling, trying to get to those riding him.  They were laughing, like this was all a child’s game.
I screamed at them, “Stop it, right now!”
One of the riders, a frail-looking kid my own age, stared at me in surprise.  Startled out of his grip, he fell off and had to roll hastily out of the way of Tukka’s stomping feet.  The remaining two riders jumped clear, obeying me at once.  Tukka stopped, glaring from one enemy to another, trying to make up his mind who to chomp on first.  Seeing me, he went with Plan B, rushing over and taking up a guarding position so I had to look over him to see the riders.  They were all three gathered closely together, standing loosely with no hint of threat. 
They probably want me to drop my guard.

Suddenly, I remembered the guy I’d passed.  I turned to look behind me.
He was in the air, vaulting over me.  I spun and watched him land on Tukka’s broad back, using it to springboard over to his friends.  As he joined them, they came to attention, acquiring a military air that was lessened by the belled cuffs of their shirtsleeves.  Their wrists were wrapped in black leather, glittering darkly with what looked like throwing stars.  Their faces turned grave.  Playtime was over.
Their fearless leader turned to face me.  He bowed and dignity swooped down to engulf him, making him seem years older than I’d earlier thought.
Tukka maintained a deep-throated growl.  His thoughts poured through my brain, Stay back, Grace.  Tukka deal with shadows.
I patted his side, feeling his tension.  “No one’s gotten hurt … yet … so why don’t we just hear what they have to say.”
The lead shadow took a couple of steps, but stopped short as Tukka’s growl revved up.  The stranger looked at Tukka, then at me.  “The creature is yours?  Forgive us for treating it roughly.  We did not know.”
Tukka made a disparaging humph sound to let the man know what he thought of the apology.  Tukka not an it.  Him person of great dignity, beauty, and virtue.
I crooked an eyebrow at the leader of the shadow men.  “Just who are you people anyway?”
He smiled sheepishly.  “I’m making a mess of this?  Let me introduce myself.  I am Onyx—Second-son to Lord Korvyn of Eirossa—and your future husband, by treaty with your father’s realm.”
It was my turn to growl.  “No, no, and hell no.  My heart’s already spoken for, not to mention the rest of me.”  If only Shaun would take advantage…
Onyx’s face darkened in the moonlight, as though a vagrant shadow hung over him.  His eyes hardened, acquiring a dangerous glitter.  His tone went icy polite, “I’m sorry, but that’s just not acceptable.”
Tukka’s thoughts poured into my head like hot maple syrup, Tukka keep them busy.  Go to Shaun.  He leaped at Onyx, taking him down to the frost-layered matted leaves.  The other shadow men threw themselves into the battle.  
I’d seen Tukka take on multiple demons and win.  He’d nearly brought down an ancient Egyptian hell-beast as well, and then there was that sea dragon...  Tukka could take care of himself.  Besides, with me gone, the battle had no reason to continue.  And, if the shadow men followed, Tukka would be safe.  I’d have saved him for once.  I didn’t argue, but did as he told me, bounding into the air, clearing the free-for-all, landing on the other side of it.
I jumped again and again, reaching the shaggy pine, ghosting through them so I wasn’t slowed down.  The sound of combat faded, but I kept up to my best speed, glad that my training in cross country running had given me the thighs of an Amazon.  I was going to need them if anyone was on my trail.  Worry gnawed at me, but I didn’t look back.  That’s the moment in every horror movie when the unlucky heroine discovers death bearing down on her like a runaway truck.  If this was my time to dance with Death, I didn’t want to know.
Death—or maybe a distant relative—came head on, passing in a dark blur, his cape fluttering.  He carried a black-iron staff crowned with a six-pointed star within a scythe-shaped moon.  The cape and staff had drawn most of my attention so I only had a vague impression of a pale face with coal-red, smoldering eyes.  Others followed him, dark streaks in an arrow-head formation.  Several nearly touched me, deepening the cold of the ghost realm for just a moment, which meant they were very cold indeed because I seldom felt such discomfort, wearing heavy clothes in winter to avoid being conspicuous. 
If these guys were reinforcements, Tukka might be in trouble.
I’d braked in leaves, skidding to a stop as the formation passed.  With a quick turn, I launched myself after them.  I just had to know what was going on.  By the time I returned to the clearing, Tukka had abandoned the fight, pulling a fade.  Onyx’s people were on the ground, alive, but in various states of disrepair.  One of them had an arm crooked in an unnatural direction, obsidian splinters of bone poking through skin.  Instead of blood, there was a leakage of darkness, a fine mist that evaporated on the wind.  
Feeling nauseous, I directed my gaze elsewhere.
The newcomers—sheathed in black uniforms with crimson piping—encircled the sprawled prince and his three guardsmen.  The man with the iron staff approached them, entering the ring.  Onyx’s face reflected the shock of recognition.  One of the prince’s men lunged up off the ground, alarm energizing his face.  The guardsman closed his hand on a materializing beam of black shadow that shaped itself into a sword.
With a flicking wrist, Staff Guy shook his staff.  Black flame fluttered from the crescent-and-star image that capped it.  Expanding in a cone, shadow rings blasted down from the star, slamming into the swordsman like a concrete wall, jarring him violently, lifting him off his feet, and tossing him backwards.  He fell on his back and skidded.  With his concentration broken, his shadow sword dissipated.
The man with the broken arm produced throwing stars, cocking his hand back to his side for an underhanded throw.
Onyx waved the man into motionlessness, “Put that thing away.  You want to get us killed?”
Totally ignored by everyone, I hung back behind the circle of warriors, watching, putting the pieces together.  From the way things had shaped up, I decided that the newcomers weren’t reinforcements, or even expected.  Certainly not by me.  The ghost realm was usually a lonely place with only the occasional ghost or marauding demon.  I’d gotten used to thinking of it as my own private playground.  I discovered I didn’t like sharing it with anyone but Tukka.
Onyx climbed to his feet and executed a small bow.  His mouth opened…
The man with the staff used his free hand to chop the air, hard and fast, bringing a beat of silence.  “See to your men, and do not be such a ruffian where…” his piercing red eyes flicked my way, then back to Onyx, “…her Highness is concerned.  You do not want to offend me.”
He gestured toward his men.  The circle parted, allowing Onyx and his posse to leave.  As he walked away, the man with a broken arm swung it out from him, and I watched the whole thing turn to an arm-shaped shadow hanging off his body.  The shadow arm straightened, then the shadow hardened into flesh again—and the arm was whole, unbroken.
My eyes were wide.  I felt like clapping, but didn’t.  This seemed like a good time to creep away.  I slid a foot back, shifting my weight with it.
I became the center of attention as the remaining shadows silently oriented on me, ranking themselves in two lines behind Staff Guy.  To a man, they sank to one knee, placing fists over their hearts, bowing their heads in respect.  Staff Guy bent at the waist with a lesser show of humility, calling to me, “Not even curious who we are, Princess?”
I blinked.  “Well, now that you mention it…”
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“I am Torrent, the Voice and Eyes of your father, sent to evaluate how you may best serve our interests.”
“I thought I’d already been married off.”  Like I’d let that happen. 
“Prince Onyx has the right to court you—not possess you; it was enough of a concession for us to gain a strong alliance.  Though a stranger to our ways, you are already serving your clan.  It is your father’s wish that I instruct you in your … darker … heritage and that you come to him in time so he can know the heart of his long-lost daughter.”
“I’ve got a choice?”
The envoy shrugged, once more back to leaning on his iron staff.  “You’ve time.  Use it well.”
I shrugged in return.  “Then I suppose I’ll think about it.”  I turned to go.
“Princess…?”
I stopped and called over my shoulder.  “I’m not a princess; not unless I want to be, and I have a name.  It’s Grace.”
“Where are you going?”
 “I have to see a man about a sword.”
“We shall accompany you.” 
“I’ll be fine.”
“My duties include keeping you safe.”
“Easier said than done.”   I thought of the hell I’d endured last Halloween at the hands of ISIS, of Ryan kidnapping me to turn me into a mothman mate for himself, of the shadow beast and its pet cemetery zombie puppets…  Safe wasn’t something I was used to
I focused on my feet and pulled in my aura.  This caused me to slide into the ground like it was super-fast quicksand.  Submerged, holding a deep breath, I dove forward, using just enough aura around my legs to turn the soil into a squeezing fist.  Blind, I shot through the roots, stones, and soil of the forest, skimming below the surface.  My nerves strained as I thought how wrong all this could go.  In the ghost realm, it was possible to drown in a sea of land, but I only had to travel a short distance, then I could surface with a screen of trees between me and my wanna-be-entourage.
There was no way I could drag them over to Shaun’s and get him to let us all in.  Chances were, he wouldn’t even see me.  
I knifed up into the gray light of the ghost realm.  Surrounded by trees, I leaped up to a medium-sized branch that would have splintered under my weight back in the so-called real world.  That branch served as a springboard into the higher tangled limbs.  I let them pass right through me until I reached the trunk of a black oak.  Aura, bleeding from my body, let me hang onto the tree and get my breath, listening for movement below.
Nothing.  I mentally patted my self on the back with enthusiastic abandon.
Staying high in the forest, I sprang from trunk to trunk, avoiding the pine where possible in favor of oak, and cottonwood, which didn’t betray my passage with swaying branches.  It took awhile for the muscular tension between my shoulder blades to dissipate.  It felt like I had a target on my back.
The woods thinned, making room for a side road off the highway.  I slowed, stopped, and scanned for any sign of unnatural movement.  Reassured by the stillness, I hopped across the road, heading into a cluster of two-story homes where construction had been abandoned due to the economy.  Only a few structures were finished and occupied.  The rest would probably never be completed.  
I ghosted through the houses in my way, taking a shortcut.                My route took me to a back lot bigger than most, where a three-story mansion dominated the lesser dwellings.  It was all gray brick, double-paned designer windows, and blue-tiled roof with heavy beams that gave it a pagoda look, sorta East-meets-West.  The place enthralled me first time I saw it, and not just because Shaun lived here.  Yeah, I admit it; I’ve been stalking him.  The heart wants what it wants.
Padding past the glossy, black Jag in the driveway, I shot along the side of the house, and wound up in back, where grape trellises partially screened a rice-paper-walled dojo with a wrap-around, wooden deck.  The little structure looked like it would have been far more at home in feudal Japan.  Beyond the dojo, a little bathhouse waited.  Beside the dojo lay a koi pond where mottled fish rubbed each other for comfort and reassurance.
Then again, maybe I was projecting.
I took advantage of the ghost realm to work on my training, figuring what Shaun didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me.  I needed the best instruction around, and from what I’d seen—this guy was it.  Tukka couldn’t always bail me out of trouble.  If I ever went face-to-snout with some god-awful devil thing out to drink the blood from my still-beating heart, what I learned here could make the difference between dying or not.  And to not see Shaun, ever again…  I couldn’t face that. 
Strung overhead, paper lanterns with electric bulbs paled the backyard.  I passed under them without casting a shadow, and climbed onto the outer deck of the dojo.  I walked under its sheltering roof, along rice paper panels braced with bamboo struts.  Near the closed, main door, a doll hung from a peg.  This had been added only a week ago.  The hand-sized figure—rags bundled in cloth, tied shut with a red ribbon around its neck—looked like a ghost.  The face was hand painted, something a child might have done.
Jill had looked the thing up for me online.  It was a weather priest—a teru-teru bozu.  Pointing the monk’s bald “shiny” head up brought sunshine.  Dangling it head down, so it cried, produced rain.  Smiling, I reached out to rub the cute little guy’s forehead and felt a tingle as it swung away from me.  The doll stayed unlit, absorbing none of my aura, already possessing a charge.  Someone had obviously poured their heart into making the figure for Sensei.  Does he know?
I went through a closed, sliding door that didn’t tremble, glowing just a second.  Inside, more lanterns burned with a pearlescent shine.  My eyes were drawn to movement.  As much gymnast as warrior, my unsuspecting Sensei flowed effortlessly through the dance-like movements of his kata.  The katana in his hand caught light, as did his collar-length, burnished hair.  Eyes like pale agates were unfocused, absorbing everything.  His bare chest and wash-board abs were jeweled with sweat.  With liquid grace, he engaged imaginary attackers, finishing them left and right, fore and aft.  Sweat slicked his muscular torso.
Oh, so scrumptious...  
Yellow eyes glimmered open in the back shadows of my mind as Taliesina finally checked in with me.  Wanting what you can’t have will only hurt you.  To him, you’re just jailbait.
I know that, damn it, but don’t mess with my dreams. They’re all I got.
Supple, powerful, and incredibly fast, he finished one dance and started another, sword in hand, slashing the air with tranquil efficiency.  His sword was not a thing he used, but an extention of his body, the true weapon.
I bowed to him in deepest respect and padded closer to watch.  The custom made me feel a little less like a thief.
I walked into his attack, synchronizing to his movements, filling the safe spaces around his body as he moved.  The weakened gravity this side of the veil helped me dance lightly on my feet.  It also helped I’d memorized his katas.  The first time I’d tried this, he’d left me with a shallow cut.  That’s how I discovered his blade conducted ki, his soul’s energy.  His sword could kill me, if I were careless.
Fortunately, my objective wasn’t to fight, just survive.
I became his shadow, a complement, not a threat—as much an extension of him as his sword.  I thrilled to the response of my muscles, as his movements pushed me to levels I’d never have reached on my own.  I forgot everything but the dance, losing myself in the joy of it, until Shaun entered the final flourishes that indicated the end of this routine.  I spun from his path, slid to the floor, and froze in a posture with arms fanned like crane wings, inviting applause.
I almost fell over as applause erupted.  Someone had watched me, someone this side of the veil.  That meant a ghost—if I was lucky.
The clapping stopped.  A shape emerged from a patch of shadow, a Japanese middle-schooler, a couple years younger than me.  She wore a navy blue sailor suit uniform with long white socks and brown shoes.  Her hair hung on the sides in banana-shaped pigtails.  Though her eyes weren’t round and huge and her hair wasn’t some weird pastel shade, everything else screamed “refugee from an anime!”
She approached, stopped, and posed for me, hands on hips.
Well, if the dojo was brought from overseas, then it was possible a ghost had hitched a ride.  Only, this ghost wasn’t typical—most phantoms were blobs of light on this side.  For this one to hang so strongly onto her self-image, she had to be a high-class spirit—or drawing energy from a notable outside source—either way, the young girl was dangerous.
It puzzled me why I hadn’t seen her until now; I’d been coming here for two weeks.  Do ghosts take extra long naps?  Maybe she’d been on vacation.  I decided not to ask.  I didn’t want her to know how many times I’d broken into her home.  That might rile her up.  For once, I’d rein in my mouth and not provoke a situation.
I flowed to a vertical posture and bowed, acknowledging the applause.  My gracefulness was spoiled as Sensei moved through the place I was trying to occupy.  His blue-white aura slammed me aside like a heavy static charge.  I bit off a curse and staggered like a drunken bear.
Ghost Girl giggled.
Sensei paused, swiveling to scan the dojo.  His eyes slid across me without recognition, but he seemed to sense something, some elusive hint of presence.  After a moment, he continued.
I scowled at the laughter, but then joined in.
Ghost Girl’s words fluttered over me, “You’re not a ghost at all, are you?” 
“No,” I said.  “I’m just visiting the ghost realm.”
“That can be dangerous … for the living.”
“Tell me about it.”
“You should let Nii-san know you’re here.  He’d help you.  He has a kind heart.”
“Nii-san...?  Isn’t that some kind of car?”
Ghost Girl rolled her eyes, sighing like one who is put upon to the very limit of endurance.  “It means Older Brother.”
I turned to watch Sensei toweling the sweat from his face, a half drained bottle of water in another hand, his sword sheathed at his side.  He didn’t look a bit Japanese.  “He’s your brother?”
“My honorary brother.  Shaun-san trained with my father for many years, and was always kind to me, even when I was a bother.”
“That explains this place I guess.”
Ghost Girl sighed, again, with great drama.  “Poor Shaun-san, one of you westerners that try too hard to be Japanese...”  She shot me a sudden hard stare, her eyes flashing violet fire.  “You like him, don’t you?”  The discharge of her eyes eased back and a sly smile appeared, as I to lull me into a confession.  “C’mon, you can tell me.”
The small hairs at the nape of my neck were standing up.  The air in the dojo had acquired a building charge like you’d feel with an electrical storm on the way.  Something warned me I was on thin, cracking ice, about to plunge through.
But I don’t like lying.  “Yeah, I do.  I just wish I had a chance with him.”
For a moment, dangerous, pale violet energies crackled around Ghost Girl, fuzzing her edges.  But she smiled with real warmth this time and the cold fire dispersed.  “Well, I suppose it’s all right, as long as you know your place, Kunoichi.”
I frowned.  “What did you call me?”
“Kunoichi; a female ninja, one who spies from the shadows.”
The would-be writer in me filed the new term away, hoarding it, as I protested, “Hey, I have a name.”
She waved off my words.  “Not important.  You can call me Michiko.”
I tried it out, “Michi … ko.”
She upped the wattage on her smile.  “It means child of beauty—appropriate, no?”
Hooboy, somebody’s sure stuck on herself.  I kept a friendly smile in place.  “Uh, yeah, I suppose.”
My gaze went back to Shaun.  He’d stiffened, head pivoting, eyes searching the mats—locking onto his cell phone.  Carefully, he set down his bottle and towel, drawing himself up into a crouch, hand on his sword hilt.  Poised on the balls of his feet, he had the look of someone who knew trouble was coming on fast.  His features hardened like a stone mask.
What had triggered this transformation?  Funny response to getting a phone call.
Swords in hand, a torrent of dark-clad women burst through the walls, shredding rice paper and breaking bamboo struts.  They were supermodel pretty, sheathed in skintight cat suits that were a few shades short of midnight blue.  Over this, various pieces of matte black, Kevlar armor had been strapped on, along with assorted cutting weapons.  From ponytails to steel-toed boots, these were “soldier of fortune” pin-up girls.
Was this the martial arts equivalent of war games?  If so, I was happy to have a ringside seat.  This was going to be good.
I saw mouths gaping wide as multiple screams erupted from the attackers.  The lead warrior was different; calling out words—a challenge, an order to surrender?  I didn’t know.  As a dark wave, the women closed in on Shaun.  Their swords became flashing bars of light reflecting the glow of the indoor lanterns.
Sensei drew his katana slowly, without concern, as if he had all the time in the world.  Only then did he explode toward the closest opponent.  At the last instant, he swirled away from her, taking out two different targets.  Blood—like black ink—splattered the mats.  Shaun’s sword wore a wet coat.
Horror pinned me like a butterfly fresh from a killing jar.  This wasn’t Hollywood special effects.  This was real.  I watched as blades slithered off each other.  Shaun added punches, kicks, elbows, knees, whatever he needed to keep himself alive.  His fighting looked very different from the katas I’d memorized.
Dead warriors piled up, bodies sprawling without dignity.  Translucent copies of the dead stood looking down at themselves—freed souls confronting their mortality. 
Back home, when Grandmother died, I’d snuck in to see her after being banished from the room by the adults.  I’d seen her body, diminished by death, and her spirit standing apart, a younger version no longer ravaged by time.  She’d smiled lovingly at me as a door opened in space, highlighting her in 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.  
No such angelic visitors came now.  Instead, reavers blasted in from nowhere like black winds given malevolent will.  Shadow wings fluttered furiously as their obsidian talons wrenched the outcast souls into the air, bearing them away.  Some of those snatched bled pale blobs of blue light.  This energy would form ghosts who’d linger unless chased away by Michiko—or eaten by her.  The stronger ghosts sometimes cannibalized weak ones for strength.
My attention returned to the living.  Despite their losses, there didn’t seem to be an end to the warriors breaking into the dojo.  Caution only slowed them close to Shaun.  Worry gnawed my stomach lining, trying to burst out.  Shaun was more than good, but he was one against many.  He’d be overwhelmed in time.
Unseen except by me, Michiko appeared among the fighters.  Enemy blades sliced, rippling her substance, doing no harm.  Her waving hands erected walls of sparkling air that turned savage blows away from Shaun, saving him time and again.  To the enemy, Shaun’s continued survival had to seem a major miracle.
Then again … Shaun pivoted into a kick combo that should have taken out several of the women, but one foot deflected off of one of Michiko’s barriers.  Off balance, he had to work twice as hard not to get skewered and slashed.
Ghost Girl glared my way.  “What are you waiting for?  Help out here!”
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I’d never killed anything before—except for an Egyptian hell beast bent on eating the world for breakfast—and I’d had help there.  Here, I was fighting in the human world where I’d be hella vulnerable, but I ran forward all the same.
I could have scooped up the sword lying next to a gutted woman with glassy, dead eyes—eeewww!—but decided to stick with what I knew best: evasion and acrobatic attacks.  Only this time I’d have to do more than dance—I’d have to open a jumbo can of whoop-ass to be served carpaccio;
sliced thin, served raw.
I leaped in the anemic gravity of the ghost realm, turned midair, and planted my feet on an overhead beam.  The wood glowed orange as I touched it.  Times like this, I was glad Taliesina slept as much as she did; I didn’t need added distraction.  Shoving off, I plunged earthward, becoming a human pinball.
At the last instant, I crossed
back across the veil.  Gravity clicked in full force.  My sense of smell went into overdrive.  The acrid scent of sweat and the sweet iron tang of too much blood gagged me as I dropped knee-first into one woman’s chest, sending her slamming into two others.  I hit the floor with little momentum remaining.  
Screams of pain and rage were all around, no longer just mouthed.  I heard moans and whimpering as well.  Color had snapped back into the world; the mats were brown, except for spots where bright arterial blood had pooled and splattered, intensifying the iron smell.  The indoor lanterns were now pale gold.  As I rolled to get my feet under me, the thicker light made me feel like I was moving in molten amber, insulated from time.
A cluster of warriors oriented on me, swords tracking, pointing me out as prey.  The opponents that concerned me most pulled shurikens out of wrist and ankle cuffs, both star and spike styles.  At least there were no guns to deal with—though my analytical side wondered why the hell not.
Still in a ball, I crossed over and my feet thrust hard against the floor.  This launched me high in the air, in a casual flip.  Shuriken buried themselves where I’d been, creating a hazard in the matting.  I rebounded off a rafter that brightened momentarily at my touch, and shot just under the ceiling, to a beam near Shaun.
Using my arms, to protect my head and deflect off the glowing wood, I angled toward the floor, spinning into an aerial crouch.  I shifted back into view just before my feet caught a woman in the face, spinning her violently.
I dropped to the mat, having lost inertia.  Since I was low to the ground, I pivoted a leg into a sweep, taking one opponent down with my heel and calf.  Another warrior, with better reflexes, kicked into my sweep, trapping my leg like a crane stepping on a carp.  Bending at the waist, I snatched up a glittering shuriken someone had dropped and threw the thing as I pulled it in.  The star-shaped knife wobbled past the face of the warrior looming over me.  It didn’t come very close, but she pulled back a little, expecting me to be better than I was.  This let me jerk my leg free, delaying the downward stab of her katana.
I rolled away, seeking distance.  From the corner of my eye, I saw Shaun in a blur, fighting multiple threats.  In the general confusion, I prayed he wouldn’t skewer me.  It had to help I wasn’t wearing a dark blue uniform like the other dancing shadows.
Close to my new position, two kunoichi flipped themselves off the floor, onto their feet, turning murderous gazes my way.
Damn, zigged when I should have zagged.
My stomach clenched, as one of the kunoichi stabbed with her sword.  The other lashed out in a kick that blinded me a moment as it grazed my head.  My body acted on its own, rolling me backwards.  Something smacked my side, as I crossed over into gray-toned silence.
Two blades passed through my torso, doing no damage.  Their swords weren’t soul-charged like Shaun’s—they couldn’t hurt me this side of the veil.  That left me indescribably happy—until pain kicked in.  I touched my side and found tattered cloth ... and wetness.  I pulled my hand before my face and stared at a black smear.  Blood.  There wasn’t a lot of it.  Best I could make out—from the lack of pain—I’d only taken a scratch before crossing over.
Thoughts of how much worse it might have been made me lightheaded.  My legs shook.  I crumpled.  My heart raced, my pulse thundering in my ears.  Mental haze morphed into panic.  Get a hold of yourself, Grace.  Freak out when the fighting’s over.  Shaun needs you!
He’d rallied with the distractions I’d provided, and had whittled the opposition down to two.  My heart leaped in my chest as a steel bolt on a long chain wrapped around his sword hand, jerking him off balance, making him vulnerable.  Michiko plunged toward the woman using the chain.  The other attacker clutched batons with little curved blades on the end.  Seeing her chance, she pounced toward Shaun.
I crossed back and appeared in front of him. 
He grunted as my shoulder sank into his midsection.  Like a linebacker sacking a quarterback, I took him down to safety, away from the oncoming weapons.  Another cross over kept Shaun from automatically smashing my face with an elbow strike, but his ghost realm aura shocked me skyward like electric current.  Oblivious to my presence, the sticks with their little blades carved through me, doing no damage.  Cat-like in the air, I turned my lower half to the ground, then my upper body, landing beside the woman as she realigned on Shaun.
Briefly, I flickered into view next to her.
She lashed my way, as a reviving lady warrior lunged up from a sprawl to seize me from behind.  The iron bar of her arm crossed my throat, choking me viciously.  I vanished, breathing in pain as her aura shocked me away.  The one who’d been crushing my throat me caught both curved blades in her chest.  Cut off from battle sounds within the veil, I could only imagine the meaty thu-thunk.  Queasy, I reminded myself that these gals had come for blood—they’d earned this.  Overshadowing the ice of fear in my guts, a thrill set in—I’d actually been able to save the guy I lusted after.
The fallen kunoichi were tough, not staying down despite their injuries.  They grabbed their fallen comrades and retreated nearly quickly as they’d come.
Lingering over the dead, their unsecure souls bobbed in the air, waiting to be gathered like the last batch.  That was something I’d rather not watch again.  Now the fight was over, I needed to high-tail it out of here.  The reavers had never menaced me, but their hungry red-eyed glares disturbed many of my dreams.
Speaking of reavers, a fresh flight swept into the dojo for another harvest.
I avoided them, reaching the sliding doors which were still intact, but I couldn’t go through; they were charged, solid.  Michiko faded in, blocking my escape.  I looked where the lady warriors had left gaping holes in the rice paper, and headed for the closest one.
Ghost Girl slid into my path without a change to her body, like there were wheels on her feet and a helpful wind gusting her about.  She stared icily.  “Where do you think you’re going?”
“Home.”
“That would be terribly rude.  Nii-san has seen you now.  You owe him an explanation, and the opportunity to tell you not to come back.”
“You’re serious?”
Her outline fuzzed as cold violet fire danced around her limbs, building toward a lethal discharge.  “Very.”
I was trapped and knew it.  If I didn’t do what Michiko wanted, there was no way she’d let me come back.  I sighed, and met her steely gaze with one even harder.  “All right, I’ll do it.  But if he lets me train here, you have to put up with it too.”
The spectral fire died around her, and my own orange aura provided the only relief from the many shades of gray.  She nodded.  “Fine, if Nii-san says so.”
One down, one-to-go.  The reavers were gone with their prizes.  I headed straight to where Shaun talked on his phone, stepping over bodies, and knelt before him, invisible to his eyes.  The glow where my legs touched the mat paled and flickered with uncertainty, weakening.  Multiple crossings so close together had taken their toll.  I wondered how much time I had before being expelled from the ghost realm.  I’d soon be locked out of the ghost realm for hours, as my strength rebuilt.
Michiko hovered behind me, a silent threat offering encouragement.
Shaun closed his phone.
I crossed back, head bowed to the floor, hands stretched out in front of me.  I’d seen Tom Cruise in The Last Samurai and knew how these things were done.
Shaun’s sword scraped free of its scabbard and flashed between us, the point nearly thrust into my face.
I kept very still, but my thoughts whirled, bleeding into one another like frogs in a blender.
“It’s you.”  He pulled the katana back from me.  “Thanks for the help.”
I tried to answer, ready to take advantage of his gratitude, but my voice came out as a tortured squeak.  I tried again, peering hopefully upward.  “Please, accept me ... as your student.”
He shook his head once, a sharp gesture.  “I’m sorry, but—”
Something was wrong.  I felt weak.  I shook.  A damp sweat covered my forehead.  Pain stole my breath.  My side burned.  I came up on my knees, lifted my head, and felt inside my torn hoodie.  My fingers found wetness.  I was still bleeding?  Maybe it wasn’t just a scratch after all.  As darkness closed in, my eyes sought the hard planes of Shaun’s face.  
A hunk to die for—and maybe I had. 
 
I awoke on the dojo floor, covered by a blanket, my feet elevated on something that I hoped wasn’t a corpse.  A bustle surrounded me as men in gray coveralls dragged bodies away.  With silent efficiency, they replaced blood stained mats with new ones.  Soon, no one would know a fierce battle had just ended.  Apparently, good help wasn’t hard to find after all.
The workers were cleaning up the crime scene without preserving evidence, which smelled of cover-up.
Seeing the dead—humans, not monsters—knowing I was responsible for some of them, had bile rising up my throat.  I closed my eyes and struggled not to be sick.  When I thought I had a handle on myself, I opened my eyes again.
“Shisou Ninja,” Shaun said.  “It’s been so long, I thought they were finally going to leave me alone.”
A polished male voice answered, “Women scorned can never rest until the man responsible is just as miserable.”
I know that sardonically nasal voice.  Virgil.
“It’s not really me they want,” Shaun said.  “They think I have Worochi-no-Aramasa.”
“Oh, dear, I hope it’s not catching,” Virgil said.
Shaun shook his head no.  “It’s the legendary sword of the Shinto storm god Susanoo.  The family that trained me was rumored to be its guardian, but I never saw it.”
Sitting up a few inches, I froze, suddenly aware of a field bandage taped to my side.  Apparently, I wasn’t going to need surgery.  Or I’d already had it.  Disturbing thought.
Shaun came over, knelt, and guided me back to the mat, his hands on my shoulders.  “Easy there.  We need a few answers before you take off.”
I stayed put—content to stare into his eyes, a gentle mix of blue and gray, borrowed from storm clouds.  A marvelous color.  His scent intoxicated as well; a mixture of man-sweat, raspberry body wash, shampoo, and sandalwood aftershave.  His hair had seemed burnished in the ghost world.  Now, the color was pale brown, ordinary—until he moved just right and a platinum gloss swept through.
He looked past me.
I followed his gaze, shifting to see a starved-looking man in a dark suit with a blood red tie.  Designer sunglasses hid his eyes.  His hands were encased in black gloves.  Yep, I’d been right.  It was Virgil, Mr. Sunglasses himself.  A smile stretched his thin lips.  There was something slightly practiced about the gesture.  He reminded me of a wolf eyeing a terrorized rabbit, waiting to see which way it jumped.
I guess that made me the rabbit.
I wasn’t good at staring contests.  My gaze dropped.  His coat bulged from a gun and shoulder holster.  He had a license to kill; one of the big wheels involved in the policing the preternatural community.  Cassie, my biological mother, worked for this guy.  Shaun too, on and off.  I wondered when he’d start recruiting me.
“You just happen to be here when a fem-brigade of ninja attack.  Quite convenient,” Virgil said.  “Or do you have a source?”
I went for wide-eyed innocence.  “You know me; I’m always in the right place at the wrong time.”
“So, you didn’t know this was going down.”  One of Virgil’s thin arms angled, hand going to his hip.  The other arm hung straight.  His pose reminded me of a Project Runway model poised at the end of a catwalk.  His inquisitive stare stabbed at me, as his dangling hand floated up.  His fingers flicked away phantom lint from his jacket. 
“Honest,” I said.
Virgil nodded.  “I believe you.”
“Because we have history, and you know in your heart of hearts I’m one of the good guys?”
“Uh-uh.”  Virgil shook his head no and slid his hands into his pockets.  “I know what it means to be kitsune.  If you were to lie, you’d lose your powers.”
I wondered if that old Japanese folk tale was true; after all, I’m only half kitsune.  Still, it might explain why I tended to play with words and shades of meaning, but never an outright lie.  
Shaun wagged a finger, in lecture-mode, “By the way, a little combat advice: when shock of an injury sets in, just folding up is bad.  Such a habit can take you out—permanently.”
“A little late with that helpful tidbit,” I smiled, “but thanks.”
He offered me a grin by way of saying you’re welcome.
“The problem is,” Virgil droned, “We can’t have you spying on us randomly.  You need a new hobby.”
“Who’s spying on you?  Paranoid much?”
I felt gratitude; these guys had patched me up.  That didn’t mean I needed them play Dr. Phil and fix my life.  I needed to bail, if I could.  I hoped I had the energy to cross over.
“Thanks guys.” I offered them a Cheshire cat smile, pulled the veil around me, and bounced up into the air.  Sure enough, a moment later the guys were feeling the space I’d just occupied, confirming the emptiness their eyes reported.  I landed several feet away.  The mat shimmered raggedly, but at least I wasn’t sinking through the floor—yet. 
The guys shot stares across the dojo, searching for me.
Standing out of the way, I looked around to see what ghosts might still be around.  There weren’t any.  Michiko had either chased off the others, or turned them into breakfast.  I didn’t want to know what ghost tastes like.
I watched Shaun for a long moment, imprinting his thoughtful wariness into memory.  All phases of Shaun were wonderful.  With tremendous effort, I turned and walked away.  The smart thing would be to stay gone.  Forever.  Could I do it?  Probably not.  The heart’s a tyrant.  Damn, I felt like writing a country song.
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I ghosted through a new rice paper panel and jumped off the outer deck to the dying grass.  I hurried across the backyard, toward the house, passing under dim lanterns strung high above, swaying in the wind.  The surrounding gray tones in the yard were brighter with the sun ascending.
I skirted the three-story house and ran past a number of parked vans at the curb.  Magnetic signs on the vehicles claimed they were from Mom’s Cleaning Service.  There were no signs of nosy neighbors, one advantage to most of the homes in this housing development being abandoned during construction.
With each step I sank a little more into the ground.  Losing traction slowed me.  I knew I’d have to get out of sight soon, before energy depletion forced me from the ghost realm.  I was wading knee deep in the ground by the time I rounded the house across the street, making it safe to reappear.  I let the familiar electric tingle sweep through me, giving my aura a brief charge that popped me out of the ground.  Color came back to the world as I fell, my orange aura turning invisible, my golden skin going back to pale white.  The sound of early birds, after their worms, registered.  I landed in a sideways sprawl on spongy grass, in the grip of returning gravity.  The jar stunned me, a feeling of almost being knocked out of my body.  A few seconds later, I carefully got to my feet, thankful they were still attached.
Tired, I forced myself to a ground-eating stride, jogging straight for home.  My clothes clung, damp with sweat.   I needed to shower and change.  And grab some food.  Drew and Jill would be wondering where I was by now.  They might be kept wondering since I’d have to use the front gate to get in.  That meant dealing with irate security guards that actually expected me to stay inside the facility where I was theoretically safe.  And if Security Chief Hammer were around, forget about making the cafeteria in time to see anyone but the workers with their fishnet-covered hair and starchy white uniforms.
I reached the high wall of the compound and started following it.  I was winded, feeling half-ready to drop—and no longer alone.  Shadows under the autumn-fired canopy followed me, dark ripples washing over the detritus, skimming up tree trunks, swamping bare shrubbery in passing—all of it heading for me.  My back pressed the wall, I considered a piercing scream for help, but knew it would never get here in time.  If only Tukka wasn’t keeping a low profile…              Hey, Taliesina, wake up!
Nothing.  
I had to be born under the unluckiest star.
The weak sunlight was devoured by gloom which spiked at intervals into a half-ring of black-mist pillars, hemming me in.  The pillars drew themselves higher, breaking apart at their bases.  Each pillar paled, taking human form.  The one immediately in front of me leaned on a familiar iron staff with a crescent moon and star motif.  Torrent grinned.
“Did you think we didn’t know where you lived?”
“So, I’m a glass-half-full kinda gal.  I thought I told you guys I don’t need babysitting.”
He looked at the rip in my shirt, under the flap of my vest, and probably spotted the white bandage.  His smile faded.  His voice went Darth Vader deep, “You’ve been injured.”
“Just a scratch.  You should see the other girls.”
“Your father does not approve of the poor care we’ve taken of you.”
The other shadow men kept quiet, but shot each other looks crammed with fear, like someone had asked them to donate internal organs—from the wrong end of a chainsaw.  
I had a fix for all the drama.  “Don’t tell him.”
“I am his eyes and voice.  What I see, he sees.  You and I are going to have some ground rules here, for your own good.”
For your own good never means anything good.  If I only had the strength to crossover; I’d be through this wall so fast…  Hey, that smell…sharp, musty like burning sage … Fenn.
He dropped down the wall, landing beside me, holding an aggressive slouch.  His hands had morphed into claws.  I didn’t have to look into his face to know his eyes had shifted from amber to incandescent gold, and to snow white, pointy teeth were bared in a vicious smile.  He wore tan cargo pants, steel-toed boots, and a black sweater with sleeves rolled up to his elbows.
“You all right?” he asked.
“Doing better now,” I said.
Torrent straightened, taking his staff in both hands, holding it horizontally.  He raked Fenn with a cold stare.  “I know you, I think.”
“No,” Fenn said, “you don’t, or you’d be running for your life.”
I tried not to roll my eyes.  Fenn was cool and all, but such a poser, not that he couldn’t back it up.  He’d fought zombie dogs for me, mothmen, and had even stood up to his old man—the Trickster—for me.  And he wanted me as badly as I wanted Shaun.  We’re all Love’s bitch one way or another.
“We’re going to do our job,” Torrent said, “with your help or not.  You might consider making it easy on yourself.”
I snorted.  “Do I look like a reasonable person to you?”
Fenn slid between me and the wall, making me take a step forward.  He slapped my butt with stinging force.  “Nice padding.”
I spun in indignation, ready to belt him, and noticed him hunched forward, hands cupped into a stirrup.  He looked at me, hard, like I needed to catch up to him in a hurry.  I suddenly understood.  I put my right foot into his hands, caught him by the shoulders, and let him use preternatural strength to hurl me up into the sky.
I landed on top of the wall, balancing wildly with circling arms.  Once I was sure I wouldn’t fall back down, I turned.  Squatting, I peered down. 
Torrent and his men peered up. 
So did Fenn, moving to see me while keeping Torrent in peripheral view.  Fenn made little shooing motions with one hand, as if whatever else might happen didn’t concern me.  Guys!   Well, he might have a point; with me gone, there’d be no need for continued hostilities.  I waved and slid down the inside of the wall, hanging by my fingers.  I drew a quick breath—feeling a sharp stitch in my injured side—and let go, having minimized the length of the fall all I could.
I never hit the ground.  Arms with muscles on top of muscles caught me.  I smelled white mocha, maple scone, and the pungent odor of too much musk cologne.  Having heightened olfactory senses is a mixed blessing.  I identified my interceptor before turning my head to see him.
“Hi, Hammer.  I was just looking for you.  The top of the wall gives a good view of the area, doesn’t it?”
“Won’t work.”  He set me on my feet.  “I’ve been here longer than you think.  Who were you talking to outside the perimeter?”  He touched his Bluetooth headset phone absently, not yet sure if he needed to call for massive backup.
“Fenn.  He should be along shortly.”
“Good.  I have a few words for him as well.”
“Uh, I hate to be the bearer of ill tidings and all, but…”  I stopped, tantalizingly.
“Spit it out, Grace.”
“There seem to be intruders out there of the less-than-natural type.”
He sighed, rolling his eyes—totally stealing my thing.  “Who have you pissed off now?”
“Would you believe … shadow men?”
He grabbed me and shoved me toward the building of the institute.  “Get out of here, now!”
I did as he said, listening to him call in the troops.  We were going “Condition Red,” which meant heavy weapons and body armor.  Ms. Griffin would soon be down from her CEO office to handle the more mystical defenses personally.  I was really going to get yelled at later, but on the plus side, breakfast was calling.
I came out between a few smaller buildings whose functions I didn’t know, and padded across a back street.  A Security car braked.  The silver Lexus had a guy in a dark suit behind the wheel.  Like Virgil and Hammer, the driver wore yes-I’m-bad sunglasses.  I blame this affectation on the Terminator movies.  The driver powered-down a window.  “Get in, now!”
Sure, I needed a ride.  I climbed in behind the driver and slammed the door.  He floored the accelerator, shoving me into the backseat.
“We’ve certainly been earning our money since you got here,” the driver said.  “To think, I used to complain about this place being boring.”
“I aim to please.”
“Good one.”  The sarcasm in his voice contradicted his words.
We streaked past various structures on the way to the central tower, a building many stories higher than those found in Deedsville, the small town just up the road.  We didn’t slow down at the structure, but nosed down into the underground parking garage.  There were guys in full combat gear piling into black vans.  Condition Red apparently meant the silver Lexuses were left safely on the sidelines.   Our tires squealed as we braked.  I slid across the seat and got out the opposite side, shutting the car door behind me.  This left a straight path to the elevator.  I punched the call button and the door dinged open.
Stepping out on the first floor, I crossed the lobby.  The receptionist stared coolly, her laptop switchboard on a side bar of her desk.  Her magenta blazer matched her scarf, lipstick, and the edgy, painted streaks in her backswept blond hair.  Black slacks and a white blouse somewhat tamed her look.  She spoke into a wireless headset, “Yes, Ma’am, she’s here now.  I’ll tell her.”
I stopped for the message.  Her perfume, Attar of Rose, assailed my nostrils, but I fronted a cheerful smile.
“You are to go into the cafeteria and stay put.  Ms. Griffin will be along, presently.”
“Okay.”  I turned toward the cafeteria entrance, jamming my hands into my pockets as I shouldered through the swinging doors.  Beyond, lay bright lighting, long plastic tables, stacked trays, and a serving line.  Recent hires, the new cooks were in place, peddling oatmeal, dumping bacon and scrambled eggs onto plates, handing out juice boxes and grapefruits.  There were prices on a board—written in pastel colored chalk—for HPI’s employees.  I reached the shelf where I set my tray, dragging it past various foods.  The first cook in line stared at me, then over to a section of kitchen wall I couldn’t see.  
She said, “Grace Kenyon, no food allergies or special needs.  That’s good.”
The cafeteria served all company employees, but I was one of thirty or so special students that just got waved through; we paid the think-tank back in other ways.  As a preternatural entity, I had yet to have my services called upon by law enforcement agencies or the feds.  I was new here, my potential not quite understood yet, but my turn would come.  
Heading toward the food, my roving gaze slid to Jill and Drew.  I waved at my friends, feeling a knot of tension loosening in my stomach.
Jill waved back, but Drew was distracted, deep in conversation with a dark-haired boy who had his back to me.  
I filled a tray with a general assortment of items, and declined an offer of grits that bubbled and steamed like primal ooze.  A piece of oh-so-yummy bacon delighted my tongue as I poured myself coffee, added cream and sugar, and went over to my friends.  I set the tray down, and settled in a seat, only then taking a good look at the guy.
I stared, my mouth hanging open, half-chewed bacon on display.  It was Onyx … looking halfway normal in clothes he’d probably stolen from a male student’s room. 
He grinned and nodded like this meeting was ordained in the stars and written on the stone of his heart.
I closed my mouth, chewed some more, and swallowed.
Drew’s glasses had slid down to the end of her lightly freckled nose.  She flicked a hand toward Onyx.  Her nails were bubble-gum pink, matching her short, feathery hair.  “This is Billy-Bob.  He wouldn’t tell me his real handle so I named him.”
“Much better than your first choice.”  With a teaspoon and a great deal of concentration, Jill carefully excised a segment of grapefruit, lifting it toward her mouth.  The spoon paused near her lips.  “Besides, ‘Walker, Texas Ranger has already been taken.”
“And I’ve done very little walking in Texas so far,” Onyx added.
The change in name wouldn’t have helped; I’m more of a G. I. Joe kinda gal.  Gotta love a guy with a kung-fu grip.  I smiled sweetly at Onyx.  “I’ve got a few names for you.”
He cupped a hand beside his mouth and stage-whispered, “Save the endearments for later, darlin’.  I’m bashful.”
I narrowed my eyes at my would-be husband.  “That’s not what I’d call it.  Who let you in here anyway?”
“Arrangements were made weeks ago for me to enjoy this experience with you.  Weren’t you told?”
“Must have slipped Ms. Griffin’s mind.  I think I need to have a talk with her … soon.”
“There were some security types in here earlier that left in a hurry.”  Jill peered at me over another spoonful of grapefruit.  “Your work?”
I looked at Onyx.  “Not entirely.”
Drew and Onyx raised their faces, staring high over my left shoulder.  I turned in my chair to find Ms. Griffin just behind me.  “Right on cue,” I said.  “How much trouble am I in?”
“None at all, but there are a few matters I need your help with.”  Arms crossed under her breasts, she rolled out her den-mother smile.  She looked like she’d just escaped a fashion show, all polished poise—hair and make-up perfect, wearing a three-piece lavender suit with a silvery metallic scarf that matched her silver-set diamond earrings.  Her shirt was open at the throat, revealing a silver necklace that might have been bought on a Native American reservation.  A turquoise thunderbird dangled from the necklace.  The bird gripped lightning in its talons, looking very presidential.
I crooked an eyebrow at her.  “Yeah?”
“There’s a Mr. Torrent—tall, broad-shouldered man with a long stick, I think you know him—who will be joining our security staff.  Please don’t cause him any more trouble.  He comes very-well connected, and we don’t need an all out war around here.”
I nodded and sighed, temporarily defeated.  I was getting a babysitter after all.  Suddenly, Hammer didn’t look half bad. 
Ms. Griffin switched her focus to Onyx.  “As a condition of having you here, you will cooperate with our researchers.  They want to poke and prod you for a few hours this morning.”
Onyx looked at me as he nodded at her.  “Anything for love.”
Pushing her glasses up her nose, Drew looked at Jill.  “What am I missing here?”
Jill shrugged.  “It’s Grace.  What do you expect.”
I protested, “Hey, most of what I get into is seldom my fault.  I’m cursed, I tell you.”
“Maybe so,” Ms. Griffin handed me an envelope, “but we’ve got a job for you in town that’s right up your alley.”
A chill of premonition slithered down my spine.  “A job?”
Ms. Griffin offered me a slightly malevolent grin.  “There’s an evil spirit we want you to do something about.  Consider it a way to make me forget you’ve been stalking Shaun.”
Not stalking, just following, rather a lot.
“You go, girl,” Drew exclaimed.
Jill’s eyes opened wide.   “You know he’s too old for you.”              Onyx stared at me, his eyes dark, dead stones, as lifeless as his voice, “Who exactly is this … Shaun … and where do I find him?”
My stare threatened everyone with a slow, excruciating death if they answered Onyx’s question.
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KISSING-THE-BUTTON: derogatory Spanish










term for harassing rapier thrusts aimed at the










mouth.










 






 
Fifteen minutes later, I hurried down the hall and entered the door to my suite: two bedrooms, a central lavatory area, and a bath.  I’d worked up a sweat at Shaun’s, and my shirt was ripped.  I wasn’t going into town like this; casual is one thing, ragged another.
The inner door on my left opened into my room.  The place had been tidied, and Jill had made her bed.  A pink, green, and blue Power Puff Girls bedspread made me smile.  In every other way, Jill was a paragon of maturity with her inner-child kept under wraps.
She was back at her computer, an expensive gaming system with a wireless control command chair like something out of a sci-fi movie.  Her back was to me as she faced a massive Plasma screen.  Her fingers flew over a keyboard that swung in front of her from an armrest.  She wore headphones, completely focused on cyber-space.  I expected to see more of the enzyme modeling she’d been helping medical researchers develop—she’d done nothing else for days on end—but she was relaxing, breaking through someone’s fire wall protection to get at restricted data.  Seeing how cavalierly she did this, one would never guess her mother to be a federal judge. 
I stripped, laid out new clothes, and headed for the lavatory area with a beach towel wrapped around me.  Wash cloth in hand, I gave myself the equivalent of a sponge bath from the sink.  I’d have liked a shower better, but didn’t want to disturb the bandage I wore, or get it wet. 
Back in my room, I listened as Jill cackled, hacking her way into places that would have frozen the souls of combat-hardened veterans.  Frequently, she also chortled in her sleep.  That usually pissed me off.  If I couldn’t have happy dreams, no one else was allowed.
“Yes!  Yes!  Yes!” her voice rang with ecstasy. 
Smiling with amusement, I threw my towel on my bed.
Jill chose that moment to push away her keyboard and spin her chair my way.  Her eyes widened as she saw the bandage and tape.  A little blood had seeped through by this time.
“My Gawd,” she gasped.  “Are you all right?”
I shimmied into underwear.   “Yeah, fine.  It’s nothing.  I fell over a garden gnome ... or something.”
The “or something” kept it from being a lie.
“Grace!”
I pulled on jeans, as Jill stumbled over and grabbed my arm.  She often mothered me—in an imperious sort of way—even though I was six months older.  “What happened?” she demanded.
“I got a little too close to a throwing star.  A Good Samaritan patched me up.  It’s not bad.  I’ll lose a little time from my running, but it can’t be helped.”  
She stared at me.  “Who cares about running?”
I do.
“You could have been killed.”  She let go of my arm.  “Stuff like this wouldn’t happen if you’d at least run at a decent hour.”
I grinned at her.  “I could do that, but then you wouldn’t be half so annoyed.”
Drew wandered in, shutting the door behind her.  She strolled to Jill’s bed and flopped down.   “Hi guys, whassup?”
Jill kept her sharp gaze on me, ignoring the almost interruption.  She planted her fists on her hips.  “Honestly!”
I got serious though I knew it wouldn’t sound like it.  “I got this cut saving Shaun from a horde of lady ninja.”  I couldn’t help remembering his cool, appraising eyes, his strong hands, and warm breath on my cheek.  I felt my face flush.
Remembering she, too, was a teenager, Jill smiled.  “Can’t say I blame you; he is cute.”
“Cute isn’t even close,” I said.  “On a scale of ten, he’s eleven and a half.”
“You got his digits, right?” Drew asked.    “He owes you that much for saving his life.”
“No, no phone number,” I said
“Gurrrl!” Drew growled the word.  “When fate throws you a bone with some meat on it, you bite down hard and don’t let go.”
“Yeah,” Jill said.  “If you’re going to be reckless and stupid, you might as well make it work for you.”
“I’ll remember that.  Meanwhile, I need to get a move on.  Fran and Madison will be here soon.  They’re giving me a ride into town.”
Jill rolled her eyes.  “The slayer chicks from Van Helsing’s Academy?  Really, they should leave rogue vamps to the PRT.”
I wasn’t surprised Jill knew of the Preternatural Response Team; her mom was a federal judge, and Jill routinely assisted various law-enforcement agencies with computer forensics.   Me, on the other hand; until a month ago, I hadn’t believed in a covert paramilitary, multi-agency task force dealing with the paranormal.  I’d thought the PRT an urban legend, or the mad ramblings of conspiracy nuts needing to switch to decaf.
“Fran and Madison are all right.  They helped us out during that mess with ISIS.”
“Yeah, for extra credit at school,” Jill said.
That didn’t matter, I still owed them big.  Besides, they might have some good ideas on handling my new assignment.  It’s why I called them for a ride in the first place.  I’d also hoped that with the slayers along, I could get by without HPI security.  No such luck.  Hammer had been happy to opt out, but Torrent let me know I’d be under his watchful eye.
I was tempted to look under the bed and in the closet.  Ms. Griffin had been firm, telling him the girl’s hallway was strictly off limits to males.  The shadow men weren’t supposed to get any closer to my room than the TV lounge; Security would watch them watching me.  Still, keeping track of living shadows wouldn’t be easy.
I wondered if a dream catcher on the hall door would work.
 
*   *   *
 
They were a study in opposites: Fran, dark and Gothy—Madison, a blond and blue-eyed descendant of Vikings with the battle ax to prove it.  Fran drove the white van, while Madison rode shotgun up front—with a shotgun between her knees.  When I’d called for help her only question had been what kind of threat she needed to prepare for.  But still, a shotgun … for a ghost…?
She spoke as if reading my mind.  “The gun’s loaded with rock salt and iron filings.”
“Because?” I asked.
“Oooo, I know this one,” Fran said.
“Keep your eyes on the road.  I don’t mind meeting God, but I don’t want to do it now.”  Madison turned in her seat, looking back at me.  “Salt is a purifying agent.  You put it in a zombie’s mouth, sowing the lips together, to keep it in the grave and sever the tie to its summoner.  As for the filings, iron is like kryptonite to spooks and the fey.  It’s why iron fences were sometimes put around old cemeteries; it kept the spirits of the dead from leaving.”
“Knives were also buried under doorways to keep witches out of your house in olden days,” Fran added.
“Wait a second,” I said.  “Knives are forged.  I thought the iron had to be cold iron.  Doesn’t that mean wrought iron?”
“No.”  Fran looked back at me as well.  “I missed that one on a test, so I know.”
“Face forward,” Madison said.  “I swear, if you get me killed, I’m going to kick your ass.”
Fran whipped her face forward, and corrected her steering, bringing us back into our lane.  I wasn’t worried about me.  In case of an imminent crash, I could always cross over.  But I hated to think of Fran and Madison smeared across the highway, tangled in wreckage.  Hanging out with their ghosts just wouldn’t be the same.
“Anyway,” Madison said, “cold iron refers to the fact that the iron ‘feels cold to the touch,’ iron that’s quenched in cold water, according to Franc Goose’s 1812 Dictionary of the Ruffian Tongue.”
“Show off,” Fran muttered.
I nodded.  “So, we go to the address I was given, find the ghost, and blow him to bits.”
“That’s a temporary measure.”  Fran was looking back again.  “The ghost will ground out and dissipate, for a while at least.  You still need a long-term solution.”
A vehicle screamed at us with its horn.
ran jerked us back to our side of the road.
“That’s it,” Madison said.  “Pull over.  I’m driving.”
Fran pulled over, set the emergency lights to blinking, and got out as Madison also bailed.  They switched seats and we continued.  Things were quiet after that.  Madison concentrated on driving, while Fran fell into a sulky silence, her arms crossed in front of her.  I looked out my side window at the blurred wall of forest.  There was a thick ripple of heavy shadow just inside the tree line, pacing us, that told me my entourage was staying close.
“Uh, guys, there’s something I have to tell you—in case they pop out of the woodwork.”
“Yeah?”  Madison kept her stare on the road.
“You guys know what a shadow man is, right?”
A shudder went through Madison.  “Yeah, tough sons of guns.  I saw one killed once.  It wasn’t easy.”
My ears perked up.  “You know a way to kill them?”
“Laser,” Fran muttered.  “It cuts right through their physical form, and keeps their shadow shape from becoming solid enough to hurt you.”
“Right,” Madison said.  “So, Grace, why are you bringing them up?”
“Seems I’m related to some of them, on my father’s side of the family.  And there are some in the woods, following alongside us.”
The van swerved.  
Fran laughed.
Madison brought us back in line.  “That would have been nice to know when I was loading the van with weapons.”
“Sorry,” I said.
Madison’s voice went icy and hard, “Don’t let it happen again.  Sins of omission can get a lot of people very dead.”
“She said she was sorry.”  Fran unfolded her arms and opened the purse in her lap.  She drew out a silver cylinder that looked like a fancy pen.  “I got a laser pointer right here, specially modified so the beam stays on if dropped so it can be located in the dark.  These things drive cats crazy.”
“Crazier,” Madison’s voice thawed.  “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.  Okay, Grace, are they likely to attack?  What do they want?”
“To run my life.  Hopefully, they’ll just watch from a distance.”
Madison relaxed slightly.  “We’re coming up on the town, I need that address again.”
Absently, I read it off from memory.  Watching the pet cemetery as we sped past, a tremor went through me.  I remembered the zombie animals raised from here that were sent after me and my friends by the witches of ISIS.  I was glad to close that chapter of my life, though it had brought me and Shaun together.  
A sign said Deedsville.  Deadville would have been more accurate.  Sleepy houses lined the main road.  Assorted businesses appeared next; none of the buildings higher than two-stories.  The place couldn’t have more than five hundred residents.  The only sign of life I saw was at the service station we passed, and the White Swan Café which offered ham and eggs for $4.99. 
Madison pulled up to the address we wanted.  We stared in amused disbelief at a flying hog.  Made of plastic, it hung near the front door.  The sign on the door read The Flying Sow Bar-B-Q.  The place was closed, waiting for lunchtime to open.
“How’d I miss this place,” Madison said.
“Oh, yeah, we’re supposed to go around back and meet the owner,” I said.
“Fine.”  Madison killed the engine and we piled out.  The air was cold, and thick with the old scent of simmered pork and potato salad.  We walked past outdoor tables and benches.  Around back, a man in jeans and a sweater dumped trash in a dumpster.  He turned to wave at us.  His thick mustache—like an enraged caterpillar at full bristle—writhed as he smiled.  
“I’ve been expecting you folks.  My name’s Kenny.”  He eyed Madison’s shotgun but didn’t comment on it.  “Come right this way.  We can talk inside.”
We entered the kitchen, a place where steel appliances and counters were spotless, and several pots were slowly simmering pork.  A hood over the stove whirred softly, an exhaust fan sucking up the rich aroma, spreading it over the neighborhood.  A gap in the wall let us move up to the service counter.  We rounded it, streaming into the main dinning room.
The big room was pioneer chic with red and white tablecloths over picnic benches.  The tables held various intensities of special bar-b-q sauce in plastic squeeze bottles—mild, hot, and omigawd-I’m-on-fire!  Oil barrel trash cans added to the rustic look as did the wagon wheel-lantern chandeliers.  There were plastic pigs—smaller versions of the one outside—with angel wings and fake halos.  They dangled from ceiling fans that would send them soaring in speedy orbits once turned on.  On another wall were painted steer skulls, reminding me of an old Eagles album my dad liked to play … way too often.
“So,” I asked, “where’s this evil spirit of yours?”
A butcher knife flew past my nose, just missing, burying its point in a far wall.  
Fran drew out a large wooden cross.  It separated in two pieces, revealing a hidden blade.  She shook out her long raven tresses and loosened her shoulders with a circular shrug. “Kitchen,” she said.
“Kitchen,” I agreed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIX
 
      LAY OUT IN LAVENDER: lavender branches were once
     used to beat fragrance into stream-washed clothes; also, 
       an attack that chastises harshly by “laying” someone out.
 
 
“I got this, guys,” I said.
I knew the ghost couldn’t manifest visibly in the human world during daylight, so Fran and Madison had little chance to home in on it.  I’d have to go one-on-one with the pest in the ghost realm.  I pulled the veil-between-worlds past me, feeling its electric tingle like a kiss over my whole body, turning it golden.  As usual, my stomach protested the shift, threatening to flip over as gravity dropped and most colors shifted to graphite gray.  An orange froth of cold flame now sheathed me.   I rolled my fingers to get tight, hard fists, and pooled my aura so that my foxfire leaped, blazing brighter—more intimidating that way.
Kenny stepped toward me, sweeping his hand ahead of him as if he’d gone blind.  From his perspective, it would seem like I’d vanished into thin air right in front of him.  He’d never look at me as “normal” ever again.  Yeah, it’s not your eyes; I am a freak.
I got out of his way before his aura—now visible to me as a yellow-amber swirl—could jar my incorporeal form.  Fran and Madison were taking it in stride, but then, they’d seen stranger things than me in their training as slayers.  A few low-gravity bounces took me to the counter, over it, and into the kitchen.  I saw Mister Ghost, shimmering with lavender light, juggling knives without quite touching them.  He smiled brightly, his pale locks swaying in a phantom wind, his lean hard body in jeans, tee, and a biker’s leather vest.  Eye-candy, yum, but still no Shaun.
“Sorry about the knife,” he said.  “It got away from me.”
“Yeah, right, and it just happened to fly around the corner to get out of the kitchen.”
“Okay, so I wanted to get the attention of a beautiful girl.  Can you blame me?”  His smile widened, revved into high gear.  He was trying to be charming, but there was a coldness to his stare that dehumanized, turning a woman into just another piece of meat.  Though hostilities didn’t seem impending, I couldn’t drop my guard.  I did simulate it though by leaning back against a counter and unclenched my fists.  I let the heavy wag of my aura-eating flame die down to a light orange haze, knowing its full force would answer any call I made.
“What are you doing here anyway?” I asked.  “Why haunt a nice guy like Kenny?”
“I heard about you on the ghostly grapevine, darlin’.  I tried getting in to see you, but that compound of yours is sealed up tight with high-grade protective wards.  I’d have to be a shadow man to get in there.”
As if summoned by name, heavy shadow slithered under the kitchen door, surging up like a tsunami seeking prey.  The shadow stream thickened, separating into swirling columns that solidified into Torrent’s soldiers.  They leaped en masse, and Ghost Guy went down under the pile, staring dumbfounded.  While my bodyguards had him pinned, they inflicted little damage, getting in each other’s way.  Of course, ghosts don’t have to stay solid.  The few punches and stomps that reached him went through his body, landing on the floor.
Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind as Taliesina stirred to sleepy life.  Her low-key thoughts merged with mine.  Shadows to the rescue!
I growled low in my throat.  I don’t need guys to do my heavy lifting!  I’m awesome, remember?
It’s natural they want to protect you.  They’re … guys.  Let them do their thing.  You wanted the ghost’s butt kicked, right?
Yeah, but I wanted to do the kicking.
Too late now. 
I studied the writhing dog pile.  I could no longer see the ghost on the bottom; he’d gone incorporeal—then corporeal again beside me, his arms crossed, copying my posture by leaning back against the same counter.
“Who invited these guys?” he asked.
“They’re shadow men.  They invited themselves,” I said.
Taliesina blinked inside my head.  Where’s Torrent?
Yeah, where is Torrent?
The kitchen door jamb shattered as the door was kicked in, giving me my answer.  He filled the doorway, shoving that iron rod of his inside the building.  The crescent-star cap darkened, welling with blackest shadow.
Uh-oh.  I threw myself out of the way, making myself solid with a flow of aura so I wouldn’t go through the floor with my sprawl.  I hit a trashcan, setting it aglow, knocking it over.
The staff spun off a blast of whirling dark energy.  Apparently, Torrent didn’t need to be in the ghost realm to find a ghostly target.
Ghost guy shrieked and howled, as if pit bulls were chopping on the family jewels.  His substance thinned, fragmenting, curling like ashes in a smoky updraft.  And he was gone.  For awhile at least.  But Torrent didn’t seem to know that, turning his weapon toward the overturned trash can—and me!
I shifted the veil, letting its electric shimmer sluice over my body.  Full color and sound returned to the world, regular gravity made me feel sluggish.  The staff pointed at my head, but no shadow blast pounded me.
Summoned by Torrent’s explosive entry, Fran and Madison leaped into the now very crowded kitchen.  Fran held a protective stance in front of me, her cross-knife put away in favor of her four-inch laser pointer.  She posed with it gripped like a Jedi lightsaber.  Madison went on offense, all but shoving her shotgun’s muzzle down Torrent’s throat.  I understood why she’d assume Mr. Dark-and-Menacing needed to be put down.  Before I could call her off, the shotgun boomed.
Looking past Fran’s legs, I saw that Torrent had moved enough to keep his head from disintegrating in a gory red mist.  Still, a chunk of shoulder was turned into bloody, raw meatloaf.  He crumpled, sprawling.  His iron staff made a hell of a racket.
The untangled shadow men were on their feet again, orienting on Fran and Madison.
I yelled, “Cease fire, everyone!”
Of course, they ignored me.
A hail of throwing stars spun past Fran as she stumbled over me, dropping into my lap.  The laser pointer went spinning away, its slashing red pencil-beam cutting the soles off of the shadow men’s boots.  The beam went on to dig into Torrent’s wounded shoulder, missing his head, but taking a slice off the length of his body.   His face went white with agony and shock that seized him so hard he couldn’t even screech.
There were no shadows to crawl into, but he dragged himself—detached parts and all—into the ghost realm where a small amount of effort could lift him high above the floor.  This was good because the pointer wasn’t done spinning, coming around for another fillet of shadow man.  Torrent’s squad also crossed over to escape the beam.  I wondered if they really had, or if coherent light could pierce the veil.  I was definitely going to have to get me one of those things and find out.
All targets had vanished, but Madison didn’t relax, spinning, looking for a threat to materialize.
“Uh, you can get off my lap now,” I told Fran.
“Oh, sorry.”  She scrambled off, crawling to her pointer, snatching it up.
The shadow men, bled into the human side of the veil, dropping into visibility around Madison, capturing her arms, wrenching at the shotgun.  It went off, sending a discharge back behind the stove.  Torrent dropped in next, his shoulder and the rest of him repaired and functional.  He stood in front of Madison, his staff lifted, its butt-end aimed at her.  He was about a second away from slamming her in the head.
I tried again, “Stop right now.  I mean it!”
Torrent looked at me, staying his attack.
But by then, Fran had lunged across the room, tackling him around the waist.  She probably expected him to go down.  He stood there, looking at her as she hugged him.  A bemused and skeptical smile twitched his lips.  He failed to budge a fraction of an inch.  A swell of shadow belled from the crest of his staff.  Fran was picked up and blasted out of the kitchen, over the dining room counter, and dumped in the floor where I could no longer see her.  I heard her groan and mouth a couple phrases that ladies weren’t supposed to use.
I also heard Kenny on his phone, calling the police.  He no longer seemed to have much faith in the girls and me.  I didn’t blame him, but was pissed anyway.
I saw a squirt bottle of omigawd-I’m-on-fire sauce on a counter.  I latched onto it and swung the thing to point at Torrent.   “This ends now, or I end you,” I promised.  “Don’t think I won’t use this.”
I saw incomprehension on his face as he stared down the tiny muzzle of the plastic bottle.  Deciding against finding out what sort of weapon I held, he nodded, letting the butt of the iron staff ground on the tiled floor.
The hands holding Madison loosened.
She jerked free, eyes aflame with menace.
“That goes for you too,” I said.
She looked at me and the squeeze bottle in surprise.  “You are desperate.”
I ignored her comment, making my voice loud, “Listen up, people.  We’re all on the same side here.  The big, bad ghost has been taken out—”
“It’s gone?” Madison asked.
“It’s gone?” Kenny echoed.
“Yeah,” I had to give him the bad news, “but it might come back.”
He slumped in dejection.  “I don’t need this.”
I glowered at Torrent and his posse.  “Someone barged in and concussed the ghost’s ectoplasm before I could settle things permanently.   I’m pretty sure—once he recovers—the ghost will be back, and not in a forgiving mood.”
One of the shadow men spouted off, “We saw through the window; he threw a knife at you.  That’s not something we can tolerate.”
“You are one second from tolerating my foot up your scrawny … ah … crap.  It’s the cops.”  
They crowded the front door, three uniformed men with guns in their hands.  I felt more threatened, not less.  These guys were flying by the seat of their pants.  Properly trained police would have waited outside, covering the exits, maybe even calling the state police for backup.  These good ol’ boys were liable to shoot me as anybody else.
“No one move,” the lead cop yelled.
The shadow men faded into thin air, leaving me to explain everything.
At least they know enough not to attack armed policemen.
Taking the “high ground,” the shadow men blurred the air around the cops, taking a split second to get fully solid.  The shadows dropped to their feet, using the energy of the fall to add power to their attacks.  Two guns were battered away from the cops.  The third policeman fought hard to keep his, discharging a slug into the ceiling.
Wrong again.
Another shot hit the kitchen wall, going through.  The shadow man popped out, going into the ghost world with the last gun, using the transition to disarm his opponent.  I made a mental note of the technique.
In the back of my head, Taliesina was laughing with relentless amusement.
You’re a lot of help, I told her.
Her incandescent eyes widened innocently.  What did I do?
Nothing!  That’s the point.
And here I was about to warn you.
About what?
To pay attention to your nose.
I took a deep whiff.  Is that gas?
Cops and shadow men formed a whirling knot of confusion.  Dislodged from fan blades, several plastic pigs fell to the floor and were kicked about.  One of the pigs got stomped, adhering to the foot of a cop who was too busy fighting to shake the winged beast off.
I caught Madison’s eye and jerked a thumb at the back door.
Madison shrugged.  “Fine by me.”
We strolled out with Fran running to catch up, Madison’s shotgun barrel resting over one of her shoulders.  “So how do we score this?” Fran asked.  “I mean: win, lose, or draw?”
“I think everyone lost,” I said.
“I’m calling it a draw,” Madison said.  “At least, that’s what I’m telling Van Helsing.”
If this small town had more cops, we wouldn’t have made it around the building to the white van.  As it was, we loaded up without interference, though Torrent popped out of the ghost realm for a word.  He held the squeeze bottle in one hand, stand outside my door.  “So how does this thing work?” he asked.
I smiled, reached out the window and plucked the bottle from his hand.
“You know,” Fran said.  “I hope no one does any shooting in there.  I’m not sure, but I think I smelled gas.  The gas line to the stove might have got damaged.”
The cops came running out of the Flying Sow with Kenny a step or two behind them.  The humans dived for cover behind a police car.  A moment later, the Bar-B-Q place blew itself to flaming pieces.  The van rocked.  Flaming boards and shattered brick hailed around us and out into the street.  Smoke eddied across the windshield as it cracked.  Madison cursed beneath her breath, unless maybe she was yelling and I’d just been half-deafened.
Oblivious to the explosion, every hair in place, Torrent looked at me, still waiting for an answer.
I stuck the bottle out the window and squeezed it, drawing a big letter S on his chest.  I dropped the bottle at his feet.
He looked down at his chest.
Madison pulled into the road.  We jostled over assorted debris, as a big pot of simmering pork cannon-balled out of the sky and hit a parked car across the street.  Its hood caved in.  Its car alarm went off, an irritating eep … eep … eep…!  People ran to see what had happened.  Somehow, we managed not to run over any of them.
“Why an S?” Madison asked.
“Stands for Stupid Man,” I answered, “my least favorite superhero.”
As buildings passed on either side, Fran piped up from the back seat, “But, isn’t ‘Stupid Man’ redundant?”
Two fire trucks passed us as a red blur, their banshee wails piercing my brain.
I spoke past clenched teeth, “Definitely.”
How am I going to explain this mission going sideways to Ms. Griffin?
Laughter uncoiled in the back shadows of my mind where golden eyes glimmered open.  You could always hide under your bed.
Not an option.  She has scary, magical powers; she’d find me.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVEN
 
MISURA LARGA: distance at which a strike 
can be made by a step, by a pass, or by a lunge.
 
 
When I got back to the HPI headquarters, the lobby receptionist informed me that Ms. Griffin had flown to Washington D.C. to consult with several government agencies.  Fenn and a couple other students had gone with her.  I was thankful for the reprieve, considering how things turned out at Kenny’s Bar-B-Q.
I took the elevator up to the residential floor, and entered the student lounge.  This was the only place that felt normal.  Elsewhere in the building, a peaceful, low-energy stillness held sway.  Drew spotted me, and held up beside the vending machines, her arms full of chocolate snack cakes, white fudge-covered pretzels, and orange sodas.  She’d ignored the healthier apple slices and granola bars as if they were poison.
Bouncing along beside me like an excited puppy, she filled me in on the latest happenings: Jill was shopping with her mom, Hammer was off playing a round of golf to relieve the stress—like that was going to work—and our white-coated, paranormal researchers were busy stalking the shadow men around the complex.
Drew and I entered the corridor that led to the girls’ rooms, passing a security camera.  I waved at whoever might be on duty in the monitor room.  “What about Onyx?” I asked, surprised he hadn’t already popped up to annoy me.
Drew looked at me from the corners of her eyes.  A sly smile appeared.  “You kinda like him, don’t cha?  I mean, he’ so hot!”
Define “like,” I said.
“Getting tingly and breathless as his dark, smoldering eyes drink you in, and having your heart pound right out of your chest, just before love’s full rapture ignites the universe in an orgy of passion.”
I laughed a little, “All that is ‘like’?”
We entered our suite, and Drew followed me into my room.  She dumped her snackage on my bed as I shifted mental gears, resigning myself to the boredom of homework and laundry … until a glance at my desk startled me.  A new computer sat there, minus a keyboard.  The tower ran silently.  A blue LED in front told me it was on.  I spotted palm-sized speakers, and a note card with a red bow taped to an upper corner of the flat screen.
I went closer, picking up the card and dropping into my chair.  Bending over my shoulder, Drew read the card.  “The eagle has landed?  What’s that, a password?”
The monitor clicked on, and a desktop wallpaper appeared.  “I’d say that’s a definite yes.”  On screen, I saw a Mad Magazine cartoon—Spy vs. Spy.  The black-clad spy was being sawn in half by the white-clad spy—good guys winning.  This is Virgil’s his handiwork.  Hey, why no keyboard or mouse?  I looked along the edges of the screen.  “No icons either.”
“Are they desired?” the voice was smooth, lacking inflection and direction.  The little speakers seemed to throw the words the way a ventriloquist might.
Drew looked around.  “Who said that?”
“You may call me Computer, or any other designation you like.  Do you desire icons?”
I shrugged.  “Uh, yeah, sure.”
The screen filled with icons.  Ah ha!  A keyboard wasn’t needed.  The thing was voice activated.  “Kewl!”  This was going to make doing schoolwork, and my creative writing, so much easier.  But wait a minute, could I accept this thing without strings attached; strings Virgil would inevitably pull?  Well, he had his own people for life-and-death stuff.  Surely, he’d only use me to gather intel.  Cassie would disembowel him if he put me in any real danger.
Off to the side of my desk, I saw an envelope laying face down with my small mailbox key weighing it down.  I picked the letter up, letting the key slide to the desktop with a short-lived clatter.  The flap was loose and slightly damp.  I sniffed.  A sharp, chemical taint adhered to it, as if some weird concoction had been used to neutralize the glue.  Jill must have brought in the daily mail from the lobby before she left—mail Virgil had thought nothing of opening for me.
Drew said, “You’ve been waiting to hear from this publisher, right?”
“Yeah, might be my big break.”  I read the letter with shaking hands.  Despair settled in my stomach like a cinder block as I read a rejection letter from Wildest Fantasy Magazine.  I growled.  A freakin’ form letter.  Again.
I could suddenly see Virgil as my literary secret agent: dark sunglasses, black suit, singing the virtues of my latest manuscript with a 9mm in hand.  An evil chuckle escaped me.  Gawd, it was so tempting … but did I really want to succeed that way?  Was I that desperate?  Well, yes, but there were limits I needed to keep to, in order to be the human I was raised as.  Surely, my incredible—if unrecognized—natural talent should be enough.
I left my chair and carried the rejection to the shoebox in my closet.  When I was seven, I’d held another shoebox, one filled with newspaper and a small, dead bird that had flown into my window to escape some danger.  Instincts sometimes betray us.  I’d cried over the bird, and dug a hole in the garden for a formal burial, presided over by my dolls and me.  My heart had felt like a small stone flung into a cold, murky pond.  I felt that way now, putting the letter in with all the others in another shoebox.
I shook myself mentally and went back to the desk.  Drew handed me an orange soda as I passed her.  “Bad news, huh?  Sorry.”
I shrugged, slapping on a brave smile.  “They that live by the pen shall die by the pen.” Deep sigh.
Needing distraction, I focused on my new PC.  “Computer, do you come with WIFI?”
A window opened on my screen, a search page with a Google box and a blinking cursor awaiting command.   “State subject or web address when ready,” Computer said.
“Don’t you think you need to start some laundry first?” Drew said.  “Your closet seems rather empty.”
“Yeah, guess you’re right.  Do you have stuff to do too?”
She grinned.  “No, I take my stuff home and Mom has the servants do it for me.”
I shouldn’t have been surprised.  Drew’s family had made gazillions in the oil industry and built a corporate empire.  I was surprised they hadn’t sent her off to HPI with her own butler and maid.  Maybe Ms. Griffin had said no.
A ding hung in the air.  My computer said, “You’ve got mail.”
I do?  “Computer, open.”
A window opened showing me an in-box with a single message waiting to be read.
“Open message,” I ordered.
The speakers played Witchy Woman by the Eagles as I read the text:
 
Dear Grace, 





 





I hope you appreciate this little gift.  Anytime you want to contact me, just tell the computer.  It will do the rest.  I look forward to working with you in the future.  Have a nice day J





 





                                             --V





 
Hmmm.  Working with me in the future?  It sounded like Virgil knew something I didn’t.  “Computer, delete e-mail.  Close window.”
I stared at the screen, thinking of the homework I’d let pile up like dirty laundry.  “If only you could write me a twenty-five page report on Ernest Hemingway’s impact on American Literature, I could die happy.”
“Order received,” Computer said, “execution proceeds.”
“Really?”
“Gottcha.”  A brief picture of a cartoon fox appeared on screen, its stiff legs poking up, tongue lolling out of an open mouth, its only visible eye an X.
Dead fox, very funny.  “Stupid Computer.”  What did I expect?  Virgil had definitely programmed this thing to irritate me on general principle.  He so needed to grow up.
I went to my closet and pulled out the laundry bag.  “Hey, Drew, you got some detergent I can borrow?”
“I’ve heard there are machines in the laundry room that dispense small boxes of it.  Bleach too.”  She popped the tab on a soda, drifting over to my desk.  She sat down in front of the screen.  “Why not take your assigned reading along and get it out of the way while you wait.  I wouldn’t leave my stuff unattended.  The boys around here have been known to take mementos of relationships they wished they had, if you know what I mean.  I think there’s a competition going on: ten points for plain white panties, fifteen for most other colors, and twenty for anything with lace, black, or red.”
“I take it this has happened to you?”
“More than a few times.  You’d think there’d be security in a high-security building.”
I grabbed The Scarlet Letter off my dresser, and slung my stuffed laundry bag over a shoulder to dangle by its drawstring.  “What are you going to do?”
“I’m jumping on your computer.  I want to see what this baby can do.  Maybe my dad will buy me one.”  She leaned forward in my chair.  “Computer, where did you come from?”
Big red text appeared on screen: CLASSIFIED INFORMATION.  The computer said, “I could tell you, but then I’d have to delete you.”
Drew and I groaned over the weak humor.
Needing quarters from the change machine in the laundry, I grabbed some ones from my purse and headed out.  Two girls in the hall came abreast as I headed for the TV lounge.   I didn’t know their names or much about them, but they knew me—flattening against the wall to give me plenty of room for passing, their eyes wide, cautious, a little afraid.
Really, you’d think I was Fenn.  I swung to face them.  “Boo!” I said.
One of them went “Eeep!”
I hurried on, into the half-full TV lounge.  A blonde with glasses waited by the elevator.  She turned to stare, giving out a short, involuntary scream that brought down a curtain of silence.  At the pool table, a guy in cords and a bronze pullover sweater froze, bent forward in shooting position.  The people seated near the TV, looked back over the furniture at me like I’d grown a second head.  I knew I’d been involved in a lot of weird stuff since getting here, and people they knew had died, but still…
I glared at everyone.  “What is it with you people?”
Motion returned.  They went on as if I weren’t there, except their voices were low and hushed.
I stormed around the oriental screen that formed a corner for part of the lounge, and entered the short hallway behind it.  I passed the back elevator, and quickly reached the end of the hall.  The clack of weights came from the weight room on my left where someone was working out.  I turned right, entering the laundry room.  It was empty at the moment.  I tossed my bag onto a washer and went to the change machine.  With quarters in hand, I bought detergent and got my wash going.
I noticed deep quiet.  The sound of weights had stopped across the hall. I turned with my book in hand and saw Onyx in the doorway, a sassy smile in place as he looked me over.  Sweat dripped in slow runnels down his face and torso.  He wore black sweatpants, but no shirt, flaunting his abs.  What he lacked in muscle mass, he made up for with chiseled definition.  I dragged my gaze to his face, where his black eyes seemed to pull attention the way a black hole sucks light.
“What do you want?” I asked.
“You know what I want.”
His intense, black stare stabbed me, bringing a flush to my face as he advanced.  My mouth was suddenly dry.  I had trouble swallowing.
“I want your panties,” he said.  “I’ve heard about the competition among the boys.  Because of the danger involved, your panties have a triple bonus points attached to them.  It’s a good way to start my collection.”
“They’re all in the wash.  Come back in a couple hours.”  After I’ve gone, you perv.
His grin widened.  “All in the wash?  I don’t think so.”
He moved with a burst of speed that caught me off guard though I’d been watching for something sneaky.  He flung a throwing star that severed the cable to a security camera mounted near the ceiling.  Another star lobbed underhanded hit the space over the threshold, and gave up solidity, uncompressing as a sheet of shadow that filled the doorway so no one else could come in.
“What did you do that for?” I demanded.
His momentum brought him to me.  His hands gripped my shoulders, jerking me into an embrace.  My book fell and smacked the tiles.  He pinned me against the washing machine, his arms flowing around me like pythons.  “Some things should be kept very private,” he said, as his lips swam in close for a kiss.
I whipped my face away, and concentrated the force of my will, tugging the veil to open a passage to the ghost world.  I felt gravity flutter then settle down, strong as ever.  The electric tingle on my skin was sucked away as if some empty battery were recharging itself off my life force.  Somehow, Onyx was cutting me off from my last line of retreat.  I was trapped.
His tongue flicked and then his teeth lightly nipped my earlobe.
A shiver of delight went down my spine, but I hadn’t asked for this.  I thrashed in his arms, glaring.  “Let me go, or I’ll scream.”
His smile evaporated, but he didn’t let me go.  “I am well practiced in the arts of love.  I know I can make you happy, Grace.  Just give me a chance.”
I went still, pulling my aura deep inside, fanning its cold blaze in my heart.  He could cut me off from the energy of the veil, but not from my own foxfire.  A few seconds more was all I needed to blast him into tattered scraps of shadow man.  A normal fireball wasn’t going to do the job.
At the last second, I stopped myself.
Eyes a lavender furnace, teeth bared in a horrific snarl, Tukka appeared from thin air behind Onyx.  The fu dog’s enormous muscles bunched in high relief under his leathery, teal hide as he crouched to spring, quivering with eagerness.  Things were about to get truly ugly.
Onyx whirled to meet the attack, throwing me under the counter where clothes were folded.  I hit the wall and stopped, as time slowed.  I saw all two-thousand pounds of Tukka slam Onyx into the washing machine I was using, denting and flinging it back into caving drywall.  Mixed with the sounds of impact was Onyx’s ummph, as he lost air.  I heard his ribs crack sharp and loud.  Telling me that bone fragments had been driven into his lungs, misty darkness spurted from his lips, evaporating midair.  
Tukka backed up, preparing for another charge.
Half dead, Onyx somehow stayed on his feet.  His face went pale, more so than normal.  A broken hose sprayed water into the air, some of it raining on his back, plastering his hair down across his eyes.  Hunched forward, his arms wrapped around his middle.  His torso rippled, not quite going to shadow.  I think he was having trouble focusing enough through the agony to unmake himself and heal up.  
Stretched out on my stomach, I lifted a hand toward Tukka.  “No, stop, you’ve done enough.”
Tukka growled, looking at me from the corner of one eye, an eye filled with murder.   He wasn’t going to stop.
I thrust out all the cold fire I’d been building, letting it form a wagging orange wall between Tukka and Onyx, winding around to the dark curtain blocking the door.  The shadow barrier to the hallway collapsed.
“Tukka, it will just make more trouble for me.  He’s a prince; you think his people won’t take it out on me if he dies?”
Tukka wasn’t afraid of my fire, but it stopped him long enough to absorb my words.  He swung his great head fully my way, looking me over.  His thoughts pounded into my head, Grace all right?
I crawled out from under the counter and used it to pull myself up.  “Yeah, peachy keen.”
I heard the elevator in the outer hallway open.  Feet were thudding toward the laundry.  Security.  Taking out the camera had been a big mistake.  Tukka being here was another.  I didn’t want him taken out, mistaken for the bad guy.  I shooed him away, letting the wall of flame drop to nothing.  “Get out of here, now.  I’ll see you on the dream planes later tonight.”
Tukka nodded, his massive shape winking out, sliding into the ghost world, as he beat a hasty retreat.
Onyx wavered, his voice husky and pained, “Should have remembered … you have … oversized friends.”
Dark Suits crowded into the room, guns drawn, held in a two-handed brace.  Most of the security men wore headset phones.  They paused to stare.
Onyx pitched forward with a dying sigh.
The lead security guy caught and eased him to the wet tiled floor, then holstered his Berretta and checked Onyx’s vital signs.  The team leader barked commands into his comm link.  “Send a medical team to the laundry room right away.  We’ve got a VIP down and barely breathing.  Use the back elevator.”
Several more Dark Suits came over to me, guns still out, but lowered.  It didn’t look like I was about to be shot, for which I was grateful.  One of the guys, blond hair in a gelled buzz cut, got in my face.  “You want to tell me what the hell just happened in here?”
My hands were trembling now.  I laced them together to make them stop.  My voice seemed oddly calm as it emerged.  “He tried to force himself on me.”
“Yeah?”  Buzz Cut looked over at Onyx, the crumpled washer, the damaged wall, and then back at me as he holstered his gun.  “I don’t think he’ll be making that mistake again.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHT
 
“We are the music makers, and
we are the dreamers of screams.”
 
 —The Anti-Wonka










 
 
Back in my room, nestled in bed, my mind slid toward sleep, my subconscious seeking Tukka in dreams space.  He was my companion in the waking world, in dreams, and in the ghost realm.  The downside of this was the wide areas to cover when I wanted to track him down.  There had been an air of uncontrollable rage and desperation to Tukka in the laundry that worried me greatly.  I needed to see where Tukka’s head was at.
Barely unconsciousness, I was aware of myself—of the dream form that was me, only better.  Here I was more beautiful, stronger, more confident; almost a creature of fantasy.
Surrounded by endless darkness, I strolled through white-mist billows, wearing a long, white nightgown like a Victorian heroine in a gothic romance.  All that was missing was a big spooky house wrapped in moonlight and shadow.  Every now and then, I’d hear something scurrying across my back trail.  I resisted the impulse to look fearfully over my shoulder.  That’s how the careless are enveloped by their nightmares.
Soon, flat shapes appeared around me, a forest of full-length mirrors with hand-carved, oval frames.  The glass faces were dark, more like doorways than anything else, refusing to give me back my reflection.  I tried not to let my eyes rest on them—I didn’t want to go where they’d lead, I had to find Tukka.
One mirror looked normal, but as I passed, instead of showing my nightgown, I saw myself in a lacy wedding dress with shoulders bare, and white gloves that went several inches past my elbows.  I stopped and stared as Shaun in a white tuxedo stepped up to the mirror-me, putting his arm around my image, pulling her into an intimate embrace.
“To have and to hold…” he said.
Though I didn’t move, the golden me in the glass turned in his arms for a kiss.
But Shaun was gone.  Fenn stood there in mud-splattered jeans and flip-flops, his black tee ripped and splattered with blood.  He held a rusty shovel in one hand, looking like he’d just buried someone in the woods.  The shovel became an iron staff with a six-pointed star and crescent moon capping it.  Fenn spoke with Torrent’s voice.  “You don’t want to marry that guy.  He’s mortal.  They get old, wrinkly, and die.  Where’s the happily-ever-after in that?”
I hurried on, refusing to listen to what my subconscious was trying to tell me.
The forest of mirrors became a true forest.  Dark trees crowded me, their serpentine branches interlaced overhead to cage me in.  Black walnuts rolled underfoot, forcing me to slow down.  I needed to get control of this dream and not let it push me around.  I thought of Tukka, holding him in my heart, and started sniffing for chocolate.  It wouldn’t be the first time such a scent led us to the same location in our sleep.
And there it was: elusive at first, but growing stronger as I advanced.  The forest ended as I came up short in front of a red brick wall with a great, black iron door set in it.  The door opened as my fingertips brushed it.  The smell of chocolate intensified a hundredfold, overwhelming my nose with its sweetness.   Yeah, if Tukka was anywhere, he’d be here, not that eating dream chocolate was the same as the real stuff.
I went beyond the door and found myself in a two-story space.  The walls were red brick at the first story, but then became square-paned windows, as was half the roof.  Night had become day.  Pale blue sky filled the windows.  Sunlight shafted in to back light artfully piled rocks from which a chocolate waterfall fell.  A gurgling chocolate river meandered through a garden with candy trees and spun sugar mushrooms.  There were candy boulders, one of them cracked open, oozing jam.  The river left the factory through a monstrous arch choked with darkness, and through plastic pipes that ran up into the higher levels of the building.  
I stood on a concrete balcony that led to stairs with intricately carved railings.  I went down to a landing, made a turn, and took another flight to the lower floor.  I was inside a movie I’d seen as a child.  Any minute now, I expected the candy man show up singing Pure Imagination.
My night gown became a red velvet dress with white frosting frills down the front.  A pink lacy veil covered the top half of my face.  I felt higher and discovered it was attached to a small, round hat perching on my head.  Retro-chic.  Cool.
I followed a stone path through sweets-laden trees, heading for the river.  Its gurgle grew louder, mixed in with grunts and the sound of scuffling.  And in the distance, candy crickets chirped, and midgets sang in deep, manly tones:
 
“Oozi woozie whumpa de dee 





Pay no rent, cause boxes are free.





If you’re hungry it’s not your fault.





Have some road kill with plenty of salt.”





 
Reaching the skuzzy brown river, I found Tukka just off shore, grappling with a smaller figure.  Tukka wore a purple and gray suit and a top hat that miraculously stayed in place despite the violence of his motions.  His opponent wore black slacks, vest, top hat, and a magenta coat.  The man’s face was pasty white, his hair straight and brown, currently dripping with chocolate; he’d been ducked under a time or two.
I called out, “Tukka!  Why are you beating him up on him when there’s so much chocolate to drink?”
Unsweetened! Tukka cried.  He is the Anti-Wonka.  He must die!
Straight Hair shouted, “No, I am the true Wonka.  Get the hell outta my dream.”
Tukka tugged at the man’s face.  It came away, a latex mask.  The face underneath was exactly the same as the mask that had covered it.
I suddenly became aware of someone standing beside me, munching a bag of caramel popcorn.  “Actually, it’s my dream,” the new-comer said.  “There can be only one Candy Man and I’m him.”  He held the bag out, offering me some. 
I smiled politely.  “No thanks.”
Straight Hair stumbled and went under again.  His hat floated down the river.  He came up sputtering and enraged.  “That was my best hat, you fiend.”  His gloves shredded on his hands.  Long, scissor-like fingers grew out, flashing coldly, looking wicked sharp.
See, Tukka said, he’s
a fake!
Straight Hair sliced with his hands, doing a good impersonation of a horror movie slasher.  Tukka pivoted, dodging with amazing speed for someone with his bulk.
“C’mon, guys,” I called, “can’t we just give it a rest?”
Tukka grumbled.  You never let me have any fun.
I stared, dumbfounded.  “What about what you did to poor Onyx?  That was brutal.”
Tukka snickered.  Yeah it was, huh?
Straight Hair grew still, looking interested.  “What did you do?”
“And why did you do it?” Candy Man asked, about to toss caramel popcorn into his mouth, his pale blue eyes innocent but world-weary at the same time.  Both he and I were now surrounded by a dozen little guys in white coveralls with brown shirts, mandarin orange faces, and gamma green hair.  Oomfa Zoompaws.  They didn’t look happy to see their precious chocolate river being contaminated.
Tired of all this, I used visualization to add a few elements to the dreamscape.  Looking like floating logs with marshmallow teeth, chocolate crocodiles surfaced around Straight Hair and Tukka.  
“Oh, crap,” the anti-Wonka said.
Okay, Grace, Tukka said, we can go now.
The arch that swallowed the river spewed its darkness.  A tsunami of black swept past us, heavy folds of oblivion replacing the chocolate factory, swallowing even the sound of the chocolate waterfall.  I summoned my aura, sheathing myself in a cold, orange haze of flame.  I felt like I was floating in a nameless abyss, alone except for Tukka.  His teal blue hide shimmered softly, his clothing stripped away, left in the dream we’d just abandoned.
I know a better dream anyway, Tukka said.
“No.  I want to talk to you.  Here’s fine.”
Grace mad at Tukka?
“No, but I’m concerned…”
Tukka concerned, too.  Been long time.  Need chocolate.
Tukka drifted closer.  He didn’t look good.  His lavender eyes were piercing, desperate.  His face had a feverish complexion.  The blue was faded and the sweat of shock dripped down his clammy face and off his jowls.  This alarmed me; dogs sweated through their feet, and panted to regulate heat.  Unless fu dogs were drastically different from other dogs, something was very wrong.
“Tukka, are you sick?”
He shivered, then growled in annoyance.  Keep telling you, Tukka need chocolate.  Make him feel good.
Opening in the blackness and hovering beside me, Taliesina’s eyes appeared as twin, gold moons that stayed the same space apart from each other.  Her words vibrated in the darkness for both Tukka and me to hear.  Don’t you get it, Grace?  He doesn’t just like chocolate.  You’ve gotten him addicted to it.
“What?  That can’t be right,” I protested.
Tukka’s brow wrinkled up.  His mind-speech acquired a pleading quality.   Please, Grace, need chocolate.
Taliesina was right.  Why hadn’t I seen this before?  It made perfect sense; in humans, chocolate released endorphins, stimulating the pleasure centers of the brain.  Chocolate was an aphrodisiac, a chemical substitute for love.  In fu dogs, it had a narcotic effect.  Tukka was suffering withdrawal symptoms—and it’s my fault.
I blinked back tears, knowing that my sleeping self was crying.  “I’m the worst friend ever.”
Tukka was crowding me now, maw gaping wide, reminding me of a great white shark, about to attack.
“Uh, easy there, big guy.  We’ll get you through this, somehow,” I said.
His eyes brightened with encroaching madness.  Give.  Tukka.  Chocolate!
Taliesina’s eyes narrowed, as her alarm welled up in me, making my pulse pound.  Grace, maybe we ought to get out of…
Japanese writing appeared in the void, as though an unseen hand were brushing kanji with white ink.  The writing materialized line by line, dropping in vertical columns to cage in Tukka.  He swiped with a massive paw.  The blow rebounded, doing no damage.  With mounting fury, Tukka struck again, with no results.  He wheeled about, but by then, the writing enclosed him, also appearing above and below him.
He spun back to me.  Grace, help!

I reached out to touch the writing, thinking that maybe I could just wipe it away.  Through the orange haze of my aura, I felt the bite of silvery energy.  It crackled and burned.  I yanked back my wounded hand, looking at it.  This wasn’t my body, just my dream self, but I was shocked to see missing fingers.
Magic, Taliesina said.  Very strong.  
A shimmer of crimson and ghost-white stars appeared off to the side of Tukka’s cage.  The star points swarmed, making a pinkish cloud of light in human form.  The cloud condensed into an Asian woman wearing a red skirt and a white blouse.  Long black hair cascaded down to her lower back.  Sandals clung to her feet.
She said, “Of course the magic is strong.  It’s mine.”
“Who are you?” I asked.  “And what do you want with Tukka?”
“He is a fine prize.  No one I know has their very own fu dog.  And when I tire of him, his body can be chopped up for various magical uses.  Grinding his bones to powder will produce an aphrodisiac worth thousands of dollars an ounce.”
I like my bones just like they are, Tukka said.
I was aghast with horror, and trembling with rage.  “Over my dead body!”
Taliesina said, I don’t think we can do anything now.
I looked at her drifting eyes and asked, “What about the shadow sword we used on that hell beast last Halloween?”
Even if the sword works on the cage, the energy backlash would still be dangerous.
I kept my glare on the Asian woman.  “What about using it on her?”

Tukka lunged at the squiggly writing that held him.  There was a flash of blue-white fire.  Tukka rumbled out a scream of pain.  His substance looked translucent, faded.  As I watched, he seemed to crumble to teal blue dust, swirling in confinement.  Then the cage and Tukka’s dream self were gone.
I lunged at the woman.  “Bring him back here!”
She paled to an icy pink vapor that glowed in the darkness, and became a flurry of cherry blossoms stopping me cold.  The petals were hard with razor edges.  I guarded my face with my forearms.   My little hat with its pink veil whirled away into the nothingness.  Blood dripped off my arms and splattered the red velvet dress I wore.  The flurry ended and I lowered my arms.  The woman was gone.
Taliesina’s thought was bitter as ashes, She’s got him and we don’t know where.
I thought of him being butchered like a steer and went cold inside.  “We’ve got to get him back.”
When you figure out how, let me know.  Her gold-moon eyes, washed out, fading as Tukka had.  I floated in darkness, absolutely alone.  I don’t know how long I was drenched in despair, but eventually, deeper sleep claimed me and I too faded from the place of dreams.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINE
 
  DISENGAGE: To break contact between 
   blades, done by one fencer passing his or 
her blade under the opponent’s blade.
 
 
Braced for impact, I huddled in Ms. Griffin’s office, in a comfy chair, feeling no hint of comfort, my heart still in anguish over Tukka.  I’d seen many sides of her: indulgent den-mother, cold-blooded strategist, cavalier fashion plate, inquisitive researcher, and corporate top gun.  This was new—scary mad.  Standing, she loomed, leaning on her desk, knuckles white as her face.  I got the impression she wanted to leap the massive desk and commit violence upon my person, but her voice came out frosty, lacking tension.
“It was a simple job.  You were just supposed to go shoo away a ghost.  Not blow up the whole town.”
“Only one building got blown up.  The other two caught fire, but didn’t burn down … that much.”
“The negative publicity will do serious damage.  There could be legal repercussion as well.”
“And I didn’t cause any of the damage.”  My words continued to slide off her without registering, but I wasn’t taking the fall for this.  “There ought to be legal repercussions.  I’m thinking of suing you myself.”
She stopped, staring in confusion.  “What do you have to sue over?”
“I’m a minor you sent out on a dangerous job without adult supervision.  I could have been killed.”
“I doubt that.  I’ve seen what you did to Prince Onyx, and our laundry room, besides, you had protection.”
“Protection that slipped its leash, causing all this trouble.  You let Torrent and his men come in here and interject themselves into my life … and work.”  I’d said all this in a quiet voice.  Now, I yelled for effect.  “Take responsibility!”
She blinked and stared some more.  I could sense the wheels of her mind spinning faster, dissecting my words, weighing them.  A moment later, a wave of relaxation swept through her.  She seemed to slump in place, then pull herself together, drawing back, sitting down in her high-backed leather chair.  She crossed her legs, inhaled deeply, and slowly released her breath.
“I’m not going to argue with you,” she said.  “Damage control is more important, and the doctors say Onyx is recovering.  Damn hard to kill a shadow man, they say.”
“If that’s an apology, can I get it in writing?”
“You do need more supervision, your judgment suborned to one far more competent.”
Her voice contained a danger note of whimsy that scared me more than ever.  My heart went cold.
“You have someone in mind?”
“I’ve had a request from the PRT.  They want you assigned to them to be assessed as a resource—in your mother’s custody, of course.  She’ll take the heat for your next screw-up.”
Griffin meant Cassie, my biological mother.  My kitsune mother.  I liked her, but didn’t know if I could work up to loving her as much as the human who’d raised me.
Ms. Griffin uncrossed her legs and swiveled to face the windows behind her desk.  They were the only ones I’d seen in the whole building that weren’t tinted.  She liked seeing everything clearly.  Chances were, they were guarded with mystic barriers of some kind.  Her words reached me as if across a vast distance, “I’m going to approve their request.  The added bonus is that you won’t be available to be questioned by reporters or state officials.  You’ll be out of touch and unreachable.”
I had visions of Cassie hanging all over, willing me to love her, waiting for me to break down and call her Mom.  Just what I needed, more pressure.”  I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.” 
Ms. Griffin smiled with an edge of cruelty.  “I think you know where the door is.  I’d go pack a few things if I were you.”
Dazed, I got up and went out, softly closing the office door behind me.  I stopped beside the desk of her personal assistant, a thin, small man in a dark gray suit, pale blue shirt, and a loud purple tie with little yellow diamonds on it.  He had curly brown hair, a straight blade of a nose, and glasses.  He ignored me, fingers flying over keys as he typed.   I’d have ignored him if it weren’t for the scent of fear he exuded—an acrid bite in the air reminiscent of wood smoke.
I saw the cause of that fear sitting in a corner, arms crossed, wearing German shepherd colors—tan and black.  A hard glower on his face, he looked like he wanted to snarl at somebody.  His long hair was pulled back and tied at the nape of his neck.  A green leather medicine bag with dangling fringe hung around his throat, resting on his collar bone.
Fenn sprang up and hurried over, grabbing my arm like a vice.  “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you had a fiancé?”
“You’re hurting me,” I said.
We were suddenly packed close together by the popping in of shadow men; Onyx and his entourage.  I glared at Onyx, then back at Fenn.  “You took his word for it?”
“Well, I…”
“Fenn, I’m disappointed in you.”
He relaxed his grip.
I whipped my arm free, pushed him aside, and waded into the shadow men, the never-ending clack of word processing giving clerical ambiance to the scene.  The personal assistant was either impervious to distraction, or minded his own business rather well.  Onyx’s men melted away from me, letting me cross the room to the elevator.  I pushed the call button and waited with my back to everyone.
The smells from the cafeteria just down the hall kept me company.  Hmmm … meatloaf for lunch with sweet potato casserole.   I think Ms. Griffin had her office back here so she could raid the kitchen easily when working late.  Most of the other offices were upstairs.
I heard feet approach and smelled the feral earthiness of Fenn.  “Grace, I’m sorry.”
“That’s well and good,” I spoke without turning around, “but how are you going to make this up to me.”
“Dinner and a movie?”
Onyx muttered from across the room, “Over his dead body.”
I rolled my eyes.  “That’s a good start, Fenn.  A good restaurant would help, if there’s one within a hundred miles.”
“You’ve quite the mercenary soul,” Fenn said.  “It’s kind of refreshing the way you bother hiding it.”
The door dinged open and I got on, turning around to see the whole room watching me, even the personal assistant.  “Yeah?  Well my momma taught me well.”  My human momma.  She’d always had a fondness for the finer things in life.  My father could often dissipate her anger by waving jewelry around.
The door closed on the drama.  The car lifted me toward my floor, my home away from home.
My older sister also liked bling.  A pole dancer at a sleazy strip joint, being sent to stay with her would have been cruel and unusual punishment.  She slept ‘til noon, seldom cleaned her apartment, yelled at me way too much … and I missed her.  She’d given me my first condom, saying boys weren’t always sensible about these things.
Not that I’d ever done that.  Except in passionate daydreams with a shadowy, handsome figure that bore a strong resemblance to Shaun.  My heart beat faster and warmth suffused me as I thought of him.
The doors opened onto the small corridor with the weight room and laundry where repairs were still under way.                I stepped out and went left toward the lounge.  Entering the large space, I had to cut around a three-panel, standing screen that obscured the hall behind me.  The screen was painted with cranes wading in water, spearing small fish with their beaks.  There were several more like it, lining the wall, turning a corner to create a smaller, more comfy zone enclosing a plasma screen TV, coffee tables, and plush couches weighed down by red and aqua pillows.
The TV displayed a cable show where paranormal investigators explored dark rooms, taping sounds, scanning for “cold spots”.  I spotted Jill half-covered with a blue and white throw that could have been the upper left corner of a huge American flag.  She occupied a loveseat, guzzling soda.  Drew was curled up on a beige couch, her hand buried in a bowl of popcorn, a diet soda on the floor near her.  I saw a few people leaving the area as I arrived, but my real friends were showing solidarity.
I went over and dropped near Drew.  Her short curls, dyed a vibrant pink, surrounded her oval face like a feather boa.  Her glasses balanced on a petite nose dusted with golden-brown freckles, and her lips were coated with some kind of glittery lip gloss.  Wild cherry.  She wore a white and blue sweater with a stylized red reindeer on front, and faded hip-hugging denim jeans.
Eyes bright with excitement, she stared at me.  “Ohmygosh!  Did you hear?”  She didn’t wait for my answer.  “There’s been another sighting.”
“Not the ghost again?”  I shook my head.  “This place isn’t haunted.  Trust me, I’d know.  And Ms. Griffin still has those wards up from when ISIS was after me.  A ghost isn’t getting in here.”  After all, the ghost at Kenny’s Bar-B-Q—may it rest in peace, and in pieces—hadn’t been able to get into here to bug me.
Drew used a finger to keep her glasses from sliding off her nose.  “Yeah, well, Jamie says she saw it out in front of the main gate this morning.  Just for a moment, then it vanished.  Ghosts do that, you know?  And two days before that, Patty and Bobbie said they saw...”
Clair dropped into an empty recliner.  She held an apple from one of the lounge’s vending machines.  The chips and candy had recently vanished, replaced by healthier fare.  I approved the food, but not the high handedness of it.  I knew only a little about Clair.  A jock, with a gift for precognition, she earned top grades with actual study, breaking the stereotype.  She offered me a nod, and Jill a toothy grin.
Clair had gone cowgirl in a lady’s Stetson, boot-cut jeans, wool-lined jacket, and cockroach killers with silver tips on the toes.  The hat de jour was teal blue.  Clair got them in bright, creamy, metro-sexual colors with beaded and feathered bands.  She seemed to always painfully straddle the cutting edge of fashion.  Surprisingly unassuming, her eyes were as faded as a watercolor sky.  She set her hat off to the side, and I noticed her sandy hair had successfully resisted an attempt at brushing.
“No such thing as ghosts,” she said.  “When you’re gone, you’re gone.  Bucket kicked.  End of story.”
Jill gave a sharp, precise nod of agreement.
Drew sucked in a deep breath to support her indignation.  “How can you say that?  Why, on the last episode of Ghost Chasers...”
I rolled my eyes at the mention of the show we were watching.  Like they’d know what to do with a ghost if they really found one.
Clair bristled at Jill’s hardheaded pragmatism.  The cowgirl pointed at one of the guys on screen.  “That’s my dad.  He may hunt what people call ghosts, but he’s not stupid.”
“Look,” Jill said, “I’ve done the research.  This facility is only ten years old, and no one’s died on the property.  Even if there are ghosts, there’s no reason one would be here.”
“Ghosts don’t always haunt the place they die.  Sometimes they haunt people instead of places.  Maybe he’s a hit-and-run victim trying to get his killer to confess.” Needing support and running out of options, Drew looked to me to back her up, her eyes burning with the light of a true believer.  “Grace, haven’t you ever walked through a shivery patch of shadows where you just knew unseen eyes were following you?”
I gave her my way-serious look, dropping my voice into hushed tones, “And felt the wind plucking my sleeve like a lost soul desperately trying to say ‘Ohmigawd, I’m dead—help me to the Light?’  Sure, happens all the time—not.”
Jill rolled her eyes at me.  “You’re not helping.”
Drew glowered at me now.  “Clair, get your dad over here.  Have him give us an unreality check.  We’ll see if this ghost thing’s just a bunch of cold air.”
Jill swiveled to see Clair better.  “How exactly?”
Clair violently snapped open a plastic package of chocolate-covered Dingdongs from her private stash.  “He has EM scanners and infrared cameras.”
Jill looked back at the TV as a commercial for cell phones came on.  “My guess is his program will get the usual; zip, zilch, zero with a sound track, fade to black, end of story.”
I swallowed; my throat dry.  “I need a drink.”
“Just a sec.”  Jill rummaged under her throw and pulled out a juice box with a picture of a teddy bear juggling oranges.  “Here.”  She lobbed it my way with a high arc.  Reaching to catch it, my fingertips met a patch of icy air.  The box stopped dead, mid air, then changed course, setting itself on a coffee table.
I stared, then looked to the others, wondering if anyone else had noticed.
Drew’s eyes bulged.  Her mouth hung open.  “Oh.  My.  Sweet.  Jesus!”
“That’s one possibility.”  Jill’s voice was calm, but her eyes were wide, captured by the juice box.
I pushed off the couch and stepped over to the coffee table.  The cartoon bear on the front of the box smiled at me, his eyes full of dark secrets.  I reached for the box.  As I was about to apprehend the miscreant, it skittered away as if kicked.  Someone was picking on me, playing with my food.  Tukka?  Michiko?  Did one of them want my attention?  Tukka usually slept during the day, and his methods were usually as subtle as a runaway train.  Such an irritating manifestation—inside a warded building—was more likely the work of a very powerful spirit like Michiko.
“How are you doing that?” Jill asked.
“Me?  I’m just trying to get a drink.  Help me catch it!”  I vented my exasperation to reinforce my innocence.
Clair jumped up and hurried over, a Dingdong stuck in her mouth like a hockey puck.  She chewed hastily, standing over the juice box on the carpet.  Jill and I joined her.  Jill waved her hand over the box as if feeling for wires.
“Check for smoke and mirrors while you’re at it,” I suggested.
She looked at me with suspicion creasing the space between her eyes.
A moment of silence followed, during which Clair swallowed the cake in her mouth and everyone drifted my way.
“It’s not me.  Honest,” I said.
Tentatively, Jill nudged the box with a fingertip.
The box failed to respond.
Emboldened, she picked it up and, with a flick of her wrist, tossed the box to me.  “Trick-or-Treat’s over, Grace.”
“It wasn’t me.” I pulled off the little pointy straw attached to the box and took great pleasure in stabbing the foil-covered hole, sucking out the juice.
“It’s the ghost,” Drew said.  “He doesn’t like it that we’ve been talking about him.”
“You’ve been talking about him; why is he picking on me?” I complained.
Clair smiled with one corner of her mouth.  “Maybe you remind him of an ex-girlfriend.”
Drew nodded.  “Men can be such children sometimes.”
“I hear that,” Clair muttered, “but don’t get me started.”
Drew went back to the couch, reaching down by its leg for her soda.
With a great deal of satisfaction, I crumpled my now empty juice box.
Drew’s soda can imploded.  Soda fountained, as if under great pressure.
Drew yelped.  Jill squealed.  Clair caught a shot of soda across her face while dancing back.  She swore, “Son of a beast!”
The only way to check this out was to cross over, but I didn’t want to do that in front of Clair.  I was short on friends as it was.  And if I didn’t drive her off, she’d borrow her dad’s ion sensors and thermometers to poke and prod the stuffin’ outta me.  “I’m outta here.”  I headed for the hallway behind the screen.   I’d be back in a few seconds, to deal with this from the ghost side of things.
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I zipped behind the screen and, finding the dead-end hallway empty, didn’t hesitate to cross over.   The world turned to silent graphite, except for the orange haze of cold fire that skimmed my now golden skin, lifting my hair.  My stomach floated within me, but without the momentary nausea this time.  Maybe I was getting used to the transitions at last.  The rest of me went along, losing some traction as my weight altered.  I pushed off the floor, turning the way I’d come, and settled long enough to shove off the carpet with both feet.
I shot out the door, pulling in my aura to pass through the edge of the screen.  I ghosted on into the TV lounge, scanning for a real ghost.
The area around the couches and plasma screen lacked a malevolent presence.  The girls were still there, clustered in a knot, mouths moving in wordless conversations.  Clair was on her cell phone, probably putting in a call for Daddy.  I shot my stare across the area, past the main elevators and vending machines, and paused at the baby grand.  Someone was almost sitting on top of it, floating a few inches off its glossy black surface.
I sprang to a couch and flounced from its cushion to its high back.  This served as a springboard to the ceiling.  I touched it, passing on aura so the tiles glowed like a bed of embers, becoming solid enough to deflect me diagonally down.  The carpet shimmered orange where my feet hit.  I shunted from carpet to ceiling, ping-ponging toward the ghost faster than I could have run.  My erratic motion made me a harder target to hit should any ghostly energy come crackling my way, but the motion made it a little hard to focus on details.  Still, I thought I recognized the ghost from Kenny’s place.
A pale shimmer of emerald edged him, denoting strong will and aggression.  Green wasn’t as bad as demon black.  That would have sent me running with my heart leaping out of my chest.  One thing about the ghost realm, one can quickly size up the evilness of a threat by the color coding.  Ghosts burn in monochromatic hues: usually blue, green, or violet.
Demons burn with black flames—smudges of shadow across their bodies—and they’re mean, willing to pull out your guts and lick them dry just to hear you scream.  I’d seen one feed on a ghost once, drinking energy and memory until the specter faded to tiny, blue-white embers cooling to nothingness.  I never wanted to see something like that again.  Yeah, I knew they were copies, not real people at all, but their death screams could still wrench at the heart.
My sentimentality embarrassed me, so I put on a tough front as I caught myself on the piano.  The weakening of inertia as well as gravity, let me stop on a dime without a lot of momentum trying to crash me headlong into the piano, which would have banged me up quite a bit.  I moved around to his position, looking Ghost Guy dead in the eyed.
His hair waved in a wind-tossed, sexy way as if he’d just fallen out of bed.  The pale curls had probably been blond in life.  He looked like someone who should have been an elf in a Lord of the Rings movie, a tough elf.  He possessed an awareness of his own beauty that came off as smug arrogance.  Going for the bad boy look, he’d dressed himself in denim, boots, and a biker’s black leather jacket with padded elbows.
“Just what the hell is your problem?” I demanded.
“Direct.”  He smiled.  It was a beautiful smile.  This guy knew his effect on women, and probably used it to advantage.  “Don’t you want to take a few seconds to stare longingly into my eyes?”
I glowered at Ghost Guy.  “How did you get in here?  I thought the warding kept supernatural vermin out of here.”
“The shadow men, coming and going, weakened the barriers just enough.”
Wonderful;
now any ghost wanting something can get in here to bother me.
I intensified my scowl, crossing my arms.  “Okay, who are you and why do I keep running into you.”
He flashed a heart-melting smile at me, but I managed not to slump into an adoring puddle.  “I’m Trevor Bain, but most people call me Crunch.”
“Like the cereal?  Or do you get into a lot of accidents?”
“It’s ‘cause I play power chords.”  A solid-body guitar materialized, hanging from his neck by a wide leather strap.  The name CRUNCH was tooled into the leather strap.  The electric wasn’t plugged into an amp, but he strummed and the air warped with grungy screams that obliterated the quiet.  I looked back at my friends.  None of them were looking over.  I was the only one hearing him.
“Get to the point already,” I said.
“You’re wound tight.  Bet I could fix that.”
I pooled aura in my palm, creating a swirling fireball.  “Bet you can’t.”
The guitar vanished along with the lascivious gleam in his eyes.  His voice turned brisk, “Tell me what you know about ghostly hierarchy?”
“As much as I want to: nothing.”
He shook his head sadly.  “The failings of our modern education system…”
Smart ass.
He said, “Look, just like vamps and werewolves, we ghosts—”
I held up my hand to stop him, letting the fireball fizzle out.  “There are real vampires?”
“Yes, and just like them—”
“And werewolves?”
He frowned at me, his eyes transmuting to green coals.  His voice deepened as he pressed on doggedly.  “Like them, we divide the preternatural world into territories where someone’s at the top of the heap and others scheme for that position.”
“Yeah, I get it.  Everybody wants to rule the world.”  I uncrossed my arms to plant my fists on my hips.  “So what are you, Mojo the Magnificent or Wannabe Light?”
The corner of his jaws knotted.  Little, green flames licked out from his eyeballs.  “If you’ll stop interrupting, this will go a whole lot faster.”
“This is my home you’ve come busting into.  Those were my friends you were playing with.  I’ll cop an attitude if I want to.”    Jeez, hadn’t this guy heard?  It’s a heroine’s constitutional right to get snarky.  The one’s I put in my stories always took full advantage of that.  Still, the best way to get rid of him was to hear him out—and then say no.  I lifted eyebrows, holding both hands up mock-surrender.  “Sorry, please, go on.”
He drew a breath he didn’t really need.  “I run this territory.  The ghosts in this corner of the state follow my lead, all but one.  You’ve just met her.”
My ears perked up.  We were finally getting to the point. “Michiko?”
“She’s making me look bad.  I need to slap her down—hard—so other ghosts don’t get ideas.”
Even though she wasn’t on my Christmas card list, I considered warning the brat; she was Shaun’s sister, in a creepy sorta way.  “I still don’t see what that has to do with me
He sighed.  “She’s drawing on some kind of powerful relic to boost her energy level.  I need to separate her from it, or she’ll wind up handing me my head.”
Relic?  The storm sword the Shisou Ninja were looking for?  Everybody seems to want it—but me.  I shook my head.  “That is so not my problem.”
Crunch’s ghostly fire settled down.  Bedroom eyes locked on to me, as he smiled.  His tone softened, growing more intimate, “But that’s where you come in.  You go over there all the time.  You have access.  You can find the relic and bring it to me.”
“No way, no how, goodbye, and have a nice afterlife.  Bother me again, and I’ll sic my fu dog on you, and maybe some shadow men as well.  Harassing you would make a good hobby.”  I turned and headed for my room.  I needed to pack a few things.
His voice boomed, “Michiko’s a predator.  She kills other ghosts.  How can you do nothing?”
I called over my shoulder.  “Ghosts are energy, bad psychic copies of souls that have passed on, not people.  It’s not murder.”  Besides, I had the feeling that once I let him start running me, he might not stop.  I needed a line in the sand here.
“You will help,” he called out.  “You just don’t know why—yet.”
I heard the threat, but kept going.  What’s he going to do?  Splatter me with more juice and soda?  Yeah, that’ll break me.
I should have backed away, and not turned my back.  Next thing I knew, he tackled me from behind, and slammed me to the carpet.  I drew in my aura, trying to shake him by phasing through the floor, but he shimmered with green aura, crushing me tight, pouring his ghostly energy over me so I remained solid.
Taliesina blinked in the back of my head.  Damn.  I didn’t know ghosts could do that.
I felt his icy breath on the back of my head as he spoke.  “Why fight it?  You belong in my arms.”
I arched my back, dropped my head down, then threw my head violently back.  The back of my skull pounded into his face, jarring him.  He lost focus for a split second.  His ghostly fire peeled off of me, and before he could recover, I was through the floor.  Spinning, I wafted downward.
He came through the ceiling in hot pursuit.
I slipped through the next floor, into a lower room where the lights were out.  Only my dull orange shimmer provided light until he caught up.  His green light mingled with mine, painting the space a muddy eggplant color.  Where I fell, he flew, moving faster.  His arms wrapped around me again, an embrace that took us through another floor, then another.
As we broke into the cafeteria on the first floor, I flared with aura, stopping myself in an aisle between tables.  A human torch with a glow spreading across the carpet in ragged streamers, I shoved Crunch off me.  He vanished, dropping into the parking garage below.  I scrambled up, knowing he’d be back in moments.
Damn, just when you want a shadow man, they’re nowhere around.
The dining room was empty.  The staff hustled in the kitchen, getting ready for lunch.  I could see them across the serving counter.  I threw myself toward the kitchen, ghosting through a wall to get inside.  Avoiding people that might shock me with their auras, I snatched up a long-handled steel spoon from a counter and ducked down so no one could see me from the dining room.  A server stood a few feet away, breaking down empty boxes from a dining delivery.
Crunch’s voice materialized behind me.  I spun and found his head and shoulders poking into the kitchen from a wall.
Gripping my spoon, hefting it like a club, I poised dramatically.  “You are about to look very much like a dead baby seal.”
He held his hands up defensively, but his lips twitched in a smile.  He came fully through the kitchen wall.
I swung a little slow, hiding my real speed.
He caught my arm.
As I knew he would.  I didn’t fight, but moved closer, using my aura to press him back against the metal sink.  Unlike human aura, his ghostly fire lacked repulsive force—not that it didn’t hurt.  I gritted my teeth and hissed at him.  “Why don’t you just go away?”
His face went hard and stiff like a ceramic mask waiting to be painted.  “You know what I want.”

I glowered through lowered lashes.  “Something like this?”  My free hand clutched his shirt, pulling his head toward mine.  I tilted my face and slowly kissed him.  His lips were cold, mashed against mine.  Stiff at first, his mouth turned pliant, eager.   He groaned in pleasure.  His lips parted and his tongue emerged, flicking my lower lip, jamming into my mouth.  I opened my eyes wide.  His ghost fire tasted like I’d just licked a battery.  He himself tasted of … nothing.  Focused on the kiss, his eyes were closed.  He thought it safe to savor the moment. His free hand slid toward my butt.  Typical male—some things don’t change with death.
I brought my free hand up to take the spoon from my trapped hand.  Lowering the spoon, I drove it into his chest like a spear.
He screamed, but quickly lost voice, thinning to nothing as he lost cohesion.  Ignited plasm flushed over me, an emerald steam bath.  My aura’s orange flames shielded me through the process.  Once it ended, I released the spoon.  Free of my touch, it crossed over and hit the floor with a sound I couldn’t hear this side of the veil.  Several of the kitchen workers looked at the spoon, then each other, shrugging in mutual incomprehension.
Iron poisons ghosts, grounding out their manifestations.  Crunch could reform yet again, but I’d bought some time.  If I got out of here quickly, he might not be able to track me down. 
I phased my body through the kitchen wall to the dining room. 
Crunch was there, eyes ablaze, teeth gritted.  His hands curled into fists.  His rough outline jumped in places.  His legs were translucent, his feet non-existent.  No way.  He shouldn’t be able to show his face so soon.  This impressed me.
Roughened by pain, his voice hissed, “That ... wasn’t nice.”
I shrugged.  “You deserved more, but I was improvising.”
He smiled coldly.  “I’m good at that too.”
He faded from view, but I still felt his presence, a curdling displeasure that chilled the air as I crossed back, taking on weight, hearing the bustle in the kitchen, seeing normal colors once
more.  I hurried away, bursting into the lobby, past the receptionist’s desk.  I’d have continued on to the main elevators, but Cassie was there, coming in through the front door with Shaun in tow.  
Cassie grinned.  “Hey, Kiddo, we’re here to take you into custody.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ELEVEN
 
PLAYING THE PRIZE: the public testing of a
student for advancement in schools of Defense.
 
 
Cassie’s eyes were warm sapphires set in an utterly symmetrical face framed by a fierce golden mane.  She wore a white turtleneck, gold blazer, and her pants were black denim, tucked into calf-high boots, armadillo with silver tips.  She wore hundred- dollar designer sunglasses, and a crimson band that held her hair back from her face.  The band matched her lipstick and nails.  A women’s Rolex glinted gold on her left wrist. Tall, lean, and hungry looking, she had the all the beauty I’d always wished I had
Shaun had traded in his workout clothes for a charcoal suit.  He might have just stepped off the cover of GQ magazine.  His shirt was pale blue, his suit’s kerchief icy lavender.  He wore a smoke-blue tie, but it dangled below the top button which was undone.  The clothes toned down his muscular physique, but couldn’t hide broad shoulders.  He moved with the smoothness of flowing water, making me wish I had him out on a dance floor.
“I need to get some things,” I told Cassie.
She took me by the arm and dragged me to the front entrance.  “Don’t bother. We’ll buy whatever you need.”
Hmmm.  Is she trying to buy love—and a place in my life—after giving me up for sixteen years, or does money just not matter to a kitsune with magical powers?
Taliesina stirred in my mind, her incandescent yellow stare beaming through the darkness she wrapped herself in.  It’s not like we aren’t worth it.
We pushed through the glass doors and started across the outer concrete apron that led to the front drive.  Cassie and Shaun locked step with me, each at an elbow.  I felt like a protected witness being moved to a safe house, and not for the first time.  I remembered my brief stay at Spirit Ranch and the pitched battles fought there, and quickly dashed those images away, longing for the time, just a month ago, when I could go places alone without having to escape to the ghost realm for solitude.
Autumn wind brushed my face and teased my rusty-brown hair, a color that could have been borrowed from the fallen leaves scrapping along the concrete.  Overhead stretched a thin tattered canvas of cloud.  Behind that veil, the sun—an orange coin—dangled low over the grasping branches of the forest.  Dusk still lay a few hours away.
We followed the curb past a silver Lexus.  Beyond, a lanky figure leaned against a candy-apple-red Jaguar X-type sedan.  It was Virgil Langley, spy-dude.  He wore the same black suit, gloves, sunshades, and Cheshire cat grin as always.  “You can’t run or hide,” he said.
Wanna bet?  Hands on hips—the very picture of jaunty-but-cute defiance—I stopped barely out of reach, what my fencing book calls “out of measure.”  From the corner of my eye, I saw Cassie copy my posture.  It didn’t seem like she’d known he was coming.
She nodded a greeting.  “Virgil.”
Shaun stayed quiet.
Eyeing Virgil with suspicion, I kept my voice low and growlish, “What do you want?”
“I know you were going to settle in with Cassie, but I can’t spare the time to ease you into things.  I need you to come with me to a crime scene, and it’s going to be rough.”
“How rough?” Cassie and I asked the question in unison, as if we’d rehearsed.  I guess we were more alike than I’d thought.
Virgil took off his shades.  His skin was a little ashen, his eyes bleak.  He rubbed the inner corners, and replaced his shades.  “Worst I’ve ever seen.”
“That’s no way to break in a newbie,” Shaun said.
Cassie draped a protective arm over my shoulders.  “If it’s that bad…”
I was glad of the support, but…  “My decision…”  Ms. Griffin was counting on me and I don’t want to let her down—again.  “Let’s go.”
Virgil nodded and placed the shades back on his face.  He ambled to a black van with windows so tinted, they were impenetrable.  I’d thought the Jag was his, but apparently not.  He was just the kind of guy who leaned on other people’s cars.
Cassie looked past me at Shaun, holding her cupped hand toward him.  “Give me the keys.”
“If I wanted to be stuck in a back seat, I wouldn’t own a fast car,” he said.
Her hand remained out, a silent demand.
Such a control freak...
He sighed, handing over the keys with a small tinkle.  “Just keep all four wheels on the road.”
She frowned at him.  “Of course, Grace will be aboard.  She’s the one thing I’d never risk.”
He shot her a quirky smile.  “All the same, I reserve the right to pistol whip and dump out unruly drivers.”
Cassie grinned.  “A man after my own heart.”
Uh-oh, I didn’t like the sound of that.
Cassie went to the driver’s side.  She used the remote on the key ring to pop the locks for everyone.  Shaun opened the front passenger’s door for me.  I got in up front.  He slid in behind me.  After we belted up, the car rumbled to life.  We caught up to the van, crossed the compound, and headed out the main gate, onto U.S. Route 259, heading north, away from Deedsville.  We soon shot past the Ultra-Sonic Drive-in, as well as the front gates of Van Helsing’s School for Gifted Slayers.  Even with the windows up, I could smell the garlic beds that graced the property, a deterrent to vamps that might come calling in the dark of the night.
I thought of Fran and Madison, and wished we could have stopped, but …               Elita caught a cross bolt to the heart last time we visited.
My inner fox chimed in, And her ghost hates you with blinding passion.  Do we really need more drama right now?
Probably not.
An hour later, evening set in.  Passing cars became dark blurs behind headlights.  As we passed several small towns and the houses strung out between them, Cassie plied me with personal questions I couldn’t answer with a yes or no.  She seemed to want assurance I’d been loved and well cared for by my human family.  I was tempted to spin an entertaining fiction telling her I’d been beaten regularly and kept chained in the cellar, but knew I couldn’t pull it off with a straight face.  Besides, I didn’t want her to track my family down and kill them.  I sometimes got the feeling she was one horrendous day away from the psych ward, and I didn’t want to be the straw that broke the kitsune’s back.
“I was loved and well cared for,” I said.  “But I never got a pony.”
Shaun coughed.  “Neither did I.”
A few miles later, we veered erratically for a second when Cassie found out my big sis was a stripper.
“Nice role model,” Shaun’s words were delivered in a tone of bland sarcasm.  “At least the money is good.”
Cassie growled low in her throat.  “Do you want your head in a sack?”
Shaun parried the threat, coming right back with, “Well, if it’s a very nice sack…”
The black van led us to a town called Wizard, past a fire station, a community church, and a pool hall.  We went straight through in about three minutes.  My request to stop for burgers and fries was declined.
“We don’t want to lose Virgil.  He’ll get grumpy.  There are emergency rations in the glove box,” Shaun said.
I looked.  There was a box of chocolate chip granola bars.  I ate one.  Then two.  Then three…  These things are addictive.  I put the last few in my coat pocket for later.
Outside of town, the hills were gentle and forested, with scattered houses set off from the road.  The black van pulled into a driveway.  We followed.  It took a while before the gravel road pierced the surrounding woods and an old, two-story farmhouse became visible.  Two red eighteen-wheelers were parked on a side lot, having dug deep furrows into the dying grass.
The trucks were nondescript, lacking logos, and the government plates were muddy.  A slaughterhouse picnic had been set up; a folding table near Coleman lanterns, a Sterno stove, an open cooler holding sports drinks, lunchmeats, and wieners, hopefully all-beef.  Bread, buns, and depleted bags of chips were out as well.  Empty paper plates contained the remnants of meals.  I’d just missed a proper dinner.  Again.
Several men and a woman in military fatigues appeared as we parked and climbed out.  The people here wore Kevlar armor, helmets, com links, knives, and what were probably flash and smoke grenades.  Automatic weapons hung over their shoulders.  They nodded at Shaun and Cassie, but my presence drew intense stares.  I had the oddest feeling I was being assessed for my threat level, with an eye toward being put down—hard.  They stifled my first impulse to go and grab some food.
Virgil sauntered over.  “At ease, guys.  Don’t spook the new recruit.  That’s my job.”
I decided; at the first suspicious move, I’d go all Casper on this bunch.
“This is Grace,” Virgil said.
Cassie went ahead and pulled him off to the side for a private word or two.  Shaun followed them, which left me cooling my heels.
A woman stepped toward me, her hair and eyes dark, no makeup, but pretty without it.  She gave me a slow, once over.  “What are you: day-walker, fey, a psychic friend?”
“Kunoichi.”  I stood in perfect stillness, trying to look inscrutable and all things ninja.
Several of the guys showed sudden animation, crowding each other as they surged in.  One of them looked only three years older than me.  He loomed six-foot-four, with rugged good looks, lean waist, broad shoulders, sandy hair, and emerald eyes—everything you’d want to drool over.  If I couldn’t have Shaun this guy would make a good consolation prize.
Blazing gold eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  What is it about you and older men?
I shrugged.  I’m just attracted by hotness.
Hot Dude smiled.  “Really?  That’s so cool.  I bet you got moves on top of moves.”
“You being into Ninjitsu and all,” another guy said.
“Hey,” another guy said, “Can you do that Death-touch thing?  That could come in hella handy.”
“My skills are a bit more specialized than that,” I said.
“You got that right.”  Virgil was back and Cassie and Shaun were gone, along with the Jag sedan.  I wondered how Virgil had managed that.  As he made introductions, and I filed away the names with the faces.  The woman was Sanchez, the handsome giant, Kendall.  Virgil caught his eyes.  “You stay with the kid.”
“Why does ninja-girl need a babysitter?” Sanchez asked.
I fielded that question.  “Because after being rocketed to Earth from a dying planet, I was bit by a radioactive ninja, but I’m still learning to use my powers.”
Virgil looked at me.
I showed him a blank face.
He turned to Sanchez.  “That clear things up for you?”  His voice clearly said it better.
“Fine with me,” Kendall said.  “Sweet-thing’s easy on the eyes.”
“Flirt on your time, not mine,” Virgil said.  “And don’t let Cassie hear you.  The kid is hers.”
I saw eyes widen all around.  Apparently, my long-lost mom wasn’t the type to flash around baby pictures.  Then again, she probably didn’t have any.  That struck me as incredibly sad.  “Where are Cassie and Shaun?”
Long overdue, Virgil finally took off his sunglasses.  He looked somehow more real.  “We got a lead on those ninja chicks that are after Shaun.  They’re checking it out.”
That figured; Cassie cared as much for Shaun as she did me.  If only she’d develop an interest in someone else’s prospective boyfriend…
Sanchez punched Kendall in the arm.  “Keep your mind on business.  I just got you broken in.  Don’t waste my hard work by getting killed.”
Kendall shrugged off her warning.  “This here is just clean-up.”
“We don’t know that for sure.”  Virgil took my arm and pulled me into motion.  “We’re going over to the site of the massacre, uh, crime scene.”
My throat began to tighten with fear.  My voice came out low and gruff.  “There’s been what, a zombie attack?”
Virgil lengthened his steps and shook his head no.  “A rash of thefts.  Word on the street is that top dollar is being paid for relics.”
I ran a little to keep up.  “Relics, like the sword of Susanoo that the kunoichi were after?”  I saw a connection.
“Yeah.  Anyway, encouraged by the new market, a local ne’er-do-well thought it was a good idea to rob an Indian burial mound.  The spirits of the dead tracked the robber down, taking possession of his family.”
Several more figures left the rigs and fell in with us, handing out night-vision goggles that looked like hi-tech binoculars strapped to the face.  Nobody gave me any cool toys.  The possibility of ancient vengeful spirits had me on edge.  “Anybody got a spare knife?”
Virgil slowed his long-legged ramble so I didn’t have to jog, not that I would have minded.  The rest of the troops had rifles in hand, sending silent messages back and forth with dancing fingers.  I memorized the gestures, trying to interpret their meaning.  Virgil lifted a hand to halt us at the porch.  I studied the old farmhouse.  The windows were lit.  No one seemed to be moving inside.  Sanchez murmured into her headset.  A moment later, she nodded.  “The tech team reports all quiet.  No sign of imminent resurrections from the remains, or poltergeist activity.  We’re almost done vid-phoning the scene for the command center.”
Vigil nodded.  “Let’s go.”
The guys moved with a ready, but relaxed, air, piling onto the porch.  I smelled the metallic tang of blood.  A lot of it.  Kendall laid a hand on my shoulder, holding me back as the rest went in.  “It’s not pretty in there.  I know Virgil wants you to see this, but you don’t have to prove anything.  If you feel like you’re gonna lose it, get the hell out.”
I nodded, waiting as the guys filed through the front door.  I knew I really ought to spare myself this, but I seemed to be developing a work ethic.  Besides, a sort of perverse curiosity was egging me on.
“Are you really a ninja?” he asked.
I crossed over, vanishing from sight, and took a few steps around him where I reappeared, tapping him in the back.
Clutching his rifle tightly, he wheeled around and barely stopped himself from feeding me its butt.  I went weak at the knees as he stared down at me.  This was not the boyish hunk I’d been hanging with, but a stone-cold killer, a heartbeat away from violence.  Playing games with him had been stupid.  “Sorry,” I said.
Like a mask, his jovial, all-American boy facade returned.  “You got moves all right.  Sometime, you’ll have to show me how you do that.”  He paused, listening to his head set.  “C’mon, Virgil wants us ASAP.”
Mentally braced, I followed him in.  Under the blood, nastier odors attacked.  I wrinkled my nose.  The smell had gone up a few notches inside.  I closed my eyes and gagged, breathing shallowly through my mouth. I spotted part of a woman in a house coat, crumpled in the living room corner.  After that, I kept my gaze on Kendall.
Across the room, Sanchez commented, “When people die their bowels cut loose.  Oh, careful where you step, there’s liver, spleen, and intestines, and other gunk laying all about.”  It was more information than I needed, but she couldn’t appear to stop herself.  “The parents were pulled apart.”
At each mention of an organ, my eidetic memory whipped out an Encyclopedia Britannica entry on the body part and its function, complete with colored medical illustrations.  I seriously considered bolting as my stomach churned queasily.  Weirdly, I also felt hunger stir at the smell, freaking me out; my kitsune blood maybe.  This crime scene was something I needed to forget—and never would.  Sure, I’d seen carnage before, but this was a normal family in the real world, a family like mine, before it started to come apart.
Kendall spoke softly, “Here.”  I opened my eyes.  He held out a bandana.  “Breathe through this.”
“Thanks.”  I took the cloth and held it against my face.
Virgil came and dragged me from room to room.  I made a point of not looking too closely at the dark smears on the floor and walls.  Going into the kitchen, I stepped over a severed arm.  Broken glass crunched underfoot.  Someone’s torn-out lung lay clumped in a cold, iron skillet on the stove.  Other body parts graced the table and sink.
I closed my eyes again, swallowing as burning acid shot up my esophagus.  I will not throw up.  I will not throw up.  I will not...
I did.  Hacking and spewing and gagging into a trash can someone provided.  I wiped my mouth, grimacing at the aftertaste.  No one said anything about my reaction.  Virgil just waited until I was listening again and continued.  “The worst part is the kids upstairs.  I can’t spare you that.  I need you to see if their ghosts are still around, and what they have to say.”
I glowered at him, dropping the cloth a moment to speak.  “Like me, they probably just want to be left alone.”
“I think all these dead people wanted that rather badly, especially when they were being turned on each other, ripping one another apart.  A good day is when we get somewhere in time to keep things like this from happening.  At one point or another, all of us are called to battlefields we’d rather avoid.”
“So I’m just here for a recruiting pitch?  I could strangle you slowly with that bit of intestine over there.”
“No,” Virgil leaned into me, his face near mine as he latched onto my arms.  “That intestine isn’t strong enough.  Always stick to piano wire.”  He let me go, pulling away.
“Don’t you already know what’s behind this attack?”
“I leave nothing to ambiguity.  It’s how I’ve survived so long.”
“Crossing over could be dangerous.  The evil spirits might still be here,” I pointed out.
Virgil shrugged.  “That’s a risk you’ll just have to take.”
Damn, just throw me to the sharks.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWELVE
 
FULLER: a shallow channel to lighten and strengthen









some blades.  This has nothing to do with blood flow,









sticking, or cutting power.  Fullers are mistakenly









called
“blood grooves”.









 
 
“I need everyone cleared out,” I said.
Virgil arched an eyebrow, a silent question.
“I don’t want people’s auras getting in my way,” I said.
His eyes lit up with interest.  “So, while you’re intangible and invisible, we can still touch you, in a way.  I wonder why Cassie never mentioned that to me.”
I shrugged, and made a mental note that Cassie didn’t completely trust the people she worked for.  Well, that made sense; the PRT was all about protecting and serving, but they did answer to politicians.
Virgil spoke into his headset, “Okay, gang, everyone clear out.”  Having given the order, he removed his headset, handing it to me.  “If this works across the veil, keep me apprised of events.”
I nodded, putting the headset on.  HPI had run countless experiments on me, but not this one.  They’d been more interested in me than the ghost realm.  With the PRT, the opposite was true.
Everyone trooped out past us.  Some of the guys carried camcorders, a laptop, and other electronics.  Once they were out, Virgil sauntered to the door way, pausing.  “Good luck.”
“Not likely.”  I concentrated, feeling the weave of space around me, and fanned my kitsune aura into a blaze.  Orange wisps of flame hazed across my white skin, turning it yellow, seeping up through my clothes, enveloping all of me.  I held my torch-like hands in front of me, rolling fingers into tight fists.  I’d never tied crossing over using cold fire as armor, ready to sling fireballs.  If this worked, I wouldn’t be at the total mercy of the unknown.
Virgil backed away from the doorway, turned on the porch, and ran out into the yard.  I started to mentally count to give him time to get to the trucks.  By eight, there was a crackle in my ear, followed by a small voice, “Virgil here, you’ve got a green light.”
“Here goes.”  I pulled the folds of space and felt the familiar electric prickle, even though my body was coated in foxfire.  The room around me went gray.  My body lightened.  Best of all, blood splatters turned to black ink.  Body parts and scattered internal organs lost definition.  I could pretend they were all something else than what I knew.  I spun to take in the area, looking for ghost both old and new.
Nothing.  But I knew better than to relax.  In the ghost realm, ghosts didn’t have to be condensed to be present, and often weren’t—until they attacked.
“Virgil, are you there?”  I listened intently.  Not even a crackle of static.  I took the headset off and tossed it out the door for the guys to find.  Once out of my hand and away from my aura, it fell back across the veil, into the human realm.  
I froze, feeling a wall of cold swing through me.  A chill of apprehension followed as a thin, windy sound undulated into the room from the upper floor, some kind of flute.  It was accompanied by the thudding of a drum.  The ceiling creaked as if someone was stomping around upstairs.
I jumped to the stairs, bounced up them, catching myself at the upper landing.  A narrow hall stretched away from me.  The passage was oddly free of blood, guts, and dismembered body parts.  Whatever had happened up here had been confined to the bedrooms.  I took a cautious step, then another.  The right hand side was windowed with a view of the front yard.  I saw the guys out there, massed up, bristling with weapons.  Help was a scream away—not that I should count on anyone but myself.
The flute was louder, a mournful dirge full of tears.  The thumping was like a giant heart that wouldn’t die.
The bedrooms were on the left.  I approached the first one.  Its door was open.  I could have just ghosted through the wall, but I didn’t know what I’d be stepping into.  Taliesina’s yellow eyes blazed in my inner darkness as she roused herself.  Her thoughts blended into mine, Slow and easy, that’s the way.  Check behind the door as you go in, and don’t forget to see if anything’s hiding up against the ceiling.
I nodded.  Yeah, not my first rodeo, girlfriend.
Crouching in the doorway, a swirling ball of foxfire in my right hand, I scanned a little boy’s bedroom.  Toy trucks and wrestling action figures were scattered on an oval throw rug by a single bed.  The bed was made, but rumpled; the blanket displayed an animated race car with a smiling face.  Dark streaks of blood were on that face, as well as a child’s heart.  And it was thumping, the source of the beating I heard.  It pulsed, clenching and unclenching, shooting spurts of blood from ragged arteries.  But maybe not real blood.  The stuff thinned in the air, fading like an ectoplasmic illusion.
I averted my eyes, checking the ceiling and the other side of the room, as I slammed the door back against the wall, making sure nothing lurked behind it.  The wood became ember orange to my touch, than cooled to gray as I pulled my hand away.
I stepped into the room.  The flute’s riffs and trills filled the space evenly, having no real direction.  I considered the closet, and a steamer trunk with metal corners over by the bed.  Both were a likely source.  The carpet at the edge of the closet was black with blood.  Probably the rest of the kid was in there.  I’d try the trunk first.  It sat a few feet away with open latches and a big floppy lock hanging down like a panting tongue.  A smear of blood was just above the lock.  
A small, lunar-style bounce landed me by the trunk.  Nerving myself, I reached down, gripped the lid, and flung it back, every muscle in my body tight with tension.  No boogie man popped out.  No cloudy swirl of solidifying phantom.  With the lid thrown back, the music was louder.
I peered into a bedding of toy soldiers, trucks, games, and stuffed animals.  A blood smeared head sat in the middle of the clutter, braced against a plastic dinosaur.  The boy’s hair was pale and short-cropped.  The eyes startled wide.  A deer bone flute had been left in the child’s mouth.  Small, dismembered hands gripped the flute as if playing it.  In one corner of the truck, a stuffed giraffe craned its head toward the flute in rapturous absorption.
I swallowed forcefully, feeling a heaving in my empty stomach that I fought down.  The flute music sped up in a rapid-fire crescendo as I advanced on the closet.  I reached out and touched the door knob, hesitating.  Did I want what I’d see inside the closet stuck for all time in my memory?  No.  But this was something I had to do.
Taliesina had been quiet in the back of my mind for a while.  She spoke up now, If you
want to go away for a while, and let me do this for you…
No.  What doesn’t dismember us makes us stronger, right?
If you say so.
I turned the knob and yanked the door open with a step back, my other hand full of cold fire.  I instantly gagged, assailed by the odor of urine, crap, and even more blood.  I saw the boy ghost first, cloudy, translucent, his edges dissolving as he screamed silently, his ghost fire draining like a jade serpent into the larger ghost that held him.
The second spirit was dressed in moccasins with ankle flaps, buckskin chaps on his legs, a loin cloth.  What I could see of his bare chest was partly covered by beaded necklaces.  His ears were pierced, the holes holding large seashells.  His hair was tied up like a fountain on top of his skull where a red-painted hawk feather fluttered.
The boy’s ghost burst into fading embers, and I knew he was gone forever, eaten by one of his own.
The child’s tormentor regarded me with old black eyes, and smiled like he’d just played the best prank in the world.
Something in me snapped.  Boiling rage surged up my gullet.  I trembled with fury, slamming my hand forward, dousing him with the flames of my aura.
But he vanished. The drum and flute sounds stopped as well.
My fire churned uselessly in the confined space, writhing, thinning away as the ghost had.  My hand fell to my side.  I looked down at the closet floor where a tiny body curled in a fetal position, hands and head missing.  The limbs were broken with splinters of bone protruding.  I stared a very long time, unable to look away.
Someone was screaming like a maniac.
That would be you, Taliesina said.
Oh.  I stopped, turning away.
I had other rooms to check, but I was done skulking about.  I leaped at the far wall, ghosting through it in a heartbeat, blind for a second.  I landed in a little girl’s room, braking with a soft skid.  The curtains were frilly on the window and on the canopy bed.  A little table was set up with a plastic tea set.  Blood filled the little cups.  A doll’s playhouse had been trampled to pieces.  Ripped pages from a coloring book were everywhere.  Stepped on crayons were strewn across a throw rug that hid half of the wooden floor.  A black-felt picture on the wall featured a sad clown with ball nose and cheek stubble.  A black line scored one cheek, an eternal tear.  Headless dolls were everywhere.  The heads were on the bookcase, guarding fairy tale volumes where people lived happy ever after.
Not here, of course.
I turned to see the wall I’d just come through.  The little girl hung there, pinned in place with ripped out lengths of her own small bones.  Her head lolled to the side, eyes closed.  She wore blood-soaked jeans and a pink tee with a blonde cartoon fairy that wore an upside-down pink rose for a dress.  The fairy smiled at me as if to say, Aren’t I cute?
I scanned the room again, calling out, “Hello, anyone here?”
I stopped.  There was a face in the gloom just under the edge of the bed; a small face with pink-fire eyes.  I went over and knelt, dropping my face low to the floor.  “It’s all right.  I won’t hurt you.”
A soft whisper answered me.  “You’re not my mommy.”
“No, I’m not.”  I beckoned, waving with just my fingers the way you’d summon a cat.  “My name’s Grace.  Why don’t you come out?”
“You’re not my mommy.”  The ghost had little facial animation.  Her words were slow, without inflection.  I didn’t think she was really listening to me.
I tried again, “What’s your name?”
“I want my mommy.”
For a moment, brimming tears blurred my vision, then they crept down my face.  “I’m sorry, she’s not here.”
The little face twisted with sorrow.  She began to cry, then thinned to nothing, going wherever ghosts go when they don’t want to be seen.
Slowly, I stood and went forward, pulling in my aura so the bed parted for me like water in a wading pool.  Beyond it, I passed through another wall, entering what I thought was probably the last upstairs room, a master bedroom where heavy drapes blocked the windows, keeping it dark.
Something small sat up on the queen-sized bed.  Eyes like ghostly coins reflected the orange of my flaming body.  My heart hammered.  I braced myself as it leaped … landing to the side of the bed, going into hiding under it—a cat.  I searched but nothing else turned up.  Virgil wasn’t going to be happy; I’d drawn a blank.  All signs said this was just as it seemed, with no other lurking evil besides the warrior in the boy’s closet.
I let myself sink through the floor.
Well, we can always try another time when the girl’s recovered from her death trauma a little more, Taliesina said.
We’re not coming back, I said.  I want to be able to sleep at night.
You have a point.     
I settled to the lower floor and kicked off from there.  As I shot through the front door, I pushed through the veil, flushing with an electric tingle that changed my weight, bringing color into the outdoors.  Muzzles centered on me.  I held up my hands.  “Don’t shoot, it’s me.”
Virgil ran up, and pulled me toward one of his trucks.  He called out to the others.  “Okay, pull back.  We’re about to have an accidental fire.”
“Why?” I asked.
We stopped at the fold-out steps in the side of a truck.  A red light poured into the yard from it.  Virgil looked like someone bathed in the light of flames though they hadn’t started yet.  “The locals will be told not to look too closely at this place, but we don’t need to get sloppy, now do we?  We try never to leave trace of things that go bump in the night.”
“Hey, wait, there’s a cat in there.  You have to get it out first.”
It will probably see the fire and run away on its own,” he said.  “Cats are smart.  You know why it survived this carnage?”
I looked at him blankly.
He said, “When ghosts pop up, people question their senses.  Animals haul ass, run, and hide.  Keep it in mind.”
I stabbed him with a cold stare.  “I want the cat brought out.”
“We don’t have time,” Virgil said.  “Calls have gone in from neighbors.  The police know not to come out until we’re gone, but this isn’t the first relics-related murder scene we’ve had in the past week.  There are media types around.  Some of them are headed this way.”
One of the guys in fatigues approached the house with a flame thrower on his back.  He went up the porch and called out, “Fire in the hole.”  A torrent of flames streamed inside.
Sparing half a second, I glared in wrathful fury, then broke away, running toward the house.
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I got five steps toward the burning house and Kendall before skidding to a stop.  A great black coil of mist thickened out of empty air like the shadow of a dragon, cutting me off.  The fluid barrier segmented, molding itself into shadow men.  Torrent stood before me, his iron staff between us.  “No,” he said.  “It’s not safe.”
“Get out of my way.”  My tone said or else.
“I’m sorry,” he sounded like he meant it, “but I can’t do that.”
I wrenched the fabric of space, making a gap into the ghost realm, and soaked up an electric tingle as a graphite version of reality opened wings to embrace me.  Gravity leeched away, another form of wings; I crouched, leaped, and flew with my orange aura fluttering around me.
Torrent’s staff unwound a cat’s paw of shadow that caught me.  Cold black ice burned my skin, pinning my arms to my side.  I was held, dangling mid air, though he was on the human side of the veil and I was on the ghost side—how the hell is he doing this?
Taliesina’s golden eyes were blazing in the back shadows of my mind.  Her thoughts seared into mine.  Servants should know their place.  Grace, give me control.
I’ve got control of something?
You know what I mean.  Just relax.  We’ve done this before.
I closed my eyes and visualized an orange leaf drifting on eddies of air, calming myself.  I remembered the time ISIS had me in their clutches, trying to break me with head-splitting decibels.  I’d almost broken—until my inner fox stepped in.  Taliesina had wrapped me in darkness, taking possession of our body.  It had saved me.  Here and now, one kind of darkness ought to be able to deal with another, though Torrent was bound to have many tricks up his shadow man sleeve.
My heartbeat swelled, becoming a slow, double pulse echoing into infinity.  I fell inward as though a new dimension had opened in my mind to swallow me.  In place of Torrent’s icy grip, I felt buoyant warmth.  Making me … sleepy…
 
Kitsune magic runs hot through my arteries.  It swells my lungs and lets me gather the unseen weave of space, bending it with the fire of my need. The electric tingle becomes a raw influx of power, boosting my kitsune strength. Lightning jags dance off my fingertips.  I keep hold of the weave between worlds, mostly occupying the human realm.  My immediate space writhes, hating restraint.  I soothe it with a quiet croon of power low in my throat.
Undaunted, Torrent grips harder with his shadow force.
My nearly breathless song thins his cat’s paw, peeling it away.  I fall, and twist to land on all fours, back arched.  I growl as my skull and fingers flow in rearrangement.  My face shifts beneath the skin, muscles pulling in new ways.  My fingertips shed human nails.  Claws grow in.  My teeth go pointy—sharp!  A new tail sprouts.  It is uncomfortable, seeking escape down my right pants’ leg.  I have no need for clothes, but my other self lacks my confidence.  I leave them on, barreling into one of Virgil’s soldiers, the tall, blond, yummy one.  His arms wrap around me. “Grace, stop.  You can’t go in there.”
I wiggle until his face is next to mine.  My cheek feels his sandpaper stubble.  I draw in his scent, relishing its virile maleness, and lick the side of his face.  It is not yet mating season; I don’t have to have him at once.
“Grace isn’t in now.”  My voice is gruff, not quite human.  “Try later.”
Startled, he jerks his head back and stares into my eyes.  They are incandescent gold, alive with my magic.
Hooking one of his legs with my own, I shove him.  He hits hard, sprawling on his back.  I hop forward, landing on his stomach, leaping from there toward the top of the steps.  He goes “Oomph!”  His hands snatch at my feet, missing.
But they surround me; the living shadows that play at being human.  Grace thinks they are people that can become darkness, but it is the other way around.  Their eyes and faces reflect complex emotions, but these only shroud the deeper emptiness.  They are Darkness in its purest expression.
The shadow men blocking the porch are swept away by opposing shadows that materialize from nowhere. Onyx is next to me, shoving me toward the house. “Go on.  We’ll buy you the time you need.”
I am grateful; someone is finally treating Grace like she has the right to her own decisions.  
“Thanks.”  I lunge up the stairs and cross the porch.   A moment later, I surge through the inside flames.  My foxfire coats me in a protective shell—fire fighting fire— so I can reach the stairs to the second story.  I pull my shirt up and breathe through the fabric.  The taste is foul, yet appetizing as well, as though someone were roasting meat.  Ah, the strewn body parts, they’d be getting nicely grilled about now.
Out of the flames, on the second floor, I dismiss my foxfire, no longer seeing the world through its cold orange haze.  If I spook the cat as much as the fire does, it won’t trust me to save it.  I need to do this from the human side of the veil where my kitsune aura doesn’t show, hopefully.  Cats see things others missed.
I run down the corridor, to the master bedroom where I see the beast back on the bed again, head down, body a tight ball of misery.  It stares, ears pressed flat to its skull, its eyes huge and dark.  It makes a whiny complaint, but doesn’t move as I ease closer.
Leaning in, I pet it, trying to get it used to me.
“Meearrrruuuuff!” it says.
“I totally agree,” I murmur, letting go of my shirt so I can take it in both arms.  The air is horrid, burning my nose, killing all other scents.  The animal resists, digging claws into the bedspread.  Keeping my left hand on it, I use one finger of my right to tap it on the forehead; the light thump being the way momma cats chastise their young when doing something wrong.  The cat ducks and steps back, releasing the bedspread.  I whip the animal up—the male animal, I discover—and hold it against my chest.
He squirms.  I pet him, mumbling, “Good boy … handsome kitty.”  In this partial morph, talking hurts my throat.  That, and the smoke, makes me cough.  The cat puts up with me as I carry him to the window.  I shove the window up, hanging onto the cat one-handed.  Cool air wags over us.  I stick the cat out the window, lobbing him to a thick oak branch a few feet away.  He lands and clings a moment.  Turning his face my way, he hisses and runs to the trunk, hopping down in stages from lower branch to lower branch.  I feel this isn’t his first time using this escape route.
My arm is taken.  Someone spins me around.  Torrent, looking furious.   I let my arm go to shadow.  His fingers slide through.  My arm reforms.   “I am Princess Taliesina, Heir to my father’s throne.   I allow no one to protect me from myself.”  A swirling ball of shadow fills my hand.   A sword forms.  I grip the hilt and back him off with the point just below his chin.  “Do not over-step your place.”
Carefully, he bends his knees, dropping his gaze in submission.  As he moves toward the floor, I pull my sword back.  Kneeling, he sets his weapon aside.  His hand comes up, making a fist over his heart.  His head lowers.  “Forgive me, Your Highness, you are right.  I submit myself to your judgment.”
His life was mine, if I wanted to take it.  I thought about what Grace would do.
“Well, as long as you know you are wrong.”   
 
My clothing reeked of smoke, but the outside air was fresh.  I was back in my head again.  Taliesina slumbered.  I watched as fire fully engulfed the house.  The roof caved in, sending a shower of sparks up into the sky, riding black billows of smoke.   Someone tossed a blanket over me and led me to an ice chest to sit down.  I moved like an action figure, guided by others, too tired to care.
The soldiers appeared relaxed, but kept their weapons in hand   I saw why; Prince Onyx and his guards had arrived sometime during my blackout, and were heatedly discussing something with Torrent and his men.  Virgil’s tech guys were clotted together, clandestinely taking smart phone photos of the boogie men, hoping not to offend them.  One of the techs muttered, “Holy crap, man, this is really happening.”
For some reason, Kendall stared at me like I’d grown another head.  That hurt.  I thought we were friends.
Not everyone wants a freak for a friend, I reminded myself.  I looked away, catching Virgil’s eye.  “Hey, Verge…”
He squatted to put his head level with mine.
I pointed at the foldout table laden with food.  “Gimme a dozen hotdogs, a bag of chips, and a couple cans of soda.  I’m a little hungry.”
Strangely, he didn’t argue about making himself useful.  He brought what I’d asked, handing me the plate and putting the soda by my feet.  “Take your time,” he said.  “I’ve got reinforcements closing off access to the property, stonewalling the press.  Shaun and Cassie checked in.  They’re going to be tied up a few more hours.  I’ll drop you off at Shaun’s place when we’re through here.”  Virgil drifted off, leaving me alone to eat my meal.
   I felt something brushing against my ankle.  I looked down and saw the cat.  He stretched up my leg, eyeing the plate of food I held.  He made a plaintive sound.
“Ah, hungry, huh?”  I took one of the hot dogs, broke off an end, shredded it in my fingers, and set the pieces down for the beast to gobble.  Straightening up, I noticed my nail polish was totally gone.  Odd.  I took another bite of hot dog.  My jaw hurt a little too.  Also odd.  What the hell had I done?
By the time Mr. Kitty and I were done, Virgil had intervened and the shadow men feud ended without violence.  They all went black mist in the wind, vanishing, but I didn’t buy it; I knew at least some of my protectors were watching from the shadows.
The trucks were loaded.  I picked Mr. Kitty up and carried him over to a semi.  Entering last, closing the door behind him, Virgil looked at my cat, caught Kendall’s eye, and gestured toward the animal.  “Keep an eye on the beast.  Don’t let it piddle on anything important.”
“Which one?” Kendall asked.  “Her or the cat.”
I went cold inside and turned my face away to hide the tears springing to my eyes.
“Never mind, I’ll do it.”  Sanchez came over to take possession of the cat.  She gently pried him from my arms.  “The cat needs to be watched by someone who’s a little bit smarter than it is.”  Holding the cat against her body, Sanchez gave me a brief one-armed hug.  She whispered, “That’s right.  Don’t show them they can hurt you.  Swallow your pain and it will make you stronger.”
I nodded and dried my face, as she moved off.
Faking interest, I took another look around.  I’d entered through the side of the truck— from here I saw an armory where weapons were stowed in racks and smaller compartments.  There was a lot of stuff I didn’t recognize.  Government funding, gotta love it.  My gaze roamed toward the back of the truck.  Sealed behind safety glass, I saw a high tech minilab that would have made any CSI organization jealous.  There were a few white-coated individuals in there I hadn’t met.  They shot me occasional glances, but didn’t stop what they were doing.
Virgil called me to a glowing table that turned out to be a plasma monitor lying face up.  It showed a computer enhanced map of the area with two blinking red dots that were probably our eighteen-wheelers.  Smaller amber lights flickered, swarming the trucks like fireflies—probably GPS signals pinpointing the troops.
I looked at Virgil.  “So, what’s next?” 
“I want to have a little chat.”
“Long as I don’t have to look at any more body parts.”
He spoke into his headset.  “Run the Shisou file.”
My ears perked up.  The kunoichi?  He had my interest now.
The screen flickered and showed an Asian woman in her thirties, strikingly beautiful with black hair artfully piled on her head, held in place with two pins, one of them had a single black pearl that dangled.
Virgil pointed at the black pearl.  “These are signs of rank among the female KyotoYakuza.  This woman is second in line of her clan.”
I nodded, never taking my eye off the screen.
She stood off a path, under a red oak, her porcelain skin shaded, her lips garnet red, eyes rimmed with black, making them enormous.  One hand rested against tree bark, the other hand pressed against the hunter green obi that wound around her tiny waist, holding her red-violet and gold kimono closed.  Her gaze fled into the distance.  She seemed perilously close to losing her breath.
The image caught her in a sprawling garden, a young child tottering along beside her in a pink ruffled dress.  Neither gave any sign they knew their picture was being taken.
Virgil pointed at the plasma screen.  “This is Ayumi Usher, the younger sister to Kazuya Shisou.  The child is her daughter, Aimi.  The name Shisou means ‘look of death.’”
I shifted my gaze to Virgil.  “So, what?  They can kill you with a look, like Cyclops in the X-men?”
“Look as in ‘aspect,’” Virgil said, “as in, ‘they look mean enough to kill you dead.’  Another translation is ‘shadow of death.’  They were always a minor clan, but deeply respected for their ferocity—especially the women.  They gained stature and power in the world when Kazuya’s sister married Josiah Usher, one of the wealthiest men in the world.  With his international holdings supporting them, the Shisou ninja have moved up in the Yakuza Underworld.  Their support of Usher gives the corporate phrase “hostile takeover” all new meaning.”
“Then what do they need this magic sword for?”
Virgil smiled at me.  “As Batman once put it, ‘Criminals are a superstitious, cowardly lot.’  Without the sword, the Shisou ninja have to fight for every new inch of ground and bleed to keep their territory.  But if the Shisou ninja get the sword of a god, few would dare to challenge them.”
“So this Ayumi Usher is behind the attack on Shaun?”
“Not her.  She’s here in the US receiving medical care due to a risky pregnancy.  The child in the photo is the one.  She’s also here, with an entourage.  The photo’s old, sent to us by Interpol.”
“There aren’t any new ones?”
The scene changed.  Newspaper articles flashed by: girls out clubbing, a shot through the gates at a private academy—a girl in a sailor suit uniform hurrying away, a scene at an expensive restaurant where hard-faced Japanese men surrounded a teenager close to my own age.  The girl in all the scenes was pretty with dark, straight hair falling nearly down to her butt.  “She’s had offers to model,” Virgil said.
“Of course she has.”  I growled low in my throat.  Some people get all the breaks.
“I want you to infiltrate her inner circle and become her friend.”
“I’m not an undercover operative.  I have a life I want to get back to.  So the answer is no.”
“Too bad … for Tukka.”
My blood went cold.  “What do you mean?”
“He hasn’t been around, has he?”
“Well, he doesn’t check in with me everyday.”
Virgil tapped the screen.  A new, half-sized window opened.  Video footage played: a group of armed men in the back of a flatbed truck surrounding something large, covered with a tarp.  A second truck followed the first, its flatbed empty.  Both vehicles pulled up to an abandoned factory.  Women clad in black materialize from the shadows.  For a moment, I thought of shadow men, but these were kunoichi.
The image shifted as a zoom feature kicked in.  The first truck leaped closer.  Enough light came from off-camera to bring out the bright blue of the tarp as it was thrown back.  A different blue was revealed; Tukka, eyes closed, side lifting slowly.  He was breathing, but…
“What’s wrong with him?  What have they done to him?” I demanded.  And where is the woman from the dream that had taken Tukka in the first place?
“Those rifles are tranq guns.  They shoot a sedative.  He’s being kept drugged, merchandise, just another relic.  He might find himself chopped up and sold for medicinal and aphrodisiac purposes.”
“Chopped up…!”  The horror of it washed through my brain, numbing me.
“Well, I guess you’re going to help me after all.”
My hands were fists on the screen.  I leaned forward, making his name a soft prayer, “Tukka…”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOURTEEN
 
“I knew who I was when I got up this morning, 










 but I think I must have changed several times 










 since then.”
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The foul beast hated me.  I was convinced.  Sure, the cat had eaten my hotdogs, but in his mind, I was connected to the slaughter of his entire world.  That would take some time getting over.  I’d tried to pet him on my bed.  His claws had come out, prickling my tender flesh.  As I pulled away, his claws bit deeper and I hissed at the pain.  Struggling was going to cost me some skin and blood.  I changed tactics by pushing into him.  He relaxed a little as I stroked his forehead.  After a few moments, I was able to disengage his claws.
It seemed like there ought to be a life-lesson in all that, but as yet, I saw no practical application to the real or unreal worlds I inhabited.
 Leaving the cat on my bed, I rolled off, and moved over by Jill who had her sci-fi, surround-sound chair swiveled from her computer to face me.  
Drew had been standing near by, slouching really, and took the opportunity to stretch out on my bed, scratching the appreciative cat in all the right places; he squinted his eyes and rumbled like a lawnmower needing an oil change.
Jill eyed the animal sourly, a look of deep foreboding on her face.  “Just tell me he’s housebroken.”
I pointed at the stuff on the floor that I had made Virgil pay for: litter box, fresh litter, a scoop, and a thirty-two can case of cat food—sea food pâté.  “Don’t worry, the essentials are covered.”
She didn’t look convinced.  “Did you happen to run this by Ms. Griffin?  As far as I know, this is a pet-free building.”
Jill pointed at the animal. “What’s her name?” 
“His name,” I said, “is Mr. Kitty.  He’s an orphan who just lost his home and family, barely surviving a fire.”  I hoped to win some sympathy points for the cat.
Drew looked utterly shocked.  “Oh, how terrible.  He’ll need therapy.”
“You need therapy,” Jill muttered.  “Just buy him some catnip.  He’ll get over it.  It’s not like he’s a dog.”
A knock sounded at the door.  I opened it, and was pounced upon by Cassie.  She squeezed the stuffing out of me, then let me go so I could breathe.  “Hi, Cass—”
She glared at me.
“—Uh, Mom.”
She smiled.  “Much better.  Ready to go?”
Jill brightened.  “Taking the cat some place?”
Drew looked scandalized.
“Uh, no.  Mom’s taking me out.  I’m going undercover for Virgil and need to freshen my look, such as it is.”
“Shopping?”  Drew looked even more excited.  “I know the perfect little boutique!”
“Sorry,” Cassie told her, “I want some private time to bond with my daughter.  Maybe next time…”
“Sure.”  Drew went back to playing with the cat.  I couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t use his claws on her.
Cassie put a hand on my shoulder and guided me toward the door.  “C’mon dear.”
I threw a glance over my shoulder.  “Uh, Drew, would you mind keeping an eye on…”
“Mr. Kitty is in good hands,” she assured me.  “Go have fun.  And buy me something.”
I smiled.  “Sure.”
With that, I left my room for the suite’s foyer.  Another door opened, and we were in the hallway, heading for the lounge.  Going by, I waved at the security camera.  Down past the lounge’s snack machines, I pressed the call button for the elevator.  Waiting, I scanned the sprawling space.  The pool table was abandoned.  The TV had some reality show that was anything but real.  
Over on the piano, ignoring us, a dark-haired girl bent over the keys, her fingers slithering quickly over each other as she walked a chord up several octaves.  She wore charcoal shorts and a top with gray and lime horizontal stripes.  An interesting look, but not quite right for night-clubbing. 
The car arrived and the door dinged open.  Hammer was onboard.  His gaze slid off me and adhered to Cassie as we walked on.  He had a near perfect physique, but sucked in his gut anyway, smiling brightly.  “Cassie, looking good as always.”
She could have worn a full-body mudpack dotted with cucumber slices and kelp, and he’d have said the same thing.  It’s hell having a totally hot mom, embarrassing.
The doors closed and we dropped toward the first floor.  Cassie smiled at him, pulling out the lapel of his black jacket, eyeing his gun.  “Is that a Slim?” she asked.
He brightened, pulling out the blue steel weapon by its deeply grooved grip.  “Yeah, a Taurus 709, makes it less obvious you’re packing heat.”
“9mm,” she asked.
He grunted affirmation, putting the handgun away.
At the lobby, he got out with us, walking to the main entrance.  “We got a good gym here for the troops,” his gaze flicked my way, “no kids allowed.”  His avid stare returned to Cassie.  “Why don’t you come work out with me sometime?”
Cassie looked thoughtful.  “Be careful what you ask for.  You just might get it.”
He grinned like the idiot he was.  “Looking forward to it.”
Outside, we headed for the curb where a deep purple BMW Z4 convertible waited with lots of attitude.  The low-slung, panther-sleek vehicle had white leather seats and all but screamed drive me fast!  I approved.  I was going to look so good riding in this car. 
I glanced at Cassie … uh, Mom.  “Are you really interested in Hammer?”  That’ll be great.  I’ll have Shaun all to myself.
Cassie winked at me.  “Not really.  I’m interested in guys that are a challenge.  Breaking them in is an art, you know?”
“Breaking them in?”
“Men are fun, but if you’re going to hang with one, you should know how to take off the rough edges without bruising egos, or wimping him out.  You’d be surprised what a black leather corset and a riding crop can do.  Then there’s hot wax and handcuffs…”
Information overload!  Or was she playing me?
Hurriedly, I shook the images away from my tender young mind.
“Cass … uh, Mom?”
“Hmmm?”
“How do you know when it’s the right person?  I mean, can you know, without a shadow of a doubt?”
“It’s hard when you’re inexperienced.  I know I made my share of mistakes, your father for example.  I learned later to rely on my kitsune sense of balance.”
“Balance?”
“When I was a child, I’d lie in the grass and watch the sky.  After a while, I’d get to that drowsy, relaxed state where the mind goes empty.  I’d feel the slow spin of the whole world under me.  There’s a kinetic sense of self that comes easily to our people, why we make good warriors.  When it’s true love and you’re with that special person, just their being there makes the whole world stop.  That’s how you know.”  She shot me a quick, sidelong glance.  “Who’s on your heart these days, Fenn or Onyx?”
Shaun, not that I want you knowing that.  
“So, uh, where are we going?”  There weren’t a lot of high-end options out here in the wilds of east Texas.
She said, “You’ll see.”
Miles later, I did.  We cruised into Longview, past the downtown square, and pulled up to a place called Maumelle’s.  Faceless manikins posed in the display windows, dressed in someone’s idea of urban chic: faux suede jackets, others in silk, one manikin in a sheer front drape over a black sports bra.  The back of the drape consisted of a series of crisscrossing strings.  I saw a silver-gray mini-dress with gold foil accents, black-lace trim, and a wide belt buckled just under the breasts.  There were metallic halters, leopard print jumpers, and one acid-washed toga-style dress that looked like it had been to Woodstock in a previous life.
“We’re going in there?” I asked.
Cassie killed the engine.  “Buck up, kiddo, battles are never won by the faint of heart.  Not only are we going in here, we’re going over there!”  She pointed at an adjoining business.  A hair salon called Suzie-May’s.  Cassie’s face got intense.  “Grace, you know I love you, but you have got to do something about your hair.”
I narrowed my eyes.  “Tell me you’re not planning to go crazy on me.”
Her face went all innocent, in a scary, psychopathic kinda way.  She said, “Of course not.  Do I look like someone who styles hair?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Trust me.”
“Do I got a choice?”
She shoved out her door, ran around the car, and opened my door.  Posing dramatically, one hand extended, she said, “Come with me, if you want to live.”
“My god,” I said.  “I’m going to get perminated.”
 
*        *       *
 
Hours later, I was returned to the HPI compound, loaded down with bag after bag of designer clothing, plus the black silk pantsuit I wore with a red bolero jacket, and matching boots.  I felt more like a superhero dressed to fight crime in the streets than a fashionista in training.  And I wasn’t at all sure my hair would ever forgive me.  Not only was my hair much longer, but bright red, with a definite metallic sheen.
Cassie walked beside me, a smile of contentment on her face.  “You’ll get used to it, honest, kitsune word of honor.  And look at it this way, you will never again get lost in a crowd.”
“That’s for sure.”  The receptionist was gone for the day.  I was spared the look of horrified sympathy that I was sure she’d have offered me.  Cassie had the salon straighten my hair.  There was actual magic involved.  The place had been run by a fey who was in the closet, passing for human.
We took the elevator up toward my floor, and I steeled myself for the coming ordeal.  There were bound to be kids in the TV lounge.  A hush would fall.  They would stop whatever they were doing.  They would turn, eyes wide, mouths dropping open.  Some kind soul would weep for me.  Most would probably laugh.  And I’d feel like sinking through the floor.  In fact, I’d probably cross over so I literally could.  My life, as I had known it, was over as soon as the elevator dinged open.
The elevator dinged open.
Fenn was there, an unopened can of orange soda in one hand.  He turned to face me as, loaded down with my shopping, I stepped out of the car.  His eyes went wide.  His mouth dropped open.  The can fell from his lax hand.  The soda hit and rolled for cover, much as I wanted to.  He said, “Oh, my God!  Grace, is that you?”
Behind him, a hush seized the room in a death grip.  The place was packed.  Everyone stared.  A wolf whistle pierced the air.  The boys began converging with smiles on their faces, much to the irritation of the girls they’d been with.
And suddenly I could breathe again
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTEEN
 
BIND: the action of pressuring or enveloping the
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Two nights later, chomping at the bit, I went into a downtown Dallas night club knowing Sanchez and Kendall were already inside, backup if needed.  The fake ID Virgil got me worked like a charm.  He’d also given me a hundred to wave in the doorman’s face in case he was overly conscientious.  The security guy was big, all in black, and looked bored outta his tiny skull.  He just waved me on.
Cassie was across the veil, accompanying me from the ghost realm.  She’d insisted on being close at hand, and on dressing me funny.  My chocolate-colored hoodie—this is for you Tukka—was worn with the hood thrown back, hanging against a leather vest.  I wore a man’s hat, raided from Shaun’s closet, and Cassie had bought me black denim leggings that could have been painted on.  She’d loaned me a leather belt with a Spanish silver buckle, and my feet were encased in ankle-high boots with silver studs on the outsides.  I walked with an occasional wobble, a stilt-walker on four-inch heels.
The crowd was young, dressed much more urban.  Skin tight dresses, stockings, and expensive tops that left the midriffs bare weren’t uncommon.  Squeezing by, a guy in leather pants and lavender silk shirt looked me over.  He had a diamond stud in one ear, and white sneakers that were loose-laced, glowing brightly from a UV light hanging near.  As the light caught his face, a UV tattoo became visible.  A skull with a silent laugh replaced his drunken leer.  Someone almost wearing a red-sequined dress caught his eye.  He moved on to better prospects.   Outside the UV light, Goth boy’s regular face returned.
I scanned the dancers, looking for Aimi amid the milling bodies.  Their sexually charged moves were explicit enough to make me blush.  Out of military fatigues, I saw Sanchez in a smoky blue dress, looking too hot to handle with a Latin intensity that drew a crowd around her.  Her moves were sensual, but not slutty.  She tilted her head, directing my attention to the bar.
I headed that way, my small, black beaded purse tucked under an arm.
A redheaded bartender with curves I envied approached with a smile.  Her uniform came with a small set of ebon wings tied to her back and a battery-powered halo that gave off a ruddy glow.  A fallen angel, she was appropriately dressed for an employee of The Abyss.  She pitched her voice to be heard over the rabid thumping and synth riffs of the house band.  “What can I get you?”
Next to me, a guy in a black suit with a crimson shirt butted in, “A sour apple Pucker, and your phone number.”  
The bartender looked skeptically at him.  “You think you can handle me?”  
“I’m willing to find out.”  He said it like he didn’t care one way or another.  That seemed to put a fire in the bartender’s eyes as she looked him over.
The bartender pointed at me.  “The lady’s ahead of you.”
“My bad.”  He half-turned to me.  “You look familiar.”
I laughed, “That’s the best pick up line you’ve got?”
“It’s not a line.  I remember you from somewhere—with different hair maybe.”
I turned to the bartender.  “Diet Coke with a lemon slice.”
She went to get our drinks, and I looked the guy over.  Something about his musky smell and in-your-face sexuality tweaked my memory.  I flashed backwards through time, running my own version of a facial recognition program, and had him in seconds.  “Few weeks back, that cigarette shop; we were looking at swords together.”  I looked down at his feet. “Yeah, same steel-toed boots.”  Just the thing for breaking someone’s knee cap.
His eyes brightened, going wide.  “Holy crap!  That was you?  I can’t believe it.  You’ve gone from dowdy to hot.  Really, you look better than a thousand dollar hooker.”
I smacked his arm.
“Hey, that’s a compliment.”
“You never told me your name.”
He gathered in a yellow-green drink placed before him.  “Caine.  What was yours?”
“Grace.”  My Coke appeared as well.  I picked it up and sipped on the straw.  “Hey,” I called to the bartender, “have you seen my friend, Aimi?  She’s pretty, Japanese, with long straight hair.”
“She went with her girlfriends to the ladies’ room.   Should be back any time.”
Good, I wasn’t wasting time in here that Tukka couldn’t spare.  “Thanks.”
Caine set down an empty glass and signaled the bartender for another drink.  “How about your digits?” he asked her.
She wrote her phone number on a napkin and slid it over.  The napkin had the nightclub’s logo and the slogan: For a taste of Heaven, come to the Abyss.
“I get off at midnight,” the bartender said.
“Can’t wait.”  Caine watched her go, admiring how little her jeans left to the imagination.  Second drink in hand, he turned toward the stage.  The house band played vigorously, as if to make up for a lack of skill.  I thought Virgil ought to sanitize them as a public service.   I turned to face the band too, and was startled as a female voice shrieked.
“Caine!  Where the hell have you been?  I’ve been calling and calling…”
My mind seized up a second as Aimi ran over, arms wide.  She hurled herself onto Caine.  He caught her in self-defense, and she kissed him soundly.
Aimi’s two girlfriends wore leather dusters.  They said nothing, looking me and everyone else over with hard glares.  Looking like twins, they exuded a presence that said, “Give me a reason to hurt you.”  One of them wore a pink tee that said: I know you want to bang a Japanese girl, but you’ll die a virgin.  Their arms were bare and thick with muscle.  It looked like they regularly bench-pressed twice their weight, and used knives, guns, chains—and whatever else came along—just for fun.  I was suddenly very glad Kendall, Sanchez, and Cassie were nearby.
Caine let Aimi slide down him to the floor.  Miraculously, he hadn’t spilled his drink.  He finished it off and used the empty glass to point to me.  “You know my friend, Grace?”
Coolly, Aimi appraised me, her voice a smooth ripple of silk, “I’ve not had the pleasure.”
He lifted an eyebrow.  “Really?  Well, never mind, let’s get a table.”
Caine took my arm, pretending we were together.  Maybe it was his way of keeping Aimi at bay until he could slip off later with the bartender.  Nervous, I played along; friendship with a guy Aimi liked could work for, or against me.  Still, it was a foot into her world.  I just had the rest of me to get in.  Fortunately, we had a plan for that.  I thought it was rather over the top, but Virgil said it would work.
Aimi’s bodyguards went ahead of us, skirting the dance floor.  People took one look and got out of their way.  We paused to look over our options.  All the tables were in use, but Aimi pointed.  “That one.”
Her girls went over and stared at two scrawny guys in pearl-snap shirts and jeans, swilling beer.  They finished their mugs and left without a word.  I think maybe this was their roll in life; rather sad in a way.  Aimi took a chair opposite Caine.  I sat at his right.  The girls stood behind Aimi, slouching in a sexy yet threatening manner that I decided I’d have to try out in front of a mirror—with no one around to laugh.
I tilted my head at the guards.  “They got names?”
Aimi waved a manicured hand with neon pink polish on the nails.  “This is Ryuuza and Seiza.”
Caine leaned my way, speaking low, “Those are street names; the tiger and dragon constellations.”   
Ryuuza tensed, her gaze sliding faster across the crowd.  She said something in Japanese that I didn’t get, which made Caine casually scan the crowd.
“Five guys, black suits,” he said, “not here to dance.  They’re not even looking at the women, and they’re packing.” 
Aimi nodded, standing.  “We’ll slip out the back.  Be a love, Caine, and distract them for me.”
He grinned.  “Sure, but do me a favor and drop Grace off.”
She glanced at me without emotion and flicked her wrist, beckoning with a finger.  “Come.”
If I’d had a collar and leash, she’d just have tugged on it.  Still, I did need to stay close to the target, especially since Virgil’s hit team had been spotted before getting close.  Plan A had been a grab attempt against Aimi, during which I was supposed to play the hero.  We were on to plan B now; the second team in the alley.
Caine stood along with me.  He leaned over, brushed his lips against my cheek, and murmured, “You owe me one for not busting your cover.”
Seiza moved in, grabbed my arm, and hauled me along in Aimi’s wake.  From the corner of my eye, I saw a couple of the black suits increase speed, going for an interception.  After that, I lost track of the action, having to watch where I was being dragged, but heard sounds that might have come from bodies slamming into tables, scattering chairs.  Men cursed, women squealed, and the crowd buzz picked up a notch or two.
We turned into a short hallway, passed the restrooms, and exploded out a rear exit into a dingy, double-wide alley jammed with hooded gunmen.  My arm was released.  The guns froze the bodyguards; the odds were too great for them to risk their mistress’ life.  They’d wait for a better time, for a moment of distraction.  This was my cue, especially since I knew the gunmen were using blanks, and would play along to make me look good.
None of the girls were watching me.  I crossed over, feeling an electric tingle as gray tones swept in and orange fire hazed my body.   The shift brought Cassie into view next to me.  She was sheathed in black with a hood concealing her long hair.  I handed her my purse.  She tucked it away somewhere and picked me up.  I hadn’t liked all the practice time she’d made me put into this next maneuver, but I was glad now, able to relax as she used all her strength in the reduced gravity to toss me high above the crowd.  
He voice followed.  “Go get ‘em, honey.”
I twisted, tucked, and snapped out of a ball above the middle gunmen, aiming to land just behind them.  Before dropping into the girls’ range of sight, I crossed back again.  My aura went invisible.  Golden skin became pale white.  Gravity grabbed me with both hands and slammed me down.  Landing, my feet not quite down yet, I lashed out with chops to the neck.  My momentum made me hit them harder than I’d intended, but at least it looked real.  I hoped they wouldn’t be mad at me later.
The guys crumpled, and I dived into the next couple.  The bunch of us went down in a sprawled tangle.  I kicked someone in the head, but pulled it just before contact, taking care not to put an eye out with the stiletto heel.  The guy overplayed his role, grunting loudly, throwing himself back as if I’d all but taken his head off.
I heard grunts and the sound of blows and knew Seiza and Ryuuza were cutting loose too.  There followed a soft hissing, and I smelled a chemical stench.  White smoke gusted over me.  Smoke bombs.
Aimi ran past by without a word or glance.  I guess she just expected people to fight for her, total stranger or not.
The bodyguards ran up and hit the last guy moving who’d grabbed my wrist.  All the gunmen were now down, though not fatally so.  Ryuuza smiled and hauled me to my feet.  Respect warmed her dark stare. “C’mon.  More could be coming.”
We reached the street where Aimi climbed into a white stretch Hummer with front and back facing seats behind the driver, some middle-aged guy in a uniform and cap.  Aimi slid across the seats.  I was shoved in next to her and followed by Ryuuza.  Seiza slid in to ride shotgun beside the driver.  The doors slammed.  We burnt rubber roaring away, and I was pressed back in the seat.  The Hummer tore through islands of light, as we passed streetlights.
After a while, Ryuuza turned her gaze from the rear window.  She spoke across me to Aimi.  “It’s clear.  We’re not being followed.”
“Excellent.”  Aimi reached over to a bar and pressed a hidden switch that caused a panel to pop open.  Inside was a limited selection of handguns.  She took out a small, blue-steel automatic and swung the muzzle to point at my face, inches from my nose.
I held very still, watching her hand, as every impulse screamed for me to cross over.  “What the hell?” I said.  “Don’t point that thing at me.”  I could have escaped instantly to the ghost realm, but … I needed to know where Tukka was, and what security he was under.  They wouldn’t use drugs forever.  Some ancient forbidden Buddhist black magic was more likely.
Aimi narrowed her eyes, pressing the muzzle against my forehead.
Ryuuza said, “Do we really want to get blood all over us and the upholstery?  This is a rental.  I’m pretty sure the mob will charge us extra for that.”
Aimi’s gun didn’t waver.  “Who are you, and who do you work for?  You’re way too good—even for a friend of Caine’s—to be just some girl in a bar.”
I said the line Virgil had given me, hoping they’d by it.  “I just thought we could do business together.  I understand you’re looking for a certain sword…”
A heavy silence filled the Hummer.  The gun was pulled from my face, but she kept it pointed at me.  Aimi’s stare stabbed Ryuuza.  “Strip her.  If she’s got a wire, or weapons, I want them found.”
The bodyguard tugged at my vest.  “Hey,” I yelled, “Whatever happened to just patting someone down?”
Aimi smiled, not without cruelty.  “Kunoichi like to be thorough.”
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The first thing they noticed was the bandage on my left side.   I caught Ryuuza’s hand as she reached for it.  “I don’t mind if you look, but a little gentleness would be appreciated.”   I let her go.
Slowly, she peeled some of the tape back and pulled the gauze pad away from my skin.  “Shuriken?”
“Yeah,” I said.
Seiza spoke from up front, over her headrest, “So, that was you attacking our recovery team.”  There was a dangerous focus to her gaze.
“No,” I said.  “Their attack interfered with my job.”  I didn’t add that my job wasn’t to steal the sword, but to drool over Shaun while expanding my martial arts knowledge.  Silence is not a lie; I was being true to my kitsune heritage.
Ryuuza replaced the bandage and moved on to the scars on my back where a few weeks ago I’d had mothman wings surgically removed after being forcibly infused with their DNA.  The area around my shoulder blades was probed.  Equal attention was given to childhood scars across my ribs on the right side; a souvenir of a demon encounter when I was ten.  If Tukka hadn’t come along then…
The inspection left no crack, crevice, hill, or valley unexplored.  A furious blush compromised my bravado, and feelings of violation weren’t far away.  I was rotated and fondled in such a way that I knew this was more than a simple search.  At one point, I was prompted to say, “Sorry, guys, I don’t go both ways.”
Ryuuza said, “No clan tats, wires, weapons, or surgical implants.”
Hands across my breasts, I huffed, “If I’d had a boob job, don’t you think they’d be bigger than this?”
“We’ve dealt with assassins that have had explosives surgically implanted,” Ryuuza said, giving my clothing a twice-over as well.  “It’s a brave new millennium.”
Aimi held out her phone and took a picture.
“Hey!” I protested.  “It’s not nice to perve.”
“Strictly for blackmail purposes, if need develops.  Aimi nodded to Ryuuza.  “All right, let her get dressed.”
Still looking over the front passenger seat, Seiza said, “Too bad, I was enjoying the show.”
Blankly, I looked at her, wondering if she were joking.
She grinned in a rather hungry fashion.  “I do go both ways.”
My blush deepened.  I dressed hurriedly.
Aimi put the gun away and made a fizzy drink with maraschino cherries and a twist of lime.  She drew a long appreciative sip and cradled the slim glass in her hands, studying me carefully.  “I like the outfit.”
Hmmm.  She wasn’t following up on the sword.  That was very Japanese; using silence as a negotiating tool.  I went along with her change of subject.  “Thanks, but I can’t take credit.  My mother insisted on dressing me.  She doesn’t trust my taste.”
Aimi sighed.  “Yes, they mean well, but don’t know when to step back and give the reins over.”  She took another sip.  “Well, I promised Caine, so where can we drop you?”
I rattled off an address Virgil had given me.
Seiza looked startled.  “That’s Wang’s place.”
Wang’s House of Antiques.  I slipped my hands into my vest pockets.  “Well, I did give you first shot, but since you’re not interested…”  I shrugged.
“You seem to be in a hurry,” Aimi said.
“Yeah, well, the former owner has friends in high places, not all of them human.  I need to get my cash and go.”
“I never have a problem finding my prey.  Next time, perhaps I’ll let Seiza have you for a while.  She’s rough with her toys, but usually gets me what I want.”
“I see.”  My stomach turned to lead, as my mouth went dry.   “You do want the sword; you just don’t want to pay for it.”
Aimi pointed a finger at me, her thumb cocked.  She mimed taking a shot, jerking her hand back with pretend recoil.  “Biin-go!”
Since they were talking torture, not recruitment, I decided to show them why I’d be valuable to them.  Maybe they’d put me in a cage next to Tukka.  On second thought, not a good idea; that might leave me helpless to save him.  We pulled up to a red light.  I focused my fear.  My skull felt like it was smoldering beneath my skin, getting melty.  My ears went long and pointy, migrating to the top of my head.  A light fluff sprouted from my cheeks, making them itchy.  My teeth sharpened and grew as my jaw reshaped itself.  I grinned a kitsune smile, letting a way-long tongue dangle past my fangs.
My audience stared in disbelief, paling in shock.  Fascination held them immobile.
My voice rolled out sultry and gruff, my vocal chords shifting as well.  “Too bad I can’t trust you.  Guess someone else will get the sword of a god instead of you.”
Recovering, Aimi whipped her gun out again.  Ryuuza produced a butterfly knife from a sleeve, and whirled it open to reveal the blade.  Seiza had an automatic pointed at me from over her headrest.  So much for letting me go.
Cold fire leaped from my hands, a thin screen hiding me as I slid into the ghost realm.  My body tingled as I fell through the Hummer, landing beneath it.  The street turned ember-orange as I rolled out from under the vehicle.  I sprang in the lighter gravity, landing on the roof of the Hummer, feeding it energy to keep it under me.
The traffic light turned green, but the Hummer limo stayed as a junker Civic pulled up behind us.
The Hummer doors flew open.  Everyone piled out, weapons in hand.  My face returning to normal, I watched Ryuuza and Seiza look under the vehicle and everywhere else for some sign of me.  They said something to Aimi who gripped her automatic with white knuckles.  I was surprised it didn’t go off.  She nodded.  They all climbed back in the vehicle.  Lounging on top, I kept hold as we surged away.
The car behind us sat there, letting us go.
As we cruised, I enjoyed the downtown Dallas part of the Metroplex.  The towers were futuristic, granite and glass giants in the heart of the city, adorned with special lighting to enhance the skyline.  What I knew to be green argon outlined Bank of America Plaza One.  Another structure had a lit-up, all-glass pyramid on top.  I’d seen pictures of the cityscape on the internet, but they didn’t match the reality I was seeing for the first time.
We eventually shot past the Magnolia Hotel and, just being friendly, I waved at the Flying Horse icon mounted on top.
We rounded a corner, whizzed through thicker traffic, and finally pulled up at a six story hotel with a fancy three-tier fountain in the center of a circular drive.  Under an awning, a doorman guarded the glass and chrome double-doors.  An older man, he had steel-wool hair showing at the sides of his head.  He wore white gloves, a long coat with bright metal buttons and braid, and a black-brimmed cap.
Aimi and the girls bailed out, heading his way.  I hopped off the Hummer and followed.
A smile on his weathered face, the doorman tipped his cap and opened one of the doors.
The girls ignored him, and the finery inside.  There was comfortable furniture: wing chairs and plush sofas, even a fake fireplace with a gas flame going.  Chandeliers rained splinters of light on us as we moved up to the polished, glossy desk.
A woman in a pantsuit turned with a smile in place from a computer terminal she’d been viewing.  Aimi said something and the desk clerk reached behind her into a compartment, handing over several messages.
Still in a bad mood, Aimi stomped over to an elevator, smacking the call button with the bottom of her fist.  Hammer fist.  The doors opened and Aimi entered the empty car, the twins right and left of her.  I stepped in and jumped, wedging myself out of the way in an upper corner where I didn’t have to worry about aura-shock from accidentally touching them.  On the human side of the veil, I wouldn’t have had the strength to cling this way.
We rode up a while.  The doors opened, and I followed everyone out into a wide hallway lined with rooms.  Each door had an electronic card reader attached.  Aimi used a key card to open one of the doors.  I didn’t bother to hurry, stepping right through the wall beside the door.
Emerging from the wall, I stood bisected by a glossy black table.  It glowed immediately around my hips, a slow drain on my aura.  Next to me sat a crystal vase supporting a dozen roses.  We were in a suite’s foyer.  The floor looked like gray marble dotted with small black diamonds.
Aimi and the girls passed me, going on into a living room with modern furniture that replicated antiques.  The walls had pictures, dark oils in the style of Dutch painters.  Writhing like metal octopuses, candelabras with flame-shaped light bulbs hung in chains from the ceiling.
The girls dropped onto chairs, kicking their feet up onto coffee tables.
Aimi made a bee-line for a marble bar under an ornately framed mirror.
No one else seemed to be here.  I wondered where the surviving kunoichi from the attack on Shaun had gotten to; maybe the other doors along the hall…
I strode out of the table, down the foyer, and skirted the room.  An open door showed me a bedroom.  I went in, moved out of direct sight from anyone in the living room, and crossed over.   An electric tingle banished the orange flame wreathing my body.  Renewed gravity made me heavier.  Color burst from the gray tones around me.  Some gray remained in the carpet, a charcoal field covered with dull red wiggles.  The wood furniture was a rich walnut.  A huge bed had a copper-colored comforter on it.  The drapes framing the square-paned windows were copper with antique-gold tracings on them.  The wall paper greeted me with light and dark peach stripes.
After a brief inspection, I turned toward the door and listened to the conversation going on.  Thankfully, they were practicing their English so I actually understood what was being said.  Aimi’s voice was distinct with that imperial tone of hers, but Ryuuza and Seiza sounded alike.  One of the twins said, “So what the hell was that?  I mean, the fire was ice cold.  We weren’t even burned.”
Okay, that would be Ryuuza.
“Don’t look at me,” her twin said.  “No clue.”
“Nothing human,” Aimi said.
One of the twins said, “Buying the sword would have been easier, than going up against something bullets probably won’t stop.”
“No,” Aimi said.  “She’s vulnerable.  She can be injured.  She has scars.”
I drew a deep breath, held a mental picture of Tukka in my mind, and walked into the living room.
Aimi froze like a mouse in front of a rattler, except I wasn’t rattling.  Seiza threw herself out of her chair, gun locking onto me.
I crossed over, leaped, and landed across the room where Ryuuza shielded me from gunfire.  I crossed back, trying once more to talk to these people without getting killed.
Seiza spotted me, swinging her gun my way, but not risking a shot.  Ryuuza turned to see me, her hand teeming with throwing stars ready to launch.
I held up my hand to head her off.  “Whoa, girlfriend, don’t do anything you’ll regret.”
Slowly, Ryuuza’s hand dropped from sight.  She smiled.  “I never regret anything.”
Aimi thawed out, setting fists on her hips.  “How did you get in here?”
I shrugged.  “Just ‘cause you can’t see me doesn’t mean I’m not around.  I’m half shadow after all.”
“What’s the other half?” Ryuuza asked.
Aimi stamped a foot.  “Ryuuza, kindly move so we may kill her.”
A tingle went through me as I grabbed the folds of space.  I couldn’t help Tukka if I were dead.
“No.”  Ryuuza waved the others down.
I paused; a heartbeat from fading out.
“Leave us,” Ryuuza ordered.
To my surprise, Aimi bowed respectfully and headed for a different bedroom than the one behind me.  Seiza lagged behind.  “I really think—”
“Don’t think, just obey,” Ryuuza said.
“Fine.”  Seiza stormed away.
I walked past Ryuuza, and draped myself over a red velvet loveseat with intricately carved wooden trim.  “Who are you, really?”
The shurikens disappeared into her clothing.  “I think you’ve guessed, but if you need me to say it…”
I nodded.
“Deception is the best defense—I’m the real Aimi.  Now, I understand you have a sword for me.”
“Yeah, about that; it’s bound to me.  We’re a package deal.”  I extended a hand above my head.  My fingers closed on … a shadow that thickened in the air, becoming the sword I’d used to defeat an Egyptian hell beast, but wreathed with my cold fire.  The flaming sword looked really impressive with that little extra added, until I let go and it unraveled into black and red coils of mist and flame that thinned to nothing.  “You should also know I don’t come cheap.”
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Aimi insisted I still call her Ryuuza though I knew the truth.  “Easier that way not to slip up in front of others.”  She crossed the living room.  “This way, you can share my room.”
“I don’t want to put you out—”
“Don’t worry about it.  Obviously, it will take a while for you to earn my full trust...”
“Obviously.”
“..And I have to keep you close to keep the sword close, since you’re bonded.  Later, we’ll have to arrange a demonstration so you can show me what the sword can do.”
I followed her, rolling my head to loosen my neck.  The muscles of my back were stiff too.  I paused on the threshold of her bedroom to stretch, and felt vertebrae pop.  Tonight’s adventure had emotionally worn me out.  But at least I was in, provisionally.  Someone was going to let something slip about Tukka, I just knew it.  Meanwhile, I had to play things cool.
I went in and watched “Ryuuza” open a closet door.  She had a lot of fancy clothes hanging there; thousand-dollar designer gowns, black denim and leather pants, a raw silk blouse glittering with seed pearls, a little red dress, and a little black dress.  She shoved them over like they were cheap rags.  Her hand gestured to the space she’d created.  “This side’s for you.  There are also some empty drawers in the dresser you can use—when you bring your stuff over.  Do that tomorrow.  Seiza will help you.”
So, she was keeping a watch on me.  “There’s also the little matter of my wages…?”
“You can trust my generosity.  If you need some pocket money though, I have a few thousand on me.”
I smiled, big.  “That would be a nice gesture of faith.”
“Speaking of which,” she stalked toward me.  Between us, a corner of the big bed stopped her.  “I want to see the sword again.”
I turned a hand palm-up and filled it with shadow that should not have existed in the lit room.  The ball was weak, translucent as smoky quartz.  I concentrated and it became the shadow sword, balanced on my hand.
Ryuuza reached out, but hesitated touching the blade at the last second.  Overcoming caution, her hand dipped.  Her fingers softly traced its length and withdrew a few inches.  “Cold, like black ice…  Give it to me.”
I swung the hilt around, offering the sword by its pommel.
Her hand gripped the hilt.
I let go.
Escaping, the blade thinned to black mist, then nothing.
“It only stays in this world while I touch it,” I said.
She nodded. “That makes sense.  The sword of a god wouldn’t be easily possessed, nor left laying around for just anyone to run off with.”  She looked me in the eyes.  “I’m curious, how did you bond to the sword?  What are you, exactly?”
“You know,” I said.  “We’re in a lot of Japanese legends.”
She breathed the word, “Kitsune.”
“Half,” I said.
“You must tell me all about it!”
I smiled.  “Sure, but not tonight.  I’m a little tired.”
“Oh, all right.”  She tilted her head to the side.  “There’s a Jacuzzi in the private bath, and a fluffy white bath robe on the back of the door.  Go relax.  I’ll find you something to sleep in.”
“Cool, I’ll just do that.”  I started toward the bath and got several feet before she added an afterthought.
“By the way, I always sleep with one eye open … and a gun under the pillow.”
I half turned.  “Oh, good to … know...”  I stared past her at the bed, my face freezing into a mask of surprise.
Crunch lounged there, black leather pants all glossy, a white leather vest on but no shirt.  His arms were chiseled muscle, his chest hairless.  My eyes trailed down his abs and back up to his face and the wavy blond locks spilling to the side.  He grinned—smug in the knowledge of his masculine appeal—and waved at me.
“Hey!”  I pointed an accusing finger at him.
Crunch popped out.
Ryuuza spun about, staring at the dents and wrinkles of an empty bed.  “What?” she said.
“Uh, which side do you like sleeping on.”
She shrugged.  “Right, I guess.  Is that a problem?  Mess up your feng shui or something?”
“Uh, no, that’s all right.”  I backed into the bathroom and shut the door.  Using a stage whisper, I called to Crunch, “Pull yourself together and face me, you jerk.”
White mist curled and condensed over the toilet.  Crunch solidified, leaning forward, hands o
“As if!  I want you out of here, now, and don’t come back.”
“Why,” he said.  “It’s not like I owe you any favors.  Last time we met, you were pretty hard on me.”
I glared through slit eyes.  “Do you want to die … again?”
Ryuuza knocked on the door.  “You alright in there?”
“Uh, yeah, sorry if I was being too loud.”
“Talking to yourself?” she asked.  “I do that sometimes too.  Hey, I’ve got a nightshirt on the bed for you.  You want anything from room service?  I’m feeling like celebrating, maybe Rocky Road or Fudge Brownie ice cream.”
“Either,” I called, “but get a jar of fudge sauce too.”  I thought of something to deal with Crunch.  “And get me a shaker of salt.”
“Salt?  On chocolate ice cream?  Is that a kitsune thing?”
Crunch yelled, his singer’s voice booming, “Nah, she wants to use it on me.”
The door was hauled open at warp speed, but by the time Ryuuza burst in, Crunch had pulled a fade again.
I sighed and sat on the edge of the Jacuzzi.  I’d barely infiltrated the enemy camp, and now everything was going sideways on me.  “Okay, the truth is, I’m being haunted by a ghost.  That was him you just heard.  Guy won’t leave me alone.”
“Wow,” Ryuuza said.  A long silence followed.
“You don’t believe me.”
“Oh, I believe you.  You’re kitsune.  Kitsune don’t lie.  It’s just … wow!”
“You want me to go?”
“Hell, no.  We were looking for an opportunity to try out the Sword of Susanoo.  This is it.”
The sink and bath faucets turned by themselves.  The sound of pouring water filled the room.  The Jacuzzi’s bubble bath dispenser spewed foam into the white, triangular tub with its rounded corners.  The full-length mirror on one wall cracked top to bottom, as Crunch returned, fading in on top of the commode, this time standing on the lid, looming over us.  His eyes flamed emerald, same as the ghost fire blurring his edges.
His arm extended, as he pointed a finger at me.  “That’s why you wouldn’t go back to Michiko’s place.  You’d already stolen the sword I wanted you to steal.”
I crossed my arms.  “And what if I did?”
He screamed, “You bitch, that sword is mine!”
“Yeah, in some parallel universe you’ll never see.”  I looked to Ryuuza.  “You still want me to blast him to itsy-bitsy pieces?”
She didn’t answer, her eyes fixed on Crunch, devouring his rampant maleness, as he stepped off the toilet into mid air and didn’t drop an inch.  He stopped in front of me—his crotch way too close to my face for comfort.
Ryuuza dipped at the knees and waved a hand under his floating feet.  She waved a hand through his knees, making them ripple.  She straightened.  “Yep, that’s a ghost alright.”
Crunch shifted his angry face toward her.  “Do you mind,” he said.  “I’m ranting here.  Hey…”  His face softened, loosing its scowl.  “You’re kind of cute.”
I rolled my eyes.  The fingers of my right hand curled around cold shadow as the shadow sword returned.  I slashed at his neck.
But Crunch popped out.  Again.
I growled in total irritation.  “I hate that guy.”
“You just don’t know how to handle guys,” Ryuuza said.
“You looked ready to handle him.”
She shrugged.  “It would certainly be a first.  My usual boy-toys are at least breathing.”
I turned off the faucets.  “I need to call my mom.  She’ll know how to deal with this.”
“I’ve got a better idea.  I know someone who knows someone.  I can have a miko here in an hour.”  She headed back to the bedroom, and on to the living room.  I followed, keeping an eye out for Crunch in case he returned.
I let the shadow sword thin away.  “What’s a miko?”
“Shrine maiden, a Shinto priestess who deals with kami: spirits and elemental forces of nature.  In anime, they’re the girls wearing white blouses with red skirts.  Broom in hand, they’re often shown sweeping the steps of a their temple, or praying before dancing flames, chanting and throwing paper charms at assorted demons and ghosts.”
Excitement skittered down my spine.  The miko sounded like the woman who’d stolen Tukka from me in the dream world.  I needed to get a good look at this miko, then I’d know for sure.
“So, there are really people like that,” I said.
“Sure.”
“I mean, here in Texas?”
“Yeah, my mom has a miko traveling with her.  I’ll just call her hotel and—” Ryuuza stopped.  She stared at the bar, at an unused electrical outlet.  “My phone … and charger … they’re gone.  They were right here.”  She screamed, “Aimi, Seiza, get out here.”
In seconds, they burst from their bedroom, gripping assorted weapons, scanning the room for any sign of threat.  “What’s wrong,” Aimi demanded.
“Ghost,” Ryuuza said.
Seiza lowered her gun to her side.  “You’re joking.”
“No,” Ryuuza said.  “It’s got my phone.  Where are yours?”
              The guards patted themselves.  “That’s funny,” Aimi said.  “I know I was wearing it.”
“Me too,” Seiza said.
“He’s trying to cut us off,” I said.
“Then we’ll leave.”  Ryuuza stormed toward the door.
The couches, tables, and chairs moved faster.  Shoved by an unseen force, everything piled up against the door to the hall.  A loose throw rug made like a magic carpet, slapping me across the face.  I beat the thing out of my face.  The rug fell and flopped on the hall tiles like a floundering tuna.  Seiza shot it, twice.  The reports echoed loudly, yellow-white muzzle flashes searing the air.
The carpet lay still, exhausted and spent.  From everywhere and nowhere, male laughter danced in the air.
I summoned the shadow sword, and yelled, “Come out and fight, you coward!”  I could have gone into the ghost realm after him, but he didn’t have to materialize there for me either.  I thought I’d better to stay close to the girls.
The front door shivered, jolted.
Aimi kicked the wounded rug, her face lined with disapproval.  “Not smart.  We’re about to be neck deep in overzealous…”
The door fell out into the hall, sliced right off its hinges.  The blocking furniture bucked toward us, shoved inward by a small army of black-clad women bristling with swords.  With no sign of Crunch, and me being the only stranger around, the kunoichi clambered over the barricade, launching themselves at me like a cold wave of death.
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I watched the bodyguard posing as Aimi slip on an air of authority, speaking imperiously to the kunoichi, “Teishi shi, watashi no gesuto ha mondai dehanai!”
The wave of death caught itself, freezing like black ice, but numerous pointy weapons were still trained on me.  That Aimi and not Ryuuza gave the order told me the foot soldiers weren’t in on the impersonation; they didn’t know who the real Aimi was.
Isn’t that carrying paranoia a little too far?
In the back shadows of my mind, sleepy yellow eyes half-opened as Taliesina commented.  Paranoia can never be too deep, and a secret can only be kept by one person.
I gave her a mental shrug.  As long as I don’t have to fight for my life against an endless horde.  Just because it happens a lot doesn’t mean I like it.
Ryuuza and Seiza fell in behind Aimi.  All three marched toward the door.  The kunoichi flowed out of their way, creating a gauntlet to the hall.  Aimi called back to me. “Are you coming?”
I hurried to catch up.  “Where are we going?”
“The piano lounge on the first floor,” Ryuuza said.  “We’ll send for the miko.  After she banishes the evil spirit and puts up spiritual barriers, we’ll return.”
“Is the lounge going to be open this time of night?” I asked.
Aimi said, “They will open it for me.  They know I like to play the piano at odd hours.”
I whispered to Ryuuza, “Is she good?”
Ryuuza answered in her normal voice, “No, she is excellent.  Had Aimi less pressing duties, she would have followed her heart and debuted as a pop idol years ago.”
Denied a life in the limelight, no wonder she’s a cranky bitch.
The kunoichi closed in, guarding me as well as everyone else.  We packed the hallway, waiting for elevators to come.  Several kunoichi broke off, taking the stairs.  They’d no doubt get the lounge opened and swept for threats before we got there.  Ryuuza borrowed a cell phone from a guard and made a call, speaking in fast-paced Japanese.  The call finished and she kept the phone.
The elevator cars arrived and we piled in them.  I was thankful; Crunch didn’t seem to be following, no one had stuck a sword in me yet, and that there was no elevator music—that last might have truly broken me.  The cage dropped, taking weight off my feet like I was crossing over, only I wasn’t.  The doors dinged open and two kunoichi stepped out, glaring around suspiciously before waving the rest of us out.
The desk clerk didn’t seem surprised by female ninja slinking around her lobby.  The same overly-cheerful smile stayed plastered on her face as we paraded into the lounge, past a red velvet rope on brass stands, and went through a heavy, double oak doors with stained glass windows.  One of the doors stood open, a kunoichi just inside.  We went in and I saw more of them lining the walls.  The last two kunoichi didn’t come in, but closed the door, taking up guard position outside.
Recessed lighting barely dented the gloom, as we moved past modest tables with pale gold tablecloths.  The chairs, champagne and gray, had high-backs that were rounded hourglass shapes.  Across the room, an island of brightness waited.  The light was magenta, slithering over the ivory gloss of a baby grand piano.  The piano occupied a square dais that was sided by foot-high champagne valances.  Beyond the piano, drapes covered a whole wall, and were a rich ochre.
Aimi went straight to the piano, seating herself.  Ryuuza and Seiza settled at a nearby table.  I joined them.  The kunoichi guards weren’t crowding us, but I kept my voice low, “Ryuuza, not that I’m complaining, but why are you trusting me to know who you are, but not the people keeping you safe?”
“I keep me safe,” she said.  “Besides, these kunoichi serve my mother and father ahead of me.  My secrets are shared with those pledged to me alone,” she smiled at me, “and to kitsune that cannot lie.  You would never do anything to hurt me, would you?”
“Not if I could help it.  I’d like to be friends.”
Seiza rolled her eyes, as if to say, “Spare me this maudlin crap.”
Heroically, I resisted the impulse to kick her under the table.  Distracting me, piano music filled the air.  The playing was classical but a little pop as well, with sudden leaps and rushes.  The sound system wasn’t on, but each crisp note carried well, as did Aimi’s vocals. 
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“Cheerful,” I said.
Seiza glared at me.  “I wrote that for her.”
My eyebrows lifted in surprise.  “Really?  It’s, uh, different.”
The centerpiece on the table caught my eye.  A hand-blown glass cylinder with tiny bubbles, holding miniature yellow roses surrounded by slim branches tipped with tiny lights.  The chocolate brown of the fake branches reminded me of Tukka.  Thinking of what he must be going through put pressure around my heart, flooding it with sadness.
“What’s your problem,” Seiza asked, “someone kick your puppy?”
I looked her in the eyes.  “Yes.”
The piano music stopped.  Aimi had gone perfectly still on the piano bench, hands in her lap, head down.  The echo of her voice died and we were left in a foreboding silence.
Sticking to English for my benefit, Ryuuza called out, “Aimi, are you all right?”
As if recovering from an epileptic mini-seizure, Aimi picked up where she’d left off, giving no sign anything was wrong.  But I froze in shock.  Her precise but passion-challenged playing transmuted to a lush, sweeping cascade of piercing beauty.  Mercurial nuances infused her returning arpeggios.  Her left hand added a ponderous heartbeat quickening toward a passionate crescendo.  I’d have melted inside, but my heart froze over as I noticed her eyes shining like emerald stars.  Were I to cross over, I knew what I’d see; Aimi with a ghostly green aura that smothered her own.
Seiza voice was tinged with awe, “I’ve never heard her play so well.”
“Crunch is possessing her,” I said.
Ryuuza looked at Aimi and back to me.  “You’re sure?”
“Very.”
Aimi stopped playing and stood.
There were murmurs of disappointment from some of the kunoichi.  Aimi had fans among them.  She came to our table, snatched a tiny golden rose from the vase, and leaned across the table to offer me the flower.  The green fire of her eyes brightened.  She smiled and whispered so only those at the table could hear, “You will give me what I want, Grace.  I promise you.”
I smacked her hand, and the rose flew out of my face.  It spun through the air, landing on a table off to the side, as I pushed to my feet.  Those watching murmured, surprised by my reaction.  I heard a few swords begin to slide out of their sheaths.  That chilled me further.  To the surrounding troops, Aimi was being offered insult for no particular reason.  If she hadn’t already ordered them not to mess with her guest, I’d probably be neck deep in swords already.
I shot a c’mon-do-something look to Ryuuza.
She shrugged, smiling blandly.  “Aren’t you more qualified to deal with this than me?”
I let my gaze slide over the kunoichi; they’d all come forward a few steps, leaving the walls.  “Yeah, but do we want everyone knowing what I can do?”
“Help is coming,” Ryuuza said.  “Sit down.”
I lowered myself slowly into my chair, though I’d have preferred crossing over and fire-blasting Aimi, which wouldn’t have hurt her—only Crunch.
“You heard her,” Aimi said.  “Sit, good girl.”
I pulled my chair back up to the table, speaking through gritted teeth, “I’m sitting.”
“Good,” Aimi said.  “I have a show to finish.  One should never let a captive audience go to waste.”  She turned and went back to the piano with a swagger in her walk.  Having a lower center of gravity didn’t seem to bother Crunch at all.  This probably wasn’t the first time he’d used his ghostly powers to pull a gender-bender.  In fact, if there wasn’t an audience, I was pretty sure he’d be feeling himself up in Aimi’s body about now, maybe doing grosser things.  I had little love for Aimi, but this was an unspeakable violation.  I had to do something.
I started to rise from my chair.
Aimi pointed at me and said, “No.  Don’t go anywhere.  I like you where I can see you.  Besides, the show is just starting.”
“I have to go to the restroom.”  It was true; from the restroom, I could cross over privately, then come back and give Crunch the epic beat-down he deserved.
“Hold it,” Aimi said; her female tones snuggly wrapped around Crunch’s words.  “You don’t want to miss the rest of the show.”
I remained crouched, leaning on the table.
Aimi’s smile was cold and hard like a spike of ice waiting to be buried in my chest.  “Would you rather I order the guards to carry you away … in pieces?”
I sat.
Damn.  By picking his target so well, Crunch had turned our own security against us.  His low, animal cunning was annoyingly impressive.
As Aimi, he played song after song, most of it thumpy rock and roll, sometimes progressive, sometimes metal, all of it accompanied by a voice that gained power and technique until it sounded like an entirely different singer.  He sang of empty hearts, soaring heart, chances lost, and dreams forever out of reach.  Passion throbbed in his words, weaving an enticing spell.
At one point, Aimi jumped to her feet, kicking away the piano bench without missing a beat.  Her whole body bounced in time to the block chords she was banging out.  Engaged despite my animosity, I found my head bobbing to the music, my feet and hands tapping along.  Grudgingly, I had to admit, as musical collaborators, they were awesome.
Clapping, cheering, the lady ninja were caught in the web of Crunch’s charisma.  I expected them to whip out their cell phones soon and wave the glowing display screens in silent support.  After a particularly enjoyable song, even I clapped.  That moment was spoiled when Aimi glanced at me, eyes flashing green, a triumphant smirk on her face.  Yeah, Crunch knew he was good.  He wallowed in it.
The double doors opened behind me and a wash of light from the hallway hit me in the back, casting my shadow forward.   Aimi kept playing, as a wave of tension brought the kunoichi back to wary professionalism.  I turned in my chair to see who had this effect on them.
Ryuuza said two words, “The miko.”
At first, she was a shadow in the doorway, but as the door closed and she came forward, I made out more details.  She wore a bright red leather duster, opened to reveal a tight crimson sheath underneath.  The woman looked mid-thirties with flawless, deathly pale skin, and black hair that hung to her waist in the back, just touching her eyebrows in front.  There were shoulder-length side bangs in front of her ears, framing her narrow face.  She crossed to our table where the illumination from the piano stage was stronger.  Her eyes were Asian, dark and intense, and her crimson lipstick matched her coat.  Hanging at her throat was a single piece of creamy jade on a gold chain.
My stomach clenched.  This was the woman from my dreams who’d stolen Tukka!  I was puzzled; she didn’t seem to recognize me.  Ah, I remembered; I’d been wearing that stupid hat and pink veil in the dream.  Great, now I just had to find out where she had him stashed.
Seiza and Ryuuza stood and bowed, showing respect.  I hastened to stand, but didn’t attempt the bow, knowing there was no way an untrained westerner could possibly get it right.  Only Aimi persisted in ignoring the new arrival.  Ryuuza explained things in Japanese; at least that’s what I assumed.  I doubted they were exchanging fashion tips.  
The miko’s gaze swept me.  A small frown appeared, and a furrow between her eyes.  Though she sensed something about me that troubled her, she slid her glance to the more immediate problem, Aimi.  The miko called out sharply, but the playing never wavered; a medley of horror movie theme songs, I realized.
The miko said something to Ryuuza and Seiza.
Seiza waved her hand toward the door, and the kunoichi vanished like smoke in the wind.  Seiza followed more sedately.  Ryuuza rounded the table, took me by the arm, and hauled me toward the lobby.
I said, “What the—”
“They need some alone
time,” Ryuuza said.  “We’re going where it’s safe.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETEEN
 
PARRIER-DOLCH: German term for using a 










dagger’s cross guard to trap a sword blade.










 
 
We stood in the lobby, facing the double doors of the piano lounge.  They were shut and guarded by two of Ryuuza’s kunoichi.  Someone, probably the miko, had slapped little rice paper banners on the doors.  The papers were covered with inked squiggles—Shinto spells—like the ones that had trapped Tukka in dream space.
The charms had allowed me out of the lounge, but I’d felt their magic; an immaterial pawing accompanied by flashes of heat against my aura.  I think if the spells had been written with kitsune in mind, instead of ghosts, I might not have been able to leave.  I had no doubt that the miko had placed similar banners elsewhere to form a circuit around the lounge.  This time, there’d be no running away for Crunch.
Did I feel sorry for him?
Hell, no.   He’d left his grave, now he could go back and lie in it.
Motion from the corner of my eye had drawn my attention to a customer coming into the hotel.  I turned, staring at a familiar hot blonde in a tight turquoise jumpsuit with metallic-gold jacket, matching bracelets, and earrings.  Even her lipstick was metallic gold.  Her hair was artfully piled and sculpted, the work of a high-priced salon—or maybe kitsune magic.  It was Cassie, hiding in plain sight.  She wore gold-rimmed sunglasses.  I suspected that underneath she probably had metallic gold eye-shadow as well.  She tugged a small suitcase on wheels toward the lobby desk.  Behind her, Fenn and Onyx followed, having been pressed into service as baggage handlers.  Between them, they probably had eleven or twelve suitcases of varying sizes.  She asked the clerk for a couple of rooms.
Fenn’s gaze stabbed, scanned me quickly, and skipped away.  Tension bled from his body.  Tough Guy had been worrying about me.  I liked that.
Onyx saw me and grinned, all but panting.  His brazen stare moved down and up to settle on my boobs.  He lifted an eyebrow as if to ask: padded bra?
I scowled.
Satisfied with having pissed me off, he grinned hugely, black eyes glittering like polished stones.  He faced the perky clerk, but didn’t give her the same leering treatment.  Was he trying to show me he could be faithful, at least to whichever girl he was out with at the time.
“Something going on we should know about?” Ryuuza asked.
I became aware that both she and Seiza were watching me watch the new arrivals.  I turned into their attention, putting my back to Cassie and the boys, and sighed with exasperation, rolling my eyes dramatically.  “Just kill me!”
“Happily,” Seiza said, “but why?”
I used a thumb to point over my shoulder.  “That’s my mom.”
“Really?” Ryuuza said.  “So she’s kitsune too?”
Seiza, hearing this for the first time, looked like she’d been sucker punched.  “That’s what you are?”
I ignored Seiza’s question, answering Ryuuza instead, “Yeah.  I think she’s checking up on me in her blindingly obvious way.”
Seiza’s gaze shot over to the guys.  Lust sizzled in her voice, “Who are the stud-muffins?  Your brothers?”
“No relation,” I said.  “They’re with Mom.”
Ryuuza studied Fenn and Onyx.  “Your mom has great taste, and the cash to afford the best.  Think she might loan her boy-toys to me for a while?”
“I’m not going to ask.  I’m just going to pretend she’s not here.”
Cassie called to me from the desk, her voice soaring to fill the lobby.  “Hi, Baby-doll, come give momma a kiss.”
I felt my face heat up.
Seiza grinned at me in obvious enjoyment.  “You heard her, baby-doll.  Go give mommy a kiss and a hug.  That’s a good girl.”
“You can ignore her,” Ryuuza said, “but your mom won’t go away.  I know, I have one just like her, except she’s Japanese, and obsessed with making me a traditional lady from some past century.”
“Bite the bullet, Baby-doll.”  A sudden pain filled Seiza’s eyes, softening them.  “Just be glad you have a mother.  Not all of us are so lucky.”
Slim, strong arms grabbed me from behind, wrapping me in what might have passed as a submission hold.  Cassie’s boobs pressed into my back.  Her warm breath slid across the side of my face.  “What a surprise, finding you here of all places.”
I wiggled free and turned, surprising us both by hugging her back.  “Hi, Mom.  Don’t call me Baby-doll, especially in front of my friends.”  I pulled away, and pointed.  “This is Ryuuza and Seiza.”
Cassie smiled brightly at them, taking off her sunglasses to get a better look.  I was right; she was wearing gold eye-liner.  It set off her sapphire eyes spectacularly.
Fenn and Onyx fell in beside her, left and right.  Fenn was reserved.  I remembered we hadn’t parted on good terms.  Maybe he blamed himself that he hadn’t been there to defend me when Onyx made his play in the Laundry Room.
I’d actually forgiven Fenn, not that I’d told him that.  As for Onyx … I was waiting for hell to freeze over.  In fact, this was a good time to show him just where he stood with me.  I reached inside Fenn’s open jacket and seized his black tee.  He didn’t resist as I pulled him over, turned his face aside, and planted a kiss on his cheek.  He smelled of coffee, maple syrup, and pancakes.  I remembered seeing a place down the block; The Pancake Emporium.   That would do for an impromptu date.  I hauled Fenn toward the lobby entrance, calling back to Ryuuza.  “Don’t wait up for me, and if I’m missing in action, don’t come looking.”
“Hey, wait a minute,” Onyx objected.  “What about me?”
I shot a glance over my shoulder at Seiza.  “You want to handle that for me, he’s all yours.”
“Yeah,” she said.  “There’s a sword I wouldn’t mind falling on.”
True to her word, she jumped on Onyx, grinding her lips against his.  He looked slightly terrified, but a little grateful as well.  Men!  Go figure.  I faced forward, winding my arm around Fenn’s.
He looked grateful as well, and a little suspicious besides.  Amber eyes glowered under thick brown eyebrows.  “Are you just using me to punish Onyx?”
I smiled up at him.  “Uh-huh.”
He grunted.  “Okay, I can live with that.”
We’d reached the glass doors leading outside when we were stopped by a loud popping sound.  Fenn spun, dragging me around him.
“Careful,” I said.
He stared back past everyone outside the lounge doors.  I followed his stare.  The stained glass windows in them had blown out, leaving a few colored shards in place.  Green light poured out past the broken glass, hazing the air.  Translucent, pale blue arms thrust out of the windows, elongating so clawed hands could seize the throats of the two kunoichi guards.  They kicked vigorously as they were lifted off their feet.
One of them pulled a sai and stabbed.  The three-pronged dagger melted the middle of the ghost’s arm.  Freed, that guard used her weapon to cut her ninja sister loose as well.  Ryuuza and Seiza moved toward the guards.  Cassie stopped them.  I saw why; the green light was stronger, beaming between the doors and all around them.  The wood shuddered, cracking under a ferocious onslaught.
Attracted by the fuss, the desk clerk had come out into the lobby and was staring wide-eyed, her mouth gaping.  “I said you could play the piano, not put on a rock and roll blast-out with full pyrotechnics!”
Fenn left me to rein her in.  “I’d get back behind your desk if I were you.  Things are about to get ugly.”
I started toward Cassie when she threw Ryuuza and Seiza down on the carpet.  The little paper charms were blackening, turning to ash.  Whatever Crunch was doing, the miko wasn’t even slowing him down.  I suddenly wanted to know very badly how Crunch was getting the best of her.  That information could help me when it came time to springing Tukka from her grasp.
I reached for the walls of space.  They resisted, sliding from my mental grasp as if freshly oiled.  I redoubled my efforts and got a grip, as dimension space bucked, oscillating wildly to the warring energies inside the lounge.  I crossed over.  My gut wrenched, my heart pounded, and I struggled to breath.  The electric tingle I usually felt was a white-hot wall of current.  I flailed through, muscles clenching painfully until I finished the transition in a lobby reduced to gray tones and silence.
I recovered on golden hands and knees, gasping, sweat dripping off my face.  I needed a few seconds to shake off the reaction.  Fenn didn’t give me those seconds.  He was back, looking for me, dancing around.  His lips moved, shaping my name.  He stumbled into me, his legs catching my ribs.  His legs had no impact, but his aura stung, kicking me into a roll.  The sensation— coming so soon after the weirdly difficult cross over—was salt poured into gapping wounds.
With a great deal of feeling, I said a few bad words that ladies aren’t supposed to know, and only managed to pick myself up because of the lighter gravity this side of the veil..  Looking around me at a mass expulsion of ghosts from the lounge, I felt like cussing a little more.  I now understood how Crunch had beaten the barriers.  As the local king of ghosts, he’d summoned all within range.  So many ghosts packed into the lounge had over-charged the Shinto wards, burning them out.  Now that containment was down, the ghosts were lingering, confused, uncertain.  Crunch seemed too busy to tell them what to do.
There were half-torso floaters, and fully human looking ghosts of all ethnic types.  Other spirits manifested as will-of-the-wisps; basketball sized spheres of cold ghost-fire, wobbling in the upper air, tossing blue-green rays of plasma around like some freaky new kind of disco ball.
Ghosts had died old and young, some without visible wounds, many with damage that indicated how they’d died.  One wraith looked like he’d been thrown through a windshield, his face cut into bleeding ribbons.  A lanky Goth high schooler with heavy black mascara and nail polish wore an ectoplasmic rope around his broken neck.  A nude, water-logged teenage girl had effectively cut her wrists, longwise, not straight across the veins.  Her wrists bled freely with every soggy step she made.  The blood and watery footsteps evaporated in her wake.
A gangbanger strutted past me, proudly sporting a dozen knife punctures and a couple gun shots.  The shot to the back of his head had to have been by a .22 since the bullet hadn’t come out his face.  The light-weight slug had bounced around the inside of his skull, carving his brain into so much frothy red tapioca.  He nodded and hissed, “Wass-up?”
Ignoring him, I hurried on, weaving through the ghostly gallery.  Loose objects floated around the room.  I fanned my cold foxfire ahead of me.  The spirits flinched and dived out of my way.  These low-class ghosts lacked the power-level to throw ghostly jags of energy back at me.  That made running through them a lot easier.  The oblivious humans had been drawn from the doors, distracted by the arrival of hotel security that needed to be appeased before the cops were called.
Inside the lounge, there was no darkness.  Radiant ghosts had displaced it.  Crunch stood on the piano, his body wreathed with ghost energy.  Hyper-charged by all the attending ghosts, he was bleached out by green-white fire.  Light streamed from his eyes and mouth, making him a supernatural lighthouse, as he roared defiance.
Collapsed behind him on the piano, Aimi sprawled, senseless.  No exorcism needed, that was one problem solved.
I looked for the miko, and didn’t find her.  Then I looked up.  She was pinned to the ceiling, held there by four floating chairs, her hands trapped so she couldn’t reach any more of those paper and ink charms she carried.  A pastel green ghost with a skull for a face was up there, licking the miko’s face as she squirmed and struggled.
I went to the edge of the dais and stared up at Crunch.  “Okay,” I said, “party’s over.  Send everybody home.”
He lowered his face, glaring at me.  An evil smile stretched his lips.  “Ah, exactly who I want to see.  I believe you have a sword I want.”
I shook my head.  “No, I don’t.  I was playing them.  These guys have my fu dog and I’m trying to get him back.  The sword I showed the girls upstairs is a fake.”
Coming straight at me, he stalked to the edge of the piano.  Glowing footsteps lingered on the wood behind him.  “If you don’t have it, you can get it.  If you’re not willing to, why shouldn’t I pull you into pieces?”
I rummaged inside my head for a good answer to that question.
A child’s voice answered for me.  “Because I won’t let you.  
I spun around.  It was Michiko in her sailor suit school uniform, the true sword of Susanoo clutched by the hilt, in both her hands.
She said, “You’ve stirred things up enough, rampaging around like a bully and a tyrant.  It ends here and now.  I challenge you for your territory.”  Her grayish white katana was twice as long as any I’d seen.  Pearlescent fog thickened the air immediately around it, as ragged blue lightning spiraled down the blade, vanishing at the octagonal disk that served as a hand guard.  Thunder shook the building like the fist of an angry god.
I jumped, drifting between Michiko and Crunch.  “C’mon, guys,” my voice turned wheedling, “Do we really have to do this now?”
They screamed in unison: “Yes!”
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The hotel shuddered as thunder broke, announcing a storm rampaging over the building.  Not a good omen.  But, Hey!  How was I hearing thunder while in the ghost realm?  My gaze shot to the sword of the storm god Michiko held.  If I had to guess, I’d say the relic was breaking the rules with impunity.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Crunch make a shoving motion to the side, ghostly green fire trailing his hand.
An unseen wall of force smacked me out from between him and Michiko.  I tumbled through the air and immaterially skimmed through a couple tables.  Hitting the floor, I blurred my hands with orange wisps of aura, clawing the carpet to stop myself.  By then, I was back at the entrance to the piano lounge.
I should have just walked away.  I had nothing invested in who won, but my goal was to get the miko to lead me to Tukka.  For that, I needed to be on her good side.  Here was a chance to rescue her and do just that.  I gathered myself and sprang to a tabletop, bleeding aura to make it solid under my feet.  From there, I spring-boarded into the air, angling for the four chairs pinning the miko to the ceiling.
The green ghost that had been licking her face—leaving a residue of slime that wouldn’t be visible in the human world—saw me coming like a flame-wrapped comet.  He fled the airspace, but there were still dozens of ghosts drifting about the lounge.  Fortunately, they were staying well clear of the looming battle.  Getting killed teaches vulnerability like nothing else.
Arriving, I latched onto one chair with both legs and an arm, and used a free hand to worry at the other chairs holding her secure.  They didn’t budge.  I swung flaming feet and double kicked a chair.  Its seat and legs remained, but the hourglass-shaped back broke away.  Taking on my orange glow, the back fell languidly until the glow faded, and then—crossing
back—it crashed to the floor at full speed.
The miko stopped struggling.  From her perspective, it would seem like one of the chairs holding her spontaneously shattered.  She was looking at the other chairs now, waiting to see what they would do.
The legs were deeply imbedded, and the attached seats very well constructed.  I needed some other way than brute force.  I could have whipped out my shadow sword, but using it one-handed in close quarters while dangling from the ceiling seemed too risky.  However, there was one thing that occurred to me.  I reached across to the broken chair and poured my aura into it, making the chair remnant a ghost.  It eased out of the ceiling.  I pulled my aura back to myself, letting go.  The broken chair dropped as its back had done.
As if in approval, more thunder shook the building.  Funny, I hadn’t heard we were getting severe weather moving in.
Focus, I told myself.
I checked to see if Crunch was watching, about to swat me away again for interfering with his prisoner.  I didn’t have to worry; he was busy lashing Michiko with the mother of all lightning bolts, holding it by one hand like a whip.  The strategy looked good; the flexible energy wrapped her sword and swung around to hit her.  Michiko was losing.  Her ectoplasm jumped in place, going scratchy, and dropping pixels.  The lashes drove her around the room while exploding tables and chairs, sending burning fragments every which way.  A little more of that, and the place would burn down.
I redoubled my efforts to get the miko free, flushing another embedded chair with aura, yanking it loose, letting it fall.  It occurred to me that I was still doing this the hard way.  I shifted across the veil, keeping hold of my perch.  Color and gravity returned.  The strain of hanging on increased considerably.  I wouldn’t be able to hang up here long.  Just long enough.  I could no longer see Crunch or Michiko, but the miko could definitely see me.  Her eyes were wide.  They grew wider as I grabbed and flushed her with my aura.  In the ghost world, her aura would not have let me do this.
“Trust me,” I said.  “I’m going to get you down safely.”
“What are you?” she asked.
I crossed over, hanging onto her as I did.   The electric tingle was strong, more resistive, but I got us both into the ghost realm, sharing my energy so that we ghosted through the last two chairs, drifting like leaves toward the floor.  Several tables were on fire.  An alarm sounded and the sprinklers came on.  Sprays of water passed through our bodies.  The miko watched her new intangibleness with great interest.  She seemed to find it odd her own hand wouldn’t ghost through her torso.  It was an experiment I’d tried myself when I was a little kid.
I checked out the battle.  Michiko had a working defense in place.  The misty cloud that caressed her blade had spun off copies.  There were a dozen such clouds between her and Crunch and more of them materializing across the lounge every second.  I watched Crunch’s lightning lash fold into one cloud, but come out another, only to be caught by yet another cloud.  By this method, the end of his lash was sent flailing right back at him.
He staggered under the impact, an empty pocket of air where his chest and stomach had been.  His scream brought a smile to Michiko’s face.
The miko hung onto my arm even after we set down.  I think she knew I was her anchor in this place.  Her gaze went to the sword of Susanoo.  She gasped at the splendid prize right before her.  “That sword, I must have it!”  Holding onto me with one hand, she reached into her robes and pulled out several stiff sheets of rice paper with black ink scribbles.  Charms.
“There’s a line ahead of you for the sword,” I said.  “And those paper things didn’t help you last time.”  I didn’t want to encourage her in wasting my time—and aura.  I’d used a good bit of energy earlier at the night club, and in the Hummer.  I should have been all right for a few hours more, but the drain on my aura was twofold now.  “Let’s wait for the right moment.”
She gave me an annoyed glare, but her arm relaxed, letting the handful of charms dangle just past her left hip.
It was odd; where were Cassie and the guys?  They should have been here by now, but I was still on my own.  Something must have come up.  Then I thought of all those ghosts brought here, most of which had moved out of the lounge, into the lobby, the upper hotel, and the surrounding area.  If even just a few were high level poltergeists … yeah, that might account for the delay.
I studied the battle.  Crunch made himself a moving target, dancing, spinning, and catching his own lightning lash between Michiko’s clouds so he could redirect her redirections.  He was too used to expending other ghosts’ power; there was no conservation going on.  That, combined with the fact the ghosts were leaving the scene, meant he’d soon be running dry.  Already, the brightness of the lash was half strength.  It had grown narrower.  Crunch himself was less bleached out by his internal glow.
If it had been me, I’d have gone to throwing ball lightning.  Crunch just hung in there with the same tactic, as if sheer desperation had to bring success.
One crackling segment of energy flicked out of a new cloud, cut through a leg of the piano, and sent it crashing on its side.  Aimi’s limp, sleeping body rolled onto the dais, then the floor.  A cloud dipping next to her obscured half her arm.  Though not amputated, the rest of her arm poked out of a cloud ten feet away, not too far from Crunch.  Michiko’s sword was seriously bending time and space here.
And this was my chance!
I stared the miko eye-to-eye, putting my face near hers.  “Listen, we’re going to charge Crunch as if attacking him blindly.  When I say ‘now’, close your eyes and let me drag you aside.  I’ll get you to Aimi.  You get her out of here, and leave Crunch to me.  Got it?”
Her eyes were full of questions, but she just nodded.
“Let’s go!”  I ran holding onto her sleeve.  She kept pace.
Michiko saw us coming in, and threw herself to the side even though she wasn’t the target.  Crunch turned to keep her in view, gripping both ends of his energy lash, its middle punctuating the air like multiple dashes between silvery clumps of cloud.  This put Crunch’s back toward the miko and me.  Almost on him, I forged a sword of shadow, materializing it in my free hand, wreathing it with my aura’s orange haze.
I yelled, “Now!”
The miko flung her handful of paper charms, closed her eyes, and let me shove her to the ground, into the cloud Aimi’s arm poked out of.  The cloud swallowed the miko.  She popped out of the other cloud next to Aimi.  The miko opened her eyes on the human world, her body now gray like the rest of the room.  She’d fallen out of the ghost realm.  The ghosts and I wouldn’t be visible to her.  The sword Michiko used would seem to float in the air all by itself.
Crunch had turned at my yell.  Seeing me almost on him, he let his lash shorten, like a tape measure rewinding.  Free of the clouds, his energy stiffened to form a rod of green light.
A
light saber, really?  Guys and their phallic symbols…
I leaped to close the distance.
He tried to take a step my way and couldn’t.  He looked down and noticed the miko’s paper charms taping his feet to the floor.   With a growl of irritation, he glowered at the paper and his ghost fire ignited it, curling the script into ash.
As my feet touched down, we locked up as if real swords were being used.  Bits of orange flame dribbled from the contact point, and the underlying shadow of my sword thinned—but didn’t break.  His sword flickered raggedly, drained by the damage he inflicted on my weapon.  I struggled to push through his defense.
Surely my muscles were stronger than his ectoplasmic ones.  He shoved me backward.  Apparently not, but the longer he fought, the weaker he’d become.  I just had to hang in there.   
Listing to the side, I let myself stumble into one cloud, and got spit out another.  From the new direction, I charged Crunch.
The change in position let me see that the miko had obeyed her priorities.  Instead of going after the sword of Susanoo, she’d scooped Aimi up.  Clear of the cloud, her arm looked normal again.  The miko, burdened with the unconscious girl, was almost at the exit.
Crunch turned to meet me, hacking at my blade as if determined to shatter it at all costs.  It occurred to me to wonder what Michiko was doing with all the time I’d bought her, but I couldn’t spare the time to look and see.  Dancing with Crunch, I found that deflecting his attacks to the side was easier on me.  His blows were also losing force.  I smiled at him, a silent taunt, and arched an eyebrow.  “That’s all you got?”
Instead of answering, he looked around, noticing that all the clouds were melding together and converging on him.  Michiko and the storm sword were nowhere to be seen, but this was definitely her work.
Crunch yelled at her, “Show yourself, you little pint-sized bitch.  You want a piece of me, right?”
I backed from Crunch, also looking around.  The Michiko I knew didn’t run from trouble, she caused it.  I felt it in my bones that another shoe was about to drop.  That’s when I noticed that one little cloud hadn’t joined the rest in fogging Crunch in.  It clung to the carpet, taking position between his feet, licking his boots.  Coming from every side, Michiko’s pre-adolescent laughter rang out, and couldn’t be pinned down.  
Like the laughter, Torrent and his shadow men came out of nowhere, boxing me in a black cloud of my own.  They took on human form, laying hands all over me.  I struggled to throw their paws off me.  Torrent grabbed my shadow blade with his bare hand.  The darkness I’d shaped drained into him.  All I had left was my kitsune fire.
My body went rigidly still, hearing Crunch scream in an unearthly high falsetto.  I peered past my guards and saw Crunch jittering in place, his ghostly body steaming, boiling away.  The cloud at his feet had grown a girl’s arm.  Its hand held the storm sword.  True lightning shimmered along the blade.  The upper third of the blade had pierced Crunch in the crotch, webbing his pelvis with white-yellow jags of celestial fire.  There was a flash that washed the whole room away, blinding me.  Quick on its heels, thunder boomed, shaking the building.
I felt myself being whisked away by my guards.  When I could see again, I was in the lobby—where all hell had broken loose.  My guards pulled away, giving me space to appreciate the disaster first hand.   Furniture piles made little, haphazard mountains.  Broken lamps lay everywhere.   Several of the hanging chandeliers were missing.  Cracks webbed many windows, those not shattered.  The front doors were twisted away.  There was no sign of people.  Maybe they’d taken shelter in the basement.
Shattered glass glinted everywhere, crunching underfoot as I took a few aimless steps, staring with my mouth open.  I closed my mouth and listened to the howl of punishing winds outside where heavy sheets of rain drummed from the sky.  The shadow men kept pace with me as I went to a broken window that had lost its drapes.  An eddy wind buffeted me, cold and wet, clawing at my russet hair.
I stared out and up.  Above the surrounding buildings, a low ceiling of bruise-colored clouds blotted out the night sky.  Lightning jags were scoring the higher building, exploding stone, glass, and steel.  Debris hailed into the street, rattling off parked cars, setting off car alarms.  The early morning air was also being pierced by the wails of ambulances, fire trucks, and police vehicles.
I suddenly understood; while Michiko had tapped into a very small amount of the storm sword’s power, the rest of its energy had slipped its leash and gone romping above the city with a vengeance.
Fear for my friends, especially Cassie, sluiced through me.  They wouldn’t be playing it safe, not without knowing I was out of danger.
I spun toward Torrent.  “Where’s Cassie and the guys?  Why aren’t they here?”
Torrent had a grim cast to his face, a tension that was unnatural for a being whose natural form was shadow.  It didn’t look like he was going to tell me, but after a pause, he did.  “The miko came out of the lounge carrying … someone.”
I nodded, raising my voice over the moan of the wind, “Aimi.”
Torrent’s dark eyes glittered.  The muscles of his jaw knotted.  “That’s who we saw.  That’s who the ninja saw, from what I could tell.”  He didn’t raise his voice but it bulldozed through the sounds of chaos coming in from outside.   “Cassie saw the girl being carried out and called her by your name.  Your mother, Onyx, and Fenn have been lured away.  Apparently, the miko wanted them even more than the sword of Susanoo.”
My heart pounded harder.  I swayed, off balance.  “And you just let them go, drawn off by some Shinto illusion?”
Torrent bowed his head in apology.  “It was your father’s wish.  You are the only one indispensable to him.”
“But he doesn’t even know me!”
“You might be surprised.  Shadow can take on many forms.”
I shook my head to throw off the distraction of his words, and ran for the main entrance.  “Never mind.  He and I will have words about this later.  What hospital was everyone heading for?”
A tall gangly man with dark curly hair and a high forehead appeared in the doorway.  He wore several days of stubble on his face, ragged shorts, a shirt with palm trees, and flip-flops on oversized feet.              He held a black mouse in one hand, and waved at me with the other.  “C’mon, my car’s right outside.  I’ll take you.”
My mind reeled.  It was the Mouse Whisperer.  I hadn’t seen him for weeks, not since he last showed up to give me a convenient ride in a mouse-infested indigo station wagon with questionable brakes and a god-awful stench from the mouse pellets.  Thinking of Cassie and Fenn, I snapped out of my daze and continued, shelving deep dark suspicions about Mouse Whisperer’s true nature for another time.
“Fine,” I said, “let’s go!
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“You take a chance getting up in the morning, crossing the street, or sticking your face in a fan.”
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As flat shadows on the carpet, my shadow men slithered past me and the Mouse Whisperer, shooting out the double doors of the lobby.  Showing no surprise, Mouse Whisperer turned to watch them slide past.  He lumbered after them, out toward his vehicle parked in the front drive.  I brought up the rear.
The rain was slacking, but not yet a sprinkle.  Lightning no longer carved its name into the surrounding buildings.  Thunder grumbled only in the farthest reaches of the sky.  With Crunch defeated and the sword dormant, it looked like pieces of the city could be picked up and put back together.  The emergency sirens sounding from every direction indicated that there were people trying to do just that.  Fortunately, it seemed that whatever fires the lightning strikes had started, the heavy downpour was smothering.
That left me with the miko to deal with, unless Cassie had picked up on the deception played on her, and had already cleaned the miko’s clock for her.  Better not count on it, I decided.  Fate is seldom so kind.
I opened the front passenger door to the Mouse Whisperer’s ink blue station wagon and slid in, trying to breathe shallowly.  Next to me, the Mouse Whisperer put his mouse on the dash with several other rodents.  He buckled up, and I did too, noticing that the shadow men had flowed up off the drive to cover the car like a new coat of black paint.  An interesting way to hitch a ride, I thought.
I faced the driver.  “You know where we’re going, right?”  I hoped so; I didn’t.
Mouse Whisperer patted the steering wheel.  “The Indigo-er always knows.  She ain’t let me down yet.”
A beady-eyed mouse looked up at me from the tip of my boot.
“I’m not at all tasty,” I told the mouse.  “Don’t you dare take a bite.”
“Oh, they’re friendly,” the Mouse Whisperer assured me, revving up the engine, shifting gears.  “They eat lettuce, crackers, granola bars, and sometimes the insulation on the wires under the dash.”  He sighed.  “I really wish they wouldn’t do that last though.  Left and right turn signals are both shot now.”
We pulled away.  In response, the mouse on the dash went inside it through a ragged hole.  One of them popped a head out the gap where a radio had once been.  We reached the street, weaving around the larger obstructions, bouncing on bad shocks over the smaller rubble.
In the back shadows of my mind, Taliesina surfaced, blinking sleepily.  Her yellow eyes thinned the gloom.  I felt her combing through my recent memories, a gossamer brush, light and delicate—until she discovered Cassie lured away by the miko.  Taliesina’s stare took on the intensity of a solar flare.  I winced, my temples throbbing as her distress bled into me, amping up my own.
I snarled at her.  “Jeez, tone it down, will ya?”
Sorry.
“Tone what down?” Mouse Whisperer asked.
“Sorry, not you.”
“Hearing voices?” he asked.  “That’s generally not a good thing, but company is company.”
I stared at him, as if his flesh might suddenly peel away like an elfin glamour, revealing a new person I’d yet to see.  “Who are you, really?”
He shrugged.  “Just a can that gets kicked down the street now and then.”
“Did my father send you, too, to keep an eye on me?”
He smiled gently, warm brown eyes guileless as he patted the dashboard.  “Indigo-er decides these things.  I just go where she takes me.  Want a snicker doodle?  I’ve got cookies in the glove box.”
We jounced off some rubble in the street, nearly sideswiped a cherry-colored van, and hastily pulled to the curb to let a fire truck and ambulance scream by.
I opened the glove box, feeling hungry from all the aura I’d expended.  The cookies were there, surrounded by five mice of assorted colors ranging from black to gray to white, as well as mottled combinations.  The white mice had red, smoldering eyes.  The other mice had eyes like dark cinders.  
None of them bared their teeth.
“That’s all right, you had them first.”  I shut the glove box, telling my stomach to be patient.
Back on the road, we left the highrises, entering a suburban area.  Time crept due to my impatience.  And Taliesina’s intense hyper-alertness wasn’t helping.  The now black station wagon finally pulled to a stop where a flight of stone steps led up to a torii gate, its heavy wooden beams lacquered red.  Tukka once told me these were more than decoration; the massive arches were barriers between the human world and that of the spirit—sort of crossing over without crossing over.  This was no medical facility, but a Shinto shrine.
I could see Cassie—thinking I was hurt—letting me come to a hospital, but here?  As unlikely as it seemed, the miko might have my friends under control, just as she had Tukka.  But if that were so, why had Crunch given her so much trouble?  His power had been tremendously boosted, but skill often wins out against brute force.  As a Shinto priestess, ghosts were supposed to be her specialties.  She’d been strong enough in the dream world to capture a fu dog after all.  Her fluctuations in power puzzled me.  I had the feeling that solving this mystery would be vital to victory.
Taliesina’s thoughts simmered into mine.  Maybe, but all we can do now is to press on.
I unbuckled, opened the car door, and got out, careful not to let any mice escape along with me.  I faced the Mouse Whisperer.  “Thanks,” I said.
He gave me a goofy smile and waved.  “See you next time.”
I shut the door and spun toward the stairs, as the black coating on the Indigo-er peeled off into assorted shadow men.  The indigo station wagon pulled away, leaving me with more questions than answers.  Torrent took point.  The rest of my guard fell in left and right of me as I took the stairs two at a time, trying not to think of all the really bad things that could be happening to my friends.
Atop the slanted embankment, in the maw of the torii gate, Torrent crashed to a stop against a pane of thin air.  He collapsed his body in the gray pre-dawn light, a standing shadow, sliding against an unseen barrier.  His shadow dropped to the ground, as if there were a door he could slip under.  Flat as he went, it didn’t do any good.  He regained his feet and his human form, gesturing right and left.  The other shadow men fanned out, trying to pass on the outside of the arch.  The same unseen wall stopped them.
I went up beside Torrent and stretched my hand forward.  My fingers went past the point he’d been stopped.  I went forward, beyond the gate, standing on the bricks of the inner courtyard.  Either the Shinto barrier wasn’t meant to stop my kind, or—
It’s a trap, Taliesina said.
“Goes without saying;” I said, “I’m cursed.”
“Grace,” Torrent called, “you can’t do this alone.  Come back.  We’ll figure something out.”
I turned.  Taliesina looked at him through my eyes, her power unfolding in me, pooling in my right palm where a black shadow condensed into a sword.  I wreathed the blade with my cold kitsune fire.  I felt comforted by the light I carried.  Using my lips, Taliesina answered.  “We are quite frequently outnumbered, but we are never alone.”
I set my back to the torii gate and started across the courtyard toward a massive temple made of heavy timbers.  It had several stories, capped by a peaked, clay tile roof, and a wraparound deck that was five feet wide.  The unnatural clouds above the city had broken into tattered splotches.  A crescent moon added little light.  There were no lights in the building.  I passed a big stone lantern that had no fire in it.  Fallen leaves matting the brick courtyard and gave the place a feel of neglect.
I so need to put this place in one of my stories.
Left and right of the pagoda were a few towering oaks.  Under their shelter, were much smaller trees with star-shaped leafs.  Behind the trees lay thick shadows that weren’t my ally.  Anything, anyone could lurk back there.
I reached the shrine.  There was a massive rope suspended from the front of it, high overhead.  The rope had pieces of paper attached that looked like squared-off lightning bolts.  There was a small flight of wooden stairs up to the porch.  Beside the steps, a deep box caged darkness with a lid of wooden bars.  I leaned over the box and peered in, holding my sword up like a lantern.  At the bottom of the box, a detritus of wet leaves formed a matting where a few coins glinted.
Ah, an offering box.  Toss a coin and make a wish; all your dreams come true!  Yeah, right.
I took some change from a pocket, found a quarter, and flipped it at the slots.  I listened to it rattle through.
Couldn’t hurt.
I returned to the steps and went up them, wondering if I could cross over here if I had to.  Sacred places, churches, graveyards, usually kept me from using that ability.  But a place like this, with an abandoned feel—it might be possible.                Then again, such a place might attract things on the other side that I wouldn’t want to meet.  Demons were fond of places they could desecrate.  I’d run into a demon last Halloween who’d wanted to rip my heart out and eat it.  Not a good idea then.  Not a good idea now.  I’d avoid crossing over unless I had no choice.  
The light of my flame-edged blade brought out the rich red lacquer of the wood deck and walls of the shrine.  I entered past doors that had been thrown wide open for me.  Come into my parlor said the miko to the pretty young fox-girl.
I passed a stone basin filled with water.  A scoop lay on top of it.  Some kind of holy water?  Moving on, my footsteps kicked up muted echoes.  The wood floor was well made, remaining silent without creaks or groans.  I was in a large empty hall.  As I reached the center, I caught a flash of motion from the corner of my eye.  I spun and watched three shuriken whirl past my face, barely missing.  The throwing stars thu-thunked into the wall behind me.
I held my sword in front of me in a protective guard, watching the advance of a woman in the midnight blue uniform of Aimi’s guards.  A hood covered her head, revealing only large dark eyes that stared right through me as if I were nothing.  Running, she drew her own sword.  Its wavy, frosted edge swung into my own blade, trying to batter it aside and make an opening.
I collapsed the length of my sword down to twelve inches, letting her weapon pass by without resistance.  My shadow sword and its coat of flame stretched to twice its former length, piercing her left shoulder.  She dropped her weapon, crumpling with a scream.  I’d never used the shadow sword on a human before.  I didn’t know what to expect, if anything.  I didn’t expect frost to form on her flesh, or for her eyes to turn white as ice.  I didn’t expect her to fall over and shatter into a million pieces, but that’s what I got.
I slid to my knees, letting my sword melt away to nothing.  My heart pounded as I stared at the crystallized tissues of the kunoichi, scattered on the floor like a treasure of jewels, mixed in with the stiff shards of what had been her clothing.  The fragments captivated me.  This can’t be real.  This can’t be all that’s left of a life.  I closed my eyes, refusing to believe I’d killed her.  Fighting back nausea, I stood.  
Opening my eyes, I turned to continue.  And there was Tukka.  His head hung as he glowered at me.  There was no welcome in his attitude.  His eyes had been lavender lanterns.  Now they glowed with an infernal redness.  His leathery hide was dirty and pale with bits of straw clinging to it.  A spiked collar encircled his massive neck.  His jaws dropped to reveal sharp white teeth as he growled.  His body tensed, muscles in high relief.
“Tukka, it’s Grace.”
He didn’t seem to hear me or know me.  Fortunately, the high polish of the wood floor betrayed his sudden movement.  His feet went out from under him.  He bounced on the slick floor and scrambled up, giving me a few seconds to realize that I was going to have to fight him or run.  I chose to run.  The only weapon I had would do more than stop Tukka; it would kill him.  That was something I couldn’t live with.
I almost reached the front entrance when he brought me down, barreling into me from behind.  His growl was loud as a riding mower.   His head hung just above mine, poised to bite.  I tried once more, “Tukka, it’s Grace; you know me.  I’m the one who gives you chocolate.”
He paused as if some deep buried ghost of a memory were trying to surface.  His growl died out.  He began to drool.  The red of his eyes faded to red-violet.
“That’s right.  Remember the chocolate, the creamy smooth, sweetness you love more than anything else?”
For a second, I had him, but his eyes filled with red, becoming orbs of blood.  His mouth writhed open, yawning wide enough to bite off my head.
Instinctively, I tore at the walls of space trying to cross over.  I failed. 
He lunged down.
I squealed—
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—And slapped the wooden floorboards with my arms, tucking my knees to my chest as I rolled heels-over-head.  My knees caught Tukka’s jaw and slammed it shut.  My denim leggings snagged on something.  I wound up a few feet away, sitting on my knees, facing my best friend—who’d forgotten he’d adopted me into his pack and owed me protection, not a hasty death.  My right knee hurt; I’d torn the material there and cut the underlying flesh on one of the spikes in Tukka’s new collar.  Blood crept down my legging and smeared the floor.
Tukka shook his head, and brought smoldering, crimson eyes back to me.  I knew his next lunge wouldn’t be something I could stop.
But I’d reached the doorway of the shrine.  My feet lay across the threshold.  I got my hands and the balls of my feet under me and shoved myself backwards.  In a crouch, I hopped back onto the wraparound deck.
Tukka lunged, teeth bared.
I pulled on the veil, hoping I’d be able to cross over, though barely clear of the shrine.  An electric tingle went through me, a little sluggish, but bringing me across to the realm of ghosts.  The lighter gravity served me, letting me bound forward, up to the top of the door as Tukka burst out under me.  Missing, he tried to stop, but the slick, polished wood betrayed him and he twirled off the deck, onto the stairs.  He tumbled down and regained his footing in the courtyard, spinning back my way.
I crossed back, letting gravity jerk me down to the threshold again.  As soon as my feet hit wood, I threw myself back inside the shrine, grabbing both doors, slamming them shut.  One door had a heavy wooden beam attached like a dial so it swung along the plane of the wood, dropping into iron prongs on the other door, barring both doors from the inside.
Tukka would be slowed, but I harbored no illusion that the barred doors would hold him out for long.  I spun and ran back into the darkened building.  Fortunately there wasn’t furniture to stumble over.  And I think Taliesina was doing something to my sight.  Or maybe it was the half-shadow part of my DNA kicking in.  There were layers of blackness, textures to it I’d not seen before.  Somehow, I made out a narrow doorway in the forward wall.
As I angled toward the door, I heard a massive body slamming itself into the shrine’s front doors.  I didn’t turn to look, praying the bar would hold long enough for me to get out of sight, and break my trail.  What Tukka couldn’t see, he’d track by scent.  I needed to get out the back, and cross over so I could get airborne and lose him.
I reached the narrow door as a second crash reverberated behind me.  At least I didn’t hear splintering wood—yet.
Slipping through, I shut the door behind me, and instead of a back door to the building, I found a flight of stairs leading me up.  I hit the stairs, driving my legs furiously.  Rapid thuds echoed around me, my footfalls announcing me to anyone who might be waiting upstairs.  But what other choice did I have?  I rounded at a landing and took another flight.  The door upstairs was open a crack, letting a thin line of yellow light spill out.  Braking at the upper door, I shed my leather vest, keeping it in hand as I kicked the door open.  I flicked the vest across the threshold, watching the fabric fan out.
A blurring katana slashed the vest in half.
Ambush!  I’d thought so.  One ninja lay dead downstairs.  Where there’s one, there’s more.
Like cockroaches, Taliesina said.
A low, sultry female voice spoke from inside the room.  “What are you waiting for?  Come inside.  We’ll play.”
I heard another thud in the distance followed immediately by the rattle of shattered wood.  Tukka was back in the shrine.  I didn’t have time to play pop-goes-the-weasel with ninja girl.  I also didn’t want to use my shadow blade on her.  It might be stupid, but I wasn’t yet reconciled to doing that to someone on purpose.  It didn’t seem very … clean.
In the back shadows of my mind, I sensed Taliesina rolling her eyes.  Really, you’re hopeless.  Here, let me…
“Let you what?”
The katana returned, its tip at the edge of the door, easing it wider, inch by aching inch.  More light fell over me.
I felt a shockwave pass out of me, something similar to when I seize the veil and pull it past me, crossing over.  I didn’t go anywhere, but the hallway lit up as the surrounding air turned phosphorus green.  In front of me, the taunting katana froze in place.  The kunoichi holding it wore a midnight blue body-stocking.  A hood covered her head.  She didn’t seem to be breathing.
“You’ve stopped time.”
Taliesina said, Move!  I can’t … do this … for long.
I pushed past the door sideways to stay clear of the sword.  The room was large and empty except for a back wall where boxes had been piled, gathering dust.  A few bare bulbs dangled from the ceiling, sending a gloss across the wooden floor.  One back corner had a kitchenette and a breakfast bar.  I saw an open door into a small bathroom.  At one time, this had been an apartment where someone lived.
I slipped by the kunoichi, went another ten feet, then turned and ran at her from behind.  
Getting in range, I pulled both feet up in a jump-kick that landed in the middle of her back.  Surprisingly, she went nowhere.  It was like hitting a concrete wall.  My legs became accordions, knees crashing up against my chest.  I landed on my back, stunned by the drop.
The air began to shed its greenish cast, edging into a sickly yellow.
Taliesina’s eyes closed inside my head as she shut down.  Binding time had done her in.  And I didn’t feel so well either.  A sudden fatigue swept through me, keeping company with a howling vortex of bottomless hunger.  I had a sudden craving for a box of Shaun’s granola bars, maybe a case or two…  My stomach growled to make sure I got the message.  I hadn’t felt this drained since Fenn died last month fighting the mothman, and I’d inadvertently fueled his resurrection with my own life force. 
Unhindered, time rebooted.  The kunoichi was slammed off her feet, yanked from the room, and dragged down the stairs.  The kinetic force of my jump hadn’t been wasted after all.  I dragged myself up, knowing Tukka was on the way.  I had to be gone by the time he got up here, yet I only managed a tottering, awkward run that had none of my usual grace.
Crap, I’m screwed.
There were no other exits, but I had a whole wall of windows shielded by red lacquered shutters.  I reached a pair of shutters and shoved with all the fervent might of a newborn fox.  It was enough to open the window to morning light.  Bringing the scent of the surrounding trees, fresh air rushed in. Fortunately, the structure lacked modern touches such as actual window panes.  I didn’t waste time having to smash out any glass, and the lack of shards in the frame meant I could hurriedly scramble up to fill the gap.
Lanterns—formerly unseen in the trees— softly glowed orange, yellow, and white.  The trees were close.  I eyed one particular branch that I could reach with a little luck.
Wood exploded and rattled like shrapnel.  Over my shoulder, I saw Tukka in the doorway.   His big curly head swung my way, his nostrils wide, dragging in scents.  His eyes locked onto me, still pools of incandescent blood.  His barrel chest was heaving with exertion as he dragged in big lungfuls of air.   His spiked collar glinted with soft malice as he took a first slow step toward me.  The steps came faster.
As I crouched, frozen in the window like a cat burglar caught in the act.
Move!  I told myself.
Tearing my eyes away from Tukka, I leaped out into space.  My hands slapped against rough bark.  I clawed the branch as my legs swung under it, and then my hands came away, ripped free by my weight.  Damn.  I usually did this in the ghost realm where inertia and gravity were much weaker.  I wound up inverted, feet overhead, flying backward into another branch.  I winced as the collision sent me into a spin.
The world blurred, and turned into a charcoal sketch as I pulled the veil past me, crossing over.  The electric tingle raised the hair on my arms and at the back of my neck, and my nausea actually lessened as I sloughed off the inertia in a low gravity zone.  The hazy sheathing of cold orange flame that covered me was thin and struggling, showing severe aura depletion.  Even the golden glow of my underlying skin had gone murky.  I dropped lightly onto a third branch near the ground.  It bent under me with aching slowness, and I rolled down, spilling into a small tree, a miniature maple.  I broke many of its branches while spilling to the ground.  I continued to roll until I hit the side of the shrine.
Like hitting the aura of a living thing, contact with the building shocked me, kicking me back toward the damaged maple.  I said a few bad words.  I hadn’t set off a barrier from the building when I’d crossed over on the front porch, or the place hadn’t made up its mind about me.  That seemed to have changed.
Bone weary tiredness brought a dreamlike unreality to my perceptions, and having bent time, my time sense was also out of whack, like I was only halfway inside my own body.  Another reason, I thought, not to do this again on an empty stomach.  Lying on my back—on broken branches and a few small rocks—I counted my aches, feeling multiple spots across my body where fresh bruises would form by morning.
If you lay here long enough, I told myself, Tukka will come along and eat you, you won’t have to worry about bruises—ever again.
I sat up, leaned forward, hands against the ground, and halfway did a handstand while cocking my legs under me.  Kicking back with my feet, I generated enough energy to rock me back, and drop into a deep crouch.  Straightening, I moved out to where I could look up at the window I’d leaped from.
Tukka’s massive head poked out.  His broad shoulders didn’t quite clear the space.  In fact, he looked positively wedged in place.  His red eyes glowered with fury.  Whoever controlled him, I’m assuming the miko, didn’t seem to realize that he had to cross over to continue the hunt.  Or was there some reason she wasn’t letting him access the ghost realm?  I smiled.  Maybe, she thought the fu dog only walked the human world and that of dreams.  Maybe she didn’t know her prisoner could even cross over.  I had no proof, but it felt like the right answer.
While Tukka was trapped up there, his eyes scanning the ground, passing over me with no recognition.  That was certainly different for him.  Even in the human world, he could still see me in the ghost realm.  Possession had weakened his perceptions.  On his own, he would have used his natural powers much better, and I wouldn’t have had any chance at all.  I had to take advantage of the time I had before I crossed
back due to exhaustion and became trapped in the human world where I’d be vulnerable.  I forced myself to go toward the back of the shrine.
Have to find Cassie, Fenn, and Onyx...  Can’t do this alone.
Tired as I was, I took small, bouncy steps that still carried me six feet at a time.  Beyond the oak and Japanese maples, I ran into a regular garden, or it would have been if not for the killing power of autumn.  Dry brittle stems poked up from dead shrubbery, waiting for the return of spring to bring new life.  Fruit trees were bare, their skeletal branches bristling, snarling up the cold wind.  I saw another one of those giant stone lanterns, and a heated koi pond where orange and white mottled fish rubbed up against each other as I passed.  Their mouths flared and contracted without ever fully closing.  Somehow, I just knew they were talking about me.
Past a few ornamental boulders, I found a second pond, this one empty of fish.  It had a short bamboo trough at its edge that caught water from an aqueduct.  The trough would fill with water, sink and strike the rock edge, and dump its water.  Light again; the trough reset itself, an endless cycle.  The pool never overfilled, drained by some means I couldn’t see.  The aqueduct and pool could have handled the refilling job alone, but they had to put up with this stupid bamboo trough.  It reminded me of all the forces that kept trying to get between Shaun and me.  I wished he was here.  Wishing didn’t help.  Thinking of Shaun did.  I had something to live for.  I moved on.
And found the back of a large two-story brick house.  I paused to look over French doors and a patio, windows with white painted trim, and a blue, Mexican tile roof with twin chimneys.  Kunoichi swarming everywhere in their midnight blue body-stockings, carrying weapons from ancient times and machine pistols as well.  This had to be the place I was looking for.  Unimportant locations are never well guarded.
I started forward again, and walked into an unseen wall like the one that had stopped Torrent and his men at the torii gate.  I studied the tree trunks nearby and saw that I was between two of them with fancy ropes winding around their girths.  Several little, wooden placards hung on each tree.  The placards all had squiggle Japanese writing on them; more of the miko’s mystic barriers.  I stepped back.  I wasn’t trapped, just kept out of where I needed to go.
No hope for it, I decided, knowing Tukka could find me at any moment.  This situation calls for something recklessly stupid.
The orange flame wreathing me was burning raggedly.  I had little time left anyway.  I drew a deep breath, and let it out as I pulled the veil across me, entering the human world once more.  As I became visible, machine guns swung to cover me.  I raised my hands slowly and took a step forward.  This time, the barriers didn’t try to stop me.  Apparently, I could only cross them in the human world.
A bright smile on my face, I called out, “Hi, gang, someone want to tell Aimi I’m here?  I know she’ll have been worried.”
A loud wooden clack caused me to whip my head back toward that last pond.  The bamboo trough had a purpose after all; almost making me jump outta my skin.
I brought my attention forward and found I was completely surrounded.  They forced me to my knees, my hands were twisted up behind my back, and some kind of plastic handcuff was put on me.  I was hauled to my feet and dragged to the house.  The French doors opened as I got there.  Smiling, wearing a white blouse and a red skirt, the miko looked me over.  Hanging all over her was someone else she’d stolen from me.
Horror iced my blood.  His eyes shone red as Tukka’s had.
I couldn’t help crying out his name, “Shaun!”
The miko said, “I find it interesting that you know each other, very interesting.”
I shrugged, as if it were unimportant.  “He’s a friend of my mom’s.”
“At the very least,” she agreed.
The miko slid a hand up inside his shirt, caressing his abs.  A blinding red fury descended on me.  I wanted to rip her hand away from him, and feed it to her—without salt.
She said, “Come along, my precious kitsune.  I have a very nice cage for you.  I hope you like it.  What I collect, I never release.”
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I was led into the house—well, museum might be more accurate.  The floor was covered in green-gray tiles.  The walls were a soft sea-foam green.  Towering display cases of golden oak and blue-tinted glass held handcrafted dolls made of corn silk, reed and river cane baskets, and plain masks with barely human features.
We went slowly from case to case.  There were ghost flutes with fringes of feathers, and ornaments made of bright beads, as well as silver, copper, and turquoise.  Several bandolier bags with beautifully bead-embroidery caught my eye.  Next were wrap-around blouses, and beaded moccasins.  Another case held weapons and tools: fishing spears, stone axes, blow guns, flint knives, even a wooden hoe.
I remembered the farmhouse where the family had died, and I’d seen the Cherokee warrior.  Here were many of the things that family been killed for.  Their spilt blood was on the miko’s hands, not that she cared.  
I wanted her to care.  It should matter when people die, no matter the reason.
Elsewhere, Hopi kachina dolls were caught mid-dance, as if a kitsune had stopped time for them.  On higher and lower shelves brightly patterned blankets were folded into squares.  I paused in front of a hammered copper mask, a man’s face, his nose huge, the eyes and mouth only holes.   The mask had two antlers poking straight up.
A weredeer
or just a bad artist? I wondered.
The miko paused by a mostly empty case that only held two blocks of ebony as if something were meant to be stretched across them, suspended in the air.  “Here is where I was going to put the sword of Susanoo.”
“But you walked away from it,” I said, “even though you wanted it.”
“I know my limitations,” she said.  “I’m not a ghost or a god.  Even the spirit that used it could only draw a small portion of its power.  The rest spilled out to do as it pleased.  If I had the sword now, I could not resist using it, and that would probably destroy me.  I will go after the relic, but only when I have found a suitable puppet that can handle the blade.”
“Aimi said her parents wanted the sword as a status symbol among the Yakuza.  Don’t you have to give them what they want?”
“I have informed them that the relic belonging to Shaun Cameron is a fake.  The man is mine now.  I want him forgotten.”
Standing next to her, Shaun gave no sign he knew she was talking about him.  He stood still as a mannequin.  He might have been a lifeless except for the weird red eyes that gave him a demonic aspect.
“What have you done to him, and to Tukka?” I demanded.
“Tukka?”
“My fu dog.”
“Ah, so that was you in the dream world where I captured him.  They are both mine, as you will soon be, once you’ve been pricked by a demon’s tear.”
“Demon?  Don’t tell me you’ve got one of those, too?”
She smiled at me, moving on to an elevator at a junction of halls.  “Of course, no collection could be complete without an oni.”
My throat went dry with fear.  I found myself nearly whispering as the elevator door opened and I was pushed inside.  “Demons are too strong, too tricky.  You may have captured one, but he’s only biding his time.  You’ll make a mistake, and he’ll tear you into tiny, bloody pieces.  You’ll wish the sword had gotten you instead.”
I leaned against the back of the car as it dropped to a basement level.  The door opened and I was hauled out.  The miko and Shaun led the way.  I had kunoichi left, right, and behind me.  My hands were bound behind me, but a simple cross over would fix that.  It was my own lack of aura that kept me their prisoner.  Just let me get a little rest and—
I smelled something putrid-sweet like rotting, maggoty flesh.  I knew that scent, or one like it, from when I’d been attacked as a child, and rescued by Tukka.  I was smelling demon, a cold aura full of menace that made me lock my legs, refusing to take another step.
A lady ninja pushed me, but I let myself fall rather than go any further.
“What is your problem,” the kunoichi asked me in accented English.
The miko looked back as I was dragged upright.  She frowned at the guard.  “Be careful how you handle my property.  I don’t want it broken, unless I do it myself.”
My eyes widened.  “It’s here.”  I felt the chill of its unseen presence, its rage curdling the air, making it sour.
The miko made an off-hand gesture toward the side where a high steel fence enclosed a concrete bowl.  I was picked up and dragged over to her.  My fear intensified, but a morbid curiosity that defied self-preservation also stirred to life.  There were a great many plaques on the fence, covered with more Japanese writing.  Above the pit, the same writing wiggled across most of the ceiling, line after line after line of kanji.  Red chalk had been used on the concrete bowl itself; more writing.  The fence didn’t go all the way to the ceiling, but it didn’t need to.  The demon wasn’t possessing anyone, so it lacked a physical form that needed containment.
I knew though, if I were able to cross over, I’d see it inside, edged in black flames, twisted and awful.  As we lingered by the basin, our breaths became white mist.  The wire fence shivered as though invisible claws were pulling on it.
The miko laughed with soaring tones both defiant and beautiful.   From the wide white sleeves of her blouse she produced a handful of dried cherry blossom petals.  She flung them through the wire fence.  The petals swirled in the air, caressing something unseen, suggesting a great bestial shape with fluttering wings.  The petals were like the fake snow in a snow globe, dancing, slowly settling at last to the concrete basin.
She looked at me.  “You have an affinity for spirit beasts.  You see what’s not there.  You should have been a miko.  Come along, I have other exhibits that will interest you even more.”
I didn’t like the sound of that, but followed along, not wanting to be dragged.  As we passed, I noticed a locked door in the fence.  The miko went in through there when visiting her prize exhibit.  She had mentioned a demon tear used in her mind-control spell.  I’d thought she’d spoken figuratively, but maybe not.  So how does one gather demon’s tears?
Our twelve foot path arced right between two banks of cages.  There was no kanji here, no mystic barriers.  The bars looked new.  Each cage was twelve by twelve, with basic wood furniture, and sanitary facilities where you just let it all hang out taking care of business.  A slight slope in the concrete delivered spilled water to a drain in the middle of the cage floors.  I had a mental vision of an uncooperative guest getting hosed down if he didn’t want to shower elsewhere.
Lovely.  
We came up to occupied cages.  Figures rushed the side of the cages, hands reached out to me.  Fenn’s voice hit first, “Grace, they got you too?”
“No,” I said, “I cleverly surrendered so I could save you.”
One of the ninja guards snorted as If I’d made a joke.
“Grace!”  It was Cassie.  “Get out of here, now.  There’s nothing you can do for us, we’ve been infect—uh!”  Her eyes went blood red as she bit down on her last word, growing eerily silent, losing personality.  Fenn was the same.
“My pet demon controls them, passing my orders along, because I control him,” the miko said.  “Shall I have him sing you a song, with their lips?”
“Don’t do me any favors,” I said.
After a moment, the red eyes went away and Fenn and Cassie were their normal selves.  They stayed quiet, focused, muscles tight with anger.  Cassie’s face melted, reshaping, darkening with red-orange fur.  Her gold eyes brightened, incandescent coins in her head.  Long, pointy ears appeared atop her head.  Fox ears.  Her head became a fox’s.  The rest of her looked human, though a fox tail poked up out of her slacks.  A fierce, predatory grin occupied Cassie’s face.  She could be muzzled, but never tamed.
I understood something important—this is what it means to be kitsune.
I looked at the miko, my own eyes beaming silent contempt and a promise to hurt her badly first chance I got.
She pouted at me.  “What’s that face for?  I do all of you a great honor.  You were less than nothing, but now, because I have claimed you, you have value.”
The silent promise in my eyes continued to rake her, as she went on to another cage, one with a feeding trough and hay piled on the floor.  Through the bars I saw leathery blue skin, a matted mane, spiked collar, and red lantern eyes.  Tukka.  He’d been brought back to his cage from the shrine.
The miko looked in at him.
The blood pooling in his eyes vanished.  The lavender glow returned.  He stared at me, eyes widening.  His jaw dropped in surprise.  Grace, not be here, his thoughts lumbered into mine.  No good.
I leaned against the bars of his cage.  Tears were on my face.  “Tukka, you know me.”  He took a tottering step, then collapsed, but never looked away from me.  Tukka sorry you here.
“I’m not,” I said.
The miko moved up beside me, staring into Tukka cage.  “So, the stubborn beast will talk to you.  And here I had thought his curious sickness had broken his mind.  You deserved to lose him, taking such poor care of him.”
Following Tukka’s example, I ignored her.  But golden eyes blinked open in the back shadows of my mind.  Taliesina was back, and fighting me for control of my body.  Exhausted by everything up ‘til now, I lurched and spun back the way I’d come.
The miko stared at me, fascinated by whatever she was reading in my face.
My gaze stabbed past her, going to Cassie’s cage.  My hands strained at the tie that bound them behind my back, I felt my face flowing like wax, going all furry as my nose and mouth became a pointy, whiskered snout.  My teeth sharpened, getting bigger, making my gums briefly bleed.
I snapped the tie and reached out toward Cassie.  Taliesina borrowed my voice.  It went higher in pitch and roughened, “Mommy!”
Cassie gripped the bars of her cage, face pressed against the steel.  It looked for a moment like she was going to rip out the bars, but they only bent a little before she calmed down.  She closed her eyes and said, “Calm down, Taliesina.  That’s not helping anyone.”
The kunoichi covered me like starving fleas, grabbing my arms, hustling me backwards through an open door, into a cage of my own.  They left and the door slammed shut, ringing with a hard sound of despair.  Taliesina let go, and I took back control, swaying on my feet.  I only needed the soft push of the wind to knock me on my face.  Such a wind didn’t come.  The miko came up to my door, Shaun still wedged to her side.
“You should thank me for the accommodations,” the miko said.
“I’d rather chew glass,” I hissed.
Her smile widened.  “All in due time.  Meanwhile, why don’t you turn around and greet your roommate?”  She strolled off, laughing delicately.
I felt a presence behind me, drawing closer.  I slowly turned, and found Onyx.  Wearing all black, he was a three-dimensional shadow except for face and hands which seemed way too pale.  His head hung.
“Onyx?”
He lifted his head, and showed me a hard, evil smile.  His eyes shone the color of blood.  Both his arms came up, as he reached for me.
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I let Onyx get intimately close where he was as vulnerable to me as I was to him.  I shifted my weight forward, getting ready to slam a knee where it might do some good.
His hands rested on my shoulders without the bruising force I’d expected, as his eyes shot a glance past me, into the aisle outside our cage.  His shoulders slumped off their tension.  The red light of his eyes dimmed, swallowed by blackness that seeped from his soul.  Brow furrowed with concern, he focused on me, voice soft, “Grace, are you all right?”
I relaxed.  “You’re not in her power?”
He grinned at me.  “There’s too much living darkness in a shadow man for demon magic to control.  Chances are you’ll prove immune too.”
I wasn’t comforted.  “You’re guessing.  You don’t know.”
He shrugged.  “Where you’re concerned, all I can do is guess, and I usually get it wrong.  I’m sorry I’ve been such a jerk.  I’m going to make it up to you, I promise.”
“You help me save everyone, and I’ll call us even.”
He peered deep into my eyes, his face becoming a mask of determination.  “I am yours to command.”
I’m not buying that, still…  “Then tell me about this demon magic.  How is the miko boosting her power?  I know it has something to do with her caged demon, but…”
“It’s blood magic.”
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
He dragged me over to a canvas cot draped by a murky green blanket.  An indented, caseless pillow lay at one end.  “Have a seat,” he said.
I did, and caught my breath as he knelt on the floor in front of me.  His hand hovered over one of my knees.  A shiver went up my back as he brushed the spot with a thumb, turning it up so we could both see a red smear of blood.  I’d gotten a small wound when I’d kneed Tukka under the jaw, cutting my knee on his spiked collar.
“Blood is life,” Onyx said.  “Life is power.  Spilled blood calls magic, sustains vampires, and—according to ancient human traditions—seals contracts with supernatural entities.”
I flashed to my church: wooden pews holding down a blood red carpet, finely dressed bodies filling those pews, everyone looking up to a podium on a dais where a red-faced man in a dark suit and tie read from the Bible, “…All things are cleansed with blood, and without shedding of blood there is no forgiveness!”
God had used blood—His own—to remove the sins of the world.  Powerful indeed.
“Grace, are you all right?”
I blinked, pulling my mind back to the present.  “Uh, yeah, go on.”
“Human thralls are made to drink vampire blood.  That corrupts a human, bringing on death and reawakening as a new vampire.  The old vampire retains control over the turned human.  The miko has followed suit, bleeding her demon to fashion a talisman controlling it, and using more of its blood to link the demon to us.”
“She’s making you guys drink demon blood?”  What would that taste like?  A motor oil smoothie flavored with rust and turpentine?   I nearly gagged.
Onyx’s smile turned cold and bitter.  “Oh, she’s been more creative than that.”  He held up his empty palm for me to see.   His fingers closed into a fist, then reopened.  A crimson crystal lay in his palm.  The bead was long and pointy at both ends—designed to be shoved under the skin like an obese splinter.  Warmth and humor returned to his smile.  “Each of us had one of these projectiles embedded in our bodies by the miko’s magic.”
“And your being immune is a shadow man thing?”
He nodded.  “We can take on the outward form of humans, but have no actual blood.”
“So if you get broken or cut…”
His voice went softer.  “Only darkness pours out.  And if we lose too much of that, we stay shadow until recovered.”  He closed his hand and opened it again, reabsorbing the demon tear into his body where it could only rage impotently.
I shot a glance at Tukka in the adjoining cell.  He’d come up to the bars between our cages and was peering through at me.  He stood still, his eyes red lamps, hazing his face, making his teeth look as if they were blood-stained.
Onyx followed my stare with his own gaze.  We fell quiet, watching Tukka watching us, knowing a demon remote-controlled him.  A thin, icy voice came out of Tukka, male, but not his own.  “Figuring it out, are you?  Do you think that will save you?”
“It’s a start,” I said.
Tukka laughed, a rumbly sound like he might have been coughing up a cat.  Turning from the bars, he stomped away to curl up on his piled hay.  He lay there with his fu dog head on massive paws.  After a minute, his eyes closed to slits.  His breath came heavy and deep.  He licked his lips in his sleep, and I thought, Instead of chocolate, he was swilling blood, bucketfuls, oceans of the stuff, in his sleep.
Until I got the demon’s tear out of him, I couldn’t be anything to him other than a chew toy.
My stare shifted to his collar.  I smiled.  Why give that to him, just for looks?  I didn’t think so.  I was willing to bet the collar covered up a lump where the blood tear had gone in under his leathery skin.
I decided to leave him for last, when I had more help.  That left Fenn and Cassie.  Since Shaun was off somewhere with the miko, he’d have to be last.  But first … I turned back to Onyx, noticing that both his forearms were stretched across my knees.  He leaned into me, looking up into my face.  Had he been looking lower, at my boobs, I’d have kicked his ass.
He said, “What’s the human expression—penny for your thoughts?”
I whispered.  “How do we get out of this cage?”
“We wait until they move us.  The cages are spell-warded.”
“I don’t see any paper charms.”
“Just try leaving through the ghost realm and see what happens,” he said.
“I can’t.  I’m too drained.”
“Then I guess I’ll do the honors.”  He braced himself, hands pushing on my knees as he stood.  His head passed mine.  I half expected him to steal a kiss, but he behaved himself, pulling away without an expression.  His dark eyes were bottomless pools of mystery as he backed to the cage door.  “This is going to hurt.”  He paused.  Was he waiting to see if I cared enough to stop him?
I said nothing.
He shrugged, closing his eyes.  His darkness welled from his flesh, absorbing clothes, skin, making an onyx statue of him.  A three-dimensional shadow, he turned and thrust his hands between the bars.  A snarl of black energy, edged with crimson, entangled his arms.  Jags flickered over his head and shoulders.
On the floor, a central disk dissected by an S became visible; a Tao symbol.  The lines were made of crimson fire with black cores.  More of the two-toned fire filled an outer band, filling it with kanji that seemed to swim in place, wiggling, rippling like a heat mirage.
A scream ripped out of Onyx.  The energy crawling over him kicked him away from the door, dumping him on his butt.  Back in human form, he stretched out across the Tao symbol.  His muscles jumped, his nervous system outraged.
I shoved off the cot and flew to him, dropping to my knees beside him.  My hand pressed to his chest as I stared into his face.  “Onyx, are you all right?”
He groaned, eyes opening.  “Sure, I can do this all day.”  He struggled up with difficulty.
“I don’t get it,” I said.  “How can the miko’s ward hold you when demon magic can’t?”
“The miko is strongest when she uses stolen power.  The wards in these cages are powered by our life force.  In effect, it was my own redirected power that stopped me.”
It made a great deal of sense.  Asian martial arts had long taught the concept of using an opponent’s own energy to defeat them.  She’d just taken the concept a little farther.
A bass harrumphing came from Tukka’s cage.  Awake again, head lifted, blood-filled eyes ablaze, he laughed at Onyx’s pain and my disappointment.  With a new brutality, his thoughts knifed into mine, That no way to escape.  Use
ruby slippers.  He laughed again, finding this hilarious.
I winced at the contact.  “Do me a favor, Toto, shut up!”
Chortling softly—for him—he laid his head on his paws and closed those obscene, bloody eyes.
Minutes crept by, made tedious by Tukka’s snores.  Onyx and I talked softly.  Somehow, the conversation kept coming back to me.  “You’re a shadow man,” I said.  “There’s not much stranger than that.  I’m ordinary.  My dreams include the prom, a waffle cone with scoops of triple-chocolate ice cream, and getting out of all this alive.”
“It’s the human in you I find most interesting,” he said.
“I’m not human.”  No matter how much I want to be.
“Not by blood, but you were raised human.  Your heart is human, even if you’re half kitsune and half shadow.  That may be what saves you in the end.”
While I was trying to decide how to answer that, the ceiling lights went out.  Onyx sat a few feet away, but I couldn’t see his face, even as a pale blur.  Startled, my hand shot out, grabbing his sleeve.  The slathering darkness had weight to it, pressing down like a quilt, intimidating my spirit with primal fear.
“It’s night time,” Onyx said.
“No, it’s not.  It was early morning when I got here.”
“The lights go on and off around here at irregular intervals,” he said.  “It’s part of the miko’s plan to disorient us, throwing off our sense of time.  It’s about making us pliable.  Beneath her professional façade, she’s just a lost little girl who wants to be loved.”
I thought of her walking around with Shaun on her arm, maybe in her bed, and white-hot fury awoke, driving away my unease.  “I’ll love her all right, straight into an early grave.”
“You’d kill her?”
“Well, probably not.  But I understand a little pain can be therapeutic.”
Yellow eyes glowered in the darkness of my mind.  Taliesina’s thoughts brushed mine.  I’ll kill her for you.  I’ve got no problem with that.
“Maybe I do,” I said.
“You do what?” Onyx asked.
“Uh, just thinking out loud.” I yawned on the last word.
“You sound like you need some sleep.  Take the cot.  I’ll wake you if anything interesting happens.”
“Well, I suppose so.  I’ve been running day and night.”  Not bothering to stand, I crawled across the floor to where I remembered the bed being.
Onyx’s voice followed me closely, “Dream of me, love.”
“As if.”
I lay on the cot and pulled the scratchy blanket up around my face.  I don’t remember falling asleep or haunting oblivion where dreams can’t go, but eventually, I neared the surface of consciousness without breaking through, and a dream did claim me.  But it wasn’t one of mine.
 
*     *     *
 
Stars lay all around me.  I spun from their light, plunging past the slashing arms of galaxies, tumbling through flaming nebulas, my lungs straining to fill themselves with cold nothing.  Planets whirled past as I neared a solar system with a dwarf yellow-white sun.  The inner worlds were smaller.  Two of them danced near, locked in gravitational arms as they jointly orbited the sun.  One was barren rock and dust, pockmarked by craters.  The other world was larger with tan and green continents and deep blue seas.
Red flames blackened my skin as atmosphere rubbed past.  My wings ignited, searing to skin and bone.  I howled in pain, breathing fire as I crashed toward the world that would be my prison.  Intimate and inescapable, I felt the inner gnawing of solitude, and tasted the bitter cyanide of failure.  My screams were echoed by others.  Angels cast from heaven, we were falling stars on the way to becoming demons.
Heart hammering, I sat up, thrusting sleep away.  My body was damp with sweat as I gasped for breath.  I heard scuffing sounds as Onyx moved toward me, but my thoughts were elsewhere.  “Damn demon needs to keep his dreams to himself.”
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Onyx’s hand found my shoulder as I sat on the edge of the cot.  He sat beside me, the cot’s wooden frame groaning.  There was no comfort in his presence.  He wasn’t Shaun.  Matching the coolness of the air, Onyx lacked warmth.  He was emptiness and absence given form, a puppet without strings.
“Grace, are you all right?”
“I’m … fine … all things considered.  Just a nightmare...”
His hand slid off my shoulder, going to a spot somewhere behind me.  As he leaned back on his arms, his voice shifted, “I’ve heard of those.”
My shadow vision activated.  I’d experienced this once before in the Shinto shrine, and had no control over it.  What had been impenetrable darkness devolved into layers of black.  The tones had varied textures, marking distance.  Onyx glowed; radiant darkness hazing his edges, black flames danced in his eyes.  I’d seen demons in the ghost realm all smudgy with flame-shaped shadow instead of auras, but this inverted energy was more.  Whatever realm gave birth to his kind had to be like nothing I’d ever known.
Catching my interest, he looked back at me.  “What?”
“I’m seeing you in a new way.”  Literally.
He looked away, a slow smile coming to his face.  “Well, that’s good, I guess.”
“Give me the demon tear.”
He went still as a statue.  “Why?”
“I have an idea how it might be useful.”
“Now you’re scaring me.”
I twisted from the hips to smack his shoulder a playful blow.
He spun, spilling off the cot to the floor where he lay on his back, clutching his shoulder.  “Owww!  I think you broke it.”  A grin—he didn’t know I could see—stretched his face.
I leaned forward, staring down at him.  “Want me to kiss it, make it better?”
A startled expression wiped his smile away.  “Uh, sure.”
I crossed my ankles, leaned back on my arms, and peered up at the ceiling with a smile on my face.  “So, howzit feel to want?”
He scrambled up and loomed over me, his face clouded.  “You’re a mean one.”
I felt entitled; this was the guy who’d tried to rape me in the Laundry room back at HPI.  Sure, I’d liked the attention at first, but I told him to stop and he hadn’t.  No means no.
The smile stayed on my face.  “So what’s your point?”
I held out my hand, waiting.
Onyx dropped the red crystal bead in my palm.
I put the demon tear in a front pants pocket.
Fenn’s voice rang out from several cages away.  “You want to see mean?  Wait until I get you out of that cage.”
Cassie’s voice followed, “If we get out of this cage, I can think of better things to do.”
Fenn and Onyx said, “No.”
Time to be real about things.  “Look, guys, I’ve never made a secret of the fact that Shaun’s the one I want.”
“Yeah, about that,” Onyx said, “looks to me like he’s taken.  In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if the miko breaks that boy toy before long.  She seems the type not to play well with others.”
“I’m not going to let her keep him,” I said.
“That’s well and good,” Cassie said, “but he’s too old for you.”
“Exactly,” Fenn said.
I sighed, knowing my heart was not about to listen to him or me.  “I have no choice.  I’m going to win him over.  You’ll see.”
Fenn growled in disapproval.  “You have plenty of choices.  Me, and all the wrong ones.”
Onyx jumped in with, “What does that human have that I don’t anyway?”
“Blood to start with,” I said.  “A heart beat, and body temperature, and a job.”
“I have a job,” Onyx said.  I’m a prince.”
“A real job,” I said.
Fenn snickered in the darkness.  The sound broke off as the lights popped on.  The sudden brightness had me narrowing my eyes.  All of us fell silent, waiting, straining for sound.  Even Tukka roused himself and moved up to the door of his cage.  I noticed his eyes were lavender again.  For now, he was out of the demon’s control.
I decided to take a chance.
I went to the bars between his cage and mine, and gestured him to come over.  Moving ponderously, he approached.  He stopped just in front of me.  I reached through the bars to caress his big leathery face.  I whispered, “How are you feeling?”
Tukka hurts—every part of him—but not so bad as before.  Still want chocolate, but don’t have to have it.
He’d been through hell in a number of ways; beside putting up with the demon’s remote control, Tukka had been going cold turkey, fighting the withdrawal symptoms of chocolate all on his own.  “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.  I’m sorry I ever gave you any chocolate.”
Tukka stick with dreams from now on; can’t live on chocolate or regret.
“Okay, I hear you.”  My hands slid to his collar, circling his neck, seeking the buckle.   I found it and worked it loose, praying the demon was too distracted elsewhere to notice what I was doing here.  He had so many people under his influence; I hoped fine control might be lacking.
As Onyx came up behind me, peering over my shoulder, I got the collar off Tukka.  I held the spiked leather strap in one hand, feeling his neck for a small bulge under the skin.  
Tickles, Tukka said.
“Grace,” Onyx hissed, “hurry, someone’s coming.”
“Get up by the door,” I whispered.  “Don’t draw attention to me.”
Hurriedly, he moved away.
Ah, found it!  But how am I going to get it out?  My thumb tested the edge of the buckle on the collar.  Not as sharp as I would have liked.
Tukka do it.  You show him where.
He contorted, balancing on three legs as he lifted a forepaw to his neck.  I grabbed his biggest toe, and guided the claw-tip to the buried lump.   “Cut here, about an inch.”
He hooked the claw into his neck and ripped with a sudden jerk.  He got a little more than I’d asked for, also going too deep.  Red blood splattered my hand, soaking into his neck fur.  I pushed at the lump, forcing the demon tear out of the open wound.  Through it all, Tukka made no sound, silently shivering in place, not even dropping his foreleg to the concrete floor until I was done.
“I’ve got it.”  With fumbling fingers, I buckled the collar back on.  I made sure it was snug, hoping it would put pressure on the cut and help it to close.
Past Tukka, I saw Fenn lunge against the front of his cage.  On rounds, a kunoichi jumped out of reach, her hand going to the hilt of her katana.  Drawing back, Fenn grunted in pleasure at her reaction.  I knew he’d done it for me, risking punishment to keep what I’d just done a secret.
I slid the second demon tear in my pocket with the first, and moved over to stand beside Onyx.  He looked at me and nodded approval.
The kunoichi stopped outside my cage.
Onyx tensed, readying himself to spring.
She pointed at him.  “You, move back.”
He did, with slow reluctance.
I stayed where I was.  The ninja was going to let me out.  I couldn’t argue with that.  She slipped a key into the lock.  After a metallic rattle, the door swung open.  I thought it odd that only one ninja had come for me, and she didn’t even have her sword drawn.  She brought a hand to her mask and pulled it down to show her face.  “Grace, it’s me.”
My eyes nearly bugged out of my head.  “Sanchez!”  I hadn’t seen her since the nightclub.
She looked around, putting a finger to her lips.  “Quiet, there are others down here.  We don’t want to draw their attention.”
“Virgil sent you in.  He’s coming with the troops, right?”
“Wrong, we’re on our own.  Virgil’s been called to Washington to answer for the mess that freak storm made.  It was clearly unnatural, and he was on the scene, so…”
I followed her to the door of Tukka’s cage.  He waited patiently as Sanchez let him out.  We followed her to the next cage.  A moment later, Fenn and Cassie joined our entourage.  Sanchez grabbed Fenn’s shirt and pushed him against some bars.  “Where did the tear go in?” she asked.
“Left shoulder,” he said.
She produced a black military field knife, putting its edge up under his left tee shirt sleeve.  She cut the sleeve up past the neck line, peeling the cloth away, baring his shoulder.  Her fingers probed for a lump.
He said, “Hey, I’m sorry about before.  I thought—”
“Shut-up,” she said.
“Long as you know it was nothing personal,” Fenn said.  He was clearly uncomfortable with anyone taking a knife to him, no matter the reason.
Sanchez had a blood-thirsty grin on her lips that was far from reassuring.  Her voice lilted, “Trust me.”  She slammed him around so his face was framed by bars.  I slid in beside him, my back to the bars, and my face near his.
His breath hissed out.  Blood trickled down his back.  He gripped the bars tightly, cussing beneath his breath as the knife tip probed inside the wound.  His eyes locked on mine, as his nostrils flared, dragging in my scent.
Fenn needed a distraction.  Our lips touched.  The tension I’d been feeling dissolved.  The butterflies in my stomach melted into warm, soft goo.  His lips went from gentle to hard, demanding.
A moment later, the red crystal came out of him.  Fenn sagged against the bars, as Sanchez slapped on a field dressing.
Fenn said, “If I knew a little field surgery was the way to your heart, I would have stabbed myself long ago.”
“Let me do it,” Onyx muttered.
Sanchez turned to Cassie.  “Your turn.”
Cassie’s eyes flashed to red, the demon checking in.  
Oh, crap!  As a searing pain erupted, I grabbed at my pants pocket where I’d stashed the demon tears.  I dug the crystals out, a sensation like scooping hot coals from a campfire.  My fingers burned as the tears fell to the concrete, tinkling, bouncing.  With the tears out of my pocket, the pain in my hip had dispersed.  I looked at my hand.  No damage there either.  Weird.  
Cassie’s voice emerged like a harsh wind, ratcheted down a full octave, “Free me,” the demon said.  “Free me, and I cannot be used against you any more.”
Onyx pressed close to Cassie, his black eyes locking onto her crimson ones.  He said, “Does the miko know we’re coming?”
Cassie’s eyes widened.  Her brows shot up.  The demon voice scaled higher.  “I’m not going to tell her, but you had better hurry.  She’s getting ready to bleed me to make more of her precious tears.”
“Okay,” I said, “but you better not be lying.”
Cassie smiled wider than I thought possible.  “Would I do a thing like that?”  
“Is hell hot?” Fenn said.
Cassie’s eyes lost their bloody glow, turning sapphire once more.  She touched her head as if momentarily dizzy.  “What just happened?”
“No time,” Sanchez said.  “Where’s your tear?”
“Well, uh—”
“What’s her problem?” Sanchez asked.
I knelt by the fallen tears, poking them tentatively with a fingertip.  They were cold.  I thought I might still be able to use them.  I looked up at Fenn, and pointed to his torn shirt.  “Rip me off a piece,” I ordered.
“It’s embarrassing,” Cassie said.
“What’s embarrassing?” I took the piece of shirt, tied the tears up in it, and stood, holding the little bundle by its knot.
Cassie whispered something in Sanchez’s ear.  She smothered a gawf.  Cassie reddened in the face.  Sanchez looked at the rest of us, her lips twitching in humor.  She made a twirl with a finger pointed down.  “All you guys—the fu dog too—turn around until I say so.  You peek, you die.”
“Die hard,” Cassie said.
The guys did as asked, while I stared at Cassie with a what-the-hell expression plastered on my face.
Her eyes flared gold that edged into orange, deepening incrementally toward red.  The demon was trying to take her over.  He used her voice, “Not this one.  She stays under my power, a surety for your cooperation in freeing me.”
Her body stayed human, but her face went foxy, bones melting, reforming with sharper angles.  She developed a snout and sharp teeth.  Ruddy fur bristled from her cheeks, spreading to forehead and chin.  All pointy and fuzzy, her ears migrated to the top of her head.  Her hands turned into paws with black claw tips.   A red fox tail poked up out of her pants and flopped back down.  Fortunately, she was wearing stretch pants that could handle the extra pressure.
She snarled and her eyes went back to brilliant gold as she fought back the demon’s remote-control possession.
“Not this time.  I’m ready for you.”  Cassie shot Sanchez a hard glare.  “Do it now!”
Mom turned her back and dropped her pants.  Apparently, she’d been hit by the demon tear in the butt.  I choked on a sob that was part fear for Cassie and part laugh over such an impossible situation.
Sanchez used one hand to hold mom’s fox tail off to the side.  The knife glinted, poised to stab an otherwise normal looking butt.
Cassie said, “I hope this doesn’t leave a scar.”
“Hold up,” Onyx said.  “There’s a better way.  His human form melted into dark shadow, impenetrable despite the overhead lights.  He flowed closer, winding past Sanchez who tried to fend him off, only to have her hand and forearm slide right through him.
She shook her hand, flexed it.  “Cold.”
The shadow wrapped Cassie, covering her like a garment bag.  There was a brief flailing from inside the shadow, and Onyx separated from her, the demon tear in his hand.  As Cassie pulled her clothing back into order, glaring at him, he shifted back to human form, his cocky grin in place.  He handed me the red crystal.  “Nothing to it,” he said, “when you’re a superior life form.”
Cassie’s face reflected a lack of gratitude and an abundance of icy rage.  Her cocked fist streamed with orange flames as her aura flared.  A growl escaped her as she hurled a blast of foxfire past Onyx’s nose.
Like living shadows of midnight blue, the kunoichi surged into our midst, suddenly just there.  One of them went down screaming, having caught a face full of cold flame from Cassie.
For a split second, I’d wondered if Torrent and his men had managed to breach the barrier around the property, but no, I couldn’t get that lucky.  These were ninja with demon red eyes.  They were under the demon’s control.
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Taliesina spoke from my inner shadows, He’s pissed we’re defying him.
I stuffed the tear in my pocket, and rolled my eyes.  Ya think?  Such a human reaction.  Maybe there’s a limit to how many people the demon can fully operate.
Sanchez spun into a lunge, taking the stalled ninja off her feet, slamming her across the aisle against an empty cage.  Sanchez had a Colt .45 holstered on one hip, but made no effort to draw the weapon.   She used the knife in her hand to pierce the ninja’s stomach.  The blade was pulled up and out, leaving a wound that spurted blood.
The necessity shocked me, until a ninja grabbed my shoulder, wheeling me into a palm strike that rocked my head, smashing my lips against my teeth.  I tasted the sweet iron tang of blood as I stumbled back a step.  The ninja closed in with a barrage of blows that drove me off my feet.  My vision grayed at the edges as I looked up from the concrete floor.
The ninja lifted a knee, a prelude to kicking my head clean off, when she was snatched backward by her hood.  She still fired off her kick, but it shot too high to connect.
Heart thudding, gasping for breath, I held my side, wondering if I’d cracked a rib.  Enough adrenaline coursed through my bloodstream to make my pain distant and not yet real.  Time would change that.
My vision cleared and I saw that it was Cassie who’d saved me.  Her face was a study in fury; red, tight, a feral grin of anticipation on her face for the bloodshed to come.
Past her, the same expression was on Fenn’s face as he took on two ninja.  His amber eyes had gone bright yellow.  His lower face had reshaped, mixing coyote in with the human elements.  He had a snout and a mouth bristling with large, pointed teeth.  His hands had gone fuzzy, morphing into claws.  With unnatural speed, he slashed through the kunoichi uniforms, furrowing the underlying skin and muscle, drawing blood and hisses of pain.
The center of the aisle cleared and I saw half a dozen ninja all over Tukka.  They carried chain weapons with heavy steel bolts at one end.  They were wrapping him up, hobbling his feet, and one ninja on his back used her links to choke him across the throat.  
I’d had a little sleep, not enough to fully replenish my aura, but I had to do something.  My hand speared out.  Cold, orange foxfire burst from my hand, a long stream of it that shot down the hall, engulfing Tukka’s rider.  She beat on herself in panic, thinking she’d been set on fire.  She fell off Tukka, landing on his far side.  I couldn’t see her any more.  
Tukka looked at me with gratitude in his eyes.  A huge, self-satisfied grin appeared as he floundered on his side, crushing the ninja.
Onyx reached Tukka, straddling him like someone on a mechanical bull.  The prince’s hands devolved, becoming long, thin swords of shadow.  
The surviving ninjas whirled their chains, putting whistles in the air.  The lady ninja surrounded Onyx and Tukka, preparing to rush in from all sides.
Mom and Fenn were back in the center of the aisle, blocking my view.  They were splattered with blood.  None of it seemed their own.  I looked over to ninja bodies ripped open, torn off limbs, laying where they’d dropped, dark red blood spreading on the floor, mirroring the overhead lights.  Their mere human strength and skill hadn’t been enough.
Sanchez dropped beside me, probing my side with gentle fingers.
I ignored her, pointing Cassie and Fenn down the aisle.  “Onyx and Tukka, help them.”
Cassie and Fenn turned from me and headed that way.
Sanchez ignored my suggestion, making sure I was in one piece.  “I don’t think anything is actually broken, but try not to do anything too strenuous.”
“Like stay alive?” I asked her.
She didn’t answer, offering support as I got up and straightened my legs under me.  Showing no emotion, her gaze took in the dead ninja.  “They’ll be missed, soon.  We gotta move!”
I heard a series of vicious blows, bodies falling, chains clattering to the concrete, then all was still—the kind of still you get when a lot of people are dead.  I’d seen that last Halloween when the witches of ISIS went down under the claws and fangs of the hell-beast they’d summoned to earth.  I hoped I never got used to this kind of thing.
Everyone surrounded me.
Fenn said, “Let’s blow this joint.  The demon’s on his own.”
“But he’s been helping us,” Onyx said.
“How do you figure that?” Sanchez asked.
I wondered that myself.
Onyx said, “He didn’t send the ninja against us in spite.  We’ve taken out the miko’s escort, which makes it easier on us escaping, too.”
I was impressed despite myself.  Wow, the demon’s deeper than I thought.
Onyx shrugged at Cassie.  “Your call.”  He moved to my left.
Fenn moved to my right.
Free of his hobbles, Tukka brought up the rear, moving on pure determination and grit.  A prisoner here, he’d been kept from the dreamscapes that fed his life force.  Weak as he was, I didn’t look for him to be a lot of help.  I said, “Tukka, you don’t need to stay with me.  Crossover.  From the ghost realm, you can easily reach dream-space and renew yourself.”
Grace come too?
“In a bit, I just need a little more time building my aura.”
“Tukka wait.”
I scowled at him.  “Don’t be stubborn.  Go!”
He looked at me, lilac eyes ablaze with the force of his will.  A barely audible growl hung in his throat.  “Tukka wait on Grace.”
I huffed in exasperation, and rolled my eyes.  Males!  “Fine, have it your own way.”
We moved out as quietly as possible.  Both Fenn and Onyx put palms to my back, urging me along while offering encouragement.  I don’t think they realized they were both doing it.  Behind me, Tukka snickered softly beneath his breath.  
Empty cages were arrayed on both sides.  Up ahead, I saw the fence enclosing the demon’s concrete pit.  The gate was wide open.  There were no signs of more ninja.  
We eased up to the bars, stared down the slope of the concrete bowl.  The kanji written on the floor and ceiling had come to life; flame-bright lettering thinned the gloom, adding theatrical lighting to the miko.  She had her back to us, a large red gemstone clutched in her left hand.  She held the clump toward a bestial shape, a winged darkness that hung in the air, only partly in our world.  The squirming creature seemed stuck at the edge of crossing over.   Shadowy jaws gnashed at the miko.  Charcoal claws rent the air, longing for her flesh.
The miko’s said, “Settle down, beast.  You make this harder than it needs to be.”
His voice, dark as his soul, unfurled from nowhere, “I tire of such indignity.   Release me, now!”
She tittered.  “And you came so eagerly when I called you with an offering of blood.  Now you give me such offerings.  You will be here a long while.  Make peace with your lot.”
The miko stepped boldly toward her captive, keeping the large stone between them.  “Desist,” she cried.
As if steel hoops had been thrown around his body, his legs came together and his wings folded with a hard snap as his arms were crushed to his sides.  He jerked in place, seething but powerless.
The miko’s right hand held a knife of black volcanic glass.  The obsidian edge slashed across the demon shadow.  His voice roared, slightly muffled as it filtered into our reality.  From wounds across his chest and stomach, a frothy liquid splattered the concrete floor.  The stuff bubbled and steamed.
The miko gestured with the jewel.  “You may go now.”
The shadow thinned.  Its limbs released, it clawed at the walls of space with savage fury, wanting to reach its tormentor.
She stamped her foot at his resistance.  “You think you can defy me?  Have you forgotten so soon what that will cost you?”  She held aloft the crimson chunk.  Electric-blue fire crawled over it like jagged worms.
The demon threw back his head and howled like the damned.  Only the thinnest smudge remained as he bit off his scream.  Raw, red hatred blazed from his eyes.  He shot a last, demanding glance our way—a plea for help and a threat—and then was reclaimed by the ghost realm, still a prisoner in this place.
The miko now chanted in Japanese, gesturing with the rough crystal.  The demon blood pooled on the concrete pulled itself into a little stubby tower, twisting, rising, wrung by unseen forces.  Globs of the stuff broke free, spheres drifting like jewels on a phantom wind.  Soon, all the blood lifted, leaving not even a smear on the concrete bowl and its glowing kanji.  The dark spheres orbited the miko, drawn to her.  
Her monotonous chanting picked up speed.  The blood spheres streaked faster, pulling themselves apart.  The smaller pieces stretched, becoming splinters.  We were seeing the shaping of “demon tears.”  Once hardened by the miko’s Shinto alchemy, she’d be equipped to enslave many more victims.
We can’t let that happen, Taliesina said.
I softly muttered, “No, we can’t.”
Eyeing the miko, Sanchez fingered the grip of her holstered .45.
 Fenn caught the motion and then her gaze.  “Take the shot,” he whispered.
Sanchez shook her head no, and whispered back, “We don’t need more ninjas down here, especially ones with guns.”
She and Cassie hurried toward the cage door.
Onyx took a more direct route, collapsing into a flat shadow that slithered between the bars, down the slope of the concrete floor.  Impervious to the tears, it was probably best he went first into the fray.
Loping along the bars, Fenn gave no thought to waiting for me either.
As Tukka and I hurried to catch up, I prayed the miko wouldn’t turn and notice we were nearly on her.
The demon tears orbiting the miko slowed, spiraling into a basket at her feet.  As she bent to pick it up, Onyx rose immediately behind her, a black hooded shape like a cobra’s shadow poised to strike.
The miko spun, reaching into her robes.  Her hand came out with paper charms.  Black inked characters wiggled down them—a quick impression—as she flung them into Onyx.  His blackness swallowed the papers, seized up, and shuddered to a stop.  He quivered and lashed wildly, slapping the concrete, then stretched up to dust the ceiling.  I think, if he’d had a mouth he might have screamed.
The miko ducked past him, heading for the cage door, only to be brought up short as Cassie and Sanchez raced inside, picking up momentum from the slanting floor.  Fenn was right behind, until he leaped and vaulted their heads, all claws and fangs as he dropped toward the miko.
By this time I was just inside the cage, holding out a palm to keep Tukka at the doorway, a guard at our backs and a last resort.
He said, Grace—
“Listen to you wheeze.  You’re all done in.  You can’t help right now.  Wait here.  I mean it.”  I gave him that hard glare a girl uses when she’s not giving a male any wiggle room.
He subsided in silence, but his eyes blazed reproach.
I turned to see a handful of demon tears rise from the basket like miniature missiles.
Fenn flailed midair, somehow avoiding the first barrage which darted on toward Cassie and Sanchez.  Her hands generating a green-gold glow, Cassie deflected the shards, leaving a miniature aurora borealis of foxfire in the air.  The slivers shot away, carried by momentum, taking a wide turn along the bars.
Fenn fell awkwardly.  I heard him curse.  He regained his feet, but put little weight on his left ankle.
Cassie called out to me.  “Stay back.  We’ll deal with this.”
Another handful of demon tears rose from the basket, as the miko’s cold, delicate laughter shivered my spine.
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I threw myself back from the second wave of demon tears.  Several of them hit the concrete bowl underfoot, deflected in wild tangents.  I backhanded another tear out of my face, a feat I couldn’t have managed if I’d actually thought about it.  Stumbling back a few more steps, I fell in front of Tukka.  Tired of standing, he’d dropped to the floor so his head was next to mine.
He said, Onyx right, surprise attack best.  Miko just not distracted enough for him, but she plenty busy now.
“I gotta try and cross over.”
Demon there—not good idea.  Tukka do it.  In a minute.  After rest.
I shook my head no.  “It’s my job.  Besides, the demon needs the miko beaten.  I think he’ll let me do that.”
Not like it, Grace take big chance.
“Don’t care.”  I hugged his big head and kissed him on the jowls in case this was goodbye.  The walls of space shifted around me, stretched like cotton candy by the force of my will.  The usual flutter went through my stomach as gravity bled to a lower level.  An electric tingle glided over me, as colors shifted to gray tones, except for the kanji printed everywhere.  In the ghost realm, it still shone like frozen flame, more reddish than the orange haze aura that sheathed me.
I felt a big dip in my strength from the transition, but didn’t feel like I was going to run dry too soon.
I scanned the area for the demon, hoping he was nowhere between the miko and me, and not too close either for that matter.
What I didn’t expect was that he’d tap me on the shoulder from behind, his bitter cold icing the air I breathed.  A strange scent engulfed me … something foul and maggot-sweet that made me wrinkle my nose, on the edge of sneezing.  Slowly I turned, knowing if I obeyed my instincts and tried to run, his instincts would kick in and he’d pounce with killing force.
Human-shaped, he stood sheeted in cold, black flames.  His back spewed thick, crooked struts of shadow, beaded and slagged like half-used candles.  Straight-razor feathers clung to the struts.  The whole figure seemed ragged, tattered, blasted by some awful heat from which he never fully mended.
His eyes were red stars as he leaned in, sniffing at my aura.
My eyes widened in fear.  I trembled.  Taliesina trembled within me, none of her thoughts bled into mine.   She was shocked into uselessness; it was up to me to save us.  I reached for the weave of space to slip across the veil to safety, but his shadow fire lapped my aura and I was held in the ghost world against my will.
Long, bony arms wrapped around me.  Claw tips pricked my arms.  My horror grew as the demon grinded intimately against me.  Like an acid cloud, his carrion breath soured the air around my face, dissolving the brief scream I barely eeked out.  My burning eyes brimmed with tears.
“What have we here?” he purred.
One of his hands loosened.  The demon’s claw grazed down across my stomach, then up to settle between my breasts where he paused, as though considering ripping my heart out.  Perhaps that would have ended the fun too soon, for his hand gentled, continuing up to tease my throat with a scrape, the mere promise of death.
I closed my eyes.  I wanted to reach back to the hood of my chocolate brown hoodie, and pull it forward over my eyes, cinching the drawstring tight.  I wanted to curl up in a little ball and roll away like a dust bunny.  I wanted to live, and didn’t think it was going to happen.
Soft, tantalizing, the pads of his fingers caressed my cheek, with claw tips lightly trailing.
Shivering, I drew a ragged breath, but my new scream hung stillborn inside my throat, unable to escape.
“So small.  So pretty.  So fragile.”  His words fluttered—like mourning cloak butterflies dancing in the air on black-tissue wings—an omen of nothing good.
Try to act normal, I scolded myself.  Don’t let him see you as a victim or you’ll be one.  I opened my eyes, telling my heart to slow down and stop trying to pound out of my chest.
He circled behind me and let his chin slide over my shoulder.  Cat-like, he rubbed his abrasive face against mine, murmuring, “I hope you last longer than the last snack thrown to me.”  His tongue rasped across my cheek, slithering, leaving a residue like a muddy snake.
My heart dropped into my stomach; I know that wasn’t possible, but that’s how it felt as one of his hands came around my body, sliding across my right breast in a possessive caress, claiming me as his chew toy.  His claw dropped to my waist, to the large silver buckle on the belt Cassie had loaned me.  Playfully, his hand closed, and I heard a soft, complaining screech as the metal crumpled.
The yellow eyes in the back shadows of my mind blinked.  Taliesina rallied, her thoughts slipping into mine: Momma’s going to be pissed.  She liked that belt. 
I didn’t point out that we had a worse problem to deal with.
I thought of my shadow sword and my kitsune flame.  They’d probably only irritate the demon.  I wasn’t strong enough to fight a creature that couldn’t die, so that left reason.  But my thoughts decayed as I tried to turn them into words.  They grayed with despair, morphing, looping in my head.  I’m gonna die … I’m gonna die … I’m gonna die… A virgin, too.  So unfair!
Taliesina said, We can take him—Right?
How?
Her eyes blazed brighter as she dug deep for courage.  Fight smart, not hard.  I was told.
I drew a deep breath and crammed terror into a tiny, mental box.  I slammed the lid, locking it down.  I’d indulge in wild hysterics later—if there was a later.  Calm.  Be calm.  Don’t even think about how the fight’s going against the miko.  Forget everyone’s counting on you.  Yeah, right.
I had to get the bad guy to see me as a real person—not an object to be used and torn apart for pleasure.  I had to intrigue him into mercy, reminding him why he needed me to live.  I had to give up acting like prey.
The demon’s tongue dangled, slapping wetly at the right corner of my jaw, then down to the frantic pulse in my throat.
Mr. Kitty!  Taliesina picked a hell of a time to bring up my new cat.  He too had claws and a wicked disposition, toward me at least.  When wound up, his claws emerged, snagging flesh like fishhooks.  Trying to jerk away made the claws dig deeper.  Prey could never escape.  I’d learned to push into the cat, opening myself up to more pain.  Soothed, his claws retracted, leaving minimal damage.
Hmmmmm.  Maybe something like that will work here.
The golden eyes in my head bobbed, a nod of approval.  The sharp, white teeth of my inner predator were bared in a grin.
My left arm could still move somewhat freely.  As the demon’s hand returned to my belly, I placed my hand over his.  I drew his hand up and pressed it against my heart like something cherished.  I made a pleased rumble in my throat, and rubbed my cheek against his.  A quote from Lewis Carroll’s Jabberwocky described my ghastly companion well: the jaws that bite, the claws that catch...
“Wocky!” I said.  “Don’t scare me like that.”  I turned in his hold, facing the beast.  I offered him a childish pout.  “I thought you wanted to get out of this place.  It’s boring here.  We really ought to go.”
Startled, he pulled back a little, staring down at my face, his bald head vulturine, jutting on a long, bent neck.  He sniffed for the fear I’d buried deep.  His stiff face stretched like a rubber mask as he bared triangular, obsidian teeth, multiple rows that would have made a shark proud.  He spoke with a genteel air I thought downright weird, “You imagine you’re vital to such an occurrence?”
“Hah!”  I lightly whacked him with the back of my hand, feeling an icy sting as I marveled at my audacity.  I remembered a poem about a smiling lady who rode off into the jungle on the back of a tiger.  I’d always thought that great fun.  In the end, the tiger returned smiling, the lady inside him.  Why had I never seen that as a cautionary tale?
I suppressed a shudder, closing the gap between us, hugging him as if it was no big deal.  If I only had Lewis Carroll’s vorpal sword to snicker-snack your fool head off … or Michiko’s storm sword...   I wished she was here.
“Oh, I brought you something.”  I dug into my pocket for a miniature candy bar, still carrying such things out of habit.  I held it out to him.  It had poisoned a fu dog, maybe...
The demon’s hand twitched free of mine.  I could almost smell his curiosity.  I tried to cross over as he broke contact.  Nothing happened.  The demon was still jamming me—I need more distance.
His eyes narrowed in a web of wrinkles that suggested great age.  He took the chocolate and dangled it before his eyes.  His hand closed into a fist, crushing the chocolate, and opened again.  The crushed mess fell at his feet.  His head tilted to the side as he caught my stare.
“You’re not afraid I might rip you into bloody chunks and drink your soul?” he asked.
The fate he described was easy to imagine, but I clung to the role of insanely brave air-head, and huffed at his suggestion.  “Of course not.  No one eats their friends, not even monsters.”
“Friends…?” the word sounded new to him as if he’d not quite worked out its meaning.  His hand returned, tracing the outside of my left arm, teasing the orange haze of my aura.  His breath continued to sting my eyes.  I lowered my head and tears of irritation ran down my face.
“You don’t,” shameless sob, “want to be my friend?”
His hand withdrew.  A moment later, he caught my chin and lifted it.  His eyes cooled from red embers, becoming black pits, windows to a timeless abyss.  “I wouldn’t say that.  You’re probably lying, but it amuses me to hold you to your word.  You and I are going to be the best of friends.”  Impossibly, his grin grew even wider, nearly dissecting his head.
I gasped.  Where he’d touched it, my arm burned as though a branding iron had flamed through my hoodie.  My body jerked, but he held me fast.  The pain receded, but it took a while before I could manage words.  “It hurts,” I complained.
His grip loosened.
I sagged into him.
He cradled me in a parody of a lover’s embrace.  “I know.  You’ve been very brave.”
In place of pain, bone-deep cold crept in.  I’d never be warm again.
He dumped me on the floor and stepped back, his one step equaling three of mine.
Finally clear of his inhibiting influence, I should have crossed over immediately, but my first impulse was to see what he’d done to me.  The hoodie he’d touched had blackened and rotted, falling away to reveal bare flesh and my sports bra.  I craned my head to see my arm.  A black squiggle—a rune resembling leaping flames—was seared there.  The surrounding skin was puffy, as though venom were seeping into me from the mark.
“As my friend, you must be proud to bear my name.  Don’t worry,” he said.  “The etching won’t harm you—unless I want it to.  It will let me find you again and keep poachers off.”
Sitting back on my heel, I peered up at him, a thousand mental fragments trying to form a single cohesive thought, Poachers?
“My name on your flesh will tell other demons you are mine.”
As if one demon’s not bad enough.
He squatted opposite me, claws dangling off his knees.  “You’re being rude.”  Inner laughter shaded his tone.  His dark bottomless eyes were invitations to drown.  “I’ve given you my name.  You should tell me yours.”
“Oh, sorry.  My name’s Grace.”
He blinked.  Once.  Twice.  Then threw his charred face back and laughed from the gut.  Harsh as tearing metal, the sound suggested he was ages out of practice.
I scowled at Wocky, wondering what the hell was so funny about my name.
He mock-wiped a crocodile tear from leathery, desiccated flesh.  “Are you my saving Grace, I wonder?”  Languidly, he stood, half-turning away as if I were utterly safe from him.  I wasn’t deceived—I knew the incredible speed he harbored.  Without at least a soccer field between us, I couldn’t relax, and probably not even then.
His once broken, badly healed wings folded from view with brittle clacks and a swish.  His black coal eyes heated into red embers.  He made a shooing motion with one claw.  “Go on.  Save us both.  If you can.”
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I have to believe I can save us all, or I can’t even try, then where will we be?
I yanked the veil past me, crossing over.  The usual tingle shot across my skin as gravity strengthened and gray tones shifted, allowing color back into view.
Teal blue boulder, eyes like lavender lanterns, Tukka still blocked the gate in the fence.  He panted, all done in but unwilling to collapse until I was out of danger.
I cast a quick glance at Onyx.  He’d become a pool of living darkness that didn’t as much as twitch.  I had no idea of how to help him with the mystic charm he’d ingested.  Maybe Cassie knew how to help him.
Meanwhile, Fenn had cast away his pride, making a show of how he could barely stand with a twisted ankle.  Seeing the blaze in his eyes, I knew he wasn’t done fighting.  This was just a ploy to get the miko to count him out.  Once she got used to the idea he was helpless, and turned her back on him, I knew Fenn would be on her even if he had to hop to the attack.
Still, he was out of leading the charge, like Onyx and Tukka.
Sanchez and Cassie circled the miko, alternating attacks to confuse her, and divide her attention.  With the basket of demon tears at her feet, the miko occupied an area of floor that glowed bright red, an interlocked puzzle of abstract symbols mixed with Japanese Kanji—the written expression of her will.  The air over her head glittered red where jewel shards swarmed, waiting for her to direct them.  I knew everyone would be better the faster she went down, but I needed a strategy.
Onyx and Fenn had shown that brute force wasn’t the answer.  With her barrier now out and running, using the ghost realm to blind-side her wasn’t going to work either.  I needed a weapon that could go through her shield.
She gestured and shards from the cloud over her head darted like bees through her barrier, forcing Cassie to twist aside from where she attacked the barrier with a sword of golden light.  Neat trick, a light version of my shadow sword.  I was going to have to get her to show me that later.
I had a sword of my own, a shadow blade I could wrap with my orange aura.  If I could only strengthen its power, maybe I could cut through that shield the way Cassie was trying to.  On the other side of the shield from Cassie, Sanchez had a knife in one hand, a .45 in the other.  The gun was extended, pointing at the miko’s head.  I think Sanchez was about to throw away all hope of stealthily defeating the miko, risking shots that were bound to draw enemy attention.
I slunk around to Sanchez, pushing her gun hand down.  She stared at me, an eyebrow lifting.
“I can stop her.  Give me your knife.”
Without a word, she flipped the blade in her hand and offered me the hilt.  
I nodded my thanks and snatched up the weapon.  We parted hastily as demon tears whipped between us, surging past.  I ran to the edge of the barrier where Fenn waited, testing the miko’s shield with his claw tips.
There was one trick I knew would work, but afterward, I’d be weak and vulnerable.  This was an all or nothing throw of the dice.   Fenn turned toward me.  I ran into him, causing him to catch me reflexively.  I grabbed the back of his head, pulling his lips to mine.  His eyes went wide, then closed.  Probably startled I’d do this in the middle of a fight, he humored me.  Guys are good at that.
I drew my lips away and whispered, “I’m sorry.”  
But still I hesitated—until Taliesina fused her will to mine.  And we stabbed him in the heart.  In the back shadows of my mind, Taliesina’s eyes were moon bright orbs.  Interesting, I’ve never killed a friend before!
Fenn’s eyes went extra wide with shock and pain.  Questions were shadows in his dimming eyes.  I swung him so his back pressed against the mystic barrier.  I think I saw understanding in his face, but wasn’t sure because he chose that moment to die, not even feeling the bloody knife I thrust into one of his lax hands.  I held that hand against his chest and shoved him hard.
Literally dead on his feet, the shield no longer reacted to him as a threat.  He went through the barrier, falling backward, flopping down next to the miko.  The shards she’d launched had returned to her, thickening the cloud over her head.  She paused in their use, looking down at Fenn, then up at me, her eyes brightly curious.
“Demon, is that you inside her?”
Beyond the shield, Tukka’s jaw dropped.
Across the miko’s spell circle, Cassie crouched, staring at me as well, but her narrowed eyes showed calculation.  This wasn’t shock or even concern in her face.  This was a battle mask.
Sanchez was frozen.  Her face did show surprise.  Horror, too.  But she hadn’t been around when Fenn and Ryan had toppled off a building, fighting over me.  The tough mothman had splattered, almost dying.  Fenn had died.  Then his body had jumpstarted itself, draining my life force for energy to regenerate and come back to life. I was counting on him doing it again.  
Or I’d be a murderer.
Sanchez yelled at me.  “What the hell did you do?”
Pretty obvious, I thought.  Oddly, the outrageousness of my behavior seemed to have stopped the fight cold.
No, Taliesina said, just
a lull in the storm.
I’d overlooked Onyx.  His little sludgy pool of three-dimensional shadow quivered like a protoplasmic monster in a bad sci-fi film.  Next thing I knew, he exploded.  Bucketfuls of shadow man were slung about.  Dark blobs hit the miko shield appearing to flatten mid-air, and slid down to pool at its base.  The slaggy black bubbled and writhed where it touched the edge of the spell circle.  I looked back where Onyx had been and saw a white rectangle with kanji on it lying on the concrete.
That was the miko’s charm he’d swallowed.  He’d found an interesting way to escape its power, and now the far-flung scattered pieces of himself were seeking each other out, wiggling about with waving tendrils like something found under a rock on an alien world.
But that was all I saw as my orange aura flared, spiraling away from me like a fiery python.  Delayed by the resistance of the barrier, the effect came that I’d waited on.  A burst of joy went through me when I realized that I hadn’t killed my friend after all.  Such euphoria was short-lived as the basement hopped in place, becoming a double image.  I felt faint, lightheaded.  I watched my kitsune fire whirl over to Fenn, piercing the barrier as if it were nothing.
Yey, me!
The thrashing fire stream burrowed into Fenn’s fallen body, turning him incandescent, and then I lost track as the floor rushed up to smack me in the face.
Ouch!
Darkness closed in and I didn’t know if this was unconsciousness or Onyx—back together again—trying to protect me.  Darkness swallowed the world, and my thoughts sank into its icy depths—for a moment.  I surfaced with someone kneeling beside me.  Onyx?  My focus cleared.  I pushed up a little and turned.  No, it was Cassie kneeling beside me, her hand sliding on my back.   A gentle heat spilled into me from her touch.  Strength came, crowding out fatigue, filling my hollowness.   I felt my aura blaze, rekindled, but not revived to a useful level for crossing the veil.
I’d need more than just a boost to my life force, after jump-starting … Fenn…!
I swung my head toward the spell circle.  Fenn stood at its center, embracing the miko as I’d embraced him, with one arm, as I’d slipped the knife in.  History had looped.  The Miko’s obsidian knife had fallen, and now lay in two pieces.  She wilted, face slack, surprised.  It was the same look Fenn had given me when dying.
As a reminder, it hurt my heart to see it a second time, though I had no problem with the miko going down.  She gave Shinto priestesses a bad name.
Her voice escaped as a coarse whisper, “No, this isn’t right.  I’m supposed to win.  I’m … supposed to… win…”
Her head turned, eyes closing, and her hands that had gripped him relaxed a final time.  His bestial face hard as stone, a coyote mask, his eyes a topaz blaze, he lowered her to the floor, laying her out.  He rocked back into a crouch, rising a little.  In his hand, the knife dripped blood.  Splatters fell on the red crystal chunk the miko had wielded against the demon, keeping him in line.  Near the shattered knife, the red crystal pulsed brighter like a warming coal as the hovering demon tears rained over the miko’s body, studding her dead flesh.  The ones I carried in my pocket ripped free, flying over to punish the corpse.
The glowing kanji on the ceiling and floor dimmed, dying as the miko had.  I knew, in the ghost realm, the demon would be dancing on the miko’s corpse, laughing in joy at his recovered freedom.  I hoped Wocky would be grateful enough to take the demon mark off me, but I wasn’t holding my breath.
Heavy darkness rushed in, the only light coming from the red hunk of crystal, the demon tears, and from the hall outside this fenced-in pit.  Well, there was one more source of light; the yellow fire of Fenn’s eyes locked on me, burning with complex passions.  I knew he was mad, that he felt betrayed.  He had good reason.  It occurred to me that he might also be dangerously out of control, his kachina side eclipsing his human nature.
The red crystal on the floor backlit him with a bloody light as he passed over it, stalking straight for me.  
Cassie pulled me to my feet, and shoved me back, getting between us.
Onyx, back in human form, slid in front of Fenn, blocking his way.
Sanchez called out, “Later, Fenn.  We’re in enemy territory, remember?  Settle things later.  There are still dozens of ninja upstairs.  When they find out we’ve killed their boss…”
Fenn’s voice grated out, “Yeah, yeah, I get it.  Later.”  He stomped up the slope for the gate where Tukka waited.
Sheesh.  It’s not like I hadn’t said I was sorry.
Cassie hurried after Sanchez.  Onyx shadowed Fenn, but not too closely.  Tukka shambled out of the cage as I brought up the rear.  I was half way up the slope, alone in the cage, when the fence gate slammed shut.  The metal poles bordering the door and the edge of the fence wrenched free, intertwining so a knot formed, locking me in.
I heard a slow, deep draw of breath behind me.  The breath was released in a slow, reptilian hiss.
What the hell!
I turned, as the chalked writing on ceiling and floor returned to full glow.  The flowing scrawls bent in new curves and angles, new spell replacing the old.  The spectral green glyphs weren’t any language I’d ever seen—except—I touched my arm where the sleeve had rotted away to the demon’s touch.  His branded name on my skin resembled the new writing.
I knew the screech of bending metal had brought the rest of the guys back to see what was happening.  Cassie called through the fence, “Grace, are you all right?  What’s going on?”
“I don’t think I want to know.”  I had my back to the gate, watching the miko as cold dread licked down my spine.  She picked herself up off the concrete, standing, eyes flame red, an icy laugh cackling from her throat.  Her voice slashed like a katana, “You weren’t leaving without me were you, my dear?”
“You’re supposed to be dead,” I said.
“I am.”  Another burst of laughter chilled the air.  
“Then…”
She lurched toward me, her gait smoothing out after a couple steps.  “It’s a little different moving a corpse around.  Normally, demons are only able to hi-jack the living.”
It was Wocky, possessing the body.  I looked at the demon tears studding her flesh and understood—blood magic.  He was using the power of his own crystallized blood to anchor himself to the miko’s corpse, moving it like a marionette without strings.  Coming right at me, his horrible, wide grimace passed for a smile; a dark promise from a frost-burned soul.
Tukka growled.  The metal mesh of the fence screamed as he ripped it away.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-NINE
 
STOP-THRUST: a counter thrust 










attack into the opponent’s forward










movement or oncoming attack.










 
 
Turned by the screech of the fence, I saw Tukka leap inside, past the lip of the concrete bowl, only to be thrown back by an inner wall of air.  Where he hit it, a patch of green phosphorescent shell became visible.  It burned the same spectral green as the demon-writing on ceiling and floor.  Patches of his inherited barrier flickered into view as Onyx and Fenn shoved in.  They, too, were thrust back.  As they picked themselves up off the floor, Sanchez moved in, tapping empty air with her knuckles like knocking on a door.
Cassie didn’t bother testing the demon’s spell-ward.  She kept a steady eye on me and the demon wearing the miko’s body.
Fenn stood behind Sanchez, glaring in my direction.  There was urgency and concern in his voice, “Grace, are you all right?”
I backed toward him, keeping watch on the demon.  He made no move to pounce, or do anything to me at all.  Probably trying to lull me into a false sense of security.  The barrier stopped me inside, leaving me a few feet from my friends, a distance that might as well have been miles.
I spoke to Fenn over my shoulder, “I thought you were totally pissed at me.”
He said, “I am, but I’m still stupid enough to care.”
A deep cold place in my heart warmed a little.  “I’m sorry I stabbed you.”
“Later,” he said.
Okay, later.
The demon shambled up the slope toward us, lacking the grace the miko had shown in her body.  He stopped a few feet away.  It was probably psychological, but I thought I faintly smelled rot as her red-star eyes hazed the air in font of her face.  I shook away the fancy.  It was too soon for decay.
Sanchez’s voice was tight and hard as she assessed the situation, “What’s that, a zombie?”
“Demon-possessed zombie,” my own voice came out low and soft.
Cassie’s hands were claws now, burning with the orange flame of her aura.  Her face was a fox’s, tapering, fuzzy, with sharp teeth.  And a couple of fox tails had fought free of her pants, twitching with nervous energy.  If I’d grown a fox tail too, it would have done the same.
She bared teeth at the demon zombie.  “Touch my baby girl, and you will wish you could die.”
“He would have hurt me by now, if that’s what he wanted.”  I stared the demon in the eye.  “What do you want, Wocky?
“All that is mine.”
My hand went to my arm, slapping across the demon brand on my skin.  He probably meant me as well in that statement.
“She helped free you from the miko,” Sanchez said.  “Why not show a little gratitude and let her go?”
“Relax,” the demon’s voice pierced like the creak of a rusty hinge, “I outgrew unnecessary killing long ago.”
The demon stopped beside me.  Frowning, he tilted his head a little to the side.  He studied Sanchez’s face.  “Why not do the smart thing and get these others out of here?”
“I’ve a code.  Leave no one behind,” Sanchez said.
The demon smiled at her.  “Think of it as advancing to the rear.  Surely you’ve better things to do?”
“No,” Cassie said, “we don’t.”
The demon shrugged.  “Fine, but don’t think I’ll let you interfere.”  He shot a sideways glance at me.  “I have a hostage here that guarantees your inaction.”
Cassie caught my gaze and jerked her head sideways, moving away from the demon.
I followed her along the fence to where we could speak alone.  The demon made no effort to stop me.  This said a lot for his confidence in his power.
Cassie’s face melted back into her human one.  Gripping the fence, her paws shifted into human hands.  As she calmed down, her eyes lost their fierce glow.  “You’re far enough away from him,” she said.  “Cross over to the ghost realm and phase through this fence.”
“But the barrier—”
“I’ve seen you cross barriers before.  When the witches of ISIS attacked Spirit Ranch, their spell-circle stopped me, but not you.”
“I don’t think it will work.”
“Try.”
“I’m too tired.  You gave me a boost of aura or I’d be out of things already.  I don’t have enough aura energy to cross over.  Besides, the demon’s got something on me now.”  I turned and showed her the rotted away sleeve and the exposed skin where Wocky had burned his name into my flesh.
The skin between her eyebrows creased. Cassie’s eyes narrowed.  Her breath escaped in a hiss of rage.  Her stare came back to my face.  “That mark would stop any kitsune, but you’re also your father’s child.  Give control to Taliesina.  I think she can get you out on a shadow slide.”
“A shadow slide?”
“It’s how living shadows like Onyx seep across dimensional walls.  Taliesina has the power, somewhere deep inside.  She just has to find it.”
I closed my eyes, turning my attention inward.  Taliesina’s eyes were yellow moons in the black reaches of my deepest mind.  Her eyes receded, growing smaller, as if a yawning distance were claiming her.  Her mental voice thinned, fading, I can’t.  I can’t.  Being unmade is horrible.  You never know if you can come completely back, or if pieces are lost and forgotten forever.
Cassie’s hands clenched the fence mesh tightly.  “Taliesina, you can do this.  Do it for mommy.  Please.”
I can’t.  Daddy says no.
“Daddy says no,” I echoed.
Cassie rattled the fence.  “Interfering bastard!”
Losing track of Taliesina, I opened my eyes.  “What’s going on?”
“It’s your father, Khorde.  Taliesina has ties to him as well as to me.  Her loyalty is split because she loves us both.  I don’t know how long they’ve been in touch, but she’s become vulnerable to his influence, and right now, for some reason, he’s curious about what the demon’s doing.  Until that curiosity is assuaged, I’m afraid you’re stuck.”
I growled deep in my throat.  “Interfering bastard!”
Cassie turned to face the elevator, her back against the fence.  I heard a bell ding as the doors opened.  At the same time, I grew aware of the miko’s voice, lifted in a rhythmic chant.  I stared past Cassie and saw Shaun leading the missing ninja in an entranced parade.  None of them seemed overly aware of their environment.
“Shaun!” I called his name while leaning against the barrier, making the shell glow around my touch.
He sleepwalked past me without the smallest sign he knew I was there.  The lady ninjas passed, and bringing up the rear, I saw my missing friends; Aimi, Ryuuza, and Seiza.  The girls were also enspelled, wide eyes lit with red fire, focused on something they alone could see in the bloody mists of a nightmare.  They were the innocent, answering the pied piper’s song, and Wocky was the piper.
Fenn, Onyx, and Sanchez blocked the gate, stalling the sleepwalkers.  Tukka filled the gap in the fence he’d made, determined to let no one pass.  It was the only way they had to frustrate the demon’s plans—whatever they were.
His chanting cut off.  I heard a snarl of annoyance.  Using the miko’s voice, he called from the center of the bowl, clutching her obsidian knife.  In his hand, the broken pieces had fused into one piece again.  I felt a sudden cold dread icing my spine.  I remembered the dismembered bodies at the farmhouse where Virgil had used me to test for ghosts.  I could see another such atrocity here, in the making.  I could see the demon plunging that evil knife into Shaun’s still beating heart.  After the first chill of horror passed, incandescent rage ignited and I was mad enough to kill.
I stomped toward Wocky, my hands rolling into fists.
He saw me coming and a look of surprise hung on his face.   I don’t think demons often have people seeking them out to kick their butts.  I think a cat might look this way at a particularly brave mouse—before eating him.
Well, as Cassie had reminded me, I was more than kitsune.  I was also my father’s child, and I had the shadow sword to prove it.  I stopped a few feet away, concentrating, and a sword of shadow jutted from my fist, this one lacking any trace of my usual orange flame aura.  The shadow sword had a weight that I’d not felt before.  I shoved the tip out before me and Wocky took an involuntary step backwards.
“Grace,” he said.  “Are you going to make me hurt you?”
“Think you can?”
His claw reached out as I eased closer.  He batted at my sword’s flat edge.  I expected his hand to ghost through the shadow weapon, or, like the ninja I’d killed in the temple, I thought he might frost over and shatter into a million pieces.  Neither happened.  Instead, a violet crackle of energy spun off the shadow blade, biting his hand, driving it back.
Wocky wiggled his fingers, studying them for damage.  There seemed little.  He made a fist.  He looked back at the sword, then into my face.   His face acquired that extra-wide grin of his.  His red star eyes hazed the air between us with their glow.   “Oh, my dear child, you don’t know how I love a challenge.  But don’t expect me to go easy on you.  You need to learn your place, prostrate at my feet, begging to service my every whim.”
His hands came together around the hilt of the obsidian knife.  He held it braced before him like a much heavier blade.  Red light seeped out of the knife, a crimson frost over the deep black.  The light strengthened until the knife was a smoky smudge in the red blaze.  The demon light extended, taking on the shape of a broadsword.  His blade crossed with mine and a dribble of bloody sparks rained to the concrete underfoot.  Where my sword touched his, violet jags tied themselves into knots in the air.
Grim pleasure clung to his iron-heavy laugh like layer of rust as it tortured the air.  Pressing his weight in behind his sword, he began driving me back.
Remembering a little of what Shaun had taught me, I stepped forward and to the side, shifting hips and shoulders so my heart pointed at his elbows, my blade still blocking his.  I pivoted my sword at the point of contact, rushing him from the side, snapping a kick at his exposed ribs.
He shifted to face me, our blades remaining locked.  One of his hands came off his sword hilt.  His free arm formed an angle, slapping my kick to bleed off some of its force.  My whole leg was jarred, like kicking a stone wall.
I mouthed a few choice obscenities, limping back, dodging as his blade thinned, lengthened, and stabbed at my face.
 His red-light blade resumed its previous shape, as I circled him, looking for an opening.
At one point, I could see past him to the fence.  The line of the enthralled had lost its forward motion.  They were oblivious statues.  My glance registered Cassie, Fenn, Onyx, Tukka, and Sanchez—all staring my way with varying degrees of astonishment on their faces.
Don’t get distracted, I warned myself.
Our blades licked each other.  More red sparks dribbled where violet jags danced, singeing the air.  My foot hit something.  It rolled.  I looked down a second.
The red crystal chunk the miko had used against the demon.  If only I knew how to make it work...
There was a wet splotch as if the demon’s back had swelled with puss and popped open.  The concrete behind him received a bright red splatter of rain.  Stabbing up from what had to be tattered flesh, the demon waved newly formed wings, the leathery membrane drying in the air between black ribs.  I had assumed his entry into our world was done.  Now I saw it as a continuing process. 
Wocky laughed, snapping his wings wide open.  Fluttering them madly, he blurred straight at me.  His weapon crashed against mine sending shockwaves through my arms, driving me to my knees.  He loomed like death incarnate, eyes hot as hell.  From where our weapons grated, Red sparks rained on my head.
Her voice edged with despair, Cassie screamed, “Grace!”
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“Liar!” I flung the word like a gypsy curse, and it echoed in the concrete bowl.  “You said you’d outgrown unnecessary
killing long ago.”
The pressure of the demon’s red-light sword relented against my weapon.  His god-awful grin collapsed into a display of mock confusion.  “Whom have I killed … without reason?”
“You have the miko’s knife in your hand,” merged at the base of his energy sword so he could hold both at once, “and a line of sacrificial sheep over there.”  I gestured with my head at the ninja as I stood, shoving his sword back even further by kicking my blade into his.
He paused, looking like he wanted to comment on my unorthodox technique, but he didn’t.
I said, “You’d have already started killing them if we weren’t here to stop you.”
He drew back into a casual guard, as if he had no interest in fighting.  He touched his chest with the fingertips of one hand.  “Ah, you wound me!”  
“I wish.”
He shook his head sadly and stepped back, keeping his sword between us.  “I told you I only want what is mine.  Not their lives, only the blood-tears within their bodies.  Those, I need.”
I stared at him, letting my sword tip graze the concrete.  “Really?”
By way of answer, he blurred moving in, sword licking the air just in front of my face.
I pushed my hilt upward, my arms at full extension.  The diagonal bar of my aura-sword lengthened a bit, as I took a small step aside his attack.  His light blade slithered along my sword, getting tangled in my violet lightning.  A heavy shower of red sparks sprinkled to the concrete floor, cooling into extinction.  He nodded approval.  “Very nice.  You have potential.  I like that in my animals.”
You’re going to pay for that crack.
His red-light sword vanished—snapping out like a switch had been thrown—leaving only the obsidian dagger in his hands.  With a clatter, he compressed his wings, folding them snuggly against his back.  Balanced across his palm, he held out the stone knife.  “You want to do this for me, I’ll let you.”  Languidly, he flipped the knife and caught it so the hilt pointed my way.
“I don’t trust you.”  He might just want me disarmed to make things easier on himself.
He sighed, bent, and placed the knife slowly on the concrete, stepping well back.
I hesitated, then remembered what Cassie had told me about battles never going to the faint of heart.  I didn’t completely let my sword die, shortening it to a couple of feet.  Kneeling, I reached for the dagger, my hand not quite touching it.  I paused, wondering if the knife were going to go all weird on me once I touched it.
“Afraid of a bite you can’t see coming?”  He made a sudden bob of his head, gnashing fangs on empty air to illustrate.  “Where would be the fun in that?”
My heart thumped painfully.  My pulse leaped into overdrive.  I gave him a scornful, “No!”  What I feared was that he’d rip my heart out and eat it in front of me as I dangled in his bloody claws.  Apprehension sped my fingers as I plucked the knife from his palm.  Using peripheral vision to see all of him at once, I was aware of the whole space lined in blurry green characters floor to ceiling high above.  I asked, “Why do you want the tears?”
He gave me a slight grimace and shrugged with one shoulder, as if he barely cared about his own motivations.  Something told me I was being played.  He’d gone to entirely too much trouble for something unimportant.
He said, “The tears are made from my blood.  In someone else’s hands, they can be used against me.   I have had enough of that from the miko bitch.”
He sounded reasonable, but I thought there was more being left unsaid.  “What will you do with them?”
He held still.  Didn’t he like the question?
I heard voices stirring outside the fence.  The ninja were coming around, disconcerted to find themselves someplace other than where they remembered being—I got this last especially from Ryuuza and Aimi who were using English.  My other friends were yelling over each other, and arguing with shadow men.  Torrent towered in their midst.  
These were the guys I’d left outside the torii gate.  With the miko dead, they’d been able to enter the property.  I was glad of the reinforcements, but didn’t really know what to do with them.  They’d breached the property, but the demon’s barrier remained, and I had a hunch it was stronger running off the miko’s inner demon.
With more courage than I knew I possessed, I turned my back on the demon, the obsidian knife squeezed tight in my right fist as I moved up-slope toward the rent Tukka had made in the fence.   I had no intention in giving the demon his tears.  When this became apparent to him, he’d probably roll the minds of those with tears in their bodies, using them against me, or maybe he’d just walk them straight into the cage where his freaky claws could rip the shards out of their dying flesh.
I had to prevent this.  I had a plan.  And a snowball’s chance in Hell of pulling it off with the demon’s mark I wore.  I sensed it was more than decoration, though specifics eluded me.
Tukka dislodged his massive bulk, letting me slide past him, out the gap.  As if this were a cue, the bodies packing the aisle grew still, every eye turning my way.  There were more than a few troubled glances at the black knife I carried.
Ryuuza, Seiza, and Aimi waded through the crooked line of lady ninja, coming to the head of the column.  From where I stood, I saw motion from the corner of my eye that told me the demon had followed me to the fence.  He crouched like a zoo tiger, waiting for a raw, plucked chicken to be tossed in.  He was keeping a close eye on what I was doing.  Yeah, this was about a lot more than just getting his crystallized blood back.  He was poised to claim each demon tear as I cut it out.
Ryuuza opened her mouth to say something, but words failed her as Torrent cut between us.  His back to me, he faced her and the kunoichi bristling with weapons.  
“She’s a friend, Torrent.”
The shadow man loomed like a monolithic slab of stone; big feet were planted wide as he studied the others.  “She commands an armed force.  Your father would skin and filet us alive were we to risk your safety, Princess.”  
Yeah, but he can risk my life by pulling Taliesina away, leaving me caged with a demon.  Typical male randomness.
Including Onyx, the rest of the shadow men clustered closer, supporting Torrent.
Faced with the shadow man threat, the lady ninja found immediate focus, drawing weapons at Ryuuza’s back.  She half turned to glare.  They made no response to her, also knowing their duty.
I rolled my eyes.  “You guys really need to stop posing, or you’ll wind up a vampire in your next life.”  I snagged Torrent and Onyx by their arms and tugged them back down the passageway, away from everyone else.  When I thought we were far enough not to be overheard, I turned on them, leaning in with a fierce whisper, as if scolding them.  “Onyx, you know that trick you used to take the demon tear out of Cassie?”
“The shadow slide?”  He nodded, a look of surprise on his face.  “What about it?”
“When I give the word, can all you shadow guys do that pooling together thing you do, and suck out the remaining tears from their hosts?”
Onyx said, “Sure, why?”
“I need it done at light speed, before the demon realizes I’m pulling a fast one.”
Torrent smiled coldly, “Preemptive assault, I like it.  What do we do with the crystals when we get them?”
“Hang on to them.  I don’t know what the demon can try when he learns we’re abandoning him here, so for phase two, you guys concentrate on getting everyone upstairs, and outside.  Got it?” 
Torrent straightened, stiffening into a kind of parade rest.  “Give the word.  It will be done.”
“Great.”  I stomped back toward the front lines.   As I passed Fenn and Cassie, they both called my name, “Grace?”
“Trust me,” I said.
“With my life,” Fenn said.  “Oh, wait, did that all ready.”
I frowned at him and kept going.  Geez, stab a guy and he never lets it go.
Reaching Ryuuza and the rest, I noticed Sanchez—the ever diligent PRT specialist with smart phone in hand—nonchalantly taking pictures of the demon script in the cage.  Wearing the miko’s body, the demon craned his neck and offered Sanchez a smile, though no one said cheese.
With Torrent and Onyx flanking me, I stopped in front of Ryuuza.
She shot a glance over my shoulder at the smirking demon.  “What’s wrong with her?”
“Dead,” I said.  “Demon possessed.  Those red crystals all over her body are anchoring the demon to this side of the veil.”  I was glad of the opening her question had made. “Speaking of demon tears, that’s how all these ninja were controlled, why they were willing to work against you and your family.  Even now, the tears are a threat against your clan.  As long as they are in you, the demon can highjack your mind and turn you into puppets.”
He chortled from inside the cage.  “True.”
I said, “Fortunately for everyone, he wants them back.  Your part in all of this will be over, if you’ll trust me to remove the shards.”
Aimi stared at the knife in my hand.  “No way am I letting you cut me.  You could accidentally stab me a couple dozen times.” 
I could see the idea wasn’t going over too well with any of them, though more than a few were rubbing different parts of their bodies where something might have been lodged just beneath the skin.  
“You’ll like it even less if I have to come out there and do it myself,” the demon hissed.
Steel scraped steel as the kunoichi drew their katana, crouching in combat postures, weapons poised at various angles.  A deep silence gummed the air.
I peered deep into Ryuuza’s eyes, my voice soft, “I’m going to save all of you.  Trust me.”
Aimi said, “You can’t trust her.  She’s working with that abominable creature.”
“I do trust her,” Ryuuza said.
“Why?” Aimi demanded. 
 Seiza answered, “Because she’s kitsune, and her words were simple, direct, with no hedging to them.”
“If the demon owns her, she’d be able to lie.  She’d be corrupted!” Aimi insisted.
I put steel in my voice, “Then I’ll just have to prove my good intentions, not that you can stop what I’m about to do.”
By this time, I hoped the demon was lulled.  I barked a command, “Shadow men, now!”
They melted into crashing surf.  The darkness poured over me, the girls, and the ninja.  Within the wave, everything was lightless and icy, with living currents swirling around us.  Blind, I was torn from my feet and sent rushing headlong away.  The darkness withdrew, climbing into vertical columns that became shadow men once more.  They ringed Ryuuza and her dozen or so ninja, crowding them up by the elevator.  Beyond the two groups, Tukka, Sanchez, Cassie, and Fenn backed toward us, having dashed past the demon’s cage.
Cassie used a shield of orange foxfire to deflect a hail of tears from the demon.
Onyx pressed the call button and the door dinged open.
I shoved Ryuuza inside.  Aimi and Seiza shielded Ryuuza in the car as more ninja piled in.  The door closed and they were on their way.
The demon didn’t leave the cage, and even pulled back his crystal swarm.  Outside the cage, I saw the reason.  Shaun.  He stared at me, eyes red as blood, under the power of the demon.  Either the shadow men had missed one demon tear, or the demon had managed to get another tear in Shaun after the first was removed.  Either way, I hated it.
“Nothing we can do for him now,” Onyx said.
Seared with bitter cold, breaking inside me, my heart screamed, No!  Don’t leave him.  But Onyx was right.  I couldn’t endanger everyone’s escape right now.  I turned away from Shaun and left him there.
Guided by Sanchez we crossed a labyrinth where packing crates were stacked high.  Our feet created a rhythmic drumming as we ran to a flight of stairs in a corner.  The stairs led us up to a door in the ceiling.  It was thrown aside and banged loudly.  The stairs took us up into a storeroom with a lot of pantry goods on shelves.  The light was off up here, but lines of light outlined another door.  Sanchez threw it open and we saw a fancy kitchen with stainless steel appliances and grey-green marble countertops.  Everyone surged through, and we slammed the door as if the demon were hot on our tails.
Then we saw the bodies and froze.  There were servants, fallen to the floor, asleep or dead.
“Your work?” Cassie asked Sanchez.
She answered tersely, “No.”  She checked the closest body, turning a dark-haired woman over.  The victim had skin the color of a fish’s belly, white, edging toward a white-green where shadowed.  Her eyes were red with burst blood vessels.  There were trails of blood from the ears, but the dry blood had an odd grittiness to it.
Sanchez jumped back from the body.  I smelled her fear, a coppery tang spoiling the air.  She said, “Don’t touch them.  Don’t get close.”
“What is it?” Onyx asked.
Sanchez hurried us out a sliding glass door, into a flagstone courtyard where morning sun winked through swaying tree branches.  There were more bodies out here, dressed in black, guards with swords and machine pistols on straps.  They had also collapsed.
“Did the demon do this to them,” Fenn asked, “with the tears?”
I thought Sanchez was going to stay silent, but she finally answered.  “If the demon tears are dissolving inside human hosts, mixing demon blood and human, benign viruses might not stay that way.  We could be looking at a preternaturally spawned contagion here.”
My voice came out strained, thinned by horror.  “We’ve all been exposed!”
“Exposed to what?”  It was Ryuuza and her entourage, approaching us from the same exit we’d used.
Sanchez pulled out a cell phone.  “No choice now—gotta break mission silence.  A demon-human virus could easily shift from blood-borne delivery to air-borne—can’t risk it.  We need CDC containment here ASAP.  And until we know what we might be spreading, no one can leave the property.”  She walked away and began a series of frantic phone calls, delivering messages thick with military jargon.
Ryuuza and what was left of the ninja formed a tight ring around me, as if I couldn’t be allowed to escape until they got their answer.  The black masks were off the women’s faces.  From their grim expressions, I knew they’d seen the bodies inside.
How do I tell them we might all drop dead from a demonic plague?
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They took the death sentence rather calmly.  Maybe it was their Asian mind set.  Maybe their martial arts training.  Maybe they simply didn’t believe me.  Whatever, Ryuuza turned to Aimi and Seiza.  “Take charge of the house and any of our people still alive.  Secure any documents and laptops the miko might have brought here.  Sensitive material shouldn’t be left lying about for anyone to read.   Otherwise, we will cooperate with authorities fully.”
Ryuuza’s guards nodded and began bossing around the ninja, sending some back inside and others around the building to keep guard.
Thanks to Onyx, I already knew the demon shards had no effect on the shadow men.  I turned to Torrent.  “Until the PRT get here—and whoever else—your people should help guard the mansion.  No one gets off the property who might be infected.  No one else goes in who’s not in protective gear.  Got me?”
He inclined his head in acknowledgement, and the rest of the shadow men took up perimeter positions.
Ryuuza stayed with me.  “Are we really going to fall over dead, bleeding from our ears?”
Leaving Shaun behind, I thought I was saving everyone else.   Maybe not.  “Torrent,” I caught his gaze, “I need to see the shards you took out of everyone.”
“Here.”  He knelt on the flagstones, his palm flat to the surface.  As he straightened, standing once more, the red crystals were left on the ground in a small, glistening pile.
”I wouldn’t touch them,” Cassie said.
“Right.”  I squatted low and peered down on the pile, wagging my head a little as I studied the shards.  “Most of these are narrow and worn, with a smaller number that are double sized.”
Ryuuza said, “The miko bent the kunoichi to her will months ago.  The same is probably true of the house’s staff.”  She pointed to Seiza and Aimi.  “We were just recently hit with the demon tears, probably the large ones.”
“Less exposure might mean you got off lucky,” I said.
“That’s what I’m hoping for,” Fenn said.
Sanchez returned from making her calls, her face set in a hard mask.  “PRT is taking control of the site, but CDC will be here as well, a joint operation.  Since this site is in lockdown, we need to establish a secondary quarantine site for treating and housing those of us who’ve been exposed.”
I thought of the temple where I’d left a dead guard.  Once I got everyone settled there, I could sneak away and try to do something for Shaun.  I’d had to leave him behind, but I was going back for him, something I doubted anyone else wanted me to do.  “I know just the place.  Follow me.”
We weren’t on the side of the house that faced the shrine.  I had to lead everyone around a corner, then off past the trees with the rope charms wound around them.  With the miko dead, there was no unseen wall to breach.  We passed the pool with the bamboo rocker arm that fed it, clacking as it emptied each time.
“What is that thing?” Sanchez asked.
Usually on the snobby side, Aimi surprised me by answering, “That’s called a shishi-odoshi, which means scare the deer.  The sound is designed to scare off deer, birds, and other beasts that might eat someone’s garden.”
It continued to clack at us as we pushed on.  I lead the way to the back of the temple, winding around the Japanese maple to a back door.  I’d left through an upper window earlier, Tukka hot on my tail, so I didn’t know if the door was locked.  Sanchez held me back, going on point.  The door opened to her touch, showing a dark hall.  She motioned for quiet and drew her .45, holding it in both hands as she stalked forward.
We gave her plenty of room, slinking along in her wake.  Beside me, Fenn’s eyes were slits as he breathed deeply.  He murmured, “I smell death, but it’s not recent.”
Sanchez half turned to glare at him over her shoulder.
He stayed silent after that.
We made our way to the main room of the shrine.  Sanchez gave the all clear and put away her gun.  By then, I’d found a light switch on the wall.  Throwing it flushed the space with light from huge orange paper lanterns that clustered all across the ceiling.  Empty of furniture or any kind of pew, the place looked like a dojo more than anything else.  
I looked for the freeze-dried remains of the ninja I’d killed with my shadow blade, but they’d been swept up by the miko’s people.  The smell of lemon Pledge was stronger.  The floors had a just-polished look.  The front double doors had been open, inviting the elements in, but were now closed.  The place had a “well cared for, waiting to be used feel.”  Even though she’d been a villain, there were lines the miko hadn’t crossed—she could play house with a demon in the mansion, but not defile this space.  Her Shinto background I guess.
Tukka was happy to go curl up inside the front double doors.  Anyone coming in would wake him, assuming they could squeeze in, past a two-ton animal the size of a rhino.
“Not much here,” Cassie observed.
I gestured upward.  “There’s a big upper room.  “We’ll probably wind up sleeping there.” I feigned a huge yawn and I headed for the stairwell that lead upstairs.  “Some sleep would be great right now.  I’m running on empty.”  

Cassie said, “Good idea, honey.  Go on.  I’ll wake you when we get some food going.”
“Don’t bother,” I said.  “I need the sleep more.”
Sanchez and Cassie put their heads together, making plans.  Onyx was with the rest of the shadow men.  That just left Fenn.  I heard his soft steps behind me, following me from the room.
I entered the stairwell and started upstairs.  He fell in beside me, smelling musky and woodsy.  The blood on his shirt had a metallic iron tang I could almost taste.  Taking my arm, he stopping me mid-step, pinning me with amber eyes.  “Making your move, huh?”
I raised my eyebrows in a show of surprise, as if he hadn’t guessed exactly right.
“I know you,” Fenn said.  “It’s eating you alive that the demon has Shaun.  No matter which of us it might be, you’d go back.  It’s who you are, what you do.”
“What if I am?”
“It’s what the demon is waiting for.  Once inside that cage, whatever that spell is he’s feeding will hold you too.  Then he’ll have two hostages, not just one.”
“I’ll figure something out, or I’ll get lucky.  Sometimes luck is more important than anything else.”
He pushed me against the wall, leaning in so his face was close, his warm breath mingling with mine.  Shaun usually tripped my trigger, but Fenn’s nearness—his aura of barely suppressed aggression—sent a nervous flutter through my stomach.  His voice muted to just a scrap of sound, “Grace, if you’re going to do this, at least have a plan.  Barring that, a strategy.”
“I’m not good at strategies.”
He pulled back a little and fingered the hole in his shirt where I’d stabbed him.  “I’m not so sure about that.”
I yelled at him, “I said I was sorry.  How long are you going to hold that over my head?  Did I jump down your throat back when you first came back to life, draining me dry of aura, ripped me out of the ghost world?  I was midair at the time, remember?  Popping back into gravity could have splattered me on the sidewalk.  It would have if I’d been higher.”  Suddenly realizing I was stabbing his chest with two fingers, I stopped, crossing my arms under my breasts.
Things got deathly quiet.  I couldn’t quite look him in the face.
That pissed me off, so I forced my eyes to meet his.  
The bastard was grinning at me.  One of those high-voltage killer smiles guys use when they know they’re wrong so they dazzle you with virile male intensity.
He was leaning in again, his scent stronger, doing strange things to my insides.  His lips were close.  “I love a girl with attitude.”
The word love shafted through me like a crossbow bolt.  “Fenn, I—I—”
He silenced me with a kiss.  Tender at first, a brush of moth wings, then more clinging, warm and honey sweet.  My back pressed the wall, then his arms were around me, holding me against him.  I felt myself heating up, turning pink as his rampant maleness pressed against my upper thigh.  
Golden eyes opened in the shadows of my mind as Taliesina popped in for a little voyeurism.  
I tried to push Fenn away.  When he saw that I was serious, he let me go.  
That’s when I noticed we had an audience.  Onyx was at the foot of the stairs, staring up at us, his face determined, but not angry.  He compelled my gaze with dead, bottomless eyes.  He said, “You know I’m going to want equal time, right?”
Turning to face him, Fenn pushed me away, the coyote in him surfacing as his amber eyes went aspen gold and his hands morphed into claws.  “I thought you were on a job, making yourself useful.”
Onyx met the glower with one of his own.  “I like your job better.”
Fenn’s voice went dark and gritty, “Personally, I think it’s more than you can handle.  Why don’t you go play with your shadow?”
Onyx swung his cold stare back to me.  “Is that what you want?”
“What I want is to save Shaun from the demon.  I don’t have time for these macho games.”
“The house is full of contagion,” Onyx said.  “Apart from Shaun and the demon, nothing alive is in there.  I can’t let you go in.”
“You can’t stop me.”
Onyx said, “Your mom can, if I tell her.”
“You won’t,” I said.
“I won’t?”
“No.”  I smiled coldly at him, sure of my instincts.  “You want to win over the others.  A cheap victory, letting Shaun get killed; that wouldn’t satisfy you.  It would bring you down in my eyes, giving Fenn an edge.  You’d hate that.”
He smiled grimly.  “You know me better than I thought.”
“Too well,” Fenn muttered, as he faced me again.  “But he’s right; you’re not going—unless you convenience me you have a real chance to do this.”
“I have more than a chance.  I’ve actually come up with a plan.”
Fenn seemed skeptical.  I looked at him and Onyx.  “And I’m going to need both of you to pull this off.”
Before I could continue, Onyx held up a hand.  “First, I think you need to hear about those photos Sanchez shot of the writing in the cage.”
I moved down the stairwell, Fenn a step behind.  “Go on,” I said.
“She e-mailed her pictures to the PRT, and they’ve got a preliminary breakdown on the writing.  A lot of it is the miko’s old barrier and containment spell, under new management, but there are additions, scary stuff actually—for you humans.”
I stopped in front of Onyx.  Fenn crowded up beside me.  
Onyx’s head cocked toward the sanctuary door.  “From what I just heard out there, the demon’s possession of the miko, anchored by those blood crystals, makes him a carrier of this disease.  Normally, inhabiting a corpse should increase the rate of decay, but the cage’s containment spell is slowing that down considerably.  The spell circle is a treatment for the plague, though not a cure.  The demon wants more freedom, but doesn’t want to kill off all of his subjects.  Who would he rule over then?   And he doesn’t want to rot away and be forced to return to the ghost realm.  That’s where the additions to the original spell come in.”
“Cut to the chase,” I told him.  “What exactly is the demon doing?”
Onyx said, “Looks like he’s getting ready to expand the spell so it covers a good chunk of the Mid-West.”
Fenn shook his head, “He hasn’t the energy to do that.”
“Not yet,” Onyx said, “but say the demon auto-pilots Shaun over to the Metroplex area, spreading the plague.  The demon might be able use the massive death toll to power the magic.  Its expansion would rein in the contagion, giving him a stable kingdom to rule—unless he lets too many die.”
My voice went breathless with shock, “Millions would die.”
“Eventually billions,” Fenn said.  “Even if the demon could protect the U.S. and maybe a chunk of Mexico, the contagion would spread via airlines, and if foreign powers decide this is a biological attack, burning out the source of the disease might seem like a necessary evil.  Nukes could fly.  Even after the demon goes down, the virus will remain a serious threat.”
“One problem at a time,” I said.  “Let’s concentrate on getting Shaun out of the demon’s clutches.” 
Onyx’s cold smile was hard and tight.  “Or we have to kill him, for the sake of the world.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-TWO
 
ROMPERE DI MISURA: “breaking the measure,” retreating from within the measure to outside.










 
“If that will keep the world safe, count me in,” Fenn said.
I glared at him.
“What?” his voice echoed coldly in the stairwell where the scent of wood polish was strong.  “It’s the world.”
I glared.  “So taking out a rival is just icing on the cake, huh?”
Fenn shrugged.  “I didn’t bring it up, but we have a duty to the world.  And I didn’t see you hesitate—much—to stick a knife in me when a lot less was at stake.”
I glowered for a different reason now.  “How long are you going to hang that over my head?”
“Yeah, that’s really mean.”  Onyx sent me a seductive smile, his eyes pools of endless night.  “You can kill me anytime you like.”
I rolled my eyes.  “Gee, thanks.”
Fenn said, “I just might.”
Onyx ignored him, focusing on me.  “You said you had a plan?”
“It depends on something a slayer once told me about kitsune being a little bit like vampires.”
Onyx looked intrigued.  “How exactly?”
“This doesn’t sound promising,” Fenn added.
I stabbed him with a stare.  “Draining my life force to cheat the Grim Reaper counts as the same thing.”
“Well, it gives us something in common,” Fenn said.  “I take it you want to boost your power against the demon by topping off your life force before the rescue mission gets under way?”
“That’s what I was thinking.  The energy Cassie fed me after I brought you back helped a lot, but it’s not enough for what I’ll be up against.”
Lines appeared between Onyx’s eyebrows as they scrunched closer.  He frowned a little, miming sadness.  “Unfortunately, the dimension that formed my kind views life entirely differently than most other places.  I don’t have blood or what you call life force.  I can’t help you.”
Fenn’s voice turned sour, “I suppose that’s where I come in?”
I reached out and touched his sleeve, enjoying the hardness of the underlying muscles.  I went for more of an off-hand tone since I wasn’t good with sultry, “Since I’ve never initiated the process, it might take some time to figure out.  Body to body contact would probably be required.”
He suddenly looked very interested.  “Yeah?”
“Kissing would probably be involved as well,” I said.
“Well,” he said, “it is for the sake of the world.”
“I don’t think much of this plan,” Onyx said.  “Are you sure your world deserves saving?”
“You get the hard part,” I told Onyx.  “Since the demon can’t kill or possess you, you get to run interference while I snatch Shaun.”
“Sounds workable to me,” Onyx said.  “I can’t hurt the demon spirit, but the host body might be vulnerable.  How do you plan to get us inside the cage?”
I thought of the brand the demon had left on my arm.  “He’ll probably sense me coming.  In fact, I think he’ll like that.  I don’t think he’ll try keeping me out.  When he opens the barrier for me, you’ll come in too.”
Fenn’s eyes were a soft shade of gold as he took my arm. “C’mon, let’s do this.”  He swung me around and guided me back up the stairs, stopping us both a couple steps up as he called over his shoulder.  “Uh-uh, we don’t need you for this part of the plan.”
Onyx said, “I just thought I’d—”
“This is going to be very personal, and probably a little embarrassing,” I said.  “Being watched will just add more pressure.”  And it’s icky, besides.  I felt my face warming with a flush just talking about a make-out session.
Fenn rumbled deep in his chest, almost growling, “And it’s pervy.”
“I don’t know what that means, but I don’t like you saying it.”  But Onyx stopped as we went up to the second floor.  His footsteps no longer echoed behind us, though I felt his icy stare needling my back until I was out of sight.
Guys, what can you do with them?
Gold eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  Taliesina was back.  She said, I guess we’re about to find out, huh?
Oh, no, I hurled my thoughts at her, there’s no ‘we’ about it.  You bailed on me when I needed you.  You chose Daddy over me and Mom.  You can just stay gone, you … you… peeping Taliesina!
Don’t be that way, Taliesina said.  There’s a whole big picture you know nothing about.
We reached the upstairs apartment, entering behind the screen of some stacked boxes in one corner.  Apparently, there was a second door I’d missed in my earlier visit.  Fenn released my arm, taking my hand in his as he drew me sideways, skirting the stacks.  
I reached into memory for a quote from Shakespeare’s Macbeth.  Out, damn'd spot! Out, I say!—One; two: why, then 'tis time to do't.—Hell is murky.
Taliesina
asked, What’s hell got to do with it?  And isn’t hell always murky, the absence of Light and all that?
Fenn and I were in the loft apartment, moving along the shuttered windows.
I got firm with her, Get the hell out of my head, Bitch.  
Taliesina fell silent, eyes widening to golden orbs.  It was the first time I’d ever insulted her.  I felt a little bit bad about it, but she had a lot more coming.  I explained it to her.  It’s supposed to be you and me against the world—and you betray me, only to come back like nothing happened.  Go away.  I don’t need a friend like that.
Her mental voice acquired an earnest resonation; I know what you’re trying to do.  I can help you.
Up until you stab me in the back again.  I mean it.  Go away, and stay away.
I realized Fenn had stopped us in front of the one window where the shutters were open.  In the morning light, he studied my face carefully.
“What?” I asked.
“You seem really distracted.”
I smiled at him.  “So why don’t you distract me instead?”
A slow smile conquered his face.  His molten gold eyes sizzled as he pulled me against him.  He lifted me off my feet and set me in the window, then eased between my legs, up to the wall.  One of his strong hands moved along my face.  The inside of his thumb and part of his palm caressed my skin.  Then his curled hand slipped behind my neck, pulling my face toward his.  I closed my eyes and nervously wet my lips.
And still Taliesina’s golden eyes hung inside my head like blazing moons.  I snarled at her.  I need my personal space.  I can’t do this if you’re going to watch.
She sighed in disappointment and winked out.
Fenn said, “We’ve synchronized wavelengths before, when you’ve jumpstarted my dead body.  Just try to feel my energy and call it to you.”  
And then I felt his lips: soft, firm, but not too firm.  They teased, a moth’s brush of wings, then lingered, warming, searching for a response.  I tried to tell myself that I was doing this for Shaun, but I found myself enjoying the experience.  Our lips broke apart as we breathed, then came back together.  In one of those reconnections, both our lips were parted, and his tongue slipped in, taunting mine.  
Going on instinct, I cleared my mind, dissolving thought, letting the warmth between us build.  My arms went around his neck as I pressed against him.  His arms wrapped me in an iron cage.  His hands slid along my back, circling, arousing feelings I thought were held for Shaun alone.
Then something weird happened.  Seeing a new glow through my eyelids, I opened them.  Fenn’s aura was visible though I wasn’t in the ghost realm.  A shimmer of saffron yellow danced over his skin, edging his body.  There were swimming motes of amber and green mixed in, defining the movement of tides around him.
Surprised, my lips went lax against his.
He pulled back, his hands sliding to my ribs.  His voice was whispery, questioning, “Grace?”
I pulled his lips close, as if for a final kiss, stopping just short.  Through my open mouth, I inhaled his aura, savoring a fierce, electric burn that was honey sweet.  Like siphoned gas through a hose, his aura came on its own, riding inertia.  The flow brought a shiver to my body and bursts of pleasure.  My breath caught in my throat, but nothing else, as I fed in a way I’d never known.
Damn!  I hope sex is at least this good.
The rush of power brought a feeling of invincibility that I thought I ought not to wholly rely on.
Fenn sagged into me.  His face rested between my breasts.  His hands touched my butt.  “Uh, Fenn, I think that’s far enough.”  He wasn’t answering.  He wasn’t moving at all.  “Fenn?”  I held him with one arm and used my free hand to check the pulse in his throat.  It was steady.  He was still breathing.  Pushing him away, I tried to ease him to the floor, but he collapsed too quickly.  He thumped to the floor and sprawled without his usual grace.  I pushed myself off of the window sill, dropping to the floor beside him.
My palm settled over his heart.  “Thank you.”
A voice drifted out from the stacked boxes, “You ready to go now?”
“Onyx?”
A shadow squeezed out from between two of them, widening, taking on human tone and texture.  “Yeah.”
“How long were you there?”
“Long enough.  Too long, actually.”
I decided to upbraid him later for invading my privacy.  Right now I needed him.  Shaun needed him.  We didn’t have time for an argument.  The CDC and PRT would be arriving at any time, taking over the site, running our lives for the foreseeable future.  It was now or never.  I pointed to the window.  “Out.  We don’t want Cassie or Sanchez to see us go.”
He walked over, all fluid grace and power.  From the subtle shift of his walk as he neared, I read his angry intent.
“No,” I said, “you may not kick Fenn when he’s down.  Are you trying to get on my bad side again?”
“Sorry.”  He stepped over Fenn and hopped up into the window.  “Primal instinct.”
“Keep a lid on it and go.”  I shoved him out and followed, crouching on the sill, peering out with one hand gripping a shutter.  Staring down, I saw Onyx on the ground, having landed perfectly.  His pale face was turned up at me.  
He lifted his arms.  “Jump, I’ll catch you.”
“Are you sure?”  He was a guy, but not much bigger than me.  The drop was a little scary.  I normally took them in the ghost realm where reduced gravity made things easier.  I had an abundance of power now, but I was saving it for dealing with Shaun and the demon.  I planned on sneaking back to the mansion before crossing over.  
Onyx flashed that cocky grin of his.  “Trust me.”
I turned in the confined space, and shimmied backwards, letting my legs dangle down the outside of the building.  Supported on my elbows, my feet scrambled against the wall as I pushed myself away, falling backward with my eyes closed.
I felt arms beneath my back and under my upper thighs.  My side slammed against his torso, and my eyes flew open.  He dipped with me and straightened, not even breathing hard, as if this were nothing special.  His grin widened.  “See, didn’t I tell you?”
“You can put me down,” I said.
“Well, if I have to…”  He swung me to my feet, and took my hand in his.  He jerked me into motion, and we were running in step, ducking under the low-hanging branches of the Japanese maples.  We reached the midpoint of the grounds, where the deer-scare’s bamboo trough beat out its rhythmic challenge at the pond.
There, a heavy shadow big as a truck cut us off.  My first impression was that this was Torrent and the rest of the shadow men.  Then the darkness thinned, compressing to a single individual thirteen feet maybe, and I knew I was wrong.  
His edges were blurry, not quite formed.  He wore an all-black body stocking with loincloth, boots, and a wide belt of bronze with a circular obsidian buckle.  The sword on his back, that part poking up into view, was four inches wide, in a black leather sheath with a blood-red fringe along one edge.  He could have been anywhere from thirty to a well-preserved forty, with black-ice eyes under heavy brows, and short, spiky bangs that slanted across a high forehead like an inverted mountain range.  Like all of him, his face radiated pure strength.  This was not a person you’d ignore, even at normal size.
Onyx staggered to a stop, catching me with one arm so I didn’t crash past him.  Getting over his shock, he bowed his head, placing a fist over his heart.  He played at humility, but I smelled fear as he straightened, body suffused with tension.  “Your Majesty, I’m honored.”
“Majesty?  Onyx, is this your father?”
Onyx shot me a look I didn’t really understand.  “No, Grace.  This is Lord Khorde, your father.”
My father, in the still-solidifying flesh…  
I felt astonishment dissolving the usual wise-ass comments that bubbled up in me so easily.  I only managed a subdued, “Oh!”
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MEDIA PROPORCIONAL: in Spanish schools, the key concept of achieving and maintaining the proper distance between opposing weapons and bodies.









 










Taliesina’s incandescent eyes splashed gold fire across my mind.  Her excitement vibrated, sawing across me like a violin bow.  Daddy!
“Down girl,” I muttered.
Khorde raised a hard, thick bar of an eyebrow as he considered me.  His voice, a mellow rumble, hinted at bludgeoning strength held in restraint.  “Greetings, daughter, we meet at last.”
That was technically true; I’d only seen him once before—a flash of darkness—in Taliesina’s mind, back when we were taking on ISIS and their hell beast.  It was the gift of Khorde’s shadow sword—added to my kitsune fire—that had saved me that day.  But over the past month I’d been living on eggshells, knowing this time was coming.
I crossed my arms under my breasts and gave him a rebellious glare.  “I already have a father—the man that raised me.  I don’t know you, but I get the feeling you’re way too much of a control freak for us to get along, so why don’t we forget the whole thing?”
“You are insolent.”  His face betrayed no emotion.  “That trait is amusing in your mother, in you, less so.  Your human father has failed to teach you courtesy, I see.”
“The opinion of an inhuman monster, pretending to be human ,doesn’t really interest me,” I said.  It just pisses me off.
“Let’s cut to the chase,” I said.  “What do you want that I’m not going to give you?”
Within my mind, Taliesina’s swimming eyes—like erratic golden moons—stared at me like I’d grown a second head, or maybe she was finally realizing we weren’t going to find common ground on this.  Her voice lashed out, Grace, there’s no reason to be so rude.
Isn’t there?  I thought of Shaun at the mercy of a demon, waiting to be saved, soon to lose his heart to me as the heroine of his dreams.  We had a long overdue future waiting in the wings.
Moment by moment, Khorde was compressing, on the way to more of a human size. What suddenly scared me spitless was the idea that—unlike the other shadow men I’d met—he might be so very powerful, so deeply shadow—that entering our space and taking on flesh was no simple task.
He said, “This willfulness is unbecoming a princess of the realm.  I blame Cassandra.  How did she ever think you could avoid half your heritage your entire life?”
I stabbed the air with a finger.  “Don’t talk bad about Cassie.  She may have her psychopathic moments, but she loves me.  You just want to use me.  Now if you’ll excuse me…”  I circled, giving him plenty of space.
He turned with me, dark eyes cold and empty.  “You should wait a while.  You’re going to need my help.  I’ve studied the demon’s spell through Taliesina’s eyes.  I know how to—”
“Thanks, but no thanks.”  I didn’t want to owe him anything.  Giving him any power over me was dangerous.  Cassie had made that very clear.
I called to Onyx, “You coming, or are you planning to grovel forever?”
Hurriedly, he caught up.  “You know, I really love that cruel streak in you.”
Khorde said, “I will be there when you call, and there will be a price.”
“Yeah,” I yelled, “heaven forbid you do anything just because you love me.”
“Novel idea,” he said.
“Screw you and the shadow you rode in on,” I said.
Taliesin gasped.  Grace!  I’ve never seen you like this.
Are you still here?  I thought I told you to get lost.
I didn’t think you were serious.
As a bleeding corpse.  Speaking of which, you’ll have to excuse me; I’ve got an appointment with what’s left of the miko.  

Taliesina sent me a mental picture of a red fox in a wind-blown, grassy field.  The fox turned around to offer me a view of a bushy tail flicking in irritation.  Fine, if that’s how you’re going to be, go on without me.  Do it all yourself.
I intend to.
Fine.
Fine.  
The bamboo rocker arm at the pool thunked loudly, adding a note of finality to things.
I pushed off in a jog, weaving through trees and brush, until I came to the clearing where the mansion loomed.  Onyx dropped beside me when I knelt, peering around the corner of a hedge. I spied shadow men at either end of the building, as well as the back entrance, with more of my entourage out of sight.  I couldn’t trust they’d let me just waltz in and do what I needed to, not with Khorde on top of things, calling the shots.
I whispered to Onyx.  “I’m crossing over now.”
“Fine.”  His answer lacked fear or enthusiasm.
That’s all right, long as he does his job.  I reached out with my thoughts and pulled on the weave of space.  An electric tingle caressed my skin.  Gravity withdrew to a respectful distance, leaving me lighter.  Color dimmed, going ashen, except for my aura which I could see now, a haze flame that seeped out of me, fueled by my life, and the life entrusted to me by Fenn.  Instead of its usual orange, my foxfire had a yellow shimmer close to my skin.
“Pretty,” Onyx said.
He could see my aura.  That meant he’d crossed over with me, even though I’d not had to pull him along by my touch.  He had no aura.  He was just … there, Onyx, a shadow pretending to be human.  I asked, “Do you guys cross over, like me, or are you in the human and ghost realm at the same time?”
“Same time, and a few other places as well.  Shadow men are multidimensional entities,” he said.  “If we walk out in the open, they’ll see us.”
We were screened by brush, but I dimmed my aura as much as I could so I wouldn’t shine through the branches, betraying my presence. 
“And Khorde,” I asked, “if I were back there at the pond now, he’d look different than the way I just saw him in the human world?”
“He is different from us all, much closer to the Darkness that spawned us.  He was born with a strength that defies reason.  Without careful control, he’d consume all the shadow-born as an ocean swallows rivers, adding to his vastness.”
A chill shot through me at the thought of my newfound strength guzzled to nothing, leaving me empty, destroyed.  “And this threat has hung over all of you, all your lives?”
He shrugged, keeping his voice very low, “You get used to it.”
I looked back at the house, imagining Wocky’s basement lair.  “So, the demon is the least of my worries.  Somehow that makes me feel better about what we’re doing here.”
“Glad to help.”
I reached out to take his hand.  It had no warmth, but was still reassuring.  I smiled reassurance back at him.  “Trust me.  Whatever happens, don’t let go of my hand.  I want you with me when we get to the basement.”
He looked at me without understanding, but shrugged.  “Sure.”
I pulled my aura into my body.  The flames vanished, leaving a yellow-orange mottle that crawled over my skin.  Without my aura making the ground solid under me, I began to sink.  Once the earth became ocean to me, I’d dive underground and swim until I popped out into the open space of the basement.  I didn’t think there was any way the shadow men would see us going in.  If we were lucky, there wouldn’t be any of them in the basement to stumble over.  I wasn’t here as their princess needing protection.  I was a warrior who’d picked this battle, and I was determined to win.
As if in quicksand, the earth was up to my waist and still rising.  Onyx showed no sign of panic that I might soon pull him under, he’d just gotten a lot more still, more intense with his stare.
“Do this often?” he asked.
“I save it for emergencies.”
“A little bit like a shadow slide.  We sink through realities this way, but we lose form while doing so.”
I remembered Taliesina’s fear of shadow sliding.  “So I’ve heard.  Would I find it … scary?”  The ground was up to my chest and I’d pulled Onyx down so his arm was submerged, looking half-buried.
He smiled.  “Probably, the first few times.  But I’d be there with you.  I’d make sure you got back into your original—beautiful—form.”
I was up to my neck and he was waist deep in the ground now, following my lead.  With my free hand, unseen by him, I felt the flatness of my chest.  “You really think I’m … beautiful?”  
“You have the kind of beauty that burns from the inside out.  Once tasted, it’s never forgotten.”
How sweet.
The ground swallowed me, hiding my blush.  I allowed a burst of aura to escape, like a rocket thrust, and dove blindly into the murk.  I had only a general direction, and the basement was huge.  I shouldn’t be able to miss it.  In theory.
I thought back to what Cassie had told me about kitsune balance, about feeling the movement of the whole world.  Clearing my mind, dragging Onyx deeper, I imagined I was part of the ground, part of a world, spinning, circling a sun, a tiny speck in the universe, hurtling across the stars.  For a moment, I felt the larger movements.
They slipped from my grasp as I plunged out of a concrete wall, dropping to a hand and knees.  His hand in mine, Onyx popped out of the wall behind me.  Unlike me, he landed lightly on his feet without the slightest suggestion of a stumble.  I hate it when guys make that kind of thing look so easy.
He kept hold of my hand, also grabbing my elbow to pull me back to my feet.  His eyes were locked on my face.  He spoke in a hushed tone, “Neat trick.  Very impressive, for a civilian, adding three dimensions to a battlefield.”
I whispered, “What can I say?  I’m incredible.”  I looked around to get my bearings.  “Now where’s the demon’s lair?”
He pointed.
I nodded, keeping my voice down, “Okay, if you’re sure.”
We went around some stacked boxes, and found the double lines of cages we’d once been locked in.  That caused my mental map to reorient.  Now, I was as certain as Onyx that we weren’t far from the fenced-in bowl, the demon, and Shaun.  I didn’t dare whisper.  Pantomiming, I used a flat palm to represent the floor.  With my other hand, I pointed at Onyx and me.  I made a scoop, above then under my flat palm, coming up on the other side.  I wanted Onyx to know I was taking us under the demon’s pit, and would surface inside.
He nodded, but held up a finger in a wait-a-second gesture.  Apparently, he had an idea too.  His skin darkened to the same blackness as the clothes he wore.  His body flattened to living shadow.  In my mind, I saw Onyx and not the shadow man.  There was nothing about him I found frightening anymore.
Of course, I still freaked when he suddenly lunged, wrapping himself around me in ribbons of darkness.  He clung to my body—the same way that Torrent and his shadow men had ridden here on the outside of Mouse Whisperer’s car—as a second coat of paint.  Onyx had turned me all ninja except no mask covered my face.  I felt violated at the extreme intimacy, but forced myself to chill.  The darkness on me was behaving after all, no squeezing caresses or anything really invasive.  Besides, wasn’t this the best way to smuggle an ally into the demon’s pit, as clothing?
I drew a deep breath, facing the passageway to the cage.  This way, I didn’t have to bother swimming through the ground.  I could just stroll over nonchalantly and pull the shadow man wool over the demon’s eyes.  With a jaunty stride, I sashayed forth to battle.
Coming abreast of the fence, I glanced inside the pit, up at the ceiling.  The same green writing burned up there.  I stared down at the center of the bowl.  The gray concrete looked like a dry swimming pool with luminescent green graffiti everywhere.  The center of the pattern had changed.  The demon and my beloved Shaun now stood within a circle at the heart of a six-pointed star made of two triangles.  A larger circle enclosed the star, and the whole thing had a fallen, stretched out eight superimposed on it—the symbol for infinity.  The crystal tear was still in Shaun, a ticking time bomb.  I had to get it out.  Soon.
Shaun looked my way, eyes red with demonic control, and said something I couldn’t hear.
The demon in the miko turned her dead face to glower up at me.  Using her dead lips, he smiled a greeting.  “Oh, nice, we have company.  Come in, my dear.  We shouldn’t let a little betrayal come between us.  I’m not holding a grudge.  Honest.”
Somehow, I didn’t believe him.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-FOUR
 
  Derobement:  avoiding a beat or bind.
 
 
Shaun’s red eyes burned into my skull, hitting with near palpable force.  Fear for him sent a shiver down my back, helping me to be less afraid for myself.  Still, my pulse raced into overdrive.  Adrenaline brought a copper taste to my mouth, and I had to curl my hands into fists so they wouldn’t shake—but what choice did I have?
I followed the fence to the open gate, passing through.  Each step down the side of the concrete bowl, across the ghost-green glyphs, seemed to increase the gravity, hurrying me toward my doom.  The writing on the ceiling helped to paint all of us the same spectral shade.
I reached the edge of the spell circle, the master control for the rest of the spell-in-progress.  “Mind if I come in?”
The demon’s grin widened.  “              Such is my fervent hope.”
I pushed forward and felt nothing, no tingle of energies, or unnatural resistance in the air.  Shaun didn’t move.  Neither did the demon as I entered striking distance.  He probably intended to play with his food.  
I stopped an equal distance from Shaun and the demon.  The big crystal chunk was still on the floor, at the exact center of the pattern.  It caused the glowing symbols near it to pulse arterial red instead of green.
I loved Shaun, and every fiber shrieked at me to get him out of here, but a kitsune-born instinct was telling me to go for the crystal.  That made no sense; I didn’t know how to use it against the demon, and the dead miko wasn’t going to tell me.
The demon’s smile collapsed into blankness, as if even his humor was a mask.  “I’m trying to decide if you are very brave or very stupid.”
I snorted.  “Tell me when you get it figured out.  I’d like to know too.”
“You will have to be punished of course.”
I looked at Shaun, my heart breaking.  “You’re doing that already.”
From the corner of my eye, I saw the demon’s head turn to follow my gaze.  “Ah, that’s why you came back.  It’s love, then.  That means you’re being stupid and brave.”
“You have me.  Let him go.  Please.”
The demon growled at me with the miko’s high-pitched, cultured tones.  The sound was far from convincing, but accompanied by a demonic vibe that was scary as hell all on its own.  He said, “I don’t give up my toys so easily.”
It was something a collector like the miko would have said, if she weren’t dead.  I wondered if her resurrected body was having an effect on her demon tenant.
I shook off the thought, my stomach cold and heavy with fear.  I was stalling.  Time to throw caution to the wind and hope for the best.
Onyx was waiting for my signal.  I just had to let him loose.  My right fist hung by my side.  I opened my hand and stretched out a fold in my denim leggings.  I gave the fabric a sharp twist.
Onyx unfurled, fluttering across the small distance to the demon who raised clawed hands by reflex.  It didn’t help him.  The sheet of darkness clung like paint, swathing the demon, jerking them both into erratic tangents like a staggering drunk.  Rocking from being suddenly released, I took a breath, steadied myself, and scooped up the red crystal.  By then, Shaun was on me.  His strong arms crushed me against him, which was—perfect!
Using Shaun’s voice, the demon whispered to me, “What do you think you are doing?”
A shudder went through me as he licked my ear nibbled.  If it had just been Shaun I wouldn’t have minded, but with the demon in control, I was half-afraid he might take a bite outta me.
“Wocky?” I said.
He pulled his face to where we stared eye-to-eye.  One of Shaun’s eyebrows arched.  His red glowing eyes pulled with a force that sought to engulf my thoughts.  He said, “Hmmm?”
I kissed him, slowly, savoring the taste and smell of Shaun.  These hadn’t changed just because the demon was running him on autopilot while flailing about inside the miko too.  I pulled back a little, trying to see Shaun’s aura.  It glimmered around him, the colors distorted to a bruised blue due to the demon oppression.
Shaun’s lips stretched out in the demon’s over-wide smile.  His arms relaxed slightly.  “Ah, you missed me.”
My smile was one of genuine delight as I inhaled Shaun’s life force, the same as I’d done to Fenn.  I was stealing in a sense, but necessary I thought.
The demon snarled.  “What are you … doing…?”
Shaun’s eyes closed.  He sagged against me, his arms dropping away.  Still gripping the red crystal, I settled that arm around his waist.  My free hand caught the back of his jacket, anchoring him against me as I pulled on the weave of space, crossing over to the ghostly side of the veil.  A small tease of nausea went through me.  Gravity thinned.  The concrete went ash gray, but the magic writing stayed ghost-green.  Around my body, my usual orange aura was a dark red with brighter flame tips of translucent yellow.  Also, the haze was heavier, wavering away from me for a good eighteen inches.  Just as I got used to the change, my aura dimmed to normal.  The foxfire sluiced down my body, pooling around my feet where huge flames curled like a cluster of fox tails.  In my arms, Shaun’s dead weight lessened.  He started to rise.  I started to rise.  The foxfire around my feet was lifting us both.
So cool.  I can fly!
Still smothered by Onyx, the demon’s frenzied struggles were gaining force.  He’d extended his wings from the miko’s dead body and flapped them furiously.  The wings were coated with Onyx’s shadow too, but that didn’t hinder their function.  The demon was in the air, lurching about.  I think he was trying to crash into me, but with Shaun unconscious, eyes closed, and Onyx keeping the demon off balance, they weren’t coming anywhere close.
That’s when I realized there was something seriously wrong about the red hunk of crystal I’d picked up off the floor.  It felt wet in my hand, softer, like pulsing leather—like something alive.  Shifting Shaun to keep him firmly with me, I pulled the crystal out from behind his back.  It wasn’t a rock any more.  Horror and disbelief thickened my thoughts, fuzzing them like cotton candy.
The rock was now a living heart, all veiny, dripping blood, looking like it had just been exhumed from a donor.  I heard a thudda-thud that matched the rhythmic contractions in my hand.
Oh.  My.  Gawd!
I knew why this was important to the demon, why the miko had been able to control him with it—this was his heart.  She had somehow cut it out of him and, being immortal, the demon hadn’t died.  Here in the ghost realm, the thing showed its true form, and nothing could be more disgusting.  I was sorely tempted to fling it as far from me as possible.  But then I’d have no bargaining chip with the demon.
Using my hyper-charged foxfire to fly worked, in general theory, like how I’d used it to move through the ground; I just had to adjust to more power and speed, and to less control.  Clutching Shaun and the thudding heart, I drove us into the ceiling, gingerly at first, pulling in the aura around my body.  Balancing on the fire around my feet, I rose smoothly until my feet reached the writing, and I was stopped dead.
By channeling aura from my hands—and killing the foxfire under me—I ghosted up through the structure until I reached a first floor study.  Reigniting the foxfire around my ankles, I hovered effortlessly.  Spotting a door, I ghosted through it, out into a double-wide hall.  I followed it around a bend and found myself near the first floor elevator, with a clear view of the backyard patio.
Torrent appeared next to me, sliding on silent feet from out of nowhere.  He paused to stare.
I was high enough in the air so I could meet his gaze without looking up.  “What’s wrong,” I asked.  “Never seen a magical girl before?
 You should watch more anime.  Here, take this.” 
I pushed Shaun off me.
Torrent caught him easily, draping him over a beefy shoulder.
“Get Shaun to the temple,” I ordered.  “I’ll be along as soon as I’m sure Onyx is alright.”
Thudda-thud!
Impervious to shock, Torrent nodded at the pulsing heart I held. “And that?”
“I better keep it with me.”
“There are better souvenirs.”
I glared.
Torrent left.
I dithered between waiting where I was, or going back for Onyx.  Before I decided, Onyx seeped under the elevator door, still a sheet of darkness.  He thickened and took on solidity, acquiring human shape once more.  
He leaped and wrapped himself around my legs.  “Let’s get out of here, fast!”  There was urgency in his voice and wildness in his stare.
“Wocky’s coming?”
“Let’s assume so.”
We shot toward the patio doors, phased through the shut doors, and kept going, past other shadow men standing watch outside.  The ground fell away as I soared skyward.  The mansion became the size of a dollhouse.
Onyx said, “When did you learn to do this?”  He held on to me with one hand, and used the other to stroke one of the great rippling tails of fire that carried us along, moving in the autumn wind stream like a rudder.
“Never mind that,” I said.  “Keep an eye out behind us.”
He lifted his face and grinned.  “It will take him a while.  Apparently, his demon strength was too much for the miko’s body.  He broke it with all that thrashing around he did.  From the way he was flopping on the floor, I’d say he broke her spine and at least one leg, maybe dislocating a hip as well.  Not a pretty sight.”
“So he might not come at all,” I asked.
Thudda-thud!
“He’ll come, one way or another.  I absorbed him.”
“What’s that mean?” I asked.
Onyx’s face lost expression as he remembered, struggling to put the inhuman into human terms.  “I tasted resentment; like a winter-killed bird in the weeds, and anger like curdled cream aged in bile.  There was a stench like grilled maggots—”
I felt queasy.  “Forget I asked.”
“It means he could well abandon the miko’s body for a time and come flapping after us in his true form.”  Like a python climbing a tree, he twisted around my legs to stare back the way we’d come.  “Damn.  I hate it when I’m right.”
“What?  Don’t tell me he’s—”
My question was interrupted by a horrendous screech.  I knew—if I looked back—I’d see Wocky streaking into the sky on demon wings, eyes like fanned coals, fangs wide, and claws straining to reach me.  
I yelled, angling toward the temple.  “How close is he?” 
“Seconds…!”  Onyx’s shoved up beside me, arms locking around my waist.
I jerked us violently to the side.  
Wocky shot past, black wings beating the air, his lanky limbs dangling loosely from his torso.  His worn, cracked-leather face showed none of the emotion I expected.  It was as if, determined to kill, he’d gone all business.  Riding momentum, he turned to come back at us.
I dropped a dozen feet, pulling out of the dive to evaluate my position.
Wocky’s cold words knifed across to me, “Give me my heart!” 
I probably couldn’t keep up with him in the sky, even though Onyx’s weight was negligible.  I needed to get down and under cover—fast!
I absorbed my aura, killing the foxfire supporting us.  Crossing back, gravity took an iron grip, yanking down viciously on us in an attempt to make up for lost time.  Color was back in the world, but I was too busy to care, trying to get an idea of where I was falling and how long it would take to get there.
“This is your clever plan?” Onyx yelled.  “You’ll get killed.”
“Trust me.”
His black stare locked on my face.  His voice slashed like a threat, “Don’t you dare die on me.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-FIVE
 
SWORD-BREAKER: a fairly uncommon serrated dueling dagger with teeth-like projections to seize and snap rapier blades.










 
 
We were midway between the mansion and temple.  The ground was coming up fast—at first—until my hammering heart gave out a huge pulse, a ripple of energy passing through my body, vibrating my skin.  A spectral green shimmer glossed over me like the light I’d produced back in the temple room when I’d bent time while fighting the ninja.  This effect was milder, producing a hyper awareness as though time for me were slowed by half, maybe more.  The languidness was more common to the ghost realm.
Enveloped in a detached calm, I saw I’d hit near the deer-scare—and my father.  Khorde’s gaze crept to meet mine.  In his slower band of time, he seemed hugely unconcerned that I might splatter right at his feet.  Didn’t he care the slightest bit?  I felt anger at his studied indifference.
He can use a heart; ought to buy one.
On impulse, I flung the demon heart straight into Dad’s shadow mass.  It hit, rippled his chest, vanishing inside.  That will give Wocky someone else to pick on, I hoped.  
Inches from the ground, tumbling now because of my throw, I crossed over.  My returning orange foxfire flushed away the green glow of time distortion.  I plunged down and down and down…  I had to go deep enough to lose the demon if he chose to stay on my tail.  I counted my heartbeats, letting a lot of them go by; until there was no longer any guarantee I could find my way to the surface.
A shudder went through me as I felt crawling fingers, Onyx changing his grip.  In my blindness, I felt gratitude he’d stayed with me.  If I didn’t know that I was destined to be with Shaun, I’d definitely give the shadow prince another look.  Irritation from another source filled my head with static; I had to face all this without Taliesina because she’d chosen to be on someone else’s side.  Traitor.  I flung the word into the depths of my mind, not knowing if she’d even hear me.
Never mind, I shook off the thought.  I had to get back to the light  ... and air!  No time for distractions.  Up had to be the opposite way I was sinking, but I couldn’t go straight up.  That way, I might surface too near the demon, if he was waiting me out.  I applied a few small blasts of aura to stop my tumbling, then angled, rising, I hoped.  The slanting movement made the trip longer, but that couldn’t be helped.  
I was good at diving and holding my breath, but I was approaching my limits and still the ground encased me.  If this were water, I could have fed it aura and breathed it.  I’d learned in school that people can breathe water, extracting oxygen for a short while—until the energy drain fatigues their lungs and they drown.  The energy needed in the ghost world was lower, but this was dirt.  No chance of breathing that.
Can’t die here; it’ll break mom’s heart.  Oddly, I didn’t just see the face of my human mother in my mind, but Cassie’s as well, which somehow pulled her words to me from our last shopping trip—I’d feel the slow spin of the whole world under me.  There’s a kinetic sense of self that comes easily to our people, why we make good warriors.
There was nothing to see but black dirt, but I closed my eyes, trying to ignore burning lungs starved for air.  I silenced rising panic with an effort, reaching for inner calm and quiet.  Then I heard it, a whisper in the earth, a faint vibration like a sonar pulse.
What’s causing…?  Ah!  The deer-scare.
The bamboo rocker arm was smacking the pool’s rock border.  Feeling it with my aura-flushed skin, I knew I was far enough from the pool to surface, and I had a guide for doing so.  I corrected my course slightly and shoved aura under me, speeding my escape.  A moment later, I broke the surface and poured aura into the ground, making it solid under me as I dragged in great lungfuls of blessed air.
Sounding sharper, more wooden in the air, the deer-scare clacked, and I knew I was a ways off, but still not a safe distance, needing a moment to get myself together.  
With everything going on, I’d missed the moment Onyx had gone shadow, but I was fully aware of him pouring off me like matte black sludge.  He formed his human aspect, kneeling by me, his hand possessive, planted on my back.
On hands and knees, I looked up at him.  He stared away, face hard and watchful.  I followed his gaze to see what had engaged his attention so fully.  My mouth dropped open.  Khorde still stood by the edge of the pool.   A very enraged demon faced him.  Wocky had his wings folded to his back, one of his arms buried nearly to the shoulder in the shadow lord’s chest.  The demon’s hand should have poked out the back, but apparently my long-lost father was larger on the inside than on the outside.  Extra spatial dimension, I suspected.  He didn’t seem to mind someone rummaging around where his internal organs ought to be.  In fact, he barely seemed to notice.  Wocky was wind-milling his arm, frantically searching for the heart I’d tossed into daddy dearest.
Beyond the two, I saw the reason for Khorde’s distraction.  He was staring at Cassie with a stillness that reminded me of a predator sighting prey.  I was suddenly very concerned for her, but I couldn’t waste this opportunity.
Straightening, I reached out and touched Onyx on the chest.  My hand didn’t sink into him.  That would have been so weird.  I wasn’t sure why I thought I had to whisper, but I did.  “Onyx, I need you to do something very important for me.”
His stare came back to me, then down at the hand touching him.  His hand covered my own.  “Name it.”
“I need you to go back to where the demon left the miko’s body, and pull out every last one of those demon tears.”
“And what are you going to be doing?”
I turned my eyes to the area by the pool, wondering just what the hell was going to go down.  My voice escaped, cold and hard, “Whatever I have to.  Just hurry.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Onyx said.
I looked back at him.  Then at his hand over mine.  “You must.  If there’s a real heart in there, if you care about me at all, I need you to do this.”
“No.”
Silently pleading, I stared into the endless void of his obsidian eyes.
A look of pain clenched his features.  “If you get hurt, how am I to live with myself?  How am I to live at all?”
I frowned at him.  “Have a little faith in me, huh?”
He nodded with sudden decision.  “I’ll make it quick.  Don’t be too reckless.”
“Me?”
He shot me a look that said he wasn’t buying my feigned disbelief, and melted to a black film on the ground that raced away.  
I stood and walked toward the three at the pool.  Leaping in low gravity would have been quicker, but I didn’t want to startle anyone into a sudden act of violence.  If there were some way to peacefully resolve this with a small degree of posturing…
Closing in, I circled around behind the demon, reaching Cassie’s side without all hell breaking loose.  Again.  Her eyes flashed to me, a blaze of warmth, relief relaxing the tenseness of her posture, for a second.  Withdrawing his arm, the demon pulled back from Khorde.  Tension crackled in the air as, Wocky wheeled toward Cassie and me, stepping toward us.  His claw swung my way, one crooked finger pointing at my face in accusation.
“You did this!”  His voice hacked the air.  The demon’s eyes radiated heat and a red haze matching his temper.  His wings lifted, half unfurling as though he were seconds away from launching himself at me.  “Make him give it back to me.”
It was stupid, but my mouth ran away from me.  “Khorde, are you not playing well with others?  Shame on you.”
He dragged his eyes off Cassie, to me.  “That which I claim is mine, until I tire of it.  Such is the nature of darkness.”
The demon’s growl reminded me of the sound a grinder makes.  He was pointing at Khorde now instead of me.  “It’s my freakin’ heart.  I’ll have it back, or I’ll kill everything that can die!”
Wocky’s promise scared me, but his demonic darkness was a shadow that proved the existence of Light.  I called on that Light now; The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures…  He kicks evil’s butt…
I was so glad I’d sent Onyx for the rest of the demon tears.  Without them to anchor Wocky to the miko’s body, he couldn’t possess her and carry out that threat.  His rage would be contained here, in the ghost realm, where he could only threaten Cassie and me, and any passing ghost—like Michiko, who faded in next to me, in a sailor suit school uniform like an escapee from an anime.  Chilling the air, arms crossed, she rolled her head and tossed her long hair over a shoulder.  She sniffed delicately at the demon, her noise wrinkling with distaste.
She shot me a look of intense irritation that would have done Wocky proud.  “I am in your debt for saving my brother.”  She bowed formally.  “Would you like me to kill one of these creatures for you?”
I stared at her.  “You can do that?”
Pride lit up her face.  She bounced the blade of the storm god’s sword on her shoulder. “You know I have the power of a god now.”  
Nodding affirmation, the deer-scare clacked on its stone.
I looked at Cassie.  “What do you think?  Maybe we can get a two for one deal here.”
“No,” she said.  “Just the demon.”
Khorde lifted a brow.  “No?”
The demon hitched his tone into a falsettoed mimic of her, “Just the demon.”  His voice went back to sounding like a rusty hinge as he screamed at the heavens, “Why is everyone picking on the demon?”
I felt an odd sympathy for the creature.  I was usually the can being kicked down the road by Fate.
“You really need to let me kill something for you,” Michiko said.  “The alternative is worse.”
Pulling the conversation back to himself, Khorde said, “I’m not giving back the heart.  It’s the first gift my daughter ever gave me.  I think I’m going to take it home and nail it to my ice box.”
Cassie snorted.  “That won’t make you father of the year.”
Tension and murder crackled in the air like static.  I looked up.  Clouds were forming; a swirl of charcoal, brightening in places where lightning pulsed, fluttering in and out of hiding.  Michiko’s work.  Against that backdrop, military helicopters were swooping low, descending toward the mansion.  That meant that very soon, my shadow man entourage would be handing over guard duty, and be on the way to me.  That was bound to add chaos to what was going on.  All I needed was for Fenn and Sanchez to come blundering into things, riding Tukka like a pony.  
Onyx returned, a shadow rearing between the demon and me.  The shadow prince took on his human form, his back turned to me.  He called to me over his shoulder.  “It’s done.”
For a moment, I melted inside in relief.  We’d saved the world—or at least Texas, which amounted to the same thing for me.  I’d grown fond of the Lone Star State despite all the trouble I’d found since moving here.  I could just go, and let everybody here work things out without me.  Only I couldn’t.  I touched the marks burned into my arm.  I couldn’t let the demon have any claim on me.  That would be buying into all kinds of trouble down the road.
I drew a deep, bracing breath, leaned out sideways and waved.  “Hey, Wocky?”
He finished eyeing Onyx, looking past him to me.  He seemed to have himself under better control, smiling with beguiling charm.  His head canted.  “Yes, my dear?”
I heard a soft growl from Cassie at how he addressed me.
“I’ll get your heart back, but I need a few things from you.”  The deer-scare clacked, punctuating my words.
 “Bargaining with what is not yours,” the demon said.  “You learn fast.”  He straightened from his menacing crouch, wings shuffling shut against his back, and crossed his arms in a copy of Michiko’s pose.  “What do you want?”
“First, you have to give up on staying in the human world.  It’s not your place,” I said.  “Things are complicated enough here.”
His smiled widened.  “How nice of you to remind me of my place.  I was so wondering just where that might be.”
I threw his earlier words back at him, but turned around.  “Your place is prostrate at my feet, begging to service my every whim.”
He grounded out his next words, “Anything else?”
“Yeah, take this stupid brand off my arm.”
His eyes lit with unholy joy, the air in front of his face hazing even more.  “The demon mark, yesssss.  I had momentarily forgotten about that.”
Standing there, I had a very bad feeling that a lot of pain was coming my way.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-SIX
 
TAGLIO: cut.
 










My thoughts took a flight of fancy, and it seemed like the ghost realm held its breath, absorbing our little drama with an electric intensity that boded ill.  With everyone standing around, I felt like I had wandered into an outdoor theater production, with cool special effects.  Though dimmer now, my orange haze still burned with the extra energy Fenn had given me, making Cassie’s glow pale by comparison.  
Black flame rippled over the smirking demon, not true aura, not anything natural, not anything I wanted to touch with a ten-foot pole.
Also lacking aura, Onyx looked the same as he did on my side of the veil.  
And with a presence that clawed at my attention like a demanding cat, Khorde towered beyond the demon, as if guarding the deer-scare and pool.
I was really starting to hate the drawn-out rhythm of its eternal thunk! 
Facing the demon, Onyx said, “What demon mark?”
The demon shuddered, laughed, and smiled impossibly wide.  “This demon mark.”
Pain hit like a meteor strike, hammering me to my knees.  I folded into a ball, blind with agony that wouldn’t let me breathe.  Burning from the inside out, my arm was on fire, sending daggers into my brain.  Eons passed.  I hovered on the edge of lightheaded collapse, but couldn’t find the peace of unconsciousness.
The pain broke, shards of nightmare fading away after sawing me apart.  I could breathe, but nothing else, knotted up with someone holding me.  A wimpy mewling sound filled my ears.  
So annoying…  Oh, right, that’s me.
I stopped.
“Grace!  Grace!”  Cassie’s face was a pale blur until I brought it into focus.  
I struggled weakly to see what was causing all the violent thudding I was hearing.  She shifted me so I could see better.  A black flicker of shadow dancing around the demon, Onyx pounded away.  Elusive as a fistful of air, the shadow man always seemed a step beyond the demon’s slow response.  Wocky was driven to wrapping his wings around himself as a protective buffer.  Still, as the fight spun them around, Onyx found openings for his fists.  
The demon’s smile was gone.
I was thankful for the diversion that had ended my suffering.
“You wouldn’t think a fist of shadow could hurt a demon,” I mused aloud.
“Look at the demon’s black flame,” Cassie said.  “Each blow Onyx lands sucks up energy like a sponge.  He’s draining whatever that stuff is that passes for a demon’s life force.”
Without warning, the demon snapped his wings wide, staggering off balance.
Battered away, Onyx landed at Khorde’s feet.
Expressionless, Khorde observed him.  “You come close to impressing me.”
Onyx met my father’s gaze.  “I suppose that means I need to try harder.”  He collapsed to shadow, flowed into a vertical column, and shifted to human form once more, turning toward the demon, then tilting his head back.
The demon was in the air, bobbing fifteen feet up, probably feeling safe.
His eyes tracked me down.
I protested, “No, don’t!”
“Then you need to do something to make me happy.”
With Cassie’s help, I managed to stand.  It was a start.  I knew what the demon wanted.  His heart.  The miko had used it on him like a demon mark.  He was unwilling to be that vulnerable again.  I could sympathize.
I looked to Khorde.  “Give him back his heart.”
A hint of sadness came to his face, like a mirage, there and gone.  “I can’t do that.  I need leverage in case he attempts to breach the barriers of the ghost realm.  I owe it to all the ghost realms that overlap, and their adjacent worlds.  The shrine maiden’s soul is anchored to that heart, making it a key of sorts.  A dangerous key.”
“What the hell are you blathering on about?” Cassie asked.  “Our daughter needs this.”
The demon gave her a thumb-up.  “Way to go, mom.”
She shot him a withering look that failed to wither.
Khorde said, “The soul-linked heart will let him open gates from this ghost realm, and fashion new tears to bind demons to flesh.  I have a duty not to let that happen.  Shadow men are the guardians of the paths between worlds.”
Cassie hissed, eyes slits of fury.  “Heartless bastard.”  
“I have a heart,” Khorde said.  “You gave it to me, and broke it when you left.  Why do you think you can command me now?”
Her eyes widened.  “So what?  This is payback?  You’re hurting me through Grace?”
He ignored the accusation, his eyes on me.  “You have lived your whole life as a human.  Do you want them hunted as prey by demonkind?  Do you want your human friends branded as you are, groveling in submission to things like that?”  He pointed at the hovering demon.
I put an edge to my voice, “I’m not groveling, to him or you.”
“I can protect you,” Khorde said.  “Your life doesn’t have to be an endless chain of battles.  I’ve seen the cards Destiny has drawn for you.  They’re not pretty.”
Cassie’s breath caught.  She forced her words, “You’ve been to see Her?”
He looked at Cassie, slow to answer.   Finally, “Yes.”
“Who the hell is her?” I asked.
“Who the hell cares?” the demon yelled from above.  “It’s all about me, remember?”
Khorde extended his right hand, curling his fingers on emptiness.  A sword made from shadow flickered into existence in his grip.  I wondered why he didn’t just draw the overgrown meat cleaver strapped to his back.  Instead, he pointed the shadow sword up at the demon.  “You weary me.”
The demon pumped his wings furiously as if he knew something bad was coming.  He didn’t get far.  Khorde’s shadow sword lengthened, spearing into the demon, popping out of his back between the shoulder blades.  Wocky screeched and clawed.  His hands ghosted through the smudgy shaft, unable to touch it.  
“That’s a waste of time,” Onyx said.  “This type of demon can’t be killed.”
“Pain is never a waste of time,” Khorde said, “not if it teaches a needed lesson.”
Wocky cursed across several languages, calling us all everything but a child of God.  
Unnoticed by the others, I eased over to Michiko who had the storm sword propped up on her ghostly shoulder, taking in the show with a smile.  Her head didn’t move, but her eyes slid toward mine as I leaned close to her, whispering, “Are you any good at baseball?”
Her brow wrinkled in confusion.  “Maybe.”
I looked at her sword.  “So if I throw you a ball, you can definitely cut it in half?”
She grinned.  “What are you planning?”
“Just be ready.”
I glided toward Khorde, graceful in the lighter gravity, like a dancer on a stage. 
Cassie saw where I was going and reached for me though she wasn’t close enough to stop me.  “Grace!”
That got everyone’s attention back to me as I stopped next to Khorde.  He looked down into my face, studying it with care.  This was the first time we’d ever been within spitting distance, let alone hugging range.  Of course, that didn’t mean I wasn’t totally ticked off at him thinking he could waltz into my just-fine-without-you life, playing puppet master, plastering his shadow man muscle all over me so I was tripping over them every time I turned around.  And then there was Onyx, the suitor dear old dad had hand picked for me, as if these were the dark ages.  The big scary jerk!
I drew a deep breath, and released it slowly.  He had no scent.  What the hell is that about?
I shot him my best you’re-not-the-boss-of-me glare, hardening my voice, “Give me the heart.”
“On my terms,” he said.
I held myself ready but loose, with no tension in my muscles to betray my intentions.  “So that’s a no.”
“You must find another way to deal with your demon mark.”
“No problem.”  I smiled coldly and plunged into him, vanishing as had the demon heart I’d tossed into him earlier.  Cold black ink seemed to wrap around me, crawling over my skin as I swam ahead, arms fanning the dark.  Motion was difficult.  The dense shadow of his substance resisted the force I applied.  Daggers of ice pierced me.  The endless night piled on me with crushing force, yet somehow I had no trouble breathing.
A voice filled my head, not Taliesina’s.  This was a deep bass texture that thumped through me like chained thunder.  What are you doing?
“Finding another way to deal with my demon mark.  Since you won’t hand the heart  over, I’m going to take it back.”
Think you can?
“I have to.  I’m not a bird that can sing in a cage.”
The riches of my kingdom are hardly a cage.
I swam on, straining against a current that tried to roll me back.  I spoke past gritted teeth.  “A prison with luxuries is still a prison.”  
The task you’ve set yourself is beyond your strength.  Give up.  
“I won’t.”
I could crush you.
I visualized a soda can sinking so deep in the ocean, it crumpled, imploding.  “You won’t.”
I won’t? The current became harder, stunning my face like a blow.
“No.  You love me.”
You understand that?
“Besides, you’d have Cassie at your throat for the rest of her life, and kitsune live a very long time.”
Fine.  Paddle around all you want.  When you’ve exhausted yourself, you may be willing to see reason.
“As defined by you?  I think not.”
No other thoughts came.  Not his or Taliesina’s.  I was encompassed by my father, but also wholly alone.  I couldn’t honestly blame Taliesina.  This was what I’d asked for.  Odd, that I missed her annoying self so much already.  She was like background music you ignored until it suddenly went away.  If she were here, she’d probably have some good advice on how to find the demon heart.  Since she was hiding from me though, I had to find my own answer.  Or make one, with not a hell of a lot to work with.
My eyes ached from the pressure.  I closed them.  Khorde was right about my strength giving out.  I felt like I’d finished a marathon and come in last.  I was breathing heavily, panting.  Oddly, as my movements slowed, the current lessened.  It became easier to move.  I realized something important; I’ve been fighting myself, not him.  Experimenting, I slacked even more, barely trying to move.  And the inky sea flowed over me, a fast caress on my skin.  This felt like flying.
Edged with approval, his voice returned inside my head, Sometimes what we want comes by surrendering to what we don’t want.
Okay, oh, wise one.  I made him an offer, “You can share my life, but you can’t own it.”
That remains to be seen.  You have still to find the heart, and there’s an awful lot of me to search within.
“I never thought it would be easy.”
There was a long pause.  I’m truly sorry it has to be this way, but if I weren’t true to duty, I couldn’t be true to love.  These are the two concepts I’ve adopted at my core.  They are how this aspect of shadow is defined.
“You chose how you are.  I just want the same thing.  As my father, don’t you have a duty to give me that?”
His sigh went through me like a gentle wave.  You’re probably right, but we both know your world—as you know it—is at stake.  There are times when every parent must say no.
“Tough love, huh?   You know, I think I could learn to love you, or hate you.  That’s what you’re really deciding here.”
He fell silent, and I sensed he’d withdrawn, though I could sense very little else in the living murk around me.  
Okay Grace, I asked myself, what are you going to do now?
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I’d moved blindly, hoping to get where I needed to be.  That wasn’t going to work within Khorde’s endless darkness.  I had to give up on everything, seeking deep calmness, settling my heart and mind.  I reached for perfect stillness.  My breathing slowed, deepening.  My eyes were shut, but not clenched.  I had to become one with the surrounding darkness.  I imagined it to be a thick, second skin I wore, and felt for subtle vibrations, the gentlest hint of sound.  I exhaled, and let tension flow out of me.
I am the darkness.  I am the darkness.  I am…
I wasn’t sure if I felt it, or was deceiving myself with what I wanted, but I thought I picked up a pulse.  No, a double pulse.  Then silence.  A lot of silence.  Then another double pulse.  Wocky’s heart.  With the lightest of effort, I fell towards the faint sound.  That’s
it—   
Khorde’s thought broke into mine, I could just move it, you know.
“Do you always cheat at games?” I asked.
I really can’t let you hand that heart over to the demon.
“I know the threat he poses.  It will be all right, if you trust me.  You can, you know?”
As I glided through the midnight sea, a long silence fell.  The beats I strained for returned, louder.  Then the heart was in my hands, giving me a thu-thud in greeting.  Having it in my hands gave me the mother of all icky feelings, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.  I swallowed revulsion and called into the surrounding darkness.  “Thank you, for trusting me.”
It’s not far, or for very long.  Just see that I don’t regret it.
“While we’re on the subject of regrets…”
Yes?
“You have a lot of birthdays to make up for.  Oh, and one more thing, if you hurt Cassie again, you’ll answer to me.”
His laughter slammed into me, a tide that dragged me backwards, end over end.  
Daylight, pale and gray in the ghost realm, caught me at the end of the ride as Khorde’s endless shadow spit me out.  Falling to the ground, I spun to get my feet under me.  I bled aura into the dying grass so I wouldn’t sink through, and scanned the area.  Everyone was watching me.  Especially the demon, seeing his heart in my hands.  Cassie and Onyx stepped my way.  
I shook my head, No!
They stopped as I hoped, keeping the field clear for what I had to do.
Khorde let his dark smudge of a sword thin away like smoke.
Wocky dropped in the weak gravity, fluttering his wings a few times to right himself and land on clawed feet.  He eased toward me, murmuring soothingly like I was a small, wild animal he didn’t want to spook.  “You’re doing the right thing, Grace.  It will all be okay.  You’ll see.”
“Yeah, I know.”
I lobbed the heart at Michiko like an overgrown softball.
She swung her sword—the storm god’s sword—and cleanly sliced the heart in two.
Wocky screeched in outrage.
Ghost girl faded out with a smile of contentment.
The translucent form of the miko’s soul faded in, as if a tag team switch had been made.  She stood over the heart halves which were long overdue a beat.  They lay still.  Silent.  Maybe forever.
Wocky crumbled to his knees.  His hands clutched the ground.  His eyes were wide, the red fire dimming.  A weird gurgle hovered in his throat, then trickled off.  He slumped face first to the ground, a shudder writhing his back as his wings spasmed, stiffened, then seemed to melt over him like black tar.
I looked at my arm, where the demon marks had been.  The skin was pale and clean.  No sign of any brand.  One small mercy.
Onyx whispered in awe, “Grace, I think you killed him.”
“I just wanted to free the miko’s soul, not … not…”
The miko’s soul was an image of her as she’d been in life, beautiful and golden.  She wafted to the downed demon and did a good impression of a hissy fit.  She cursed in Japanese, all her refined manners lost along with her life.  Her stomping feet went in and out of him, doing no damage whatsoever.
However, on its own, the black fire around his body shrank to almost nothing.  I didn’t think this a good sign.
My eyes burned with unshed tears.  First the ninja in the shrine, now Wocky—I’ve killed twice in one day.  So very easily.  I am a monster.
Speaking of which, black winds howled in from nowhere, swirling up out of the ground, falling out of the sky.  The ebon cloud-streaks had black fire eyes, demon eyes.  The air curdled with a radiance of malevolence.  The dark blurs formed themselves into bestial shapes with shadow wings that fluttered furiously.  These were a special class of demon, Reavers, the dark harvesters.  They screeched hideously, scanning for prey, for souls unworthy of the Light.
They closed in on the miko.  Razor sharp talons wrenched her flailing soul into the air.  Pale blue light bled from the wounded soul.  Her shrill screams knifed into my head.  I covered my ears and closed my eyes.  I’d seen this a couple times before, but it never got easier.  The pity washing through me ate like acid.  It was useless.
Too late.  Too late for whatever other paths you should have taken to avoid this.  A single tear squeezed out of my left eye, tracking down my face, as the Reaver shrieked.  
I opened my eyes, knowing what I would see—residual energy wobbling in the air like soapy bubbles.  They fused, taking on human shape.  The miko’s newborn ghost looked down at the demon, then around at the rest of us.  A haze of confusion blanked her face.  I wondered if she had the slightest memory of her true soul being dragged off to hell.  
While there was nothing I could do for the miko, maybe it wasn’t too late for the demon.  I shouldn’t have cared.  I should have wanted the foul thing safely destroyed and out of my life.  It was silly; if someone else had killed him, I’d have danced on his grave, yet I felt compelled to try to save him.
I don’t like being a monster.
I threw myself over to the split heart, scooping up the pieces.  I matched them together, holding them in place.  Nothing.  What was I expecting?  That they’d magically meld and start beating at once.  This was no fairy tale.  
Onyx dropped next to me, knees to the ground, peering closely at what I was attempting.  “Grace, is that really what you want to do?”
“No, but that’s beside the point.  Damn, this is not working.”
I stared at him, imploring with my eyes.
“I haven’t a clue how to help you,” he said.
“The tears from the miko’s body!  You have them?”  
“Sure.”  He held his cupped palm out.  The red crystal tears seeped up from his skin, surrendered by his inner darkness.  
I pressed the demon heart to the front of my chocolate brown hoodie.  And used my free hand to snatch up the tears.  My aura was burning back to its normal strength.  I hoped my regular kitsune flame was up to the job.  I drew it through my body, into my hand, leaving enough energy in my feet so I would bury myself alive, yet again.  My fingers curled into a fist, the demon tears clenched tight.
Cassie dropped on my other side, opposite to Onyx.  She asked, “Grace what are you doing?”
“I don’t think I know, but I’ve enough blood on me today.  This has got to work.”
Cassie reached out and put her hand over mine.  Her aura dimmed around her body, but flared where we touched.  I felt the hardness of the tears soften and flow.  Cassie broke contact as I pulled in my fist, holding it over the heart.  Red blood dripped from the bottom of my fist onto the heart.  I rolled the heart as best as I could, and spread the blood along the cut.  As the last of the blood dripped from me, I used my bloody palm to brush the stuff in an even coat all around the heart.
I was done, but the heart still wasn’t beating.
Onyx reached out.  His human hand—but not the rest of him—turned to shadow.  His splayed finger gripped the heart, and where he touched, the blood hardened to a crystal bandage.  Frost formed on the thing as all heat drained away.
“That’s supposed to help?” I asked.
He shrugged, solemn, watchful.
Thud-da-thud.  Thudda.  The heart beat fast, making up for lost time.  I held my breath, watching, listening.  The beat steadied and slowed.  I waited a long time in between until I was sure we’d succeeded.  Onyx grabbed my arm and waist and pulled me to my feet.  I turned to where Wocky lay.
No one tried to stop me as I approached him.  Onyx stopped, letting me go the last few steps on my own; his way of saying it was my show from here on out.  I knelt by Wocky and leaned over his back, my free hand on his left shoulder.  His head lay beside my knees, face pressed into the ground.  Pulling the tide of my aura energy up my arm, my hand went incorporeal, yet the heart stayed with me.  I shoved it into his back, between shoulder blades.  My hand sank halfway up the forearm.  
Back where it was meant to be, the heart lurched from my grip like a creature that didn’t want to be caught.  Spooked, I jerked my hand back and shoved myself back from the demon.  There was no telling what kind of mood he might wake in.  Onyx caught and held me from behind, his arms comforting.  My aura’s orange flame washed down to my finger tips once more.
“C’mon, Wocky,” I called.  “Wake up.  You going to let some fox girl get the best of you?  What’s wrong?  Did those Reavers take your soul too?”
His face turned into view.  Lids lifted with agonizing slowness.  He snorted and spat out a mouthful of winter-pale grass.
The deer-scare’s bamboo trough punctuated the moment with a wooden thoonk!
Wocky’s dead, charcoal eyes ignited with a pale red fire.  His wings twitched.  He tried to lift himself off the ground, but slumped mid-attempt.  “Gonna so kick your … ass.  Just need a … few minutes.  Don’t you go … anywhere.”
I wasn’t impressed with his way of saying thanks for saving my life.  Demons are such ingrates.
It was over.  I could relax.  We’d stopped the miko.  We’d stopped Wocky.  The world was safe.  Until next time.  And Onyx was feeling me up, having me turned so no one else could see.  I was pissed.  
I stomped on his foot and planted an elbow in his guts.  I felt surprise; he let me hit him instead of going all untouchable shadow on me.  
“Knew that was coming.”  Groaning, he leaned against me, his head on my shoulder.  “Worth it.”
I felt flattered.  No one had ever wanted to feel me up before.
I turned to face him.  It was time to tell Onyx we had nothing in common, that he should hit the road and not look back.  I opened my mouth and—
—screamed.
Khorde surrendered his human form and an obsidian wall of darkness soared thousands of feet into the air, the way a tsunami at sea is tiny, until hitting land and surging to monstrous proportions.  I had a split moment of shock before being swallowed once more by him.  But this time, I wasn’t alone.  A shadow inside my father’s shadow, Onyx was invisible, but I felt him flowing over my skin, his voice in my ear, “It’s all right, Grace.  I’m here.”
I ignored him, yelling at Khorde, “Hey, Bozo, what’s the big idea?”
Sorry, but this is for your own good.  You’ll like it in my world.  Eventually.  
“Cassie’s going to kick your sorry butt.”
She’ll have to catch me first.
There was a blast of vibration that sickened my stomach, and a gravelly low sound that was almost too low for my kitsune hearing to pick up.  My orange aura sifted to gold, then edged toward a tarnished copper green with black flecks.  “What the hell?”
Onyx’s voice murmured soothingly, “A shadow slide.  We’re not in your reality any longer.  The transition for you solids is usually a lot more intense, sometimes painfully so, but Khorde is insulating you from the transition shock.”
Don’t bother to thank me, Khorde muttered absently.
I huffed, pressing a hand against my queasy stomach.  “For kidnapping me?  As if.”
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Adrift in agitated darkness, glowing dull green, my stomach trying out new positions inside me, I felt like I was riding the unbalanced ghost of a washing machine down the slavering maw of hell.  It didn’t help that Onyx hugged me like an overcoat one size too small, giving me fluttery little caresses that roamed way too freely.
“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop,” I warned.
The skin along my shoulder blades felt kneaded, the underlying muscles turning twitchy.  A series of little licks in, uh, interesting places had me shaking my shoulders, clenching my back teeth.  I flicked my tail in irritation and bared my fangs in silent threat.
“Sorry,” Onyx said, “I have less restraint in this form.  I really can’t help myself.  It’s a primal instinct, honest.”
“You’re going to be primordially dead in another two seconds,” My eyes widened in delayed realization.  Tail?  Fangs?  What the hell?  I yelled at Khorde.  “What are you doing to me?”
“Oh, you like it after all?” Onyx said.
“Not you, idiot.”  I raised my voice, “Khorde, why am I going fox here?”
Probably stress.  You’ve had a hard day.  When we get back to the palace, I’ll have someone fetch you some warm milk.  That’s the human thing to do, right?
“Don’t do me any favors,” I advised.  “Hey, how long is this trip supposed to last?”
I’m bending realities as fast as I can, Khorde said.  If I didn’t have to keep you in one piece, this would go a lot faster.
My back felt tender, like something weird was going on, but I couldn’t say what.  I did my best to ignore the sensation.  “If it’s a problem, let me out anywhere.  I’ll be all right.”
Onyx said, “Uh, Grace, you wouldn’t be, actually.   Some of the realms out there are proscribed for good reason.  Others are challenging even for shadow men.”
“Proscribed?”
“So dangerous that we’ve phased their ghost realms out of sync so nothing gets in or out.  The reality your fu dogs come from is such a place.  Why do you think Tukka’s protected you all these years?  Once your power developed sufficiently, he would have asked you soon to lead his pack home and help them run the blockade.”
“You won’t let the fu dogs go home?  That’s kind of mean.”
“Fu dogs can hold their own with dragons and demons,” Onyx said.  “They can even escape into dreams if they have to.  Have you ever wondered what could be so tough it would make a fu dog run?”
I shook my head.  “I don’t think I want to know.”
We make sure no one else has to find out the hard way, Khorde said.  Policing the worlds
of solids is a thankless task, but necessary.
“Grace,” Onyx paused, making sure of my attention.
“Yeah?”  My stomach was settling.  Maybe all my years of crossing over to the ghost realm were paying off.
“Did Cassie ever tell you that her reality—the kitsune world—is also proscribed?”
“Must have slipped her mind.” Damn, this trip is turning out to be highly educational.
Not just proscribed, Khorde said.  Under threat of death. That’s all that keeps the kitsune from roaming too freely; the knowledge that their world is a hostage.  Despite the proscription, they somehow manage to slip out at will.  Cassie never would tell me how.
I knew how.  Soon after I’d discovered she was my biological mother, she’d taken me back to the home world on a bend through time and space.  Khorde knew about kitsune moving from world to world where ghost realms touched.  He didn’t seem to know about our ability to bend time, a power I’d just discovered I could use.  He must have missed that while occasionally spying on me through Taliesina’s eyes.
I was tempted to time bend out of here.  What stopped me was the thought that my own reality was so far away by now, I could miss hitting it and land up to my neck in something even worse.  I’m reckless, not stupid.
I also wondered what would happen if I crossed over inside Khorde.  Would I still be inside him, or would that drop me in whatever reality we were currently cruising past?  That, too, wasn’t worth the risk of finding out.
I said, “If kitsune are so slippery, how do you expect to keep me from escaping first chance I get?”  Damn, my back’s itchy again.  It’s just like the time I was at the slayers school and—oh, no!  Not again.
Khorde said, You are compassionate.  You care about others.  You fight for them, more than yourself.  You wouldn’t even let a demon die.
“So who are you holding hostage against me?”  When that black mountain of darkness hit, Cassie was with me, but the way Khorde had talked, I didn’t think he had her.  Who did that leave?  “Wocky?” 
Onyx’s voice grew soft, oddly fragile, “It’s me, Grace.  If you escape, he’ll pull me into him all the way.  I won’t be a person anymore.  I’ll be … him.”
“What!”
Onyx went on, “The real reason I was sent to you was to win your heart so Khorde would have a means of controlling you.  I was happy to go along with him, at first.  But I really did fall in love with you.”
Love—the word echoed into places deep inside me, bringing a funny feeling I couldn’t quite grasp.
“Your happiness became more important to me than my survival.”  Onyx tightened on me even more, as if wanting to sink into my flesh and literally be part of me.  “That’s why I attacked you in the laundry.  I was trying to make you hate me.  Then I couldn’t be used against you.  Even when I knew I ought to run from you, for your sake, I couldn’t do it.  I wasn’t that strong.”
I snarled at Khorde.  “You are such a control freak.  I see now why Cassie couldn’t live with you.  And you claim to have honor!”
Grace…
“Zip it!  I’m not through.”  Yeah, he’s the mad dictator of a whole dark dimension, but I was too wound up to hold back.  “You need a wake-up call, dude.  People got rights.  Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  It’s in the Constitution, right next to the right to walk softly and carry a big stick, like the one stuck up your—”
“Grace, stop,” Onyx yelled.  “He won’t hurt you, but he’ll take it out on me.”
“Yeah, there’s honor for you.  Well, go ahead.  Onyx loves me.  I’m sure he’d be more than happy to die so I can be free.  Right, Onyx.”
“Well, in theory…”
“What?” I screeched the word the way a demon might.  “So you just like me, but it’s not true love.”
Onyx flinched from me, winding off my body like a mummy’s linen.  “Grace, be reasonable.”
“Why?  No one else is?”  I stopped emphatically waving my hands about because I noticed they were more paws now than anything else, tipped with sharp claws.  The sheathing of flame I wore deepened to a dusky purple with flickers of pink.  “What the hell is wrong with my aura?  And my friggin’ butt?”  I suddenly had two more fox tails, three in all, crowding out of the waistband of my stretchy blue jean leggings.  Damn, the pants are tight! 
This just gets better and better.
We’re there, Khorde said.
The agitating vibration snapped off.  My aura pulsed, edging into pink, creeping toward red.  The surrounding darkness collapsed, like a dying star becoming a black hole. Only the hole was a human shaped shadow.  Khorde.  Voices washed over us, low and hushed, stirring with hard currents of surprise.  Off balance, I slow-motion dropped with the grace of a tossed brick on the moon.  I caught the black and silver tiled floor with my hands.  Gently sprawling, I felt the chessboard tiles sucking heat from my body.  The itching in my back was unbearable.  I so wanted a tree to grind my back against.
Relief came as my hoodie and leather vest shredded in back.  Once before, I’d felt this weird growth, only to have moth wings sprout due to my DNA getting contaminated by a certain mothman I’d killed in the middle of a sexual assault.  I pushed up to a kneeling posture and craned my neck to look over my shoulder.
Instead of the fragile looking membrane of moth wings, bat wings protruded.  They were ribbed and black, with ragged edges and fire-seared holes in places.  Demon wings.  Horror clenched my heart.  Wocky.  We hadn’t left him behind.  In the first moment of blackout, he’d dissolved to black flame coils of plasma, burying himself inside me.
The weird physical sensations—they weren’t all from Onyx.  This also explained the weird color shifts of my aura.  The demon’s energies had interfered with my own, generating the polychromatic side-effect.
Onyx and Khorde stood on a dais, a large throne behind them, rough-hewn from volcanic glass.  They seemed to share my stunned disbelief, faces frozen into masks.  The voices I’d heard soared to the cathedral ceiling high above where obsidian chandeliers were lit with bright bulbs.
Turning my head, I saw we had an audience that filled a room the size of a football field.  Men wore something similar to tuxedoes, but no ties or cummerbunds.  And everyone had a sword, if not two, even the women.  Their clothes were made of fine silks and metallic thread brocades, but lacked skirts, having pants instead, many with leather patches on knees, or striping the sides.
I’d heard of fashion forward, but this was ridiculous.
Wait a second.  Why do I care?  I got a freaking demon in me.  
Black flaming mist swooshed out of me into a column.  My wings fluttered and rose, though I stayed in place.  The wings and mist merged.  The dark plasma congealed into Wocky.  He’d emerged from hiding.  I wanted to run.  I dared not.  That would draw a response from him that I might not survive.  After all, I was the one who’d gotten his heart sliced in half, almost killing a being that wasn’t supposed to be able to die.
Wocky said, “I’m a bad penny, Grace.  I keep coming back.  Sooner or later, I always win.”  His voice went deep and grim, “And I always pay my debts.”
Onyx leaped off the dais.  In the air, he created a sword made of shadow.  It jutted from his fist, aimed at Wocky.  “Get away from her,” Onyx shouted.
Coming to my senses, I scrambled away as Onyx landed.  Two guys with swords; it’s not safe getting in the middle of that.
Wocky let me get away, grinning at Onyx and the interesting diversion he made.  The demon forged a sword of his own, not of shadow, but of bloody light the same color as his beaming eyes.  His wings folded against his back, an armored shell.
Guards were running in from the far walls.  With the distance they had to cover, I didn’t know if they’d do any good at all.  Unlike the guests, they were slowed down by wearing full armor, black of course.  It was the predominant motif here.
Red light sword and shadow blade met in a clash that sent red sparks dribbling to the tiles.  Onyx collapsed into shadow to let the demon sword ghost through him harmlessly.  The prince reformed and slashed, but it was Wocky’s turn to go black-plasma cloud, reforming elsewhere to attack on a surprising vector.  There were times I wasn’t sure which black roiling was demon or shadow man.  In those transitions, the flashing red sword jagged like lightning, dancing chaotically in the air.
The guards surrounded the two combatants, milling in indecision, unsure how to intervene.
The crowds had settled down to watch the show.  Several of the men punched the air as if they, too, were hacking away with swords.  Muscular sympathy, everyone loves a good fight.  
It occurred to me that no one was watching what I was doing.
Time to haul tail—tails actually—and run!  I smiled and pulled my aura inside my skin, sinking into the floor.
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With all but the top of my head submerged in the great hall’s tiled floor, I skimmed along, a bump skating around peoples feet, between them.  The worm’s eye-view of the crowd was weird, but so was this whole situation.  Fortunately, it was resolved, except for the rather daunting task of escaping an alien dimension where my father had absolute power, and getting home.  Wherever home was.
One step at a time, I decided.  Let’s find the front door first.
Skeptically, I grazed a woman’s stiletto heeled combat boots—had to be a Goth thing—and kept going.  She hopped and shrieked, which set off a flurry of excitement, not the good kind, among the nearby women. 
Trailing aura in my wake within the floor, I made good time.  I soon broke into the back section of the room, getting behind the crowd.  That left me twenty feet to an exit where four guards still held to their post despite the frenzied sword play between Onyx and Wocky.  I drew a deep breath and fully submerged into the floor.
Darkness blinded me as I slowly counted inside my head.  I never reached ten.  On nine, I shot into the open, emerging where a long flight of black marble steps slanted down to a black-glass street.  I should have hurried away and hugged all the cover I could find, but I stopped short, unable to resist gawking at monolithic towers that dwarfed anything I’d seen in Dallas or Fort Worth.
Crouching on the stairs, I realized I was burning up my aura to no purpose.  I tugged on the local ghost realm veil.  It passed over me with a tingle.  Gravity settled me more firmly in place.  The world’s gray tones seeped color, making the scene even more impressive.  
The sky was dusty rose, with violet and blue clouds.  Two crescent moons hung near each other, scathing across a city of obsidian glass.  The sky was brighter in one spot where either a sun was setting or rising out of sight.  From the large number of people on the street, evening seemed more likely.  There were cars shooting down the street, but nothing Detroit had ever made.  These had fins, spoilers, and hovered inches off the road, moving with soft electric hums.  The streetlights and headlights reminded me of halogen lights back home; bright, blue-white, and glaring.
People passing the bottom of the stairs looked up at me and froze.
Oh, yeah, hurry, hurry!  The circus is in town!  See the three-tailed fox girl. Don’t get too close, people.  She bites. 
The crowd’s rubber-necking took on a life of its own with ever more people stopping, staring, unwilling to miss something good.  
I closed my eyes and prayed for strength, as I felt wet moth wings unfurling from my back, lifting into the air to dry.  Just can’t get rid of the things.  I felt a mounting pressure to get out of sight.  I fluttered my limp wings in distress, despising the new muscle growth that let me work them.  New nerves sensitive to the air flow and temperature were telling me things I didn’t want to know.  The curiosity was contagious.  I opened my eyes and looked over my shoulder at moth wings that were gray and red, with big yellow spots on the upper tips like the glowing eyes of some malevolent creature.
Yeah, because I wasn’t near freaky enough before.
With a sigh, I pushed off the stairs, running down them.  The waiting crowd darted out of my way as I bared fangs at them.  
The sidewalk was black volcanic glass like everything else.  The curbs were rounded to leave no sharp edges.  I fell into the usual lope I used when going for distance.  People got out of my way as I reached them, passing storefronts and markets, teased by the tantalizing glimpses I got.  Something was wrong with my silhouette in the black glass reflections of the buildings.  I looked wrong.  Different.  I looked down at my breasts, noticing they were definitely bigger, another side effect of my moth DNA slipping the leash.
Always a silver lining.  Too bad the enhanced bra-size went away when the wings did, a blessing and curse tied together.     
I noticed nobody else was wearing leggings, or an open-back hoodie and vest, but I’d be a little less distinctive if I could at least get my human face back.
Hard to concentrate on changing while running though.  Gotta get some privacy.
An area opened up on my side, a park that looked like it might have come from my world, looking for me.  I turned in, bolting past swings, slides, and what looked like tiny saddled monsters made of plastic, balanced on great springs.  Kids were mounted, bouncing in place, swaying forward and back.  The children whooped and laughed, their parents off in the distance on benches, cradling drinks in their hands, chatting gaily to one another.  
I slowed down, anxious not to draw attention.  As it was, a couple of the kids had gone stiff and pale with shock seeing me go by.  
I felt a flood of guilt.  Yeah, the boogieman is real.  It’s me.  Now go get some therapy.
I saw a jungle gym, mostly stairs, sliding poles. Climbing bars and a big tunnel filled with shadow.  No one seemed to be using it.  My fox hearing heard nothing inside.  I ducked in, going to the middle where I sat in a half collapse, panting, my tongue lolling out.  My wings were between me and the inner wall of the plastic tunnel, as were my tails, adding cushion.  From the feel of wind, I knew both ends of the cylinder were open.
I just have to stay here until dark drives everyone away.  Meanwhile, maybe I can do something about how I look.
I shut my eyes, trying to relax.  I used visualization to imagine myself as I wanted to be, as I used to be before Cassie took me for a makeover and I wound up with metallic red hair falling straight to my waist.  I hadn’t seen anyone here with anything other than black hair, but reddish-brown wasn’t as weird as the supernatural dye job the fey beautician had given me.
I felt the muscles of my face realigning.  The plastic wall pressed in against my back and butt as other things went away.  I wanted a mirror.  I made do, looking at my paws, uh hands.  They were back again, minus the nail polish I’d once put on.  I fingered my nose, chin, and cheeks.  I expected my bust to be way flatter as well, but the boobs remained.  Cool.  I felt my hair.  Straight, as if freshly ironed.  I pulled a handful of strands close to my eyes.  Despite the gloom, I could tell the color was metallic red.  Damn, fey magic.  I was going to have to go back to the same salon to change my look.  Such alterations were beyond my power.  
Stirred by a playful wind, red fur, like bloody dandelion fluff, danced around me.  Melting away, my tails shed heavily.  The waist of my leggings no longer felt tight enough to cut me in half.  Here in the gloom, I could pass for a native.
Which was good, I heard some of them coming my way.  They were speaking words I couldn’t understand, rounded sounds like river rock, liquid syllables that made me want to hear more, like music.  The mixed timbre told me I was hearing a child and an adult male.  I scurried to the other end of the tunnel, dropped out, and moved back into a little clump of trees and shrubbery.  Screened by the drooping branches of what looked like a black-painted willow, huddled on the ground, my back to a wall, I wrapped my arms around my knees.
The voices in the park went dead quiet all at once.  The silence felt ominous.  I had a bad feeling.  I rocked forward onto hands and knees and crept up to a bush, peering around its edge.  Everyone in the park was heading my way.  All eyes were locked on me.  Crap!
They stopped ten feet away, a half ring of bodies, adults and children, none of them showing a hint of fear or uneasiness.  Freakier yet, they opened their mouths in unison and spoke in Khorde’s voice, a perfect chorus, “Grace, don’t run.  I just want to talk to you.”
What, is everyone on this planet just a puppet with his hand inside them?
Wary, I stood and took a step out of cover.  “So talk.”
“She was right.  Trouble will seek you out, even here.  Your destiny’s too strong, woven in the fabric of many worlds.”
Again, this mysterious SHE.
“So, you’re letting me go?” I asked.
The crowd continued to mouth Khorde’s words, “No.  I am better able than most to deal with whatever comes, but I need your cooperation.  Don’t fight me on this.  You’ll just wear us both down, and you’ll still be here in the end.”
A blur hit me from the side.  Claws grabbed my hoodie.  Ribbed, black wings fluttered, dragging me into the sky.
Below, the crowd shouted, “Grace!”
“I have claimed her,” Wocky screamed.  “She bears my mark.  She is mine, and no other’s.”
The park became a small patch of green, as we climbed in a spiral, surrounded by black, ridged towers with tinted windows, and balconies.  A ziggurat-looking thing with cut-outs had a flat roof with no railing or access door to the inside.  Wocky brought me down here, where higher buildings surrounded us like a cage.  I had the feeling their backs were turned, and that they were largely unconcerned by my fate.
I hit the roof and rolled to my feet, summoning my sword of fire and shadow.  I crouched, balanced on the balls of my feet.  I figured he’d be on me by the time I crossed over and got half way through the roof to the lower floor.  Better settle this here, where no one else will get hurt.
Wocky’s eyes were dead calm, cold, the red flame swallowed by endless depths of night.  He stood relaxed, wings folded, prepared to take his time hurting me.  His grin slowly stretched his face.  “I told you, I always pay my debts.”
My stare shot past Wocky to the skyscraper behind him.  Its silhouette rippled, changing drastically until I could have sworn I was seeing a giant’s back with a small neck, and a hunched forward head.
Wocky said, “I’m supposed to turn around to see what you’re staring at?  You’ll stab me, run away, or both.  Such an old trick…”
The building turned, showing me my father’s monumental face, a thing of pure obsidian glass.  He spoke, “Get away from my daughter.”
Wocky sighed.  “Well, now I look stupid.”  He turned, lifting his face in the process.  He stared.  “I didn’t know shadow men could do that.”
I walked up beside him, letting my sword collapse to nothing.  “I didn’t either.”  
Wocky strengthened his voice, “She’s not yours.  She wears my mark.  She’s mine.”
I studied my bare arm where the demon mark had been.  It hadn’t come back.  I looked at Wocky.  “What mark?”
He shot me a sideways glare.  “It’s on your back now.”
“What!”  I grabbed my shoulder and did my best to peer over it, straining my neck.  Trying to see, I turned like a fox chasing her tail. “That can’t be right.  Those things hurt going on.  The only thing I felt was the itching and swelling from the wings growing in.”  
Wocky spoke to me out of the side of his mouth.  “They hurt going on because that’s the way I like it.  That isn’t a hard and fast rule.”
“You son of a bitch!”
“That’s not technically accurate.  As a created being, I wasn’t born.  I have no parents.  Look, just take my word on it.  The mark is there, and it’s not coming off unless I want it off.  That means I can fill your nights with nightmares, your days with sufferings to pale all you’ve ever felt.  Do you need proof?”
I held up both hands, patting the air between us.  “No, no, that’s not necessary.”  I remembered vividly the last time he’d awakened the brand.  One taste of that was enough.
Wocky addressed Khorde, “You can keep her here, but her life is mine to claim when I want.  I don’t even have to be here to do it.  To free her, you have to kill me.  She just about managed it.  I don’t think you’ll be so lucky.  I’m not going to let you pin me on a shadow sword again.  I’ll go intangible and stay that way so long as you’re anywhere close.”
The building clenched an obsidian fist.  I thought for a second Khorde was going to pound Wocky through our building, bringing the whole thing down in a shower of fractured glass—me included—but he restrained himself.  After a brief silence, he unfurled his fingers and let his hand swing back to his side.  The weight of defeat slumped his shoulders.  His voice boomed, “So tell me what you want?”
“I want her.”  The demon pointed at me.  “I want her to fulfill her darkest destiny at my side.  She needs the storm to grow, violence to hone her edges.  She won’t be challenged under your heavy-handed protection.”  Wocky walked to the lip of the building.  “I am willing to remove my mark, and release her—if you let her go as well.”
I said, “What?  You’re on my side now?”
He turned back to me.
“I know what sleeps inside you, so I have always been on your side, even when you had me a breath away from true death.  No one else would’ve thought twice about leaving me to die.  No one else, having thought twice, would have gone on to save such a thing as me.  That was really stupid, by the way.”  He growled that last at me, but there was no actual menace in the sound.  In fact, his eyes glittered with something that could almost have been affection.  He said, “Why are you surprised I’d fight for you?  I owe you my life, and I always pay my debts.’”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
 
I was back on Earth, outside its ghost realm.  Fenn stood some distance away, on the autumn-killed grass by the pool.  The deer-scare had been broken and tossed away.  The pool no longer filled.
Khorde was on both sides of the veil between worlds.  How that was possible, I didn’t know.  I watched him talking to an unseen presence: Cassie.  She’d welcomed my return, and sent me on to Fenn while she had words with Khorde.  It would take a while, but I figured she and Khorde would eventually work things out.
I was so sleep deprived, I’d moved beyond fatigue to a sort of euphoric punch-drunk state.  I wanted at least ten hours of sleep.  I doubted that would happen, as a swarm of men in baggy yellow suits approached.  They had air-tight hoods with plastic face guards built in.  They carried air tanks strapped to their backs, hurrying toward us.  
One of the men spoke from inside his suit, his voice electronically amplified, “Come this way.  We’ve got to start treatment and get blood samples right away.”
Some of the yellow suits went to Khorde, who clearly looked delusional.  They spoke to him, but he ignored them.  From the way he was waving his hands around, I knew his discussion with Cassie was getting passionate, and probably very personal.  I didn’t know if that was a good thing, or simply inevitable.
The yellow-suit by me was tugging now.  “This way, we have a decon shower waiting for you.”
The thought of them taking samples was funny.  Nothing about my blood was human.  Yep, monster blood had probably saved my life.  Later, I’d be happy about that.  Right now…  My hands were shaking with reaction.  Too much adrenaline in my system, for too long.  I was crashing big time, needing sugar... needing a lot of things.   
As Fenn closed the distance between us, his eyes radiated warmth and welcome, but it wasn’t him I was thinking of.  Concern jolted through me.  “Shaun!  Is he all right?”
Fenn gripped my arm like a vise.  His voice turned snarly.  “That guy again?  What do you see in him?”
Rather than answer, I let the yellow-suits drag me off.  Fenn was a friend, a hot friend, but the heart is an unruly beast that wants what it wants.  Sort of like my new cat.  I can’t make him love me, no matter what do.  Love might come in time, or not.  His heart has to find its way, as I have to find my own.  I won’t apologize for that.  Not to Fenn, not to anyone.  If Fenn doesn’t like it—or Onyx, wherever the hell he is—they can kiss my ever-loving … tail?
Damn.  
It spilled out of the back of my pants, bright red, tipped with white, whisking briskly in the wind like one of those medieval banners armies carried to war.  I finally accepted it; I wasn’t human, and I wasn’t going to do a lot of fitting in.  A spooky new world had opened up and swallowed me whole, as Khorde had done.  
I thought of the sheathed katana in my closet, back at the HPI compound.  Resolve hardened within my heart; whether he wanted to or not, Shaun was going to teach me to use my sword.  Crossing blades with Wocky had shown me the difference between knowledge and experience.  Next time trouble found me, my life might depend on having closed that gap.  
Fenn caught up to me as we came in sight of the temple.  “What is it?” he asked.  “You’ve decided I can die for you, but I’m not good enough for a foxy shadow princess?”
I whined at him, “Don’t make me kick your ass, Fenn.  I’m too tired.”
“Hey,” he said, “your little baby moth wings are back.  Cute.”
“Like hell,” I snarled.  “You want them, you can have them.  I’ll get them surgically removed.”
“Won’t they just grow back in again?” he asked.  
“Yes.  Damn it.”
“Hey, where’d you get that tribal tattoo?”
I stopped cold in my tracks, a chill shivering my spine.  “What tattoo?”
“This funny black squiggly stuff between your wings.”
The demon mark, Wocky was supposed to have taken that off.  “That lying, slimy, diseased piece of gutter filth!”
A rearing shadow joined me on the opposite side from Fenn.  It turned human, becoming Onyx.  He’d finally caught up.  “You’re not talking about me, I hope,” he said.  “I did my best to kill that demon for you.  He’s just too—”  He stopped, eyeing my breasts, a questioning look on his face.  “Hey have those gotten bigger?”
Now Fenn was eyeing the girls.
“Don’t change the subject,” I said.
“Yeah, Onyx,” Fenn lied smoothly, without any sign of a betraying smile.  “She’s talking about you.  A lot of help you were!”
I swung toward Fenn.  “You know, I gave him a chance to die for me and he refused to take it.”
Fenn looked scandalized.  “That’s terrible.  But you know, I did that already.”
“Yeah,” I said, “but not happily.  You copped an attitude about it.”
“Yeah,” Onyx said, “what’s with that?”
Moving on, we reached some tents pitched outside the temple, just beyond the maples.  There was a lot of equipment that had probably been air-lifted in.  I heard the rumble of generators, and saw a maze of plastic pipes from some big tanks.  The pipes went over the tents and down into them.  We were separated.  I went through my own opening and began to strip.  By all means, the demon-cooties had to go.
I staggered into a stall and closed a plastic curtain.  My body wanted sleep, badly.  The feeling receded as a cold spray doused me, making me sputter.  Soon, I was out of there, wrapped in a white sheet, with my arm extended so the doctors could take blood.  “The blood’s not going to look right, no matter what,” I warned them.  “I’m not human.”
One of the doctors flicked a glance at my tail.  “Yeah, I already got that impression.  If you’re like Cassie, that means you’re immune.  It’s lucky you’re not human.  You’d be dead.”
I yawned, nearly cracking my jaw.  Always so freakin’ lucky.  It’s got to be a curse.  “Hey, wait a second!  What about Shaun?  He’s human.  Is he…”
The doctor’s face was grim.  “He’s in intensive care, but stable.  We’re fairly sure he’s going to make it.”
I could have wilted to the floor in relief.  I didn’t.  Not quite that exhausted.  I was eventually given pink scrubs to wear, and led to a cot where I curled up, soggy tail and all.  Darkness claimed me.  I don’t think I dreamed.
 
A scream startled me wide awake.
Inside me, Taliesina’s laugh echoed and faded.  I caught a flash of her yellow eyes in the back shadows of my mind.  She dissolved away, hiding from me.
I pushed up off the cot and blinked at a nurse having a hissy fit.  She was pointing at me.  “What’s this filthy animal doing in here?”
I growled and snapped at her … with my fangs?  
I looked at myself.  I was small now, covered in fur.  I was a fox, and not in a good way.  Someone came running, flapping a clipboard at me going, “Shoo, shoo.”
I leaped off the cot, straight out of my scrubs, and dodged everybody in my way.  If I had to sleep in the woods, I was going to get some rest.  I ran out of the tent, between the feet of a guard that was stomping in to investigate the disturbance, and plunged into the shade of an oak.  I rounded the tree, and a few others, and slowed to a trot.
I felt deeply alive.  My senses were sharper than I ever remembered.  I saw a field mouse startled into a run, and snapped it up.  Tasty.  Crunchy.  Oh, my Gawd!  What did I just do?
Another body joined me in my run.  A teal blue body.  Tukka.  He was looking a lot better than the last time I’d seen him.  Well, fu dogs are tough.  
I yapped a greeting.
He knocked me over with a flick of a paw and made like he was going to bite my head off.
Tukka!
His jaws closed.  Joking, Tukka know it’s you under funny smell.
Smell?  Oh, the disinfectant.
Where Grace going? he asked.
Like I’ve got a clue.   
I slowed and stopped, surrounded by oak, dappled by shadow.  
When in doubt, Tukka sleeps or eats.  Just ate, full.  He wandered over to a honeysuckle bush that was dormant, waiting for spring, and trampled it.  Falling on his massive side, he looked at me.  
I shrugged and went over, curling up next to him, my head pillowed on my fluffy tail.
Tukka got cool, new place to show Grace.  Found it in the dreamscapes.  Very tasty.  
I shifted to see his face.  Sadness hung there like a shadow.  Longing stirred in his lavender eyes.  Bitterness flavored his sigh.
I knew he was craving the precious chocolate I could no longer give him.  He might always hunger for that stuff, and I’d hooked him on it.
I sighed as well.  I’m so sorry.
Not a problem.  Grace my friend, best pet I ever have.  I forgive you.  He flashed a big toothy grin he meant to be reassuring.  We travel road of dreams, have fun, eh? 
Sure, let me fall asleep and I’ll be right with you. 
I closed my eyes and visualized fu dogs jumping over a fence.  Somewhere around number nineteen, I slipped away.
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He grinned like a gator discovering a huddle of plump frogs.  “We have to hurry.  The show will be starting soon.”
              “Show?”  I breathed shallowly through my mouth, my eyes smarting from his rot and sulfur stench. 
              “Trust me; I very seldom kill my dates.”
              We’re on a date?
              Was he doing this just to irritate Tukka, or was he seriously courting me?  Bad news either way.  Both might even be true.  Or neither.   Demons were older than dirt.  They’d had eons to get devious and wily.  There was no way to really know his mind, but those who say “trust me” so breezily usually stab you in the back.
              “You go first,” I said.  I so need to breathe!
              He shook his head sadly, but released my arm and led the way.
              I let him get four precious feet away, and followed.
              He went up the steps—thoughtfully kicking aside the fallen post for me—and paused at the door.  His body flickered like a fire-cast shadow, momentarily losing substance so he could pass through.
              Bravely, I followed across the treacherous deck.  Several of the boards in it had already snapped under someone’s weight.  I didn’t use the door, sliding right along the wall to a set of boarded windows.  I ghosted through them, into a space that might have once been a living room, now choked with shadows.  Wallpaper sagged off the walls.  The ceiling light cover was missing an open socket with a new looking, spiral bulb suggested the place had electric service, unless maybe a generator was hooked up.  A dirty carpet lay underfoot, littered with beer bottles and assorted trash.  The only piece of furniture was a broken down couch.  The floor in front of it was spotted with used condoms.
              I wrinkled my nose.  “Eeeew.”
              Sitting a few steps up a staircase, the demon chuckled.  “This place does have a certain … ambiance.”
              “Yeah, I can see why you’d come here.”  A loud scream knifed through me, and I jumped.  “Holy crap!”
              The demon smiled.  “Ah, right on time.”
              Across the room, through a wide arch, I saw shadows stirring in an empty kitchen.  A woman appeared, backing into the living room.  She was thin with long dark hair, wearing shorts and a halter top that didn’t fit the current winter season.  
I looked beyond her to see what she was scared of.  At first, nothing was there.  Then the gloom coalesced into a man wearing dirty jeans and a wife-beater tee.  His face wore grim determination, the look of the fanatic in his eyes.  A butcher knife gleamed in his hand though I couldn’t tell where the reflected light came from.  
He raised the knife, lurching closer.
              The woman screamed again, throwing herself blindly backwards.
              I lunged to intercept the man, but shadow burst around me, hardening into Wocky.  He held me, refusing to let me intervene, or cross back to the land of the living.  
I struggled in his grip.  “Let me go.  He’s going to kill her.”
              “Yes.  He is.”
              The man fell on the woman.  Her last scream ended in a sharp yelp as the blade sank into her abdomen.  She struggled weekly as the blade fell again … and again … and again, piercing lungs and heart.  Her wild flailing stopped.  Her face went slack as she collapsed in on herself, her chest and stomach damp with blood.  A growing pool gathered around her body.
              Tears ran down my face that weren’t only from Wocky’s atrocious smell.  My voice roughened with rage, “Damn it, I could have saved her.  I could have—”
              “Done nothing,” Wocky said.  “Watch.”
              I relaxed in his hold, staring as the man stood, flinging the knife away.  He staggered over to the stairs, his clothes splattered with blood.  A strange serenity possessed him, ironing the emotions from his face.  Zombie-like, he plodded up the stairs.  His shuffling steps echoed down in an upper hallway.
              I looked into Wocky’s shadowed-blurred face.  “What’s he—”
              The demon’s face betrayed nothing.  He murmured, “Wait for it.  Wait for it…”
              I jumped at the crack of a single gunshot upstairs.  Silence followed, the kind you get when nothing’s left alive.  I blinked.  “Murder-suicide?”
              Wocky let me go, pointing at the woman’s body.  It misted, loosing cohesion.  In moments, no trace remained she’d ever been there.
              “Ghosts?”  I was confused.  They hadn’t possessed visible auras like Crunch had, or Michiko.
              “Bad copies,” Wocky said, “remnants.  They’re not complete.  This happens sometimes with violent deaths.  Their spirits relive the event in an eternal loop.”
              “And watching this kind of thing is your idea of fun?”  Shouting at him was pretty stupid.  Part of me knew that.  Most of me though was too worked up to care.  
              “Why, certainly.”  A close-lipped smile stretched his face.  He cocked his head, staring at me as if I, too, were part of the program.  “Didn’t you enjoy yourself?”
              I had to look away from the awful emptiness of his gaze.  “No.  Take me home.”
              “But we’ll miss the second show.”
              “If you think I’m going to wait here and—”
              A shrill, terror-filled scream rang out from the kitchen.  Shadows stirred.  The woman reappeared, backing into the living room.
I shuddered, turning my back on her, covering my face with my hands.  “Please,” I begged, “make it stop.” 
              His claws scooped me up.  I fell against his hard torso.  So close, I had to hold my breath.  The room spun and blurred and we were outside, in the weedy yard.  I’d known the demon was fast but this…
              I took a breath and wished I hadn’t.  My Gawd, if he’ll take a long bath I’ll spring for a bar of soap.
              He set me down and lifted my face toward his.  The edge of a long claw scraped tears off my face.  He licked them off his claw tip.  
              What the hell…
              He saw me staring.  “Human tears are demon wine,” he explained.  “I’m a connoisseur.”
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