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   ONE
 
    
 
   “Find a rhythm for your heart.
 
   Don’t let the storm tear you apart.
 
   Take a pound of flesh, maybe two,
 
   Pain will always comfort you.”
 
    
 
                              —Pain and Glory
 
                            Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   A canvas body bag hung on chains in front of me, waiting for punishment that was coming.  Just like me.  Born under a dark star, I guess.  I rolled my fingers into fists and heard a soft creak from the leather half-gloves I wore.  They left my fingers uncovered, exposed, but put pressure over the knuckles, lessening the chance I’d take damage while punching.  
 
   The surrounding darkness was alive, stirring with currents of hunger, an obsidian sea that had devoured the world—except for this island of light in some nameless boxing gym.  A cone-shaped plate directed the harsh white glare of a bulb down on top of me.  The light made my pink sweats glow as I danced and shuffled, loosening up my muscles.  
 
   Protruding from the absolute darkness, still mostly in shadow, was an empty boxing ring.  Elsewhere were weight benches, speed bags, and several vending machines.  Tukka was trying to bust into one of them—Dread Pirate Tukka that he was, a red bandanna over his head, a stuffed parrot with glass eyeballs sitting on his shoulder.  The vending machine was big, but hopelessly outclassed by the two-ton, teal blue, fu dog.
 
   “For Gosh sake, Tukka, just put in some money.”
 
   Tukka not pay for it his whole life.  Not start now. Besides, Tukka got no clothes.  Where he supposed to keep cash?
 
   I considered telling him exactly where he could keep it, but that would have been rude—if funny—and unladylike as well.  Besides, I had a body bag to pound on.  I hooked in a right.  My leather-clad fist sank into the bag, rocking it, sending it swinging.  The thing was harder than I expected.  
 
   It came back at me.
 
   Everyone was coming for me these days.  Virgil wanted me as a phantom burglar, ferreting out dark secrets he could trade to Homeland Security for favors, when I wasn’t helping him with monstrous menaces.  Cassie was there, wanting to make up for all the time we’d lost since she’d given me up as a baby.  The news media was trying to get a line on me.  I’d become an internet celebrity after using my kitsune foxfire to stop a convenience store robbery.  That was one of the reasons I’d gone into hiding in the wilds of east Texas, which is how I crossed trails with Fenn, a feral presence at the Human Potential Institute where we both lived.  Apparently, he’d seen me and knew at once we were destined to be soul mates.  Sadly, there was a demon out there with the same idea, a demon who’d left a weird black brand on my arm as a mark of ownership.
 
   As if.
 
   I left-jabbed the body bag, rocking it another direction.
 
   Off to the side, I heard the sound of breaking glass.  “Tukka!  That’s stealing.  And I hope you’re not helping yourself to chocolate.  You know it’s bad for you.”
 
   Dream chocolate safe, he reminded me.  This not real world.
 
   Oh, yeah, that’s right.  I can do anything in this place.  
 
   I hit the bag with a flurry of fists, dancing forward and back as it jolted with a rattle of chains.  “My heart is pure…” I huffed, “so I have the strength of ten … tigers.”
 
   Keep guard up, Grace.  Not good to lead with face.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.”
 
   Work hard.  You can be a contender.
 
   “For what?  Biggest target across the known dimensions of time and space?”
 
   I’d been brought to Earth and raised by foster parents as a human girl because my own people—off on kitsune world—wanted me dead.  They were scared.  My dad was the ultimate boogie man, the overlord of the shadow men, and a massive control freak.  They’d been afraid I’d inherit his power and become an unstoppable freak.
 
   I sighed deeply from the cockles of my soul.  Well, I’ve got the freak part down.
 
   Dream sweat dripped down my face.  My fists were flying now, a constant rhythm.   Whump, whump, whump, whump…
 
   My dad knew about me now.  We had a tentative peace going, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have plans simmering for me, expectations I had no interest in meeting.  He’d tried engaging me to a shadow-man prince named Onyx.  Another person who wants a piece of me.
 
   Whump, whump, whump, whump!
 
   Even Tukka has an agenda.  Sure, he looks out for me—until something comes along and distracts him—but he and the other fu dogs are expecting me to one day lead them off of Earth in a holy quest for their home world.  Apparently, it is a sealed dimension that I’m supposed to be able to open for them.
 
   Grace key to many things, Tukka said.  Good to be wanted, right?
 
   Right.  I speeded up the rhythm of my fists, losing form, pounding for the sake of pounding.  My lungs were burning for air, my heart thudding and thudding.  My teeth were clenched, my muscles tight.
 
   Whump, whump, whump, whump!
 
   And then the stupid bag broke open.  Like blood, sawdust poured out onto the mat.  The canvas was tattered, rotted as the dream took a darker turn.  A body fell out of the body bag.  My body.  I stood there, gasping for breath, bent over, my gloved hands on my knees, staring down at my dead self.  There was the life I’d once had.  That was the me that had been happily ignorant of my shadow-fox nature.  The me from before my foster parents started fighting, throwing away their marriage.  That was the me I’d never get back.
 
   “You put that in there, Tukka?”
 
   I heard the glass of another vending machine being broken.  Nope.  Tukka too busy.
 
   A harsh, inhuman scream slashed across the dream.  It shattered.  
 
    
 
   *     *     *
 
    
 
   I snapped into a sitting posture.  My sheet and blanket slid off.  I smacked my alarm clock into silence.  On the nightstand, it said 5:30.  Time for my morning run.  I looked across the darkened room to my roommate Jill.  She grunted, turning in her sleep, and settled again with a gentle snore.  She was used to sleeping through my alarm.  
 
   I slid to the edge of my bed and reached to the floor where I’d left folded sweats, dark green—definitely not pink like in my dream.  I didn’t like the way that color clashed with my dark red hair.  I shed the oversized tee shirt I’d been sleeping in.  It was damp with sweat.  I wanted a shower, but I was just going to get sweaty again from my run.  The shower could wait until I got back.  I dressed quickly, my kitsune vision better than human in the dark.  Standing, I snagged my hoodie off the back of my desk chair, putting it on.
 
   Until very recently, I’d come and gone without leaving a trace by entering the ghost realm, becoming something like a ghost myself, an unseen presence able to walk through walls.  This irritated Hammer, the HPI security chief.  We’d reached an agreement: I could come and go when I liked, but I had to be seen doing it so he could keep track.  That’s why, instead of ghosting out the window and drifting down to the sidewalk, I headed out by way of the door.  I stood in an entry way to the suite, closing my bedroom door behind me.  Ahead was the common bathroom, to my left, Drew’s room.  I opened the door to my right and entered the hall.  The lights were on a nighttime setting, most of them off, allowing a little gloom in the building.  Mounted wall cameras tracked me as I headed for the lounge and the elevators.
 
   The lounge was silent.  I had the place all to myself.  Except for Fenn.  I saw him approaching from the boy’s wing of the dormitory floor.  He strode with an unconscious arrogance, like a wild beast that’s too strong to care about other predators.  His hair was damp from a recent shower.  My kitsune nose picked up his natural musky scent through the chemical odors of body wash and antiperspirant. 
 
   I noticed he wore black sweats and sneakers.  The better to go ninja in.  Not that he was a real ninja.  I’d met some of them, I knew.  Fenn’s heritage lay in his half-human scent and his kachina-yellow eyes.  His dad was Coyote, the Trickster from Native American lore.  They had the same eyes.  
 
   Fenn flashed me an easy smile as he entered he lounge, padding up to where I waited for an elevator car.  He leaned against the closed door, smoldering eyes absorbing my face.  “You’re early.”
 
   “Early?”  I stared at him.
 
   “Did you forget?  We have a breakfast date this morning.”
 
   The last fog from not enough sleep evaporated from my brain and I remembered.  He’d worn me down, and I’d agreed to let him take me down the road for breakfast today, a nice break from cafeteria food.  “I’m going out for my morning run first.  Be back in about an hour.”
 
   The elevator door opened.  He stayed leaning against—nothing, refusing to fall over.
 
   “How the hell are you doing that?”  I stepped past him, onto the elevator.
 
   He grinned.  “We all have our secrets.  I’ll be waiting here for you.”
 
   I nodded as the door closed, separating us.  The elevator started down, taking weight off my feet.  It was a similar sensation to what I felt in the ghost realm where gravity and other forces were weaker.  I arrived on the ground floor.  The doors opened and I stepped out into an empty lobby.  It was too early for the HPI receptionist to be at work.  Only the cafeteria workers got here this early.
 
   I strolled to the entrance.  The glass doors threw my reflection back at me, my features sharp, foxy, passing for human.  A glass panel on a waist-high post glowed red.  I put my hand on the glass and waited a second.  The glow went green and the door opened for me.  This was one of Hammer’s security upgrades.  I actually thought it kinda cool.
 
   Outside, the November wind was brisk.  I found it bracing.  A human would have said “damn cold.”  There are a few benefits to being half shadow and half fox spirit.  Leaves scraped past me as I crossed to drive and headed for the front gate.  There were other buildings I knew very little about.  Apart from the steel and glass tower I’d just left, the place looked like an industrial park.
 
   A silver Lexus slowed as it passed me.  Some of Hammer’s people, making sure I wasn’t some unauthorized intruder.  Hmmm.  The would-be writer in me considered that phrase.  Is there such a thing as an authorized intruder?  The Lexus went on and so did I.  I was almost to the front gate when savage pain made me drop to my knees, grabbing my arm—the arm with the demon brand.  It burned as if on fire.  The sensation faded.  I felt a supernatural cold in the air beside me, an unseen presence.
 
   It was Wocky.  He wanted something from me.
 
   If I crossed over into the ghost realm, I’d be able to see him.  We could talk.  But without Tukka around, I’d be at the demon’s mercy.  Not something I’d enjoyed in the past.
 
   The burn came again.  He was getting tired of waiting. 
 
   I rode out the pain, staying where I was.
 
   The cold receded as he moved off, giving me space.  That’s supposed to comfort me?  I’d seen how fast a demon could move.  Wocky could move a block away and I still wouldn’t feel safe.  
 
   The burn came again.  It lasted twice as long.  
 
   I gritted my teeth.  “All right, already, I’m coming.”
 
   Using a power I didn’t really understand, I pulled on the fabric of space, distorting the magnet field around my body.  Gravity slacked off.  I felt a moment’s queasiness.  Usually invisible, my aura appeared as an orange haze around my tingling body.  The tingle faded.  The streetlight glow went to a soft gray.  The dark green of my sweats faded to a darker charcoal.  I’d crossed over.  
 
   And there, ten feet away, was Wocky.  His eyes were red coals.  His body was tall and thin, the skin looking half melted.  Black flame danced on him, something similar to a living aura, but not.  His great, black wings were in tatters, though they still served him.  He fanned them, a theatrical show of menace.  They clacked as he folded them against his back, creating a hard armored shell.  His hands had long-fingered claws.  His smile was that of a crocodile having spotted lunch.
 
   “It’s about time,” he said.
 
   I climbed to my feet and crossed my arms against my too-flat chest.  “What the hell do you want?”
 
   “Yes, that is always the question, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
   “Demons bed inside my head,
 
   screaming red as bloody murder.
 
   Nightmares rewind and I find
 
   my heart in Never-ever.”
 
    
 
                                                           —The Heart of Never-ever
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I miss you, Tukka.
 
   I wanted him at his usual place, running at my side through the woods, keeping a girl safe in the early morning hours, but I hadn’t seen him anywhere this side of the veil.  Sure, he had a clan of fu dogs to run, but I knew the real reason he was coming around less often—I’d betrayed him, unintentionally of course.  I hadn’t known fu dogs could get addicted to chocolate until I’d already hooked him.  In a flight of dark fancy, I had a mental picture of him—huddled up like a troll under some bridge, shivering from withdrawal, sweating the sweet toxins from his two-ton body, the experience curdling me in his thoughts.  
 
   My heart tore like ripped paper while my guts twisted into a knot.
 
   It’s my fault I’m alone.  Sort of alone.  Wocky didn’t count.  He was close.  From across the veil to the ghost realm, I could smell his demon stench.  He was here and not here, seen and not seen, depending on which side of the spiritual barrier you stood on, or your particular psychic gifts.  The usual line from Lewis Carroll slid through my head when Wocky was around: The jaws that bite … the claws that catch.  If not for the ugly, sprawling demon mark branded on my arm, and the chance to get it off, I wouldn’t have come.  
 
   And why Wocky wants to meet me here, I don’t know.
 
   I stood in the middle of nowhere, at the base of a hill crowned with a three-story wreck of a house.  Weeds and calf-high grass surrounded the structure.  One of the round posts on the front porch had fallen across the steps.  The exterior needed paint, new shingles, and a lot more.  The lower windows and front door had been boarded, but many of the slats were torn away, strewn haphazardly about.  This looked like the kind of place high schoolers like me used for raves.
 
   No use putting it off.
 
   I reached out with my thoughts and gripped the weave of space.  Don’t ask me how, it’s a kitsune—fox spirit—thing.  I tugged and the veil between worlds moved over me with an electric tingle.  My stomach fluttered, never quite getting used to stepping across the threshold, into lesser gravity.  What little color I saw in the gray of morning tucked tail and fled.  The ghost realm is all shades of gray, except for personal auras which become visible as if only energy is important.  My wispy orange flame was different from human auras because I wasn’t human, despite having passed for one most of my life, raised by a human family.
 
   Really, it came as a shock to me, too, when I found out.
 
   The orange haze around me bled into the ground, making it solid so I didn’t sink up to my eyeballs.  This created a constant drain on my aura.  Wocky didn’t have that problem or an aura either.  He had a kind of cold black flame around his half melted, awful self, and the ground didn’t want him anymore than I did.
 
   I looked at the ruined house.  “We’re having a kegger?” 
 
   “A binging of a different sort.  Be patient, Grace, you’ll see.  Two of my favorite toys are here.”
 
   “What’s a toy for a demon?”  Do I really want to know?
 
   “Ah, that would be telling.”  He folded his tattered wings into a hard shell against his back, and gestured up the hill with a claw.  “This way, Princess.”
 
   Yeah, technically I was a long lost princess of the shadow world, but that and a buck would get me a donut.  The only thing that scared me more than Wocky was my shadow-man father.  I had two heritages I knew little about.  Kitsune and shadow-man.  
 
   If only I were human…
 
   I climbed the hill, trampling its winter pale grass, wondering if this was his way of getting me far from Tukka.  Once the real fun started, Wocky wouldn’t want it interrupted by two rampaging tons of teal blue fu dog.  Toys?  Really?  I might be only minutes away from getting ripped into itty-bitty, tasty pieces, or maybe he had new torture techniques to try out.  Still, I needed him to take back his demon mark.  There wasn’t a good chance, but I was desperate.  
 
   “Did we have to come here?  I don’t like this place.”  In the rural wilds of East Texas, between little townships, you could scream for days and never be heard.
 
   He grinned like a gator discovering a huddle of plump frogs, and latched onto my arm.  “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.  
 
   He said, “Trust me; I seldom kill my dates.”
 
   We’re on a date? 
 
   Was he doing this so Tukka—my favorite fu dog—would find out and be irritated, or was he serious?  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 breezily say “trust me” usually stab you in the back.  Repeatedly.
 
   “You go first,” I said.  I so need to breathe!
 
   He shook his head in mock-sadness at my reticence, but released my arm, and led the way.
 
   I let him get four all-too-short feet away, and followed.
 
   He went up the rickety 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 thought, I followed him across the treacherous deck.  Several of the boards had already snapped under someone’s weight.  I didn’t use the door, but slid along the wall to a set of boarded windows.  Immaterial here in the ghost realm, I ghosted through them, into a space that might have once been a living room.  It was choked with shadows.  Wallpaper sagged off the walls.  A dirty carpet lay underfoot, littered with beer bottles and assorted trash.  The ceiling light-cover was missing.  I saw a socket filled with a new-looking spiral bulb that suggested the place had electric service, unless a generator had been hooked up by the local party animals that drank here on weekends.  The only piece of furniture remaining was a broken-down couch.  The floor in front of it was spotted with used condoms.
 
   Eeeew.  I wrinkled my nose.  Couldn’t they at least have swept those under the couch?  Would the dust bunnies have minded?
 
   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.”  Someone’s loud scream knifed through me.  I jumped.  “Holy crap!”
 
   The demon smiled.  “Ah, right on time.”
 
   Across the room, through a wide arch, shadows stirred in what had been an empty kitchen.  A woman appeared, hands clasped to her chest, stumbling backwards into the living room.  Thin, with long dark hair, she wore shorts and a halter top that didn’t fit the current winter season.  This told me we were both on the same side of the veil.
 
   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 a fanatic in his eyes.  A butcher’s 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.  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 flailed weakly as the blade plunged in again … and again … and again, piercing lungs and heart.  Her struggle stopped.  Her face went slack as she collapsed in on herself, her chest and stomach damp with blood that looked black as well-used motor oil.  A growing pool gathered under 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 didn’t quite relax, but I stopped fighting his hold.
 
   The man stood, flung the knife away, and staggered over to the stairs.  Clothes splattered with blood were contrasted by a strange serenity that ironed the emotions from his face.  Zombie-like, he plodded up the stairs.  His shuffling steps echoed in an upper hallway.
 
   I looked into Wocky’s shadow-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.  A body fell.  Silence followed, the kind you get when nothing’s left alive.  I blinked.  “Murder-suicide?”
 
   Wocky moved off, pointing at the woman’s body.  It had gone a monochromatic, icy blue, the edges softening.  She became mist, losing cohesion.  In moments, no trace remained that she’d ever been there.
 
   “Ghosts?”  I was confused.  They hadn’t possessed visible auras like other ghosts of my acquaintance.
 
   “Bad copies,” Wocky said.  “Remnants.  They’re not complete.  This happens sometimes with violent deaths.  Their residual energy relives 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, take a 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 cheek.  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.” He sighed, backed away, and settled in the grass.  His wings snapped out, fluttering a moment before growing still.  “Your vulnerable naïveté forms a delightful bouquet,” he murmured.  
 
   I ignored his comment on my fragrance, pointing back at the house.  “How long has that been going on?”
 
   He turned his head to follow my gesture, and shrugged, looking back at me.  “A few years, I suppose.  I don’t really…”  He tensed, gathering himself up into a crouch.  His gaze swept the yard.  “Don’t move,” he warned.
 
   “Why not?”  I turned to scan the area.  The rain had slacked and the clouds were parting toward the horizon where the morning sun shed a gray haze of light, but it still took me a moment to see what had put him on edge—pools of black sludge, hiding in the weeds.  There were four stretched out sections, forming a curved, creeping, imaginary line of sorts.  
 
   Shadow men?  Is Onyx back from his father’s court?
 
   Each blob cast gloppy ribbons of shadow up into the air.  Each fountain thickened, forming columns.  Demons solidified, breathing laboriously as if they’d battled from across some vast space.  Not shadow men after all.  They carefully fanned misshapen wings, as if in pain.  Scars furrowed their skin where ugly wounds had healed, old and new.  
 
   I tried crossing over, pulling on the veil between the human world and the ghost realm.  The usual electric tingle danced over me, but the veil didn’t shift.  I was trapped by the supernatural interference of the demons’ proximity and could only shiver in fear as the creatures took note of me, dissecting my body with hungry stares.
 
   Damn it, Tukka, where are you?
 
   Taliesina, my inner fox, was a tight ball of terror.  Her emotions were a thick, black fog that ate at my nerves, but we were both smart enough to know that running now would be instantly fatal.  Predators chase what they see running.   
 
   Pleased grins appeared.  One of the demons reached out languidly, claws splayed in casual threat.  “Shall we see how well this one screams?”
 
   I shrank in on myself, knees buckling sinking in the weeds as though they could hide me.
 
   “No,” Wocky’s voice lashed out.  “Mine.”
 
   The claws hovered near me as the demon looked back at Wocky.  “We have fought for you.  We have bled for you, and drank our own pain.  You owe us.”
 
   “No, she is destined to be the sword that rips away the veil of our prison, and my dark queen.  I will not let you spoil my plans.”
 
   While grateful for his protection, his words worried me as much as the other demon’s.
 
   “You owe us,” the demon repeated.
 
   His friends took up the chant.  “You owe us … you owe us…”
 
   “You’re challenging me?”  Wocky’s voice was soft, sweet butter, milder than I’d ever heard it.  “You’re forgetting your place, so I’ll remind you where it is—in the dust beneath my feet.”
 
   Teeth bared, claws raised, three of the demons ignored me, facing Wocky.  Hard growls rumbled in the cold, dawn air.  
 
   The fourth demon hung back.  He watched his friends, but flicked a glance my way at irregular intervals.
 
   I kept very still, waiting for a moment when I could get clear, and remembered one of the lessons from my martial arts class: Don’t focus on any one thing; be moonlight falling evenly on the world. I needed to internally distance myself from the threat, what Shaun called being “centered.”  I went to slow, deep breaths from the diaphragm, and used peripheral vision to see everything at once.  
 
   Incredibly fast, someone made a move and they were all in a common whirl, except for my personal keeper.  Without losing my visual non-focus, I watched my guard’s hands jerk with sympathy, as if he longed to be right in the middle of the snarling melee.  The other demons were a chaotic blend of whirling shadow.  I trembled, imagining too easily all that raw fury turned my way.  I’d last half a second, if that long.
 
   It took a moment for me to realize something weird was happening, weirder than usual anyway.  The blur in the background that was the house acted like a heat mirage.  Its outline wavered.  The effect went from mild to severe.  Without all the training I’d done, I might have stared straight at the building, losing my non-focus.  As it was, I simply stayed aware of the oscillation, the back and forth melting of two structures wanting to be in the same place.
 
   Instinct kicked in and—without moving a muscle—I tried what should have been impossible.  I reached for the veil again, gave it a firm tug, and crossed over to a new ghost realm, taking a path the demon interference couldn’t block.
 
   Left behind, my guarding demon blinked out of existence.  
 
   A flood of relief left me weak, sprawling in the … Huh?  I lost my non-focus, staring with great curiosity.  The weeds had been replaced with a kind of grass I’d never seen, with blades wide as rabbit ears.  There were carved-crystal flowers that chimed gently in a breeze. 
 
   I looked over at the house, only it wasn’t a house anymore.  Limestone pillars lined the porch of something that might have started life as a Greek temple, before someone added lizard-bird gargoyles and a couple of glass-domed turrets at the corners.   Three stories up, near the peaked roof of the central building, a huge window glowed, catching the sun.  The stained-glass formed an eight-pointed star.
 
   Still wrapped in a light orange haze of aura, I climbed to my feet and noticed I had two shadows.
 
   Freakier and freakier.  
 
   I turned to face the sun.  Make that suns.  One was three times the size of Earth’s.  The other sun was a wanna-be, one-third the size of Luna back home.  I’d left the shadow of my world for the shadow of a new reality.  One more crossover and I’d be fully in this new world, seeing its colors, touching its textures.  
 
   And the locals will probably burn me at the stake—if not eat me for dinner.  This world’s people might not even be the upright, clothes-wearing type.  Best not to go there.  The real question is: can I get back to my world and…?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
   “Love estranged shall return,
 
   stranger for the journey past.
 
   Moon-pale shadows and spectral tears
 
   call me home at last.”
 
    
 
                                                        —Bad Penny
 
                                                            Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   And not get mauled by demons?
 
   Before trying for home, I needed to get where I wouldn’t be seen by frolicking demons if I popped into visual range from out of nowhere.
 
   I ran to limestone steps, past the sleepy glare of gargoyles, and climbed to an open entryway.   On the threshold I felt a vibration sinking in, singing through my body—the sign of holy ground.  This was an alien shrine of some kind.  The space inside was cathedral-sized and mostly empty.  Octagon tiles covered the floor.  To the sides, wooden racks held dozens and dozens of fat, dripping candles.  Ahead lay an altar with two bowls on it from which gray curls of smoke arose.  There was no stage and podium like churches I’d been in, just a cloth-covered column.
 
   I moved closer.
 
   The column moved.  Hands and arms emerged from … a cloak.  Until that moment, the figure had stood so perfectly still, I hadn’t recognized it as a person.  An oversized hood was thrown back.  The cloak gapped wide, revealing a gown edged with black lace, and a narrow waist.  The woman’s hair spilled free, a gray so pale I thought it white.  And nestled between full breasts, she wore a necklace with a small, round mirror attached.  Close up, she looked younger than I’d supposed.  Her eyes roved the chamber, curious, unafraid.  Several times her stare swept me without lingering.  She couldn’t see me, but perhaps sensed a presence.  
 
   Her lips moved, forming words I couldn’t hear.
 
   My inner fox trotted out of mental shadows.  She leaped and whirled playfully, mockingly.  I joined her in a happy dance, teasing the woman with the mirror.  I hadn’t indulged in such childishness since first trying out my powers years ago.  It would have been embarrassing if anyone could actually see me.  
 
   I stopped to get my breath back.  Though personally hilarious, this was likely to be pointless since I wasn’t planning to cross over for a close encounter of the weird kind, and they probably didn’t have a Star Trek universal translator anyway.  Though, come to think of it, Onyx had been fluent in English when he first arrived on Earth.
 
   Well, time to…wait a sec…
 
   Her hand went to her little mirror, as her brow furrowed.  A small frown twitched a corner of her lips.  Irritated?  She mouthed a demand of some kind, moving the mirror away from her body.  It flashed as she angled it to splash candlelight around. She was warding off an evil spirit—me.  
 
   Smiling, I didn’t take it personally.  “Oooo, I’m scared.”  After surviving any number of supernatural threats, a mirror fell flat.
 
   I strolled back to the front of the building, stopping just inside the space where a door should have been.  In my world, this would be the living room of the old, boarded-up house.  I let my focus go vague, everything a blur, and visualized the peeling wallpaper, the dirty carpet, and the abandoned couch, along with all of the condoms and foil wrappers on the floor.
 
   I hope this works.
 
   I don’t know how long I waited, but the scene faded in at last, and I was back where I’d started.  And not alone.  The female ghost was being stabbed repeatedly by the male.  By this time, a little of the horror had diminished.  I knew what I was seeing, and knew that this was only the echo of the real event—something no amount of wishing could change.
 
   A shimmer of green illuminated the kitchen.  I looked that way as Michiko walked into the living room.  Her front bangs were cut in a straight line above her eyebrows, and her black silk hair fanned behind her as she advanced.  Like an anime character, she wore a Japanese school-girl’s uniform, a plaid skirt, white blouse, and dark jacket with school crest on one pocket.  Her Asian eyes were dark except for a mote of green flame deep inside.  
 
   “What are you doing here?” we asked each other.
 
   I jerked a thumb over my shoulder toward the front of the house.  “Hiding from demons.”  The sound of snarling combat was now being punctuated with howls of pain and someone’s delighted laughter.
 
   “Hold that thought.”  Michiko walked up behind the male ghost psychopath with the knife and rammed her hand into the back of his head.  He spazzed, eyes rolling back in his head, a scream tearing out of him that dissolved as his body turned to charcoal mist.  
 
   Michiko said, “Bastard doesn’t know how to treat a lady.”
 
   The ghost woman on the floor still screamed, flailing under a knife that was only in her mind.  Even without a partner, the dance continued.
 
   Michiko knelt and softly spoke with compassion that only fit her character once you got to know her.  “The nightmare ends.  Rest in peace.”  She pushed a hand into the woman and she too became charcoal mist.
 
   Michiko stood and faced me.  “That leaves a bad taste in the mouth, but someone’s got to clean up the glitches.  Now, you were saying something about demons?”
 
   I ignored her question for a moment, asking one of my own, pointing at the spot where the ghosts had been, “They’re not coming back?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then we definitely need to get out of here before the demons find out we broke their toy.”
 
   “This way.”  She held out her hand. 
 
   I hesitated.  That hand had just destroyed the remnants.  But Michiko was my friend, and I wasn’t in need of a mercy killing—no matter what my older sister Sheri sometimes muttered beneath her breath.  
 
   I took the offered hand. Michiko walked me through a bare kitchen, a solarium, and out a wall, into the backyard.  I barely got out of the wall before Michiko went airborne, dragging me in her wake like a kite.  She didn’t go for height, staying only a few feet off the ground.  We used the house for cover, arcing over the hill, losing ourselves in the trees.  Only then did Michiko slow our headlong flight to a more pleasant pace, pulling me up to drift beside her.
 
   “Not that I’m complaining,” I said, “but why’d you come here?”
 
   She turned a puzzled glance my way.  “What do you mean?  This is my job.  After all, this is my territory.”
 
   “Your territory?  You run things around here?”
 
   “Of course.  Strongest ghost in a territory rules the roost, as you Americans say.”
 
   “Oh, my Gawd!”  I suddenly remembered I had a breakfast date with Fenn that I was breaking.  “He’ll growl all over me.” 
 
   “Cutting class?” Michiko asked.  “How naughty.  Well, that’s all right.  Once in a while won’t kill you.  I should know.”
 
   “Yeah, and look what happened to you.  You’re dead.”
 
   “Not from skipping.  I was in a night club, mouthing off to a yakuza punk who wanted some underage tail.  I told him in front of his friends just what he could do with himself.  He didn’t appreciate the suggestion or the drink I threw in his face.  He pulled a gun.”  She looked at me, surprise etched on her face like she still didn’t believe it.  It was a good thing we could go through trees, because she made no effort to avoid them.  “He shot me.  Shaun blames himself.  I’d asked Big Brother to keep me company, but he had other things to do that night.”
 
   Adopted brother was more accurate.  He’d lived with Michiko’s family in Japan for several years, undergoing strict martial arts training, one of the few westerners ever granted that privilege.
 
   I told her, “You should tell him it’s not his fault.”
 
   “He can’t see me.  Sometimes it happens that way; that the one who most needs to see you—can’t.  Their grief gets in the way.  I don’t think he realizes I’m haunting him.”
 
   “I could talk to Shaun for you.”
 
   “No.  It’s lonely, but if I resolve my issues I could become unmade.”
 
   “Unmade?”
 
   “Ghosts are born from souls with issues.  Those issues give us life.  Without them we unravel, much like those glitches did—but with fireworks.  A healed ghost is a falling star, fiercely consuming itself, leaving nothing.”
 
   Sad, but I liked the poetry of that.  
 
   Michiko said, “I’m just not ready to go.”  
 
   “So, you don’t ‘go into the light.’”
 
   “My true self, my soul, already has.”  Michiko smiled at me.  “If you really want me to, I’ll take you to class.”
 
   “I really ought to—”
 
   “Don’t!”  Her desperation jerked off its leash and leaped out of control.  “Spend the day with me, please.  I can use the company.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   She angled up, going for open sky now that we were well away from demonic interest.  The trees blurred away and then lay under us, broken by roads and open patches that were fields.  Soon, fine details were lost and I could make out a few distant towns.  It was hard to say since I wasn’t used to an aerial view, but it seemed like we were heading back toward Shaun’s place. 
 
   So cool, flying like this...
 
   Michiko spoke without her usual animation.  “This is an anniversary.” 
 
   “Of what?”  
 
   “Of the day I died.”
 
   “Oh, crap.  I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Not your fault.  You weren’t the one who killed me.”
 
   I understood now why she wanted to hang with me.  She was sad, lonely, and too tough to let anyone know she was in pain. 
 
   I used her arm to pull me closer to her.
 
   Her eyes went wide as I got in her face.  “What are you…?”
 
   I hugged her, holding her tightly.
 
   She stiffened, then relaxed.  Thankfully, she didn’t drop me.  “I didn’t ask for this.”
 
   “I know,” I murmured.
 
   And then she was hugging me back, shuddering in my arms as we floated on.
 
   I made soothing sounds until she pulled away and raised bright eyes to search my face.  “Tell anyone about this and I’ll kick your ass.”
 
   “It’ll just be our secret.”
 
   “I’ll take you to your next class now.”
 
   “Nah,” I said.  “Surely you can think of something funner we can do?”
 
   “You need an education.  Funner is not a word.”
 
   “It is if I say so.”
 
   She didn’t argue, dragging me around even faster than Wocky had.  All too soon, we were descending onto the roof of Shaun’s house—make that through the roof.  We sank through shingles and insulation, into an attic that would have been dark except for a round window in need of dusting and a ghostly ball of green light that Michiko spun off of her hand, letting it waft in the air.  The glow revealed stacked boxes and assorted pieces of furniture covered in drop cloths.
 
   I went to the ghost of a rocking chair, crossed over, and sat on it now that it was solid to me.  I’d been burning through my aura and needed to spend time in the real world, getting my strength back.  Oddly, the green ball was still visible.  After a moment, Michiko crossed the veil, popping into view. 
 
   “Most ghosts can’t materialize during the day,” I noted.
 
   “Most ghosts don’t have the Sword of Heaven to lend them strength.”
 
   I grinned, having seen her use the sword to trash Crush, a ghostly rival.  “That is a cool sword.  You want to loan it to me for Halloween?”  I could make myself up as an anime heroine.
 
   Coldly, Michiko peered down her nose at me.  “You’d do something stupid with it like peeling potatoes.”
 
   “Would not!” 
 
   “Answer’s still no.”
 
   “Fine, be that way.”  I looked at the clutter all around.  “What is all this stuff anyway?”
 
   “Shaun is not a huge believer in renting storage.  Hey, want to see something special?”
 
   I shrugged, but leaned forward, perched on the edge of my seat.
 
   She gestured.  A box rose off a pile and floated over.  The top flaps opened and a binder drifted into my hands.  The green ball swam closer to give me better lighting.  “A picture album?”  I opened the heavy cover and studied a page of photos sealed under plastic.  My gaze settled on a happy, naked baby crawling on a white rug.  “Who’s that?”
 
   Michiko stared where I pointed.  “Oh, that’s Shaun.  He’s always been beautiful.”
 
   Agreed.
 
   We oooed and ahhhed over several more pages, and Michiko giggled over several precious memories we dusted off together.  There were shots of her and Shaun in Tokyo, at Tokyo Tower’s observation deck, a water park, and several at a dojo with dozens of other students and a balding middle-aged man out in front.  She pointed at Baldy.  “That’s Father.”
 
   “And he’s fine with you running off with the family treasure?”
 
   She grew sad again.  “He died before I did.  Complications from surgery, they said.  I’ve always had my doubts.”
 
   Hurriedly, I went on to other pages, stopping at a picture of Cassie—my kitsune mother—and Shaun.  They were at a State Fair.  He carried a giant blue gorilla and a corn dog.   Neither he nor the gorilla looked comfortable with each other’s company.   I suddenly lost interest in the album.  “Why don’t you give me a guided tour?”
 
   “All right.  Come on.”  
 
   I set the album back in the box and followed her to a trapdoor in the floor.  She sank through, going intangible.  I opened the thing, letting it swing down.  A ladder built into the door unfolded, dropping into a hallway.  I climbed down, just setting foot on the carpet when a chiming started.  My first thought was that I’d tripped an alarm.
 
   “That’s the perimeter alert,” Michiko said.  
 
   “Someone’s on the property?”
 
   Michiko shrugged.  “Maybe a stray dog.”  The chiming stopped.  “There’s no problem unless it goes off a second time.  That would mean the house has been compromised.”
 
   I started down the hall with her.  She pointed to a door.  “This is Shaun’s room.”  She grinned.  “Want to see it?”
 
   The chimes started once more, and Michiko lost her humor, eyes going hard with menace.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
   “You always maim the one you love,
 
   counting crows upon the wall.
 
   Omens stir with eyes of flame.
 
   I hate it when they call.”
 
    
 
                                                           —Ill Tidings
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Emerald jags of energy crawled over Michiko’s right hand as she slowly rolled her fingers into her palm for a hard, tight fist.  “Shall we go see who that is?” ghost girl asked.
 
   I whispered, “Let’s not turn this into a throw-down right off.  Let’s wait and see if they know where they’re going, and what they want.  We can jump them right after.”
 
   Michiko nodded approval.  “Sneaky.  I like that.”  She crossed over to the ghost realm to watch things from there.
 
   I decided to try hiding a different way.  I went into Shaun’s bedroom, catching a brief look at wooden furniture, oriental watercolors on the walls, and a big bed with dark red sheets and black pillows.  I went past a sliding-door closet, into the master bathroom, and stripped out of my clothes.  In a few moments, I hoped I wouldn’t need them.  I left my stuff piled on the floor, and closed my eyes, sending my mind back in time.  I remembered the fox I had been after defeating the Miko, holding that image, recalling the sensations of being much smaller, covered in fur, unable to see reds anymore, but with the same sense of heightened smell I already had.
 
   Be the fox … be the fox… be the…
 
   Taliesina opened golden eyes inside my mind.  You know I can do this for you.
 
   I gotta learn sometime, I told her.  Hey!  I thought you weren’t talking to me.
 
   Her fox shoulders shrugged, a human trait, as she faded back into my mental shadows. 
 
   I collapsed in on myself, muscles burning, bones melting.  A door in my heart opened and tongues of cold fire poured out.  The flames licked my skin.  I shuddered with the feel of vertebrae popping, realigning.  I opened my eyes and looked at my hands … no… my paws.  My chest fur was white, my feet black, the rest of me bright orange.  It had worked.  Walking a tight circle, I looked at my butt.  Wow, count ‘em, three tails.  First time I did this there’d only been one.
 
   Leaving my clothes behind, I padded into the bedroom, the hall, and softly flounced downstairs toward hushed voices.  The voices were female, coming from Shaun’s office near the front door.  I crossed the hall and stuck my head in, ears perked to catch every word.  I also took the time to memorize their scents.  One of them smelled of orange crème soda and peanut butter, the other of gun oil and hand sanitizer.  I recognized them from last Halloween.  These were some of those psycho bitches from ISIS that we’d put away. 
 
   Their bent backs were to me as they riffled a desk, sifting papers, flipping through an appointment book.  Both gals were in good shape with well-defined muscles.  They wore dark sweats, sneakers, and could have passed for college students.  One was blond, her hair pulled into a ponytail.  The other was a redhead.  I sniffed.  Make that an assisted redhead.  Her color came from a box.
 
   I entered the room as Ponytail started opening desk drawers.  Didn’t they realize that anything of value wasn’t going to be left out to be found?  They should look for a safe.
 
   “This is stupid,” Red said.  “We should look for a safe.”
 
   Damn, did I just send out a psychic suggestion?  Nah, probably not.
 
   Ponytail stopped rummaging to look at her.  “But I’m not good with safes.”
 
   Red patted a pouch strapped over her stomach.  “Don’t worry.  I brought the C4 and electric detonators.”  
 
   Oh, great, a party game.
 
   A chill to the air let me know Michiko hovered close by.  I doubted she’d stand for much more of this, but she needed to hold off until the last second.  So far, we’d picked up no information of value.  I so wanted to surprise Shaun with the low-down on these gals when he got back.  
 
   He’ll be so proud of me.
 
   I went closer, waiting for the time to spring with all the ferociously intimidating power of a teenage fox.
 
   Red left the desk and started checking behind the pictures.
 
   Ponytail finished with the drawers and shot a nervous glance toward the hallway behind me.  She froze.
 
   Uh oh.  So much for the element of surprise.
 
   I sat on my haunches, letting my tongue loll out in a friendly fashion, then pulled my tongue back in and cocked my head.  Aren’t I just the cutest thing?  Please, don’t shoot me.  
 
   She had the same full-moon and crescent-moon necklace that all the ISIS witches wore.  I’d been right.
 
   “Lela?” Ponytail spoke softly.
 
   “Yeah?” The redhead said.
 
   “There’s a mutt on our six.  Pekinese I think, maybe a little chow thrown in.”
 
   Gimme a break.  Don’t you know a three-tailed fox when you see one?
 
   Lela turned my way, lifted an eyebrow, and went on with her search.  “Long as it’s not barking, growling, or peeing on my leg, I don’t give a hoot.”
 
   I’d never!
 
   Ponytail knelt and held out her hand to me, wiggling her fingers enticingly.  
 
   I strolled over and sniffed, since it seemed to be expected.  Yep, orange crème soda and peanut butter, recently consumed.  I also smelled cat.  She had at least two.
 
   She scratched my head, shifting into baby talk, “That’s a good girl.  Be a nice doggy-woggy and we’ll be gone ‘fore you know it.”
 
   Lela came huffing over, rolling her eyes.  “Dottie, leave the mutt alone.  We’ve got work to do.  Go upstairs and check the bedrooms.  We’re here to get any intel on Cameron and that freakin’ ninja-ghost-chick protecting him.  They’re gonna pay for not letting us conquer the world.”
 
   Ninja-ghost-chick—they’re talking about me. My furry chest swelled with pride.
 
   Dottie hurried out of the room, and I felt the cold receding, telling me Michiko was staying with her.  That left me to deal with Lela.  She looked down at me and made a shooing motion.  “Git, critter.  Me and dogs don’t get along.”
 
   I’m a fox.  F-O-X.  Look me up in the dictionary.
 
   I heard the throaty rumble of a car in the drive.  That’s right—the alarm system would have called Shaun’s cell phone.  
 
   Lela’s phone played something incomprehensible by a thrash-metal band.  “Crap!”  She jumped a little.  
 
   And I thought I was high strung.  
 
   She answered, “Yeah, okay.  Once we’ve skragged him, pull the van up front.  We’ll bail.”  She pocketed the phone, drew a blue-steel automatic, and moved to the entrance of the office, ready to ambush whoever entered from outside.
 
   Shaun!  Oh, no you don’t!  Snarling, I launched into the air.  Not on my watch! 
 
   Lela jerked toward me, swinging her gun.  The muzzle flashed.  Once.  Twice.  I choked on the smell of powder, blinded by the muzzle flash as a slug punched through the outer end of my right collar bone, near the shoulder.  The slug seared through me, tumbling out past my ribs.  The other shot ripped through the cluster of my tails, hitting nothing but fur.  
 
   I thudded at Lela’s feet, leaking blood onto Shaun’s carpet.  I gasped and whined, back legs kicking as shock and pain raced along my nerves.  
 
   Note to self: next time don’t snarl when attacking.  Definite tip off.
 
   Shaun’s voice spilled from memory: When shock sets in, feeding into it takes you out of the game … permanently.
 
   Lela swung back to face the door, holding her gun ready, cradled in both hands, extended in front of her.
 
   My front, right leg wouldn’t take my weight.  Just standing proved a monstrous task.  A leap was clearly beyond me.  My ears perked. 
 
   Running steps outside, on the porch…  No, Shaun.  Stay back.  I’ll deal with—
 
   The front door exploded inward.
 
   Lela held her breath and her fire, waiting for someone to pop in and die.
 
   I lunged, which is to say I fell against her ankle and bit.  Hard.
 
   “Effin mutt, git off!”  She kicked her leg to shake me.  She didn’t want to accidentally shoot herself, or move her gun from the front door.
 
   Pain filled my world, what should have been a sea of red except foxes are colorblind and can’t see that color.  Repeatedly, I thumped onto the carpet as she flailed her leg, hissing at the pain I caused.
 
   The sharp crack of gunfire sounded, but not from Lela.  She retreated into the office to avoid the spray of gunfire, dragging me with her.  Someone had stuck a gun through the door, blindly firing off a clip.  
 
   Lela was on her knees now, waiting for the gun to empty.  This gave her a chance to swing the grip of her automatic down, beating me.  
 
   Crap, think a rib broke.  Lung might be punctured.
 
   Graying, my thoughts and whirred about like hummingbirds in a poppy field.  Weakness made my body limp, but anguish tightened my jaws, making me bite even harder, fangs grinding on her ankle bones.  
 
   If I’m going, your leg’s coming with me.  Foxes keep what they take, even if it tastes like sour grapes.
 
   Her gun butt came down on my gunshot wound.
 
   I yelped, staying unmercifully conscious, fighting for breath, forcing my eyes to focus.  Dammit, she got away!
 
   But she’d taken her eyes off the hallway an instant too long.  A tall, thin shape filled the office door, gun in one hand, taser wand in the other. 
 
   Virgil?  I was killing myself for Cassie’s boss?  Hey, wait a minute..!
 
   As she surged up from the floor, he thrust the wand at her.  The taser prongs zapped blue current between them.
 
   No, you idiot!  She’s packing C4 with detonator caps.  If you hit them…!  
 
   She exploded backward.  
 
   A concussive wave kicked me across the room, flinging me under a desk, as bloody fragments of Lela splattered everywhere.  Deafened, I wrapped around the base of a chair, adding to my injuries, smearing around more blood.  Dazed and hurting, I gave up on staying conscious and slid into arms of darkness…
 
    
 
   …until that bitch gave me up.  I felt like crap served with a side of aggravation—where the hell were the EMTs, with all the good drugs?  Hello, I’m bleedin’ here.  Hard to breathe…
 
   Someone loomed over me.  I couldn’t lift my head to see who.  My nose didn’t seem to be working.  And I couldn’t hear a thing.  It couldn’t be Lela.  She was cat food now.  Virgil couldn’t be much better, as close to the blast as he’d been.
 
   Gentle hands explored my injuries.  The touch still hurt.  
 
   Yes, dammit, the wound goes all the way through. I whimpered as things moved inside me that weren’t supposed to, but the touch brought healing warmth.  Pain receded as some kind of barrier formed, filtering impulses from outraged nerves.  Vision sharpened.  My hearing dialed up.  Tears brimmed as I realized I wasn’t going to be deaf for life.
 
   “Damn, Cassie, you’re a mess.”
 
   Virgil?  How can you even be alive?  And … why are you calling me by mom’s name?  Do I look like a high-maintenance blonde?
 
   Miraculously his sunglasses were still in place.  His clothes hung in smoldering rags, the pale skin underneath covered with tats that seemed to writhe, subtly change shape from moment to moment.  Faded with age, the blue ink avoided the usual themes, blending arcane geometry with foreign writing and symbols.  A circled Star of David occupied the center of his chest.  The guy’s a wizard or something, maybe Grand Pooh Bah.  Well, of course, that made sense.  Heading up a Preternatural Response Team, he’d need an edge to slug it out with foreign jinn, rogue vamps, weres, and whatever.
 
   My mind nagged.  There was something I needed to remember.  Something Virgil needed to know…
 
   “Just take it easy.  An ambulance is coming.  Though how I’ll get them to work on a fox and keep it quiet, I don’t know.”
 
   Finally, someone who knows a fox when they see one.
 
   Shots rang out.  Virgil jerked under the impact of lead slugs, but didn’t get chewed into hamburger—at least there were no exit wounds splattering me with more blood.  Standing, spinning, he spat out sibilant words I didn’t understand, and somehow his gun was in hand.  Oddly, he didn’t use it.  His back was unmarked except for the tats that glowed bright yellow—an activated spell, I guessed.  
 
   Personal shield?  I want one of those.
 
   Now that it was too late, I remembered what I’d been trying to think of—more ISIS scumbags were here, in the house, and a van-load outside.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
   “Heroes bleed; it’s what they do,
 
   casting courage into play.
 
   Some must pay for all the rest
 
   who hide in darkness, turned away.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Heroes
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I heard the squeal of tires, a racing engine receding. 
 
   Scratch that last threat.
 
   Virgil lowered his weapon, staring.
 
   Earlier he’d shoved the desk aside in reaching me.  This gave me a clear view of the hall.  I saw what held his attention.  Dottie was there.  Unseen hands had her by the throat, lifting her off her feet.  Her face was red and her eyes bulged.  She flailed with her empty gun, which did no good.  The choking sounds she made were ugly and satisfying at the same time.  Did that make me a bad person to feel that way?
 
   Virgil said, “Neat trick, Cassie, but a living prisoner will be more useful than a dead one.”
 
   I closed my eyes, letting my head sink to the floor.  Don’t look at me.  This is Michiko’s work and she’s one pissed off ghost.  Too bad you can’t see her.  I softly growled at Virgil.  And stop calling me Cassie, dammit. 
 
   Whatever Virgil had done to help me was wearing off.  Darkness crowded in again, wrapping my senses in black-velvet folds.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Consciousness returned in broken fragments of pain.  Eventually the puzzle pieces formed a whole.  I lay curled on a gurney being guided into an emergency room.  A white-coated doctor shined a light in my eyes, snapping out orders to scurrying nurses.  Words went past me with meaning, but not a whole lot of importance.
 
   “One lung’s collapsed … massive blood loss…”
 
   “We need an operating room STAT!”
 
   “But it’s a freakin’ fox!”
 
   Light flashed off a federal ID.  Virgil was there, wrapped in a blanket.  His voice smashed out, hard as a fist, “Do everything possible for her, bearing in mind that I have both a gun and a license to kill.”
 
   “We’ll do what we can, but you’ll have to wait outside here.”
 
   Next thing I knew, someone was fitting a makeshift mask over my foxy face as I lay blinded by operating lights.  Under the fur, the demon mark on my arm itched and then burned.  A caustic strength poured into me.  I sniffed day-old road-kill sautéed in sulfur with a bit of moldy sock thrown in.  The odor cut straight through the hospital’s antiseptic scent.  Wocky?  Was he using the demon mark to feed me strength?  I hadn’t known he could do that.  Did it mean he could draw strength from me as well?
 
   A valve on a tank turned.  Its hissing whisper brought sleepiness.
 
   Figure it out … later…
 
    
 
   In my next slice of awareness, it dawned on me that I was in human form, not fox.  When had I shed fang, fur, and bushy tails?  I hoped it hadn’t been in the middle of my operation.  That was too dangerous to think about.  I stretched out in a hospital bed in a gloomy room.  The sheets were uber-fresh.  Big, fluffy pillows supported me.  The inevitable TV was mounted on the wall, turned off at the moment.  The next bed over was empty and crisply made.  
 
   Near me, a shadow moved with liquid grace.
 
   Shaun.
 
   His mouse-brown hair came alive with platinum highlights as he peered down, intensity hardening his handsome face, his blue-gray eyes reminding me of storm clouds.  He wore a cinnamon-colored suit with an open-throated dress shirt of dusky tangerine.  Somehow, he never looked quite complete without his katana in hand.
 
   “Grace, I’m here.”
 
   My mouth felt cottony.  His name came out as a thin, rough whisper, “Shaun...”  
 
   Inside my head, Taliesina slowly opened golden eyes.  Lured from her dark retreat in my inner shadows, she advanced fitfully, uncertain, tails whipping with a gentle eagerness.  There was no pressure from her to shift forms, nor did she try to take control of my human form to kiss him as she had that other time.  She only stared out of my eyes at him, her hunger feeding mine, fanning a raw blaze of desire.
 
   Mine, she said.
 
   Ours, I corrected her.
 
   She grinned at me.  Ours.
 
   “Grace?” Shaun said.  “Why are your eyes glowing a soft, buttery yellow?”
 
   “A Kitsune … thing.”  
 
   I loved the concern in his voice.  That was better than having him bitch me out for bleeding on his carpet.  Of course, he could always do that later.
 
   I noticed a needle taped to my arm.  A tube connected it to a bottle suspended on a steel stand.  Something clear slowly dripped into my veins.  ‘Whuzzat?” I slurred.
 
   “Don’t try to talk,” he said.  “We’re all here, looking out for you.  Just concentrate on getting better.”
 
   Comforted, I drifted at the edge of sleep, losing track of time, vaguely aware of people coming and going, poking and prodding, making comments I didn’t bother deciphering. 
 
   Sometime later the mental haze thinned enough for me to notice that the IV drip was gone.  A woman sat in a chair near my bed.  Her hand covered mine.  My bed’s side-rail was down and her head lay on the bed, face turned toward me.  Long, golden hair hung past her shoulders.  Cassie.  There were dark circles under closed, puffy eyes.  She’d been crying, here at my bed a long while I suspected.  I was touched, and annoyed.  
 
   How am I supposed to resent you as a rival for Shaun when you’re so nice to me?
 
   I managed a cough.  It hurt like hell.  I groaned, closing my eyes.  
 
   Cassie stirred.
 
   Dealing with this was more than I was up for just yet, so I made an inarticulate sound in place of conversation and let myself drop off again.
 
    
 
   The next time I surfaced I felt much improved, except for a raging hunger.  My stomach growled at me.  Daylight brightened the window curtains.  Hours had passed.  And Cassie was still there, playing mom; the mom I hadn’t known of until last month.  I pulled my hand out from under hers, trying to work up enough spit to say something.  My lips felt cracked and dry as I moistened them with my tongue.  I managed a vague, inarticulate sound, trying to get her attention because she so needed to go home and get some real rest.
 
   Cassie snapped awake, talking before her eyes pried themselves open, “Hush, love.  You’re safe.  Everything’s all right.  Momma’s here.”
 
   “Mohhhm,” incredibly thirsty, I croaked the word.
 
   “That’s right,” she said.  “Momma’s here.”
 
   Taliesina churred in my mind, a happy sound of inquiry.  Mommy!
 
   “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you ever again,” Cassie promised.
 
   I tried to squeeze out another word or two, but couldn’t.  I flopped my head and stared at the nightstand.  A pitcher and cup rested there.  I wanted a drink.  Bad.
 
   “Oh!”  Cassie reached over and filled a cup, bringing it to my face.  “Ice chips.  They want you to start on these and not go straight to liquids just yet.”  She dropped some of the ice in my mouth.  
 
   I sucked the cold hardness, savoring the relief.  
 
   “It would have been better, if you had to be hurt, to have been in human form.  You could have healed yourself by turning into a fox.  Still can, if you’ve the strength.”
 
   Now she tells me how it works.
 
   Virgil entered the room, only to be impaled on Cassie’s words.  “You’d better not have a job for me.  I’m not going anywhere until Grace is ready to leave this place.” 
 
   “Necessity never waits on convenience.”  Virgil approached the bed.  He shifted his gaze to me but kept the conversation going with Cassie.  “But this is your job.  Apparently there are a number of ex-ISIS members that have been kicked loose from the system for one reason or another.  Grace will need protection while I get things sorted out.”
 
   “Well, as long you’re here, tell me what these nuts wanted at Shaun’s,” she said.
 
   Virgil touched the bed’s siderailing, standing opposite of Cassie.  He said, “Grace is tired.  She needs rest to heal.  We can take this discussion out into the hall.”  He switched his attention to me.  “I’m glad you made it, Grace.  I was worried…”
 
   Long repressed snarkiness stirred within me.  “Yeah, for Cassie.  You kept calling me by her name.”
 
   “It’s not like I had both of you there in your fox forms for comparison,” he said.  “Hey, I brought you a gift.”  He held up a tawny, stuffed bunny with an equally stuffed orange carrot.  He put the creature on the bed next to me, and grinned.  “In case you get hungry later, my little fox.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘my’?” Cassie demanded.
 
   “Grace works for me now, part time anyway.”
 
   “What?  When did hell freeze over?  No way am I allowing that.”  Her voice went low, threatening, as her narrowed eyes blazed.  “That operation against the Miko was a one-time thing.”
 
   “Grace is a minor,” Virgil said.  “The Human Potential Institute has custody of her, and we have a contract with them for her services.”
 
   Cassie’s hands choked the bed’s side-rail beside her.  I half expected the steel to bend and break at any second.  She said, “Among my people, Grace is considered a child for the first few hundred years, and under my clan sign, not HPI’s.”
 
   First few hundred years?  How long am I gonna live?
 
   Virgil used a black-gloved hand, specifically his pointer finger, to stab the air, emphasizing a point.  “But you’re not among your people.  The laws of the United States apply.”
 
   A rapping at the door stopped a knock-down-drag-out in its tracks.  The door opened and Shaun entered, eyes shifting, absorbing the antagonism instantly.  His jaw knotted with anger, but his voice emerged as calm and gentle as his eyes.  “If you two are going to fight, do it outside.  Grace doesn’t need this.”
 
   The hell I don’t!  Someone get me popcorn and a drink.  No, on second thought, what I need is to be left alone with Shaun so he can soothe me with his bedside manner.
 
   “I’m going,” Virgil said.  “I just wanted Grace to know we’ve got guards on her door and in the surrounding rooms.  More of my own people are on the way.  Until they get here, were relying on local law enforcement. Also, I’ve notified your mother”—his eyes flicked to Cassie a moment—“your other mother, that you’re here.  Your school knows, too, so there won’t be a problem about missing classes for a while.  The only thing you need to concentrate on is getting better so I can work your tails off.”
 
   At that last comment, Cassie shot him a look ready to kill.  He hurried out of the room with her a few steps behind.  I think I saw her reaching for her gun.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   “A bed of coals, head stuffed with woes.
 
   Your kisses are fire, wounding my soul.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Bed of Coals
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Shaun came around the bed and sat where the siderail was down.  “So, you want to tell me what you were doing in my house when I’m not there, and the bad guys are?”
 
   I rolled my eyes back in my head and forced a cough that actually didn’t need much coaxing.  Cough.  “Fading fast … don’t think I have the strength…”  Cough, cough.  “…to take being yelled at.”
 
   “Grace,” he sounded unimpressed with my acting, “you should respect my privacy—I insist on it—but the reason I’m mad is that we almost lost you.  Cassie loves you beyond anything reasonable.  She’d survive anything else—but your death.”
 
   Speaking of love…  “Cassie’s staying with you.  Do you and she …  are you two…?”  I couldn’t finish the question.  I couldn’t even look at him while asking this much.  I felt my face flushing.
 
   “We’ve been friends a long time.  She came into my life soon after I lost my parents—more of a cool big sister than anything else.”
 
   Relief flooded me.  I could accept Cassie as my birth mother a whole lot easier than as a rival for Shaun.
 
   “Why do you ask?  Want someone to distract her a little?  Must be tough, all that intensity and passion trained on you twenty-four seven.  If it were my place, I’d say she’s a tad obsessive-compulsive where you’re concerned.  Not that that’s a big revelation to you, huh?”  Casually, Shaun warmed my hand in his.
 
   A delightful thrill shot through my body.  I had a mental vision of Shaun, gloriously naked, in bed of me—and of guards storming in to arrest him for having sex with a very willing minor.  I shook off the daydream with a sigh.  “So, uh, are guards really necessary?  ISIS probably won’t show up here when they know everyone and their dog is watching for them.”
 
   “Virgil’s counting on them being exactly that stupid, especially if I’m around too.  He’s using us to draw them out of hiding.  I don’t like it, but I see the necessity of ending this by getting to them quickly.  And this way, it’s a battlefield of our choosing.”
 
   “What about other patients getting in the line of fire?”
 
   “Not in this wing.  It’s been closed for a few weeks now for remodeling.”
 
   I could see I had little choice, so I put on a brave face.  “I’m getting combat pay for this right?”
 
   “I’d insist on it.  I’ll be taking shifts to make sure you’re all right.”
 
   Wonderful.  It made getting shot and blown across a room well worth it.  “Sorry to put you to so much trouble,” but not much.
 
   A deep voice cut between Shaun and me.  “I can take care of Grace just fine.”
 
   Startled, I jerked my hand out from under Shaun’s, as if I’d been caught in a cookie jar.  My gaze slid to the door where Fenn was framed.  His usually brown eyes had warmed to amber, flecked with gold.  The expression on his face was seriously annoyed.  The rest of him was mega hot.  He wore black denim jeans, boots, tee shirt, and for contrast, an ice-blue windbreaker that couldn’t be that effective now that we were at the tail end of November.  Then again, he was half human and half kachina.  For all I knew, cold to him might be a full-blown blizzard.
 
   While my heart wanted Shaun, I wasn’t immune to Fenn’s broody, bad-boy charm.  
 
   In the shadows of my mind, my inner fox yapped agreement.
 
   Fenn stalked into the room, stopping in front of Shaun.  The air shivered as if a subliminal growl had ghosted by.  Staring down at Shaun, Fenn vibrated with potential violence.  His voice came out with a file’s raspy edge, “You can go check out the rest of the floor.  Grace will be alright with me.”
 
   I wasn’t so sure, but said nothing, putting off the moment when Fenn would turn his attention to me.
 
   Shaun stood and breezed past Fenn, heading for the door.  “Sure.  Grace, holler if you need anything.  I won’t be far, and neither will Cassie.”
 
   “’Kay.”
 
   Fenn waited until Shaun was gone, then turned his amber eyes on me.  The stern irritation bled from his face, leaving anxious concern.  He sighed.  “Tell me you’re alright.”
 
   “Getting there.”  My voice was harsh and broken.  I pointed at the ice chips on the nightstand.  “Can you get me those?”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  
 
   He moved around the bed and started feeding them to me.  With my throat better lubricated, I tried to explain, “I didn’t mean to stand you up.  I just got pulled into something.”
 
   “At his house.”
 
   “I was visiting his sister, actually.”
 
   “Ghost girl?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s the anniversary of her death, and she didn’t want to face it alone.  I was going to call you and explain when—”
 
   “Your gift for finding trouble kicked in.”
 
   “Yeah.  Please don’t be mad at me.”
 
   “I am, but not for missing our breakfast date, though I waited for two hours at that stupid restaurant for you, totally starving since I didn’t want to order before you got there.  I’m pissed because the second you saw trouble coming, you should have called me.”
 
   “I can’t carry a cell phone.  They get fried by all the crossing over I do.”
 
   “There’s a house phone at Shaun’s place, right?”
 
   My near perfect memory created an image in my head of Shaun’s office, before it got—good grammar disengaging—blowed the hell up.  There had been a phone there, but I’d had no chance to use it.  I decided to change the subject slightly.  “How about if I make sure to call you next time?”
 
   “Not good enough.  Now you owe me breakfast and dinner, and I’m picking the restaurants.”
 
   My turn to sigh.  “Fine, but no fish tacos, or bison burgers.”
 
   He stood there, leaning on the siderail that was still up, his back to the hospital windows.  He stared like he was engraving my face in his memory, a precaution against the storms of Fate that inevitably found me.  He said, “From the moment I saw you, I knew we were tied together, for good and ill.”
 
   I shielded my face with one hand.  “I must look like a train wreck.”
 
   He pulled my hand away and lifted my chin.  “Considering all you’ve been through, I’m amazed you care.”  He smiled.  His hand tightened on mine.  “Since you’ve started taking that martial arts stuff from Shaun, I’ve developed an interest in the Far East.  You know, the Japanese believe that some people are meant for each other, that an unseen red thread ties them together, that they will find each other in time—when the Goddess of Love gets around to lending a helping hand.”
 
   “We’ve only been out a couple times, Fenn, and I’ve hung out with Onyx too.”
 
   “He’s gone back to his shadow world, for now anyway.  Let’s not ruin things by talking about him.  Or Shaun.  Why not give me a shot at your heart, Grace?  Do I need Tukka’s blessing?”
 
   “Maybe.”  Feeling sleepy, I yawned.
 
   “Oh well, it’s all right if you’re not convinced yet.  I’ll believe for the both of us.”  
 
   My eyes couldn’t seem to stay open.  “You do that.”  I yawned again.
 
   He said, “Take a nap.  When you wake up, I’ll be back.”
 
   My eyes snapped open.  “What happened to hangin’ around and keeping me safe?”
 
   “I’m running back to HPI for a few things.”  
 
   Actually, Fenn leaving had a side benefit.  Once his jealous self was removed, I could call Shaun back into the room and indulge in a few more fantasies. 
 
   He added, “And Jill and Drew called.  They want me to bring them here to see you.”
 
   Feeling cut off from my old life, I looked forward to having my suite mates fuss over me.  The human family that had raised me was flying apart.  Big Sis was out on her own, a pole dancer in a crappy little club in Sacramento, California.  Mom and Dad were getting divorced.  The big cruise trip they took to work on their marriage didn’t seem to have paid off.  And I’d been transplanted cross country to East Texas, hiding out from the internet viral-frenzy that had kicked up when a convenience store robbery caught on a cell phone outed me as a total freak with weird powers.  
 
   Can I ever get normal back? Deep sigh.
 
   I murmured, “Okay, jus’ gonna take a nap.” I never heard him leave the room.
 
    
 
   A hot-stud doctor with ruffled, beach-bum blond hair, a killer smile, and deep blue eyes—and several adoring nurses in tow— woke me up.  They checked on my vital signs, transferring me to a gurney.   Out in the hall, I picked up an armed escort: Sanchez and Kendall, Special Forces.  Virgil and I had worked with them only a few weeks ago.
 
   “Hey, babe, looking good.” Kendall grinned, blue eyes flashing.  With matching looks, he and the hot doc could have been related.  
 
   I returned the smile.  “You’re lying, but thanks.”
 
   He’d had a little attitude last time we saw each other.  Maybe Sanchez had beaten some sense into him.  She was all-soldier, with a Hispanic intensity and a temperament that didn’t suffer fools lightly.  If she was going to be around a while, I thought I might try and talk her into giving me a few shooting lessons, just between us girls.
 
   “Hi, ya, Hon,” Sanchez grinned.  “Figured we’d meet again.”
 
   “Just trying to keep your spirits up,” Kendall said.  “You’re quite the national resource now.”
 
   I saw uniformed cops down the hall, standing around manfully, trying not to seem bored.  Their eyes scanned me as I was rolled past.  I could almost hear their mental voices: She’s what this is all about?
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked.
 
   “MRI,” Doc said.  “Other wing.  Won’t take long, Jane.  I hope you’re not claustrophobic.”
 
   “Nah, closets don’t scare me.”  I caught Sanchez’s eyes, lowering my voice, “Jane?”
 
   She grinned.  “Yes, Miss Doe, that’s our story and we’re sticking to it.”
 
   Ah, yes, Virgil’s idea, no doubt.  Spy games forever. 
 
   The walls around us smelled of fresh paint.  We passed a shower room where plastic protected the tiles and chrome.  Buckets of paint were stacked inside next to a couple ladders.  We reached an area of the hospital that was in use, and grabbed an elevator down a few floors.  Soon, I was wheeled into a room with a massive machine.  Its maw was open and a long tongue stuck out of a tunnel.  A wall with a window showed another room where an operator ran things.
 
   After searching me for every stray scrap of metal, they put me on the machine’s tongue and slid me in, a tasty snack for the cyber-beast.  
 
   My better-than-human hearing picked up outside chatter: “What happens if she’s still got a tiny bit of shrapnel from the explosion left in her?” That was Sanchez sounding concerned as hell.  Doctor Hotness said, “We got it all, and have the x-rays to prove it.  We’re professionals.  We wouldn’t do this if there were any danger.”
 
   If he were wrong about shrapnel, then turning on the machine would pull it violently out of my body, cutting through any tissue in the way.  A shiver went down my spine.  Not a happy thought.  
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to breathe normally, as instructed.  
 
   Unexpectedly, pain prickled as though army ants covered me.  “Hey, stop.  Get me out of here!”  Hot knives felt like they were carving me up.  The ants penetrated deeper, determined to strip me to the bone.  Every nerve ending was screaming.  My stomach clenched.  My mind red-washed with pure agony, as every particle of matter in my body tried to shatter the molecular bonds.  I choked on fire as it surged up with my breath, and ignited from my pores.
 
   A scream rent the air.  It took me a moment to recognize the inhuman sound as mine.  
 
   Footfalls running my way were suddenly cut off as a fierce electric jolt replaced the usual cross over tingle.
 
   I remained in one piece, but close to my skin, nearly clear as glass, my ragged aura fluttered, thinner than I’d ever seen it.  Moments from aura failure, I flailed and whipped myself sideways into the cylinder wall encasing me.  I left the outer casing of the MRI and drifted several feet off the floor.  
 
   Another electric tingle shimmered through me and sound returned along with normal gravity.  I smacked the floor, shielding my face from impact with my arms.  I lay there, a huddle of misery, muscles twitching, heart pounding, the memory of pain almost as intense as the real thing had been.  I sobbed, completely uncaring that I felt a draft where my hospital gown completely failed to protect my dignity.  Drenched in sweat, I felt like a soggy dish towel that had been wrung out—and run over by a fleet of trucks.
 
   The area filled with panicked voices.  The hospital people probably thought they’d accidentally disintegrated me when I vanished from the metal tongue.  The guards were agitated, yelling questions.  
 
   I shifted sideways, covering my butt, and tried to figure out what had happened.  I’d been forced into the ghost world—either by the machine, or my gift kicking in on its own to save me from some kind of damage a human wouldn’t have taken.  Either way, I now knew to avoid MRIs in the future, at all costs.  
 
   Next time could be fatal.  
 
   Sanchez blocked the hospital personal wanting to take control of me.  Her steely glare allowed no argument.  She checked my bandages for signs of broken stitches and bleeding.  “Looks good,” she muttered.  “You got lucky.”
 
   “Yeah, I feel so lucky it hurts.  How long do those things stay in?”
 
   “New development: the stitches dissolve after a while so they don’t have to be removed.”
 
   Kendall knelt.  He carefully picked me up as if I were a small child, placed me back on the gurney, and wheeled me out.  He and I both ignored flurrying questions from my doctor.  Kendall looked grim.  Sanchez waved ID and snarled at the doctor’s persistence.  “This is a national security matter.  Nothing happened here, got it?”
 
   Worn out, each breath seemed labored.  My thoughts sunk into a miasma of fatigue.  I happily returned to my bed, settling in to finish my nap.  Really, dreams are much safer.  Usually.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
   “A dragon on wings drops in for the kill,
 
   flaming my heart, as dark dreams spill.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Warrior’s Bride
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Someone was crying.  The sound dragged me from a deep, foggy sleep.  I forced my eyes open, wiping away grit, and looked at my visitor’s chair.  Mom was there.  Not Cassie.  Mom—the woman who’d raised me.  She clutched a Kleenex, mangling it in both hands.  Her bony wrists were thick with glossy, indigo bracelets that matched a navy blue sweater.  The sweater’s gold buttons had anchors on them.  Her head was bowed, crowned by thick, silver curls that had the faintest suggestion of blue.  Her real hair was short and pinned under the wig.  She had a dozen of them, all the same style and color.  Her skin was remarkably free of wrinkles.  I could easily smell the lotions she wore.  But then I was half kitsune.  There wasn’t much I couldn’t smell, except for where the cleaning staff had sloshed too much ammonia with their cleaning products.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   She forced a trembling smile into place, daubing at her eyes.  “Yes, dear, I’m here.”
 
   “I’m okay, honest.”  Except for this strange feeling inside me that I want to hit someone repeatedly, with a great deal of force.  Mothers shouldn’t ever be made to cry.  It’s not right.
 
   She stood and leaned over the siderail to hug me, doing so gingerly, as if I were brittle.  I devoured a new element of her scent, closing my eyes to savor it.  This was the smell of love, of home.  I felt better with her just being there, with the most important things understood and left unsaid.  A freak or not, I would always be her child.  Finally, she pulled away.  Her smile became more real, taking the sting out of her words, “How dare you scare me like that.  I have a good mind to stage a frightful scene, rife with weepy excess.”
 
   I grinned, unrepentant.  “You can always force feed me Jell-O with a turkey baster.  That will teach me.”
 
   Her face grew solemn.  Shadows stirred in her eyes as fresh tears brimmed.  “They called and said you’d been … shot by burglars.  I couldn’t believe it.  I told them, ‘I don’t appreciate such ill humor.’  The man on the phone was very kind and patient with me.  Shot…  My girls don’t get shot.  They get honor roll, or they get things pierced that I’d rather not know about.  They burst into flame, or pole dance, for God’s sake.  But they don’t get shot.”
 
   “Wait ‘til sis finds out.  She’ll be green with envy.  I’ve got street cred.”
 
   Mom glared at me.  “I don’t even want to know what that means.  You have got to promise me you won’t ever do this again.”
 
   I sighed.  Necessary lies.  Our family had always needed them.  But I can’t lie.  As a kitsune, honesty is a pathological obsession.  Ancient legends warned that lying might even short-circuit some of my abilities.  I gave her what I could.  “Not if I can help it.  Not that I’d seen this coming.”
 
   “Yes, your Mr. Langley explained to me that you’d walked into a crime in progress.”
 
   You could say that.
 
   “He seems a nice man,” mom said.  “Do you happen to know if he’s single?”
 
   I stared at her.
 
   “What?  I’m entitled.  It’s not like I’m—dead.”  The last word came out low with shock.  She brushed her eyes with the Kleenex.  “Sorry, didn’t mean to go there.  I can’t believe you’re awake and talking to me.  There should be an oxygen mask, tubes and drips, bustling nurses and good-looking doctors gravely poring over your chart.  My God, Grace, they said you came in suffering from massive blood loss, shot, with a collapsed lung.  This is just … just…” 
 
   “Unnatural?” I suggested.
 
   Her eyes darkened with fear.   Her hands trembled until she clasped them together.   “I don’t like that word.”
 
   ‘Cause you’ve always known how well it fits me.  That’s one of the things we never talk about.
 
   Time to make a virtue of necessity; a distraction was needed.  “Mom, do you think you could come around to the other side of the bed and help me get to the bathroom?”
 
   “Oh, sure.  Just a moment.”  Given something concrete to focus on, she became more her usual self, energetically rounding the bed.  She drew aside the covers.  
 
   I still wore an open-backed hospital gown.  It was puke green, matching the paint on the walls and the simulated marble tiles on the floor.  The only remaining obstacle to my bladder’s happiness, the other bed, was empty, the bathroom beyond it.  Mom helped me swing my legs off my bed, taking things achingly slow as I winced and groaned.  I felt weak as a kitten, as she gripped my upper arm.
 
   I gasped at the tenderness of the demon mark.  The skin felt sunburned.
 
   Mom jerked her hand away, staring at my arm.  “Sorry, dear, I didn’t know you’d hurt your arm.  It’s not even bandaged.”
 
   That’s all she had to say? 
 
   “How’s it look?” I asked.
 
   “Red, swollen.  Does it hurt a lot?”
 
   “No, not really.”   My arm looked normal to me—except for the demon brand.  It was strange that mom couldn’t she see the black mark.  If I had something that looked to her like a tattoo, she’d have been unable to resist jerking my chain.  I’d razzed my sister relentlessly about her inking herself up—not that I actually objected in principle.  Tormenting one’s pole dancing sister is a constitutional right, in there somewhere with the right to bare arms and legs and whatever else needs baring.
 
   Mom helped me totter out from between the beds, passing a TV in a metal frame that dangled from the ceiling.  Sweat lined my face.  Every breath hurt.  My collarbone ached as well.  Even my hair hurt.  But a human wouldn’t be so functional, so fast.  I had a lot to be thankful for.
 
   The door to my room opened.  Sanchez stuck her head in.  Seeing me up caused a raised eyebrow.  “What’s going on?  A prison break?”  She muttered something to Kendall, and came into the room.
 
   “Bathroom break,” I explained.
 
   Sanchez crowded in, displacing my mom.  “Here, let me do it.”  She gripped my wrist, pulling up my arm.  For a moment, I thought she was going for a fireman’s carry, slinging me over her shoulders.  But she turned and brought my arm across her shoulders, sliding her free arm across my lower back.  I leaned into her, taking an experimental first step.
 
   Sanchez had replaced her military fatigues with dark slacks and top, and a bulky coat left unzipped so she could reach whatever gun nestled in her holster.  She still smelled of gun oil and clove-flavored gum.  “Easy there.  One step at a time, kid.”  Her grip was strong.  She felt rock solid under my arm.  Here was a lady who took physical conditioning seriously.  I wondered if she’d like to go running with me sometime—when my life wasn’t in imminent danger.
 
   She left me on the porcelain throne and went back out.  With my kitsune hearing, the conversation came easily through the closed door as I took care of business.  Standing, I leaned against the wall, then the sink, washing up.  Seeing my sweaty hair in a bird’s-nest tangle made me wince.  I looked tired and starved despite the naps.  The stark lighting washed out natural coloring.  Looking ghastly, I smelled less than fresh.  I so wanted a long hot shower.  Unfortunately, the best I could hope for was probably a sponge bath.
 
   Now, if only I could get Shaun to volunteer for that little chore.
 
   Once more, my stomach reminded me I was neglecting it.  Hold on.  They’ve got to have food around here someplace.  I’ve just got to bribe someone to smuggle me something good.
 
   I threw water on my face, vowed to borrow a hairbrush from mom, and pulled my gown aside enough to look myself over.  A bandage.  I pulled the edge up enough to peek underneath.  Stitches.  Well what had I expected?  The damage should have been bad enough to keep me in bed.  If I had any doubts about being not of this world, this would have chased them down and clubbed them to death.  I felt the last of my humanity crumbling, blowing away, and wondered just what was going to replace it.  
 
   My shadow-man DNA?  Dad was a shadow-man, a king, whose shadow could drown the world in darkness.  The thought of turning literally into nothing was scary.  What if, after a while, I couldn’t come back to being me?  Safer to just take a long hard look at Cassie.  She could teach me what it meant to be kitsune.  
 
   But there was an emotional tar pit waiting to devour me.  She insisted I call her Mom.  She wanted to recover all those years we’d lost by being apart—all the lost birthdays and special moments mother and daughter are supposed to share.  I looked at the bathroom door, thinking of the human woman that had raised me with all her love.  She had this divorce to deal with.  I didn’t think this was the time to tell her someone else was trying to replace her in my life.
 
   Sanchez rapped on the door.  “You all right in there?”
 
   “Yeah.”  I went to the door and pushed it open.  Hands caught me on the threshold.  Sanchez steadied me.  I looked her in the eyes.  “But I’d do better on a full stomach.”
 
   “I’ll see if I can get something from the nurse.”  Mom hurried off on her mission, leaving Sanchez to help me back to bed.
 
   “How about you smuggle in a pizza for me,” I suggested.  “I’ve nothing against hospital Jell-O, but—”
 
   Sanchez grinned.  “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Arguing voices sounded out in the hall.  Sanchez threw a worried glance that way as she turned me around to sit on the bed.
 
   I told her, “I can take it from here if you want to go see what that’s all about.”
 
   She nodded, drawing her gun.  It was a monster: blue steel with a vented barrel.  Dirty Harry would be proud.  Gripping it in two hands, she hurried off. 
 
   Easing back onto the sheet, I watched Sanchez go out the door.  I caught a flash of even more white-coated personnel than before, and some suits that might have been hospital administrator types.  Kendall held fast, denying them entrance.  
 
   “Jane Doe” seems very popular.  No doubt the doctors had as many questions about my physiology as I did, and Virgil was limiting access.  I grinned.  It felt good to have government muscle to hide behind.  Not being human, I could no longer think of myself as a freak.  A refugee from the Twilight Zone is more accurate.
 
   My former self had become a badly fitting pair of high heels that felt better off than on.  Still, that didn’t mean I wanted to wind up on the cover of some medical journal, having earned someone a Nobel Prize in weirdness.
 
   A nurse was allowed in to see to my needs.  She had a china doll look, cobalt eyes, flaxen hair, cherry lip gloss, and an air of fragility.  Pretty, but somehow not quite real, she hurried over to fluff my pillow and pull up my sheet.  This happened with a great deal of groaning on my part.  All brisk professional in her starched white uniform, the whole thermometer and blood pressure cuff thing followed.
 
   The discussions in the hall were louder now.  A piercing scream shivered me.  Gun shots boomed.  
 
   What the hell!  
 
   My door burst open, letting a cloud billow in.  Kendall fell backwards into my room and lay still on the floor, his legs keeping the doors from closing.  The doctors in the hall were crumpled and fallen.  Women in dark blue with black Kevlar armor, swords, and gas masks crowded into view.
 
   A sharp pain hit my arm.  The nurse had jabbed me with a needle, injecting God knows what.  I sagged, bleeding tension, losing sensation in my body.  My senses swam.  My muscles slackened.  Doing anything seemed too much effort.
 
   An evil grin plastered on her face, my nurse said, “Nothing to get excited about, just our usual recruiting drive.”  I managed to focus on her name tag: MISSY.  Her voice caressed with saccharine sweetness, “Sometimes, when you want a job done right, you have to do it yourself.” 
 
   Though I probably didn’t have the energy for it, I tried to cross over.   Focus slipped.  Desire evaporated.  Stupid drug.  Need to … to…  The world around me turned soapy, slowly listing side to side.  Fear and alarm melted on my tongue like cotton candy.  Though I’m not sure what the joke was, I laughed and Missy laughed with me. We were having a party.  The room filled with armored women bristling with guns and swords, wearing masks over their faces that made them the silliest things.
 
   “If only Shaun were here…”  I sighed.
 
   “I know, Moppet, I’m sad too that we can’t wait for him.”  Missy dragged me off the bed, into a wheelchair someone wheeled over, having dragged Kendall away from the door.  “But the fighting’s getting heavy downstairs.  My diversionary force will be pulling out soon, drawing off your protectors so we can bail by another route.”  She threw a blanket over my lap.
 
   TMI: too much information.  
 
   The only diversionary action I wanted to know about involved me and Shaun in a passionate lip-lock.  The sunlight through the windows shifted to an oily green, coloring my skin gecko.  That was interesting.  I giggled, holding up my hand, staring.  Five fingers became ten, then five again as I wiggled them.  And giggled.  Wow.  Whatever she’d given me was the good stuff!
 
   The women picked up a shot comrade and followed, as Missy took me to a waiting elevator.  Unconscious on the elevator floor, my mom blocked the door, a spilled hospital tray next to her.  
 
   Mom!  Get up from there.  You’ll get your clothes all dirty.
 
   They dragged her out so most of us could go in.  Those that couldn’t, ran for the stairs.  Through the closing doors, I looked with great concern at my squished Jell-O.  Pieces of it quivered in fear.  Poor thing.
 
   The doors shut.  Missy pressed the button for the top floor.  
 
   My hand no longer looked green, having turned both smoky and tangy like a good bar-b-q sauce.  I licked my thumb to confirm the sensation.  It tasted fuzzy.
 
   Missy squeezed my shoulder with a grip like a raptor.  “We’re going for a fun little helicopter ride.  You’re in for a real treat.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve done that before, with a mothman.”
 
   One of the girls snickered as the doors opened.
 
   Missy glared at her.  “Something funny to you?”
 
   The girl straightened, losing expression.  “No, Ma’am.”
 
   We left the elevator at the top floor, joining with the others from the stairwell.  They wheeled me off, ignoring questions from curious onlookers.  Chair and all, I was carried up a last flight of stairs to the roof and set down.  They wheeled me across the roof, through bright sunshine and a blustery wind.  The rooftop shone, mostly white gravel, although someone had taken red spray paint to create an intricate pattern right smack dab in the middle.  It looked as if some of the white pebbles had been killed and had bled out, giving their all for art.  
 
   A voice in the back of my head said, Spell circle.  
 
   We sent some empty spray cans rolling as we passed.  The roof door slammed shut and locked with a click.
 
   The whump-whump-whump of rotor blades announced the arrival of a blue and gray helicopter that looked dolphinesque with its stubby beak of a nose.  It descended to the far side of the roof, settling on skids, a honeycombed barrel hanging under its belly.  I softly sang, “Rocket’s red glare, bombs bursting in air…”
 
   We stopped well short of where it settled.  Someone blocked our way, a shifting shadow, surrounded by curling red flames.  It took me a moment to recognize the figure.
 
   Cassie!  She’d come to see me off.  
 
   Piercing the whump-whump of the rotors, her voice slashed out, shedding modern phrasing as her centuries-old nature immerged.  “You have erred grievously, laying hands upon my precious daughter.  Release her now and I promise you merciful deaths.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   “Is that a dog or dinosaur?
 
   I’m just too stoned to see.
 
   So I’ll throw a bone and run away
 
   from the Death-of-me.”
 
                 
 
                                                          —Perilous Paths
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Missy flicked her fingers Cassie’s way.
 
   Responding to the command, several of her evil minions lunged forward.  They held machine pistols by front and rear grips, the ammo clip in the middle between their hands.  The guns chattered, breathing fire and blue smoke.  Spent casings spun through the air, littering the rooftop.
 
   Either my senses were completely unreliable—for some reason—or time was broken, out of joint like a big dawg.  The chopper’s whumping became a drawn-out, sludgy drone.  The gunfire attenuated, turning brittle.  Cassie’s screen of dancing flames slowed, fire taking on a weird glassy sheen.  It seemed I could actually see the spinning slugs melting to nothing.
 
   Whatever they tranqued me with is off the hook!
 
   Cassie faced the weapon fire fearlessly, as though it were a summer shower.  Her face melted, reshaped, and darkened with rusty red-orange fur as she waded forward.  Her golden eyes brightened, incandescent coins in her head.  Long, pointy ears appeared atop her head.  Fox ears.  Her head became a fox’s, though the rest of her remained…  Wait a minute.  Is that a fox tail flopping out of her pants?
 
   Epic kewl.
 
   Fox mixed with human, I wondered if I could do the half-and-half thing too.  I fingered my cheeks, kneading them like dough.  “Foxy face, foxy face…  Where are you?”  Damn.  It didn’t work. 
 
   Missy gave me a long stare, her eyebrows arching as though my words were incomprehensible, or maybe it was just me.  She dragged her attention back to the battle.
 
   The machine pistols were empty, and rather than reload, the gunners let their weapons hang from straps as they drew gently-curved katanas.  With aching slowness, Missy’s goon squad fanned out to hit Cassie from all sides.
 
   She brought her hands together.  A bar of golden light welled up in a column from her fists.  Her surrounding flames weakened as the sword formed, as if one gave life to the other.
 
   Time healed, back in joint again.  All the figures moved at normal speed again.  Sounds lost distortion.  Screams of exertion from the hit squad made a shrill chorus.  Cassie whirled in their midst, skimming across the red, painted design on the white gravel.  
 
   I’d seen that pattern somewhere, recently.  But where?  If I could only view it from above…
 
   Movement drew my eyes away from the spray-painted puzzle.  Cassie’s light-sword slithered and fluttered like a tiger’s tail as she turned away blows, that is, those that didn’t miss entirely due to her nimble footwork.  Shaun danced better, but she wasn’t bad.  Several of Missy’s gal pals fell dying—hacked, slashed, or gutted as opportunity allowed.  Tar-like blobs splattered the rooftop from Kevlar vests melted in spots at the kiss of Cassie’s sword.  War cries were replaced by screams of pain and piteous moans.  And through it all, a fierce, predatory grin never left Cassie’s face.
 
   Ah, this is what it means to be kitsune!
 
   Exhaustion set in as if I’d just run a marathon, but my head was clearing of whatever drug I’d been given.  I felt nausea and fought the urge to hurl.  What was I doing sitting here, watching the show as Cassie risked her life for me?  Once I was out of danger, Cassie could disengage and wait for back-up.  I reached for the veil, but paused, smelling something putrid-sweet like rotting, maggoty flesh.  I knew that scent, or one like it.
 
   Demon!
 
   But not Wocky.  This was stronger, sharper.  There might well be quite a few.  Something had drawn them to the battle.  Suddenly, my wheelchair became the safest place to be.  Cassie had to smell them too.  It explained why she wasn’t taking shortcuts across the ghost world, popping in and out of sight.
 
   Missy stepped forward, showing me her back.
 
   That left just one of her soldiers guarding me, a thin, gaunt blonde with mean eyes.  She saw me eying the machine pistol in her hands, and glowered at me.  “Don’t even think it,” she warned.
 
   Missy looked over her shoulder.  “She’s coming out of it, Evelyn?”
 
   “A little,” my guard answered.  “Drugs aren’t working quite right.”
 
   Damn!  There had to be something I could do.  What had Michiko said about fox spirits? I dug it out of my near-perfect memory: they can create fire, walk in dreams, and create very real illusions—according to legend…  How much of that was true?  And helpful?  Illusions and fire.  Cassie had no trouble crafting fire into armor and sword.  I could do a sword, but that was about it, and where my sword was all shadow and flame, Cassie could make a freakin’ laser-beam saber.  Frustration gnawed at the lining of my stomach.  There was so much more I needed to know.
 
   Missy lifted her hands, gesturing strangely as though writing on the wind.  She laughed as her girls, wounded and not, grew silent within the spell circle, crumpling to lie still and discarded on the gravel.
 
   Cassie paused, still a few steps inside the design.  Her gaze shot to Missy, then traced the pattern she occupied.  Speed blurred her as she leaped, but the response came too late—she hit the edge of the pattern and was flung back inside by a barrier that briefly lit up a sickly yellow as she touched it.  In sympathetic response, my whole body jolted as well.  
 
   Everything came clear.  The pattern on the roof was the focus for a spell.  Missy was an awful terrorist, but apparently a great witch.  Her dark mojo also explained why demons were getting underfoot lately.  Either she was trafficking with them, or her vibe was drawing them in like ants to a picnic.
 
   As I stared at Missy’s back, my heart flamed with hate.  She’d thought nothing at all of sacrificing her people to trap Cassie.  I was in the hands of an utterly ruthless bitch.
 
   Evelyn shouted, “You keep going through our newbies like that, we’ll need another recruitment drive.”
 
   Missy shrugged and turned back to me, eyes overly innocent, a saccharine smile in place. She raised her voice to be heard over the bludgeoning whumping of the helicopter, “Well, that was fun.  Don’t worry, my darlings, there’s more ahead.  Shall we go?”
 
   “I’d rather chew glass,” I hissed.
 
   Her smile widened.  “In due time, Precious.”
 
   Golden eyes in the back of my mind opened, ablaze with warning.  Taliesina chided, Be harmless.  Look for weakness.  Stupid to invite injury.
 
   Damn.  She had a point.
 
   Missy caught Evelyn’s gaze, “Evil, keep a close watch on her.  She’s tricky.  Smart too, accelerating her metabolism to burn the drug out of her system.  It’d be nice if we could do that.”
 
   Evelyn produced a pair of restraints and cuffed each of my wrists to the wheelchair armrests.  She set them tight, too tight, enjoying the girrrrr of aggravation I gave her. 
 
   Missy strolled on, curving around the summoning circle she’d set.  Evelyn pushed me along in Missy’s wake.
 
   On her feet, Cassie padded along the inside of her prison.  Her hands glided along the barrier, making patches of it muddy yellow.  Her tail lashed vigorously.  Her fire seemed gone, out of reach, her sword evaporated.  The mask of her human face returned—jaw clenched with impotent rage, muscles jumping below the skin.  Her eyes were on me, shadowed with grief, offering silent promises.  
 
   I knew she wasn’t giving up.  She never gave up.  She’d come for me, somehow.  She’d search for me under every boulder in hell if she had to.  I felt a small coal fanning off the cold fear in my heart, and craned my neck to watch her over my shoulder for as long as possible.
 
   Taliesina watched through my eyes, hunched miserably in my mental shadows, her ears drooping, tails quivering with irrepressible frustration.  Mommy…
 
   The pilot came out to help manhandle my wheelchair through the gaping hatch, stowing me out of the way like so much luggage.  Not even a window seat.  
 
   The pilot and Evelyn made several trips to get the wounded that had been carried to the roof.  They were stacked like a cord of wood.  The copter doors slammed shut.  I suspected the helicopter was close to its weight limit, if not over it.  Obviously, Missy had never intended to take the majority of her troops to safety this way.  She’d intended them to be cannon fodder all along.
 
   Cold bitch, Taliesina said.
 
   We lifted into the sky.  My stomach lurched uncomfortably.  Though outwardly calm, I wanted to tear at the thin chains that manacled me to the chair.  After leaving the roof and the demon stench, it was probably safe to cross over and slip the cuffs, but with my energy down to almost nothing, I’d pop back into view and still be at the mercy of my guard.  Better to bide my time since only my life was on the line now.
 
   Missy squatted by my side, her eyes intense, searching.  “We need to talk, Dear Heart.”
 
   “Sorry,” I yelled over the engine sound.  “Can’t hear you.”
 
   Her hands fluttered and she mouthed what sounded like random consonants and vowels—no language I knew anyway.  The engine went silent, but it didn’t feel like we were falling.  I guessed Missy had conjured some silence for us.  She said, “I’m going to get some answers from you.”
 
   “You will.”
 
   “Yes,” she hissed, channeling her inner snake.   “It’s just a matter of how much damage you want to take before you come clean.”
 
   She didn’t seem to understand I’d agreed with her.  “You’re right.”
 
   She blinked in surprise, her face and posture relaxing.  “You sound sensible.”
 
   “I know my limits.  I wish they were a little less narrow, but that’s not going to happen any time soon.  The truth is, I don’t know a heck of a lot you’d be interested in.  I’m just a high school student who got sucked into a whole lotta trouble.  Need to know how to conjugate a verb or split an infinitive, I’m your gal.”
 
   She pulled out a taser, activating the wand so a little jag of blue electricity arced between terminals.  “You’ve been trained well.  You’re trying to slip kernels of lie past me, sunk in big chunks of truth.  You sound very convincing.”  Missy swept the nurse’s cap from her head and settled back, getting comfortable on the deck at my feet.  Whatever seats had been in here had been removed to increase space and lessen weight.  She’d lost psychological advantage by looking up at me, but it didn’t seem to bother her.  “You should know, I’m not afraid of breaking my playmates to see how they tick.  If you want it to be possible for someone to put you back together when I’m done, you won’t make things too hard for me.”  The taser she held up zapped and crackled, adding emphasis.  “After a certain point, I stop caring about answers—but the pain goes on … and on … and on…”  Her voice turned dreamy with anticipation.
 
   I found it hard to swallow.  She was getting scarier and scarier.  The only way not to blanch and whimper like a little kid was to get angry, so I did.  “Just what the hell do you want with me anyway?”
 
   “Let’s start with that … whatever she was… we just left on the roof.  She called you her daughter, but I have old pictures of you with a different mother.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Came as a shock to me too.  Turns out Cassie’s my biological mom, not the woman who raised me.”
 
   Missy nodded.  “That checks with our background research.”
 
   Evelyn approached from the cockpit.
 
   Missy turned her head, frowning.  “What is it?”
 
   “We’ve got company.  A chopper’s dogging our trail.”
 
   “Take it out.”
 
   “Tech-9s?”  She wagged her dainty little machine pistol.
 
   Missy grinned.  “No, Luv, use a rocket.  I’m in the mood for a big boom.”
 
   I really wanted to punch someone in the face.  Hard and often.  I wondered if this was how Fenn went around feeling most of the time.  As the shock wore off, I shouted, “No, you can’t!”  
 
   She laughed.  “Oh, I think I can.”  Missy climbed to her feet and handed the taser to Evelyn with a terse, “Watch her,” and went forward.
 
   I’d catch hell for this, but I couldn’t let them take out the copter.  It was probably one of Virgil’s, flown by some of his guys.  I tugged the veil.  The electric tingle danced along my skin, lingering longer than expected.  I wasn’t sure I’d get through, then I burst to the other side.  Gravity fluttered, damping down.  The colors turned to gray tones.  The wheelchair came along.  Immaterial as a ghost, but not one, I pulled my wrists through the metal of the cuffs, freeing myself, but set my hands back down on the armrests.  My aura flickered weakly, little more than a vague orange glow.  Whatever the MRI had done to me, I wasn’t bouncing back quickly.  My aura failed and I crossed back to the mortal side of the veil.  Gray tones reverted to full color.
 
   Evelyn stared at me, an uncertain look on her face.  I’d flickered out of existence a moment, but I was back where I was supposed to be now.  I couldn’t give her time to see that my hands were free.  “I smell something burning,” I said.  “You must be thinking again.  That’s dangerous if you’re not used to it.”
 
   “Little bitch!”  She thumbed the taser on and let it crackle menacingly.  “Don’t let your mouth dig you neck-deep into a world of pain.”
 
   I rolled my eyes as she loomed over me.  “I’m so scared.”
 
   “You’re asking for—”
 
   I rolled sideways in the chair and grabbed the taser.  I tried to thrust the prongs into her, knocking her out, but her reflexes were fast.  She locked her muscles, and I couldn’t budge her arm.  She was scary strong.  Her other hand swung the stock of the Tech-9 at me.  I swung my head to the side and took a glancing blow that stunned, but didn’t take me out.
 
   I lost the fight for the taser as our helicopter banked sharply.  Evelyn was thrown on top of me.  Accidentally or on purpose, she triggered the device, jabbing me.  There wasn’t so much as a crackle.  My anti-electronic mojo had kicked in, draining the taser’s battery.  She dropped the useless device, and snapped an elbow into my head.  Wincing from the blow, I saw clouds of gray across my eyes that had nothing to do with the ghost world.
 
   Unable to cross over, all my fancy moves were useless.  Evelyn shifted, straddling my legs, and jammed the muzzle of the machine pistol against my sternum.  Her free hand gripped my throat, squeezing so I couldn’t breathe.  She leaned in.  Her face hung inches from mine, a vicious smile in place.  “Nice try, Buttercup.”
 
   “We got them!” Missy shrieked.
 
   Evelyn’s smile widened.  She told me, “You’re done now, but those federal pigs are well done.  Count yourself lucky.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
   “We thank you for your sacrifice,
 
   little lamb upon our table.
 
   You gave your life to become stew,
 
   with the most exquisite flavor.”
 
    
 
                                                         —Sacrifice 
 
                                                             Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Hot tears brimmed my eyes.  I’d failed, and people were dead.  I hadn’t been good enough when it counted.
 
   Missy called back, “Everything all right, Evil?
 
   Sitting on my knees, Evelyn kept the gun pressed snuggly against me, easing her grip on my throat.  I coughed and sucked in some precious air.
 
   “Peachy,” Evelyn called back.  “Brat and I were just having a heart to heart.”  Her smile faded.  Her gaze slid across my face, measuring, evaluating.  “That thing we left back on the roof, what is she exactly?”
 
   “My mother.”
 
   “I didn’t ask who.  I asked what.”
 
   I wished I could lie for a good cause, but even that was beyond me.  Like my mom, I was…  “Kitsune.”
 
   She grunted, absorbing the information like a punch.  “Some kinda demon fox?  That makes you a demon, too.”
 
   We’re not demons at all, but think what you want.  “Some people call my father king of the demons.”
 
   She grinned.  “Welcome to the club, sister.  My old man was hell-on-wheels and a mean drunk besides.  So, how’d you slip those cuffs?  Dislocate your thumbs and slip your hands free?”
 
   “Magic.”  That was the only word I had for my powers since science was stumped by what it couldn’t measure or explain.
 
   “Demon-magic.”
 
   I shrugged.  
 
   She changed subject, “What is Shaun Cameron to you?”  
 
   “I’m one of his students.”
 
   “Shaun, is he human or demon?”
 
   I felt the copter losing altitude.  “Human.”  Hot and sizzling, hundred percent prime beef.  “But I could be wrong.”
 
   “He any good in the sack?”
 
   I sighed heavily.  “Wish I knew.”
 
   Missy came back and eyed Evelyn and me curiously but said nothing about our seating arrangement.  “We’re setting down.  Prepare to move out.”
 
   Evelyn’s grin was back in place.  “Gotcha.”  She pulled the machine pistol’s muzzle out of my chest and lashed out with its butt, a swift, brutal motion.  A burst of pain filled my head, then nothing as I slumped, unconscious.
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   The space was dim with white Christmas lights edging the room, winding around white pillars.  Machines threw out swirling spots of neon blue, giving me an alien form of measles.  Mirrored disco balls spun, throwing out large spots of light across a semi-crowded dance floor.  A romantic ballad played.  The DJ supervising the sound system looked a lot like Virgil—if he’d ever deign to wear chrome sunglasses and a powder-blue suit.
 
   The people around me were all friends.  Jill wore a black judge’s robe and swirled by without a partner, gavel in hand.  Madison and Fran from the Van Helsing School for Gifted Slayers were there, cross-dressing as cowboys, sporting handlebar mustaches and white hats trimmed with peacock feathers.  Their western-cut suits seemed to glow in the gloom, a silvery-blue light borrowed from angels.  Drew swept by, laughing, adorned in a sea-foam green chiffon gown with a silver rose necklace and matching earrings.  Her hair was a high, pink pile that left the thin column of her neck bare.
 
   I was the only one not dancing in this dream.
 
   I looked down at myself.  I wore a cyan blue, off-the-shoulder dress with voluminous folds made to resemble an inverted flower.  A brace of Colt revolvers with pearl grips were belted low on my hips.  I felt the weight of boots on my feet, and from the jingle, spurs were attached.  The demon brand on my arm was now carmine red, a tattooed heart cinched with barbwire, dripping real blood down my arm.
 
   What the hell…?
 
   I turned and spotted Tukka at a buffet table, guarding a pile of chocolate truffles.  He growled at anyone getting too close to them.  I strolled over, dodging dancers.
 
   He inspected me as I arrived.  Grace feeling better?
 
   “Getting there.  Whose dream are we in?”
 
   Tukka nodded.  Grace’s dream, has best chocolate ever.  Tukka can eat chocolate here if not in real world.
 
   Yeah, who knew fu dogs could get addicted to the real thing?  “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, but I’m not sure you should weaken your resolve, by indulging in any way.”
 
   Tukka gave me a flat, cold stare.  Grace, don’t be a buzz-kill.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   We are having fun.
 
   “We?  You’re royalty now?”
 
   Good one, but, no.  Tukka brought friends to help keep demons away.  He tossed his head, directing my gaze off to the balcony.  It was packed with teal blue fu dogs.  One or two wore ties—and nothing else.  
 
   “They’re friendly, right?”
 
   They are determined.  Long have we sought One-who-opens-doors.  Grace key to going home.  Demons get hurt plenty bad they mess with us.
 
   I guess this explained why I’d caught little more than a whiff of Wocky since our earlier date.
 
   “Demons aren’t the only ones with plans for me.”
 
   His gaze snapped back to my face.  Oh?
 
   “Cassie says there are outsiders that want me—dead.  ISIS agrees.  They just want to do the killing.  Virgil has plans for me, too.  Not to mention Fenn and Onyx.  I’m very popular.”  I couldn’t manage to keep dejection out of my voice.
 
   He growled low in his throat.  The music stopped.  The DJ vanished.  The dancers turned to thinning shadows, leaving Tukka, me, and the chocolate.  The other fu dogs approached, claws clicking on the tiles.  Tukka made a tight turn, nudging me into the middle of his pack. 
 
   He spoke to the others.  This my cub, child of heart, clan-daughter and heir.  Let all bear witness.  His words boomed, hard and focused, the mask of the clown falling from his face.  Grace is our hope.  Hope must not die.  Her enemies die.  We see to it.  Taste her dreams, guard her steps.  She is pack.  Tukka has spoken.
 
   They dropped their gaze from his, offering no challenge to his words, and one by one they wuffled at me, taking my scent, careful not to trample me underfoot. 
 
   “Odd, haven’t I had this dream before?”
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
   I groaned, clawing back to consciousness, hag-ridden by a sense of implacable threat.  I felt a load of trouble on my chest, making my reinflated lung ache, along with the other one.  A sound like a muted vacuum cleaner startled me.  I pried open my eyes.  Sea-foam green eyes stared back.  The rumble came from seventeen pounds of fluffy yellow fur.  A tabby sat on top of me, regarding me with intent interest.  
 
   I turned my head to see who else lurked about, realizing at the same time that I lay upon silk sheets, among an overabundance of pillows, on a canopy bed with gilt, spiral bedposts that put me in mind of unicorn horns.  Purple shaded lamps rebuffed the gloom that hung heavy in the rest of the room.  I smelled cat, an old odor that was Missy, and sharp, spicy incense that tickled my nose, making me want to sneeze.
 
   The cat and I seemed to be alone.  Of course, that didn’t mean every move wasn’t being recorded on spy cam. 
 
   I drew comfort from the fact that I hadn’t awakened in chains against some dank dungeon wall, or tied to a chair with hot irons half-buried in burning coals near by.  Of course, that could change in a heartbeat.
 
   I gave the cat a gentle shove to move her along.  “Go tell the sisterhood of ISIS I’m up.”  Her rumble vanished as she trotted off, making breathing a lot easier for me. 
 
   As if summoned by my words, a door opened, revealing a bright spill of light.  A group of women marched in, just silhouettes at first.  As they drew closer to the bed, I saw they had similar looks: midnight blue uniforms, matte black Kevlar armor, truncheons and tasers.  All were young and pretty as if they ought to be in swimsuit and cosmetic ads.  None of them were Evelyn; thank God for small favors.
 
   They encircled the monstrous bed I occupied, staring down at me with looks of cold calculation that might have been borrowed from the cat. 
 
   “Wuz-up?”  I weakly flopped a hand at them.  Underplaying my strength might not get me anywhere, but any strategy seemed better than none at all.
 
   A Goth-looking chick—with too much eyeliner and blue streaking in her ink-black hair—blew a large pink bubble from a wad of gum, sucked it in, popped it, then shifted the fruit-scented mass into a cheek to talk.  “Missy wants you.  Can you walk or do you need to be dragged?”  She smiled as if the latter was clearly her choice.
 
   A sugary voice snapped out of hidden speakers.  It was Missy.  “Vanessa, a little courtesy please.  Ms. Kenyon is our guest.  We can provide her with a wheelchair if she needs one.”
 
   “That would be nice,” I said. 
 
   They wheeled in a chair.  The gals helped me off the bed.  One of them muttered, “This is the terror that took out our elite hit team?”
 
   I smiled sweetly at them as they got me to the chair in one piece.  They were giving me credit for all of those who’d died in the dojo attack, more Shaun’s work than mine.  I didn’t bother correcting them.  As they wheeled me from the room, one of the girls made a point of bringing along the burning incense.  I thought it odd, but said nothing.
 
   Tan, speckled tiles passed under my wheels as I rolled through several halls that were painted egg-shell white, lit by recessed lights in the high ceiling.  There were no windows to tempt me to escape or tell me where I’d been taken.  It was too bad my aura was so low.  I could have whisked myself out of danger.
 
   Just going to have to manage the old fashioned way.  Sweat, blood, guts, and a whole lotta luck.
 
   My entourage escorted me into a sprawling hangar-sized space that could have held an airliner or two.  We passed an island of mats where about forty women were doing synchronized punching and kicking.  For the most part, they looked like they knew what they were doing.  They wore midnight blue sweats and shouted with the delivery of every attack.  Evelyn led them, sparing me a toothy grin as I passed that clearly meant, See you later, Buttercup.
 
   The next group was similarly attired, but gave each other much more space since swords were being wielded.
 
   “What’s with the swords?” I asked Vanessa.  “Great as a hobby, but I’d think terrorists would favor guns and bombs and stuff.”
 
   Vanessa blew a humongous bubble and chomped it before answering.  “We’re revolutionaries, not terrorists.  And the sword is an extension of the soul, a mystical antenna to draw the blessings of our Goddess Mother.”
 
   “And she would be…”
 
   “Isis, avatar of the moon and goddess of magic.  See, she goes way back to ancient Egypt—”
 
   Another woman interrupted.  “Should you really be answering all the questions of the prisoner?”
 
   Vanessa popped a bubble sharply in response and fell silent.
 
   We reached several motorhome-sized metal shipping containers.  As I rolled by, a glance inside open doors revealed hermetically sealing plastic strips and beyond that, racks with weapons, and electronic planning areas.  These boxes were like Virgil’s eighteen-wheeler command center, just not mobile, and not yet deployed to strategic locations.  
 
   Mental note: see about stealing some of those weapons if I get the chance.
 
   We passed a small fleet of parked vehicles: Jeeps, vans, an SUV, even a few motorcycles—Visions, blue and gray, a sleek blending of engine and body with an almost sci-fi look.  Beyond, I saw a garage door—the way out!  But the entrance was guarded.  Nothing’s ever easy.
 
   I waved incense from my face.  “Why the hell are we hauling that stink around, anyway?”
 
   Vanessa grinned, “Drugged smoke keeps you from ghosting out on us.”
 
   As if I could after the MRI chewed me up and spit me out.
 
   We reached the far side of the area and paused outside of heavy fire doors.  Vanessa pushed on a bar, opened the way, and went in.  Someone shoved my chair along in her wake.  I glanced over a sprawling chamber dominated by a female statue on a pedestal, behind an altar.  She looked down—white marble face inscrutable, eyes hidden in the shadow of a carved cloak.  One hand held a crescent moon.  The other palmed a full moon.  Standing between altar and statue, Missy had her back to us.  She wore a midnight blue robe with silver, eight-pointed stars sewn on.  Her hood was thrown back so her brassy locks fell unrestrained down her back.  She seemed oblivious, in deep communion with her goddess.  The blood-stained rosewood altar behind her was dark and old.  Iron manacles were bolted on to hold hands and feet.  
 
   I didn’t want to think too much about where those stains had come from.
 
   Vanessa intoned, “Oh, Daughter of Isis—”
 
   Interrupting, Missy held up the back of her hand, commanding silence.  Her voice sounded as sweetly pleasant as ever, “Put her on the altar.  Her lifeforce should level me up quite a bit.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
   “Open doors have a price.
 
   Promises can’t pay the toll.
 
   Charon waits for his coin,
 
   To ferry every wand’ring soul.”
 
    
 
                                                             —Open Doors
 
                                                                 Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I let them pull me up from the wheelchair and staggered a little, feigning weakness, hanging heavily onto Vanessa.  “Sorry,” I muttered.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she gritted out.
 
   I spun a knee into her gut, wincing at a twinge in my side that warned me I was close to ripping stitches.  Necessity made me ignore the warning, swinging Vanessa around, throwing her into the feet of several more of the witch girls.  I ran to the closest smoking brazier, putting it between me and the rest of those coming after me.
 
   “Get her under control,” Missy shouted.
 
   I jumped up flat-footed and kicked the side of the brazier, a move I’d learned from Shaun.  I landed as the brazier crashed, spilling red coals across the floor.  Someone ran for a fire extinguisher.  I’d been banged in the head a number of times, attacked by an MRI that had drained my aura, and was still recovering from being shot and operated on.  My edge was gone, but I was a trained runner, a high school athlete.  I was used to pushing myself right to the limit.  
 
   Attitude.  Just gotta get snarly and mad-fox mean.  No way is anyone chaining me to an altar so they can carve me into tender vittles. 
 
   I cast a fast glance across the huge space, looking for a door other than the one I came in through.  Now that the statue of Isis was out of the way, I saw a door, but I still had to get past Missy, the candy-striper from hell.  I ran, pushing for speed, willing my shaky endurance to hold out.
 
   Missy threw off her robe, showing she’d changed into jeans and a turquoise sweater.  She didn’t seem to be armed with a handgun or machine pistol, but there was an obsidian knife in her right hand.  She stabbed the air in my direction and screeched, “Don’t let her get away!”
 
   I shot past Missy, who didn’t seem interested in working up a sweat chasing me down.  
 
   Too reliant on evil minions.
 
   I was two-thirds of the way to the door when it burst inward.  A fresh mass of ISIS bad girls rushed in and charged me.  I wondered if Missy had had some kind of panic button she’d set off.  
 
   Well, just gotta keep pushing until I break through. I played the only trick I had that was still in working order.  Taliesina, I need you.
 
   The shadows in the back of my mind stirred as something moved.  Golden eyes snapped open, staring at me.  Say please.
 
   I swerved from the incoming horde.  No games, I told her.  If they cut out my heart, they cut out your heart, too.
 
   You’ve got a point.  In my head, she came close enough for her eyes to become great golden suns swallowing all of my thoughts.  Heat melted my bones as I ran and slipped free of the hospital gown.  My skin prickled, darkening with fur.  My face changed shape, acquiring a snout as my ears meandered to the top of my head.  I tripped off two feet as my leg bones reformed.  I smacked the floor, catching myself with hands that blurred into front paws as I watched.  Scrambling up, I pumped hind legs for greater speed, whipping several new-grown tails in my wake, absorbing a burst of new sensory input from the new limbs.  Fresh energy surged through me, which was good ‘cause I sure needed it.  
 
   One oddity puzzled me: you’d think massive physiological changes ought to hurt, but the transition actually felt good, washing away fatigue, swallowing the post-operative pain I’d been feeling.  The world seemed bigger, but I knew I’d gotten smaller, losing mass in a way physics said wasn’t possible.  But this wasn’t the time for introspection.
 
   Time to get crazy!
 
   I plunged straight back at the women I’d been running from, under the theory that I’d be safer close in since they wouldn’t risk shooting and taking each other out.  That would have been fun.  I didn’t think they’d try too hard to get hold of me.  Catching a snarky-but-cute teenager is less dangerous than a critter with jaws and claws and a willingness to use them.
 
   They saw me coming as a fox and a large part of them skittered to a stop, realizing that they’d just become prey.  The rest slowed, pulling weapons.
 
   I got this, Taliesina said.
 
   Sure.  
 
   She was the kitsune part of my double nature, with all the built-in instincts for using this body.  It was better to go along for the ride and not get in her way.  Relaxing, I watched myself zig, zag, leap, skid, and tumble through the midst of women, my claws slashing at tender flesh, my teeth nipping here and there so several squeals and shrieks went up behind me.  Now, women were shooing me off and kicking at me.  Someone’s gun accidentally discharged and I saw a woman go down hard with half her face gone due to exit wounds.  As a fox I was color blind, unable to see red.  Her blood appeared as black ink to me.
 
   Suddenly, this wasn’t quite so much fun.  
 
   I burst from the crowd, heading straight for the open door.  Accelerating, I leaped through with reckless abandon.
 
   Straight into Evelyn and her taser.
 
   
  
 

Crackle!
 
   I hit Evelyn in the chest, all paws cycling.  My hind feet ripped into her shirt.  Her arm came up to shield her face, and I chomped gleefully on her wrist.  The fun was back because I owed this bitch.  The weight of my body and her flailing sprawled us across pink-gray carpeting. Belatedly, I realized that my fox form hadn’t felt the buzz from her wand.  I’d simply soaked up the energy like a tasty snack.  
 
   Go, Team Me!
 
   Like a writhing worm, Evelyn curled in on herself and, unlike a worm, slammed her boot into my head, rocking it.  A cloud of pain devoured my thoughts.  Grimly, I held on, trying to bite even harder if possible.  I had never before considered myself a vengeful person, but Evelyn—or Evil, as Missy called her—was top name on my To-Hurt-Bad List.
 
     The boot came again.  And again.  By then, I was half out, but my teeth were digging deep, grating on bone.  My mushy brain clung to enough reason to recognize the combat knife she pulled from a boot sheath, coming at my throat.  I released her wrist and flipped away, leaving Evil to stab the rug where I’d just been.  She’d forgotten that Missy wanted to be the one to bathe in my blood, or Evil didn’t care anymore.  
 
   Taliesina got my hind feet moving, sending me on a wild run for another exit.  We run now, I was told, and live to kick ass another day.
 
   Fine by me.
 
    We blew past an unattended receptionist desk and a little lobby, and there was daylight, an open door with fresh, cold November air blowing in.  Coming in from outside was one of the lesser witches of ISIS.  She froze on the threshold, blinking at me in surprise.  
 
   Evelyn called from behind me, “Don’t let that fox get out!”
 
   Hah!  Too late.  
 
   I threw myself between the witch’s legs, going for broke, and almost broke my neck hitting a wall that wasn’t there, wasn’t visible anyway.  My snout dropped to the floor.  I pushed up on trembling legs, wobbly, eyes needing a second to clear, and saw obscure magical symbols engraved on the threshold.  I’d hit a barrier designed to guard the property.
 
   I am so cursed.  Why does everyone and their brother-in-law’s cousin’s dog have these stupid things?
 
   The gal standing over me pivoted and dropped her full weight on me, pinning my head to the floor with a leg across my neck.  There was nothing my teeth or claws could reach.  My three tails beat the floor in frustration.  I couldn’t move.  And the witch wasn’t done.  She jabbed a taser wand into me.  It went crackle, but my kitsune body drank the charge, draining the battery of life.
 
   Take that.  Petty, I know, but I was taking my victories in small doses wherever I could find them.
 
   And to make things so much better, Evil stomped over with a gooseneck table lamp in one hand and beat me across the head with it until blackness threatened to close in.  Why always the head?  Can’t someone pick another spot?  I’m not going to have a working brain cell left if this keeps up.
 
   “Stop!”  It was Missy’s prissy voice, thick with annoyance.  “I can’t kill her if you finish her off.”
 
   I laughed grimly to myself.  Oh, good, I’m saved. 
 
   Evil used the lamp cord and somebody’s belt to tie my paws.  Grabbing the scruff of my neck, she picked me off the carpet and all but frog-marched me back to the big room with the statue and altar.  I wondered if Isis had gotten tired of waiting.  If they wanted to skip the whole cutting-out-my-heart thing, I’d have understood.
 
   I was slammed onto the altar and held there by many helpful hands.  The girls’ mingled fragrances made a perfume hash that had me at the edge of sneezing.  
 
   Chains rattled.  I heard Vanessa pop a bubble in her gum.  She said, “Chains aren’t going to work on a fox.”
 
   Missy said, “Just hold her until I finish the chant and get the knife in.”
 
   I’d had more time to recover from the MRI disaster, had drunk two tasers of electric juice, and had shape-shifted to fox to further strengthen my system.  There was a chance I could now cross over to the ghost realm long enough to save myself.
 
   Missy shouted, “Bring the drugged incense over.  We don’t want her ghosting off on us.”
 
   Crap!
 
   Someone held it near my face, fanning blue smoke in my eyes.  I tried to tug the veil.  It slipped from my mental grip somehow.  My heart pounded in my chest.  I seemed to hear it very clearly, or was that my pulse in my ears?
 
   Thunder filled the space and the hands holding me jumped in response, coming right back before I could take advantage of the momentary freedom—though with tied paws, I couldn’t have done much.  Maybe bitch-slap a few people with my tails.  The thunder thinned into a high pitched, female voice that could never have come from a human throat, “Stop!  This one is mine.  I have come to claim her myself.” 
 
   Huh?
 
   A sour lemon light washed into my eyes, and suddenly everyone was backing away from the altar.  Missy craned her neck, looking up at the statue.  I squirmed to see better myself.  The light spilled from the eyes of the statue.  As if Isis had possessed it, the stone figure leaned over me, peering down with interest.  Her stiff lips flowed into a smile.
 
   Now that’s just wrong.  I’d been in many churches in my time, some of them with statues, and those had never so much as waved.  Of course, they’d never tried to kill me either.  Maybe I’d been lucky.
 
   Missy skirted the altar, moving off with her suddenly terrified flock.  I guess the things people worship aren’t supposed to answer, becoming all too real.
 
   The statue froze, as if sensing rejection.  At ground level, a line of light made a rectangle in the stone folds of the robes, outlining a person-sized block of stone.  The line brightened.  The block vanished, becoming a door to another world.  Harsh yellow sunlight poured in from desert country.  A hot wind gusted in carrying the scent of sage, baked earth, and the stink of creosote bushes.  A female shadow filled the doorway.  The shadow walked through to our world, up to the altar.
 
   It was Isis, human-sized, same hooded cloak, a full moon in one hand, a crescent moon in the other.  The stupid incense smoke had blown away, but was back in my face again, deadening my sense of smell.  The cloaked woman tossed the moons into the air.  They hung there a second, then faded to nothing.  I was scooped up by the woman, cradled against her chest.  She held me gently.  I stared into her hood, looking for details of her face.
 
   Her smile widened.  Without a word, she turned with me and headed back to that doorway to elsewhere.  Since it didn’t look like I was getting a knife stuck in me any time soon, and anywhere else was better than here, I didn’t struggle.  We passed into the base of the statue, through it.  Heat slapped me like a wave off a blast furnace.  The sage and creosote smell was back. There seemed to be a lot of boulders around.  And not much else.  Isis turned.  I expected to see the backside of the statue, but it was gone, along with the door to my world.
 
   So, where the hell is this? 
 
   Taliesina gave me a foxy shrug, her golden eyes moving off into my inner shadows.  Let me know when you get this figured out.
 
   Hummmph, you’re a lotta help.
 
   Isis knelt and put me on the hot ground, prying at my bindings.  Soon, I was free, and a trillion miles from home.  On all four feet, shaking out my tails, I looked up at Isis, wondering what was coming next.  She met my gaze steadily, a bit of yellow light making ghostly coins out of her eyes.  
 
   “So, Grace, we meet again.”
 
   I simply stared.  Again?
 
   “Ah, of course you wouldn’t remember me like this.”  As she spoke, her voice deepened, growing masculine.  The robes darkened, writhing over her like rogue shadows.  Height and bodily proportions altered as the rest became male as well.  He stood, a dark-haired man in a coal-black suit.  Familiar sulfur yellow eyes burned, fixed on me with eager attention.  A small, mischievous smile twisted his lips.  He played with a silver cross on a long chain, treating it with little respect. 
 
   Coyote.  Raven.  The Trickster.  It was Fenn’s dad.  His preferred alias leaped from memory.  Father Vincentia, allegedly a special agent for the Vatican.  One thing was sure: saving me wasn’t a matter of altruism.  Eventually, he’d present a bill for his services.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
   “Branded with a clinging heat,
 
   pain and need have one face.
 
   Spit me up and chew me out,
 
   but get me outta this place.”
 
    
 
                                                            —Bed of Coals
 
                                                                Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I had things I needed to say, needed to know, and Trickster was the dude to tell me.  One hitch, I was a fox, a naked fox under my fur.  I had no clothes to cover me if I turned back into a sixteen-year-old human girl.  There might be lots of shape-shifters, werewolves, and such that don’t mind parading around in the altogether—but I wasn’t one of them.  I could count the times I’d shifted to fox on one hand.  Besides, it looked like wherever we’d be going, it would be on foot over rough country.  As a fox, I had tough pads on my paws.  As a human, I had runners’ calluses that would be no match for sharp rock, cactus, scorpions—and who knew what—that might be lurking about.
 
   “So,” Trickster asked, “how long are you going to stay that way?”
 
   I shot him a dirty look.  Pervert.  
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   I lashed my tails in irritation.
 
   His face lit up with understanding.  “Ah, you don’t have the skin-walker’s mentality, do you?  Trust me, kid, I’ve seen it before.  I won’t be shocked.”
 
   I added a growl, letting it hang low in my throat.  
 
   He sighed.  “Fine, I’ve got a camp just over that rise.”  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at a lump that wanted to be a hill when it grew up.  “I think I can turn up something that will fit you.”
 
   I stopped growling.  
 
   He took that as agreement, turning his back to lead the way.  Such an irritating guy, three-piece black suit and not a drop of sweat on his thin, angular face.  He whistled a jaunty tune that seemed familiar.  I ran it through the vast collection of songs stored in my memory for my morning runs, and soon identified the melody of My Heart Will Go On from the Titanic movie.  Ironic in that there probably wasn’t a body of water within a hundred miles.
 
   I padded up the rise, pausing at the top to stare down at a couple of canvas-covered wagons that might have rolled out of the Old West.  Under the shade of a bright blue silk canopy, a small fire danced within a circle of rocks.  A grill lay on top, supporting a pot of … I took a deep whiff … very burnt coffee.  The breeze fluttering up the bank also brought a delicious, mouth-watering scent.  Peach cobbler, yum.  Okay, I’m prepared to forgive him for not sweating.  Taliesina was back, golden eyes twinkling in the shadows of my mind.  She said, Double yum.  We hadn’t been getting along so well recently, but we were in perfect agreement now.
 
   Trickster tromped down the backside of the rise with me hot on his heels.  In the shade of a lone mesquite tree, four sleek, well-fed horses whinnied a greeting to us.  Trickster told them, “See, told you I wouldn’t be long.”  He went on to the back of the farthest wagon, climbing inside.  Short as I was, I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I heard definite sounds of rummaging.  In a minute, he came back into view, a black cowboy hat on his head.  Looking down from the back of the wagon, he draped a yellow-white cotton sundress over what would be the tailgate on a more modern vehicle.  He propped up a rice-paper parasol with hand-painted cranes on it, and held up a pair of moccasin boots with fringed cuffs.  “Anything else you need, just look.  You’re likely to find anything in here, and I do mean anything.  I love my creature comforts.”
 
   He climbed out, and jumped, landing beside me.  “I’ll be over at the fire, having a bite to eat.  Come join me when you’re decent.”  He strolled off, whistling that Titanic song again.
 
     When I’m decent?  I’m always decent, just not always dressed.  But I can fix that now.  
 
   I concentrated fiercely, holding my own image in mind.  Heat flushed through me.  My foxy form burst into cold foxfire that wound around me, stretching higher, pulling me upright onto two feet—two human feet.  As I straightened, red-orange fur fluffed away on the wind, leaving bare, lightly-freckled skin.  The fire drained into me, filling me out so that I was full-sized once more.  I looked down at my flat chest with a deep sigh sifting through my spirit.  A larger bra size was one change I would have embraced.  In the plus column, my side showed only smooth skin.  No surgical scar lingered.  I might never have been shot at all.  
 
   I hurriedly dressed, leaving the parasol where it was.  I’d have preferred a straw hat actually.  And there it was on a steamer trunk in the back of the wagon.  I helped myself to it, and used the attached pink scarf to tie it on.  Dressed, and starved, I headed back to the campfire.
 
   The Trickster sat on a sun-bleached piece of tree-trunk that should not have been in the middle of a desert.  Another similar prop had been dragged to the opposite side of the fire circle.  I sat there, leaning forward, forearms on my knees.  The canopy created a nice shade.  The poles holding it up were white cedar.  The breeze sweeping through brought relief, though I wouldn’t have said no to a frosty glass of lemonade.  Or a soda.  There was a canteen at the feet of the Trickster.  I pointed at it.  “What’s in there?”
 
   He smiled.  “What would you like to find inside?”
 
   “Mountain Mist Cola.”
 
   He picked up the canteen and tossed it to me.  
 
   I caught it, unscrewed the cap, and took a cautious sip.  I stared across the fire at him.  “It is Mountain Mist Cola.”  I leaned my head back and guzzled heavily.  Leaning forward again, I replaced the cap and set the canteen down.
 
   His smile widened.  “Told you.  By the way, you’re welcome.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You were going to thank me for saving your life, I believe.”
 
   “Uh, yeah.  Thanks.”
 
   “Please stop,” he said, “your enthusiastic gushing is embarrassing me.”
 
   I scowled suspiciously.  “It’s not that I’m ungrateful, but how did you happen to know I was in trouble?  And how did you know where to show up—in the nick of time?”
 
   “You forget who I am.  An incarnation of the Trickster.  Old Coyote in human form.  I am Chaos-Bringer.  A force for change in all realities.  And you, my girl, are a cornerstone of the future.  There are several alternate worlds waiting in the wings to exist.  Which one comes to be depends on the path you choose for your life.”
 
   “That can’t be true.  I’m not that important.”
 
   “Not yet.  But that will change.”
 
   “Not if I can help it.”  I have a big enough target on my back as it is.
 
   “You can’t help it.  Some rip glory from the stubborn teeth of a belligerent universe.  Others are born as Destiny’s Child.”  He whipped a finger my way.  “Like you.”
 
   I just glowered.
 
   He sighed, bent forward, and removed the lid from the pot with the peach cobbler inside.  The thick caramelized aroma grew stronger, making me drool.  He spooned some onto a tin plate, added a spoon, and stood.  He skirted the fire to hand me the dish.  “Here, you’ll feel better with some food in you.”
 
   I took the plate and dug in.  I blew over the first spoonful, careful not to burn my mouth.   Warm, buttery crust, cinnamon and sugar, mushy peach, simmered for hours with all the steam locked in—even in this heat, the bubbly stuff was a delicious treat.  The only thing missing was vanilla ice cream.  
 
   “Want some ice cream with that?” Trickster asked.
 
   I stared at him.  “You know every trick.”
 
   He gave a short bark of a laugh that reminded me of Fenn.  “Goes with the territory.”  He picked up a white Styrofoam cooler that I knew hadn’t been there before.  He opened it and pulled out a round carton and an ice cream scoop.  I stood and circled the fire, returning to my seat with melting ice cream plopped onto my cobbler.  “Speaking of territory, where exactly are we?”
 
   “This is a world more real than others, more barren too.  This is the proto-world of Native American legend.  Here is where the Great Spirit worked out the archetypes, getting the patterns right before shaping your world.  In this place, the stars come to earth as kachina—the star people—to dance the night away, climbing threads of light at dawn to return to the black web jeweled by stars.  Bear is here, and Snake, Sun and Moon, Badger, and Grandmother Spider among others.  This world once had men, but the people—as they called themselves—migrated to your world long before the pilgrims landed.”  
 
   “Looks like Arizona to me.”
 
   “Find the right trail and believe, and you could walk to Arizona from here.  You can walk anywhere from here—past any ward or barrier—if you know the trick.  We are everywhere and nowhere, at a kind of cosmic crossroads.  Here, more than anywhere else, reality is a point of view, an opinion.”
 
   “So, like Dorothy in Oz, I can go home and not even need ruby slippers.”
 
   “If you know the trick, but I can’t let you go just yet.”
 
   Reluctantly, I set my plate down, stood, and put my fists on hips.  My voice went frosty, “What do you mean you won’t ‘let’ me?”
 
   He smiled at me, tugging a little on that fake priest’s collar of his.  “Well, you see, I sort of lost you in a bet while playing cards.  I got to turn you over to her.  Of course, I never said I wouldn’t rescue you from her clutches, eventually.”
 
   “You don’t own me to give me away.  And who is this her you keep mentioning?”
 
   He grinned.  “Well, darlin’, there is an old belief that you become responsible for a life if you save it.  And I did save your life.  So, I’ll hand you over, and you’ll save my life, and we’ll be even.”
 
   Frustration bubbled deep in the caldron of my soul.  And to think, I never used to be a vengeful person.  “Even?  Oh, no, but I’ll get even.  You can believe that.  And you never did say who this her is.”
 
   “That would be me.”  The voice floated in on the wind, sweet as a songbird’s trill.  Earthier scents followed: fresh-plowed earth, fields of poppies, lavender, iris, roses, and lilies.  They were followed by scents of cool forests, carpeted leaves, the mustiness of moss and rotting logs, and the warm aroma of mown hay.  I was nearly overwhelmed by the olfactory calling card as a woman walked into camp.
 
   The horses should have alerted us, but found the woman no threat.  She didn’t look dangerous.  Her eyes had Asian folds and her face was painted white.  Her hair was coiffed high, a pile held in place by jeweled pins.  She wore silks in summer green, belted with a sash of Aspen gold.  A folded, black lacquered fan protruded from that sash, and she carried a leather bag slung over one shoulder, hanging at her hip.  Her feet were encased in beaded slippers.
 
   As she came closer, I noticed a white ceramic fox-face mask hanging around her neck.  
 
   A movement low to the ground drew my attention to the skirt that hid her feet.  Two foxes stuck their faces and necks out from under her robes.  The foxes were albino, studying me with unwavering intensity.
 
   And suddenly, Taliesina was crowding my thoughts, her gold eyes blazing in the shadows of my mind as she looked out of my eyes.  Inari.
 
   Softly, I repeated the word, “Inari.”  Like a key in a lock, the name brought a memory of a discussion I’d had with a vampire slayer, back when I first learned about kitsune.  They were associated with the goddess of rice and the harvest.  I’d missed out on meeting the real Isis, but here was another deity.  Or perhaps just someone who’d had that label slapped on them by superstitious folks back in the day.  After all, one person’s goddess was another person’s extra-terrestrial dimension hopper, right?  
 
   Inari gazed at me with a gentle smile in place.  “Are you ready to go, child?”
 
   “I can’t.  My mother will be worried.  She already thinks I’ve been kidnapped.”  And then there’s my other mother…  How am I going to explain all this?
 
   The white foxes at her feet bared teeth at my reluctance.  “Ggggirrrrrrhh!”
 
   “Enough,” Inari said.  “She has every right to refuse my protection.  The Trickster will simply fend off the wild ones as long as he can while she runs for her life.”
 
   One of the foxes yipped.
 
   “You’re right,” Inari said, “she won’t get far.  There are simply too many nogitsune out there.”
 
   The horses nervously stamped hooves, flicking ears, whinnying in tones of dismay.  They looked around, nostrils flaring wide.  I sniffed deeply, trying to catch the scent that had them spooked.
 
   “Nogitsune?”  I hesitated to pull the name into clearer focus, ransacking my extensive memory.  I knew I’d regret knowing.  Until this new threat had a name, I could pretend it wasn’t real.  Just a dream … a dream.
 
   “Wild foxes,” the Trickster said, “They-Who-Walk-Their-Own-Path.  They will not serve the goddess, and shun the demon path as well.”  He cast me a long, searching stare.  “If the outlaws get you, they will keep you.  Good breeding stock is hard to find off the kitsune home world.”
 
   I heard yipping in the distance, a song of joy, a song of the hunt.
 
   Inari’s smile had a savage edge.  “Are you very sure you don’t want to come and visit with me for a while?”
 
   I smiled back, meaning nothing by it.  “Well, when you put it that way…”
 
   The white foxes darted out from under her skirts, coming right at me.  Except they swerved and went around, growling at full rev.  I spun and watched them climb the rise to its mid-point where they stalled out, holding ground.  The white foxes had grown on-the-run and were now the size of ponies.  
 
   At the lip of the rise, not caring that he was framed against piercing blue sky, a man stood in rough-sewn leather pants, boots, chest bare except for a leather vest.  He was thin with abs of steel and broad shoulders.  His head was covered by a shoulder-length mane of bronze with tawny highlights.  His eyes were dark brown or black, hard to tell at this distance.  He showed no concern at the white foxes confronting him, blocking his path.
 
   His stare slid over me, and went on to Inari.  He spoke to her, “Here to steal another one of us?”
 
   “She belongs to herself,” Inari said.  “Neither mine nor yours by right.”
 
   “Then she is free to come with me.”  His gaze was on me once more as he extended a hand my way.  His demand slapped out, “Come, we are leaving now.”
 
   I laughed at his brazen expectation that I was just going to march up there and hand myself over.   
 
   When I didn’t move, his hand fell back to his side.  He frowned.  “Wrong decision.   You would have done better for yourself by obeying me.”  
 
   A whole line of russet-coated foxes popped up beside him, left and right.  They stared, eerily quiet now.
 
   I felt strong enough to summon foxfire, but thought it might be expected.  I needed to throw these foxes a curve ball.  I pulled up deep, cold shadow, drawing on my father’s DNA, and a long blade of shadow grew from my fist, jutting out for three and a half feet.  Then I wreathed it in an orange haze of aura to make the darkness more pronounced by contrast.
 
   The white foxes no longer growled.  They’d turned their heads to study my weapon.  A deep quiet set in.  
 
   Inari said, “Demon sword!”
 
   “No,” Trickster said.  “Her father is a shadow-man.  Only her mother is kitsune.  She is the child of prophecy, the shadow fox.”
 
   The stranger on the rim smiled at my blade.  “Oh, ho, that is quite a fang you’ve got there.  So, how’s your bite?”
 
   “Come and find out,” I said.
 
   He laughed.  “I think I will.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   “A serpent’s hiss, a lethal kiss,
 
   a gun left on the table.
 
   Who can resist a wild spin
 
   to find forever’s flavor?”
 
    
 
                                                             —Lead Poisoning
 
                                                     Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   His wild foxes held position as he came down.   Strangely, the two white foxes made no effort to stop his advance. 
 
    “Challenge offered and accepted,” Inari intoned.  “Let none interfere.”
 
   Okay, it’s an official duel.  My fate is in my own hands, so I really hope I know what I’m doing.  
 
   He stopped just out of reach of my sword.  “Do you have a name, Darlin’?”
 
   “You first,” I said.  
 
   He arched an eyebrow.  “You’ve got a lot of sass, girl, but we’ll play it your way, for now.  They call me Dhonar.”
 
   I nodded.  “Like the reindeer,” I said.  “Say hello to Blitzen for me.”  
 
   He looked confused.   
 
   Trickster laughed.  “D-h-o-n-a-r, Grace.  It’s not Anglicized.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Like I care.”
 
   I attacked in a burst of power, trying not to signaling my intention.  Shaun would have been proud, if he’d seen me.  With an electric tingle, I leaped, trying to flicker into the ghost world long enough to use its lower gravity to augment my attack, but I didn’t cross over.  It was as if this reality had no such shadow.  Still, I was in motion.  Breaking off made no sense, so I carried through, slashing up with my sword as I closed with Dhonar-not-the-reindeer.
 
   He stepped toward me, but to the side as well, angling his body so my sword skimmed the air close to his torso.  Then he was sliding along the outside of my sword arm.  His lips passed close to my ear.  He murmured, “Nice, but you’ll need to do better.”
 
   “Fine,” I gritted out.  I moved back a step, bending my elbow to rake it across his face. 
 
   He brought up a hand and blocked my elbow strike.
 
   Blindly, I shot a kick behind me, trying to catch his groin with my moccasin boot’s heel.  I hit empty air, dropped my foot to the ground, and shifted my weight back.  Pirouetting into a sword slash, I tried to figure out where he’d gone, and wound up facing Trickster and Inari.  Both were looking over my left shoulder, giving me a vital clue.  I reversed my sword, sliding the blazing shadow-point along my ribs.  Ducking low, I added length to my weapon so it grew longer without me moving.  
 
   I heard a hiss of breath, and a bitten-off curse.  “Damn, girl, careful with that thing.  You nearly unmanned me.”
 
   I turned to face him, seeing him dancing back out of reach, a tear in the material covering his left hip.  “Nearly, huh?  Guess I’ll have to try harder.”
 
   He laughed, a gritty sound like desert wind split on barbwire.  And still, he pulled no weapon of his own.  Maybe he considered that giving me a handicap.  He said, “You’ve got a streak of cruelty in you that I find quite attractive.”  His glance fell to my flat chest.  “Too bad you’ve not got a little more under that dress to interest a man.  I like a woman who’ll give you a real handful.”
 
   “Son of a bitch!”
 
   “Well, sure, kitsune, remember?”
 
   Taliesina’s thoughts cut across my own, Don’t let him anger you.  That’s what he wants.  Anger will make you careless.
 
   Like I don’t know that.  But I had needed the reminder.  I’m cool.  I’m cool.
 
   “What do you expect?” the Trickster said.  “She’s a child still, you pedophile.”
 
   A look of horror distorted Dhonar’s face.  “I would never.  You lie.  We saw her in fox form.  She can’t be that young.”
 
   “She’s a half breed, remember?”  Trickster said.  “A prodigy.  Go ahead and ask her how old she is.”
 
   Dhonar’s eyes scanned my face with great concentration.  “How old are you?”
 
   “Sixteen,” I said.
 
   “A baby?”  His voice heated, “Why is your mother letting you run loose, all alone like this?”
 
   Somehow, all momentum had evaporated.  The fight was over.  
 
   “I’m not alone, not that it’s your business.”  This jerk had no right to criticize Cassie. 
 
   “Grace was injured by enemies,” Trickster said, “and stolen away.  I rescued her.”
 
   “But you weren’t taking her home.”  There was hard accusation in his tone.  “You were handing her over to slavery.”  His gaze shot to Inari.  “Shame on you, stealing a baby from her mother.”
 
   I huffed.  “Sixteen is almost an adult by human standards.”
 
   Now he looked horrified.  “You’re being raised by humans?”  He shuddered with revulsion.  
 
   This guy was pissing me off more and more.  “Look, if we’re done here, why don’t you people just go away?”  I turned toward Inari.  “That goes for you too.  This may not be the best life around, but it’s mine.  I’ll find the answers that work best for me.”
 
   “Grace!” my name was yelled by a familiar voice.  I looked over at the wagons and saw Fenn standing on top of the front one.  His breathing was labored as if he’d run a long way.  He wore jeans, a black tee, and boots.  His hands were no longer human, having morphed into claws.  His face twisted, darkening with fur.  His eyes became angry yellow stars.  His head became that of a coyote.  This was more bestial than I’d ever seen him, as if this world were having a major effect on him.
 
   “About time you got here,” the Trickster said.
 
   Fenn shot him a furious glare.  “I’ll deal with you soon enough, you claim-jumping son of a bitch.”  He jumped off the wagon and stormed past Inari, coming toward me.  But he passed me without a glance, his stare raking Dhonar.  Fenn said, “She’s mine.”  His angry posture and the sound of murder in his voice were a direct challenge that left me thrilled.  A girl takes pride when she’s fought over—for the right reason. 
 
   The white foxes trotted down the hill, giving me, Fenn, and Dhonar a wide berth as they went back to Inari’s side.  
 
   I felt a flush of excitement that someone wanted to defend my honor.  Fenn was racking up major bonus points with me here, not that I wasn’t doing just fine up until he arrived.
 
   Dhonar cocked half a smile into place, staring at the Trickster.  “Your son?  Another whimpering pup?  What is this, a nursery?  I do not war against children.  I have a few rules I follow, after all.”
 
   Several of the wild foxes came down the rise, crowding around Dhonar.  He looked at them as if hearing their voices the way I hear Taliesina.  I got the feeling a silent debate was raging, about me.  At last, Dhonar shook his head as if to dislodge the voices.  He looked at me then.  “They say you need to come with us and let us protect you.  Too many fear the prophecy of the shadow fox.  The hunters will learn of your existence and will be coming after you soon.  Obviously, your family cannot protect you.  Besides, you will grow up in time, and marry, and your children will add to our strength.”
 
   “Not happening,” Fenn said.
 
   Inari said, “The girl needs to come with me, to get trained.”
 
   The girl?  I’m a person.  I have a name.
 
   “To get used by you?” Dhonar asked.
 
   “That’s a little harsh,” the Trickster said.  “A gilded temple is better than a coffin.”
 
   “You stay out of this,” Fenn said.  “I am really disappointed in you.”
 
   “I think you forget I’m the father here,” the Trickster said.
 
   “It’s a hard thing to forget, unfortunately.  Can we save that discussion for a rainy day in hell?”
 
   “Kids should never grow up,” Trickster sighed.  “They stop loving you and forgiving your faults.”
 
   Fenn said nothing, but I heard the distinct sound of grinding teeth.
 
   Dhonar took a step toward Fenn, saying, “You can come, too, but the shadow fox is not a prize we can allow to fall into other hands.”
 
   I sighed, realizing I’d let go of my sword all too soon.  If this dimension had a ghost realm, I’d have crossed over by now.  As it was, I needed Trickster to open a door for me back to my world.  Or Fenn.  Come to think of it, he’d gotten here on his own, and probably knew how to get back.  I stepped up next to him, taking his arm.
 
   He blinked down at me in surprise.  
 
   I whispered as softly as I could, “You’re not here to fight.  You’re here to get me away.  Why are we just standing around?”
 
   His lips brushed mine, and I felt myself blush.  His arms wrapped around me, pulling me into an embrace.  He put the side of his face against mine, drinking in my scent.  His male scent was thick, beast and human, and mixed with the chemical scents of grooming products.  His aftershave smelled distinctly of sandalwood.  I hadn’t thought he was an after-shave kinda guy.
 
   He murmured, “We need a distraction to get a head start.”
 
   I was already distracted, but said, “Fine, I can do that.  I am my father’s daughter.  Just follow my lead.”
 
   He let me go, but took the fingers of my right hand in his left.  He grinned fiercely.  “I will follow you to the darkest shore of forever.”
 
   My heart raced hearing those words.  “You’d better.”  I need all my friends.
 
   Taliesina’s golden stare turned to me, a blaze in my inner shadows.  What about Shaun?
 
   Who?  Oh, Shaun!  What’s that got to do with here and now?
 
   Taliesina changed the subject. What are you going to do?
 
   The inner darkness you occupy, I’m turning it out, sort of the reverse of a flash bang grenade.
 
   You think you can?
 
   Both of us can.  I spoke out loud for Fenn’s benefit, “Three … two…!”
 
   Trickster said, “Grace, don’t…!”
 
   “One!”  I’m not sure how—or what exactly—we did, but smudges of winds unwound from my heart, expanding bands of blackness that swelled and fused, a second, black skin that covered me.  Fenn’s hand tightened in mine as those winds lifted us on waves of darkness in our own private universe.  This was the kind of darkness that made up my father.  It had always coiled inside me, caged by my physical form, sluggish, not truly aware.  And now I was waking the shadows, setting free in a larger universe, one it had never known.  A terrible force I’d never tried to control.
 
   This has the potential to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.  All I could do was hope for enough control so Fenn and I wouldn’t get tossed onto some unseen mesa somewhere, leaving us broken and bleeding.
 
   Now you think of that!  Taliesina’s eyes were golden moons that kept pace with us as the rest of her dissolved in the whirling blackness.  If you kill me, I will never forgive you.
 
   The straw hat I’d worn through my fight with Dhonar finally came loose, whipping off into the blackness, slapping my face with the trailing scarf it had been tied with.
 
   Fenn said, “Grace, what is this?  What are you doing?”  Though he was next to me, his words sounded filtered, as though dampened by crossing an infinite space.  Before I could answer, I felt myself dropping.  The sundress fluttered higher up my legs.  I should have been able to see some small paleness from the yellow-white fabric, but the displaced darkness was absolute, blindly raging, leaving us blind as well.  
 
   The darkness thinned to a kind of charcoal wash on the air.  It flinched from the raw face of the universe I showed it, spiraling back into my body with ever lessening force, as if reality were more than it was ready for just yet.  
 
   I faced that same feeling everyday I climbed out of bed.  
 
   Taliesina’s golden eyes and her fox body were back inside my head where they belonged.  She blinked, staggered a few steps, turned and curled into a ball, letting sleep take.
 
   Fenn and I stood on a flat expanse of rock, a dried riverbed that I recognized.  We were back on Earth.  I’d carried us here, not needing Fenn to rescue me after all.  This was Spirit Ranch, a closed-down summer camp where I’d once hidden out from the witches of ISIS, until they’d set some zombie animals on me from a local pet cemetery.  That was weeks ago.  I doubted they’d think to look here again.  Not that I was staying long.  This place had too many bad memories.  Too many federal marshals had died here trying to protect me.  
 
   And the woods nearby harbored mothmen.  A kid from HPI had been one of them.  He’d tried making me his own personal mothwoman, infecting me with moth DNA while attempting to rape me.  He’d died, too.  This was also where Cassie had revealed herself to be my long lost mother.  
 
   Yeah, a real happy place.
 
   We’d find someplace to spend the night since evening was setting in, and then Fenn and I’d leave in the morning.  I started to pull away, but Fenn wouldn’t release my hand.  He used our touch to reel me back to him, holding me close once more.  His lips sought out mine, warm, lingering.  I should have resisted.  Part of me wanted to.  Part of me wanted Shaun instead.  But a slightly larger part, didn’t want to let go of comfort in that moment.
 
   Does that make me a bad person?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   “You’ve come for me at last.
 
   You cross your heart and swear,
 
   you’ll take my secrets to the grave,
 
   and maybe bury me there.”
 
    
 
                                                           —Can I Count On You
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
    “Don’t read too much into this,” I murmured.
 
   He murmured back, “I know your heart’s divided, but as long as one of the pieces is mine, I can wait to get the others.”  His warm lips covered mine once more, not too wet, firm, demanding, hungry…
 
   He made my stomach flutter, but I pulled away.
 
   He could have stopped me, but didn’t.
 
   “Shaun?” he asked.
 
   “And Onyx, and you.  All of you mean something to me.  I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be sending mixed signals.”
 
   “Whatever you want, I’m what you need, but I can wait until you figure that out.”
 
   “What if I don’t wind up loving you that way?”
 
   His grin was feral.  “What’s not to love?”
 
   I hesitated.  
 
   His face hardened.  His eyes glowed soft amber.  “Do I scare you?  This beast inside me?”
 
   “No.  I’ve a beast too.”  I thought of the mothman DNA mixed into mine, the wings that sprouted from my back every few weeks.  When they first showed up, I’d had Fenn rip them off.  The next time, I’d had surgery.  Fox didn’t bother me, but as a mammal, I wasn’t comfortable with insect parts.  That felt less human, like too much was being lost.  “Fenn—” I stepped up to him, grabbing his shirt, not letting him run from questions I wanted answered.  “In that other place back there, more of you went coyote than normal.  If you want to, you can go all coyote, right?”
 
   “Well, uh.”
 
   “You don’t want to.  You’re not that comfortable with the kachina side of yourself, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you took on that extra bit of change to reach me, to be there for me.”
 
   His voice grew harsh, gruff, as if man and beast were speaking together, united on this one thing, “I’d die for you.  I have before.”
 
   And wasn’t that a surprise, that proximity let his dead body borrow enough of my lifeforce to reboot his own, healing him.  That he could use me this way had made me doubt him, that and overhearing him talk to his dad about how useful having a kitsune around could be.  I’d distanced myself from him for a while, but when he’d fought the Egyptian hell-beast Am-heh for me—summoned to earth last Halloween by ISIS—I’d relented in giving him the cold shoulder.  I still wasn’t sure that was wise.  So many people wanted to own me; I wanted someone around who simply cared for me, no hidden agendas.
 
   “I try to avoid Dad’s old stomping grounds,” Fenn said.  Time runs funny over there, not always linear.  And you saw what it did to you.”
 
   I stared at him blankly.
 
   He explained, “That shadow force you used to bring us back to Earth, I don’t think you could have unleashed it anywhere else.  You’re still years away from growing into the depths of your true power.”
 
   I thought of Shaun, musing out loud, “Years away from anything I want.”
 
   It was like Fenn could guess my thoughts, “Grace, Shaun keeps his distance because you’re jail bait.  It’ll be two years before he lets himself look at you any other way, if then.  Meanwhile, he’s not going to keep it in his pants.  Guys are guys.  You’re setting yourself up to be hurt.  As for Onyx, if you can’t accept your shadow-man blood, how are you going to embrace someone else who’s living darkness?  I may not be as exciting as some, but I will never hurt you.”
 
   I wanted to believe that, but…  What had his dad said when Fenn arrived?  
 
   “About time you got here.”
 
   Fenn’s coming hadn’t caught his dad by surprise.  Fenn had been expected.  Could the whole thing have been a trick, something planned to encourage me to latch onto Fenn in the first place?  I really didn’t want to believe that, but I couldn’t entirely rule it out.  I couldn’t just ask him flat out either.  I’d wind up hurting a friend, or getting a lie from someone pretending to be a friend.  Neither would help me.
 
   Why is love so damned complicated?  Maybe I should think about becoming a warrior-nun.  Are there any Shou-lin temples in Texas?
 
   Grace!  There you are!  The voice in my head pulled me around.  I saw Tukka and some of his buddies bounding down the hill, coming out onto the flat rock.  He’d looked better in my dream, eating dream chocolate.  In the real world, he couldn’t have any.  Chocolate had turned out to be addictive, weakening him dangerously over time.  That was how the miko had managed to capture him, and why I’d gone on a mission for Virgil to get my best friend back.
 
   All two tons of his teal blue, leathery self stopped just a romp away.  His lavender-pearl eyes drank me in.  
 
   “I always thought fu dogs were smaller,” Fenn said.
 
   Tukka sniffed at Fenn with mild disdain, then turned luminescent eyes on me.  Grace should have stayed in hospital.  Tukka worried.  We tracked you down.  
 
   He could do that, stepping in and out of the human world, the ghost world, or people’s dreams, but the Trickster’s world had apparently thrown him since he hadn’t found me there.
 
   So how had Fenn?  The thought bothered me.
 
   Tukka noticed the brand on my arm.  We get rid of that soon, if I have to bite off demon’s head.
 
   That drew Fenn’s attention to it.  “That’s not just some weird temp tattoo?  Grace, when did you get a demon brand?”
 
   I’d been keeping it under wraps—or rather, under long sleeves and sweaters.  The fall season had helped me out there.
 
   “Long story.  Can we save it for later?”  We were in the open, exposed.  “How about you show me where we’re spending the night so we can get under cover?  Besides, I’m hungry.  Changing into a fox and back, getting kidnapped by the Trickster, and escaping across numerous dimensions makes a girl hungry.”
 
   Fenn nodded once with adamant decision as he shuffled priorities in his head.  “Right, follow me.”
 
   Tukka huffed.  Grace follow clan.  We protect our own.  He and three of his people surrounded me, nudging Fenn back.  
 
   He’d hopped smartly to keep his toes from accidentally getting crushed.  Instead of getting angry, he smirked and waved the fu dogs on.  “Sure, lead the way.  Knock yourselves out.  As long as Grace is kept safe, I can watch for people and things skulking about.”
 
   The fu dogs retreated the way they’d come, herding me along an uphill trail toward the camp’s Admin Building and the surrounding cabins.  My yellow-white sundress was not usual autumn wear.  Fortunately, due to my kitsune power to travel the ghost realm, I wasn’t very sensitive to cold.  I’d had to hide that growing up, taking clues from those around me.  It was an odd relief to be surrounded by people at HPI that didn’t expect normal from me all the time.  The same was true for being here with Fenn and the boys.
 
   Leaving the hillside, we stepped up onto a forest plateau.  The rich smell of pine was a cheerful hug.  We passed several outlying cabins, stone huts really, each large enough for about ten kids.  Tight accommodations for fu dogs.  We took a wide, flagstone trail toward the Admin Building, ignoring dirt trails to various cabins that I hadn’t seen on my last, rather hectic visit.  Soon, we reached the main structure.  Just as I remembered, the three-story lodge was serviced by a gravel drive.  An empty drive.  The place had a long-shut-down air to it.  Virgil’s people had done a good job of repairing the damage, and disposing of all the pet cemetery zombies we’d fought here.
 
   There was no smoke from the chimneys and no lights turned on in the ground floor’s lounge, or the adjoining mess hall.  The upstairs windows were dark, square eyes keeping their secrets.  Last time I’d been here with Ryan—God rest his traitorous mothman heart—there had been soldier-of-fortune types in camouflage, helmets, and assorted weaponry casually leaning against the wood posts of the front porch.  Federal Marshals had been scattered elsewhere on the property, looking for trouble.  Trouble had come, and people had died.  
 
   I was glad this time no normal humans were at risk.  Fenn and Tukka wanted to protect me and knew the risks.  They could handle a lot by way of trouble.  That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to worry about them.
 
   We went up onto the porch.  Tukka ordered one of the fu dogs to take position there.  The rest went inside with Fenn and me.  I saw why a fu dog was needed on the porch.  One of them had accessed the locked building by kicking in the door, breaking its lock and splintering the door jamb.  
 
   Fenn muttered, “If you’d just have waited, I could have picked the lock.”
 
   “You can do that?” Without waiting for an answer, I fired off another question, “Can you teach me to do that?”
 
   He flicked on a light switch and the lounge lit up in golden tones, as did the hall past an office, leading to the kitchen where I’d first met Shaun.  Those memories drew me, that and the promise of food.  Virgil had stocked the pantry last time.  With any luck, the food would still be there, just needing to be cooked.
 
   I also remembered a landline on the kitchen wall.  I needed to check in with both my mothers.  They’d be worried to death after my kidnapping from the hospital.  I was a little worried too, remembering how I’d left my human mother sprawled on the hospital floor, gassed like so many others.  I felt a sudden flood of guilt at not having checked up on her before this, even though I knew Fenn would have told me if something really bad had happened to someone close to me.  
 
   I turned on the kitchen light and found the phone.  I knew both of my mothers’ cell phone numbers by memory.  Question was—who got called first?  Whoever lost out was bound to go all drama-queen on me.
 
   Well, might as well piss off both of them. I called Shaun’s number instead, remembering too late about Fenn’s heightened hearing.  He’d know, even from the other room.  And he’d be pissed off as well.  Wonderful.  I am so cursed.  Why don’t I ever think these things through?
 
   Shaun answered on the second ring.  “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Shaun, it’s me.”
 
   “Grace, where are you?  Are you all right?” 
 
   “For now.  Fenn and Tukka are looking after me.  I probably won’t be able to get back for awhile.  I’m where you and I first met.”  Somehow, I didn’t want to use names over the phone.  Some wanna-be spy part of me was being careful.  “So how’s Cassie and, uh, mom doing?”
 
   “As you’d expect, they’ve been freaking out.  I think they’ve actually been competing to see who can be the most freaked out, if you know what I mean.  I, uh, just a minute.  Cassie is here.”
 
   I could easily imagine her ripping the phone out of Shaun’s hand, nearly taking a finger or two at the same time.  Her voice exploded in my ear, making me wince and pull the phone away so I wouldn’t be deafened.  “Grace, baby, are you okay?  Did they hurt you?”
 
   “I’m fine.  I got away, and I’m being looked after by Fenn, Tukka, and some of his boys.  When can you get here?”
 
   “Where’s here?” she asked.  “I can leave right away.”
 
   I heard my human mom yelling in the background, “Not without me!”
 
   I hurried to end the call while I could do so cleanly.  “Shaun knows.  Ask him.  Listen, I gotta go.  See you soon.  Bye.”
 
   “Grace, I—”
 
   I hung up, sighing heavily, and realized that both Tukka and Fenn were staring into the kitchen, having listened in.  Fenn said, “You all right, Grace?”
 
   I nodded mutely.
 
   Tukka said, Any food in here?
 
   Fenn muttered, “That was going to be my next question.”
 
   I smiled.  “I’ll check.  If worst comes to worst, I can call Shaun back and have him stop on the way to pick up an armload of pizzas.”
 
   Two arm loads, Tukka said.  Help me forget about sweet, yummy goodness of chocolate.
 
   He noticed my glare and added, That I no longer want.  Tukka tough, strong.  No monkey on Tukka’s back.  He turned his head though, as if to make sure.
 
   Hiding a sad smile, I turned back toward the kitchen.  My glance slid across the window set in the kitchen’s backdoor.  The sunlight framed a shadow that I thought I recognized: a deathly pale face with a sloppy mane of red curls, clothing smudged by dirt.  The shadow moved closer, placing a hand flat against the window.  Since the surface stopped the hand, and this was daylight, chances were low this was a ghost.  Ryan, the half-morphed mothman who’d tried to rape me.  The mothman who’d force-fed me his tongue—until I bit it off and choked, gagging on his blood.  Here was the traitor I’d left for dead after caving in his face and snapping his neck.  Silent, he stared at me with big compound eyes that whirled with red and yellow.
 
   Reaching my limit, I screamed like a girl.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   “Angels weep at my grave as I dare awaken,
 
   protesting all that was not lost
 
   when only hope was taken.”
 
    
 
                                                       —If I Should Wake Before I Die 
 
                                                           Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Fenn rushed in and swung me toward him, away from the horror at the back door.  His arms encircled me and he dragged me to the side as Tukka burst into the kitchen, slammed the table and chairs out of his way, and galloped through the back door, shattering it and part of the jamb as he plunged outside.  Waves of hate had rolled off Tukka.  I’d have seen their actual color, but I wasn’t in the ghost realm.  His growl started audibly, but quickly sunk to subsonic levels; a throb felt in the bones, a stir of nausea in the stomach.
 
   Then I realized why.  This wasn’t because I was threatened.  That had been happening since I was a kid, too curious to leave the ghost realm alone.  No, this was about Ryan being a mothman, mortal enemy to dogs everywhere.  Mothmen ate dogs.  No mothman was going to eat a fu dog, but still…
 
   Another fu dog charged in from the hall, thundering through the kitchen.
 
   I pulled free of Fenn, turning.
 
   The fu dog ran out the ravaged door, then the third one passed through, hurtling outside.  The last fu dog—stationed on the front porch—never showed, holding position with great discipline.
 
   “Grace,” Fenn pulled me back around to face him, “what did you see?  Why did you scream?”
 
   “It was Ryan.”
 
   Fenn stared.
 
   “I’m not crazy,” I said. 
 
   Fenn continued to stare.
 
   “You know we never did recover his body,” I said.
 
   “Well, I suppose he might have been brought back to life somehow.”
 
   I frowned at him.  “What?  You think you’re the only one who can pull off that stunt?”
 
   “Yeah, me and my dad.”
 
   “You better think again, kachina-boy.”
 
   “Not my strong suit.  I’m a man of action.  Speaking of which,” he gave me a push toward the hall, “go around to the front porch and stay with the fu dog on guard.”
 
   His push got me across the threshold.  I stopped in the hall, turning back.  “What about you?”
 
   “I want to see what’s left of Ryan when Tukka gets through not-playing-well-with-others.  Ryan came back from the grave once.  We need to make sure that doesn’t happen again.  And if there’s someone else out there using Ryan against you, maybe I can sniff them out.  Though no one should have known we were coming here.”
 
   I wanted to go with Fenn, but he’d put on his tough-guy-looking-out-for-my-lady face.  No arguing with that.  I went away from the kitchen door, but not into the front lounge area.  Alone in the hall, I pulled on the veil, crossing over to the ghost realm.  The usual electric tingle stirred the fine hairs of my arms and at the nape of my neck.  My stomach fluttered as gravity slackened, increasing the power of my muscles, like a human suddenly transported to Mars.  Gray appeared as if the world had been magically turned to graphite, but my orange-haze aura blazed up around me, a visible reminder that this was not my world, though I’d trespassed here all my life.  
 
   I hopped toward the kitchen doorway.  My aura kept the wall solid as my foot hit there, and I changed course.  Floating into the kitchen, I found it empty.  Unseen, I went outside, following Fenn like a ghost.  He should have remembered I’m not big on doing what I’m told.  He stood there, having nothing to do.  Off the porch and under a pine, Tukka had one of Ryan’s zombie arms pinned down with a paw.  Another fu dog had a paw on Ryan’s stomach, pressing down firmly.  A third fu dog growled like a diesel motor, glaring down, drooling on Ryan’s face while baring sharp, white teeth.  
 
   Ryan didn’t struggle.  He didn’t seem to mind the indignity of being a prisoner.  His face lacked expression.  His lips stayed closed, thankfully hiding the remnant of the prehensile tongue I’d gnawed off weeks ago.  Eeeeww.  I still dreamed about that sometimes, waking up in a cold sweat.
 
   I launched from the edge of the back porch, going all flying squirrel in the lesser gravity.  Fenn never looked at me as I drifted past him, landing near Tukka.  Oddly, the fu dogs all turned their heads, registering my presence.  Usually, I met Tukka in the ghost world or a dream.  I couldn’t remember us being like this, on different sides of the veil.  I hadn’t realized how sharp his senses were.  He nodded a greeting, and turned his attention back to Ryan.
 
   On closer examination, Ryan wasn’t looking too hot.  His pasty gray skin gave no evidence of rot, but no sign of blood flow either.  His wings had rips that hadn’t mended.  His nose was crooked, broken, showing the damage of our last encounter.  I was only glad he wasn’t all gaping wounds, and a wormy shambler like some zombie from a horror movie.  I stepped past Tukka.
 
   Ryan’s head shifted.  His gray, compound eyes seemed to stare at me.  I couldn’t see their red-yellow whirl, then I could.  A smoky haze of black flame wreathed him.  His body ghosted up through the fu dogs holding him down.  They stared around, spinning, losing track of him.  His wings fluttered.  He came right at me.  His mouth opened and his ruined tongue slashed about.
 
   Tukka popped into the ghost realm, his teal blue coat shining with brighter light.  His eyes blazed lavender as he caught sight of Ryan closing in on me.  
 
   Grace, watch out!
 
   I had a split second to decide between crossing back to the human world, or dealing with Ryan myself.  I gripped an imaginary sword hilt, pooling aura in my palms.  A sword of orange fire with a core of obsidian shadow jutted up.  The sword revealed both sides of my kitsune and shadow-man nature, but revealed nothing of the taint to my DNA from the mothman fluids Ryan had once pumped into my bloodstream and down my throat.
 
   He fluttered—moth like—into my flame, paying no heed to the danger of my sword.  The sword dissolved tissue, sinking into his shoulder, becoming embedded.  No grimace of pain distorted Ryan’s eerie blandness.  A film of frost spread out to whiten his whole torso.  His wings beat as if in slow motion.  He reached for me with the arm closest to his wounded shoulder, and the whole arm came off with a brittle snap, languidly drifting to the old pine needles littering the ground.  That, too, caused him no distress.
 
   The lights aren’t really on ‘cause no one’s home, I decided.  This was simply an unthinking mess I’d made.  I needed to clean it up, and put Ryan to rest for good.  
 
   I put a foot against his chest and passed on enough aura so he’d be solid before kicking him back a ways.  My sword came out of him.  I crouched in a guarded stance, getting ready to leap and take his head off in one swift pass.
 
   But a winged shape fell out of the sky, bringing an awful stench.  Wocky!  The demon crumbled at the edges, going blurry, smoky, as he plunged inside Ryan, taking possession.  The demon’s black flame strengthened Ryan’s smudgy energy.  His compound eyes went from a red and yellow whirling to a solid, ink-filled black.  
 
   Ryan-Wocky grinned at me.  He opened his mouth to speak and I saw the ruined tongue mending itself at last.  “Grace, my little dove, how nice to see … ummph!”
 
   Tukka hit the possessed mothman like an avalanche, taking him down to the ground.  The moth wings beat frantically, but were woefully insufficient to dislodge the fu dog.  Ryan-Wocky pressed against the ground, pushing with demon strength.  Nothing.  Wocky was trapped as long as he held onto Ryan’s body.  Why he wanted it, I didn’t know—except it couldn’t be good.
 
   I squatted down to look closely at the demon, glad that his smell had thinned out.  In my mind, this was no longer Ryan.  It seemed easier to think of the two just as Wocky since that was who was in charge of the body.
 
   Tukka growled.  His thoughts were a shout: Demon take mark off Grace, or Tukka bite head off.
 
   I showed Wocky an expression of serene and sympathetic sorrow.  “He will, too.  I’d listen to him if I were you.”
 
   “He can only damage this body up to a point.”  The fusion of Wocky’s words and Ryan’s voice gave me a slight disconnect from the reality of the scene.  “If the manling is destroyed, I am expelled from his body, and am free to make you suffer through the mark you’ll still be wearing.  Give it up.  You cannot threaten me.  If you wanted me dead, Grace, you had your chance with the ghost girl’s magic sword.  Your bad luck you were foolishly merciful.”
 
   Tukka sighed.  Knew that was a mistake at the time.
 
    I sighed in turn.  “Wocky, I saved you.  I put your sliced-apart heart back together and back in your body.  Return the favor and take your demon name off me.  Set me free, please.”  I let my eyes continue to plead for me.
 
   Wocky’s turn to sigh, more of a theatrical hiss really.  “I can’t.  It’s all the hold I have on you.  You are all the warmth I have known in ages, Grace.  I don’t want to be an empty shell again.”
 
   You are such a liar.
 
   He added, “And I’m keeping this body.  It will let me cross the veil and be with you at last.”
 
   Won’t that be a joy?
 
   “If you can cross over, why do I have to keep your mark?”
 
   He smiled at me.  “Think of it as an engagement ring.”
 
   “So I’ll be doubly-vulnerable to you, with you getting every advantage?  I don’t think so, Wocky.  Take off the mark or I’ll have Tukka trample Ryan into pulp.  I’ll at least have the status quo then.”
 
   Sadly, Wocky shook his head at me.  “Haven’t you done enough to this poor boy?”
 
   I snarled.  “I mean it.”
 
   Tukka pressed down harder, grinding Ryan into the ground.  Ryan’s leaky aura kept his body from sinking immaterially into the earth.  Wocky couldn’t escape.  We could deal with him now, and had better do so while he was vulnerable to us.
 
   I couldn’t breath.  A heavy, crushing sensation dropped me to my knees.  I gasped in pain and flattened on the ground like Wocky.  It felt like a two-ton fu dog was stepping on my spine.  And the demon mark on my arm was ablaze, as if actual fire were eating its way to the bone.
 
   “Tukka,” I gasped, “Ease up.  You’re killing me.”
 
   He did, but still kept Wocky down.  “Grace, what’s wrong?”
 
   “My demon mark; through it, I can make her feel everything I do, and a lot more.  Now let me go.”  
 
   I hardened my heart.  “No.  It’s just pain, not actual damage.  I can take it.”  I fought up to my hands and knees and glared at the demon.  “Wocky, make me play hardball and you will regret it forever.  There is one thing I can do that will make you as vulnerable to me, as I am to you.  Are you sure you want to push me that far?”
 
   He studied my face.  “You’re bluffing.”
 
   I smiled.  “I’m kitsune.  I cannot lie.”
 
   His lips shaped a frown.  “You’re only half kitsune.  It might be possible for you to lie without temporarily sacrificing your powers.  Have you ever put it to the test?”
 
   “I’m not lying.  The very fact you’re inside a host body works in my favor.  Decide fast.  If I lose patience, I’ll just go ahead and hope for the best.  I’m usually a pessimist, but I hear—once-in-awhile—insane gambles pay off.  Shall we find out how lucky you are?”  I grinned, putting all my darkest thoughts into the expression.
 
   I don’t know what Wocky saw in my eyes, but he fell quiet.  I was about to just get on with it when he said, “All right, I’ll take off the mark if your beast will just ease up a little.  But I’m keeping this body.”
 
   I glowered at him, not liking that idea.
 
   Tukka say it’s a deal.
 
   I looked at him.  “Are you sure?”
 
   Tukka looked back at me.  Trust me.  Tukka smarter than average fu dog.
 
   He had a plan.  Not one he could talk about in front of Wocky.
 
   I nodded.  “Okay, you I trust.”
 
   Tukka pulled back.
 
   Wocky climbed to his feet, giving his moth wings an experimental flutter, testing their lift.  He drifted up a few feet, then settled again.  He turned to face both me and Tukka.  The demon’s eyes went to Tukka’s.  Wocky’s voice emerged with an edge of suspicion, “Unexpectedly decent of you, fu dog.” 
 
   Just keep promise, Tukka said.
 
   Wocky eased up to me, moving carefully so no one would overreact.  His fingers wrapped around the mark on my upper arm.  He murmured, “This is going to hurt a little.  Be brave, my love.”
 
   I growled at the endearment.
 
   Tukka growled louder.
 
   Standing close, holding my arm, his free hand settled low on my back as if we were about to start a tango.  
 
   His black flame aura flared on his hand, the one on my demon mark.  I felt a wash of pain.  I shuddered, choking on a scream.  Then the pain ghosted away.  Wocky stepped back from me.  I looked at my arm and saw only smooth skin.  The brand was gone.  Wocky had actually kept his word.
 
   “There,” he said, “just like I promised.”  He laughed, rising into the gray sky of the ghost world.  
 
   Tukka stomped up to me.  Let’s get Grace back undercover.  More bugs or demons could still be around.
 
   I nodded and tugged on the veil.  The electric tingle came and went.  Gravity settled me firmly on my feet as additional color returned to the world.  
 
   Spotting me, Fenn ran over.  “Didn’t I tell you to stay out of things?”
 
   I shrugged.  “You have to admit I have a vested interest.”  
 
   “Well, you want to tell me what’s been going on?  What the hell have you been doing?”
 
   Absently, I caressed my clean arm.  “I’m not sure.”
 
   Wocky’s departing laugh made me wonder if we’d played this the right way.  I headed toward the destroyed kitchen door.  Only time will tell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “A shot of passion, dressed to thrill,
 
   I need release enough to kill.”
 
    
 
                                                         —I’m so Raved
 
                                                 Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   It was a couple hours later.  We’d straightened up the kitchen, boarded up the broken backdoor, and I’d scrounged up a meal for me and Fenn.  Tukka and the boys had declined my baked beans and Spam.  I’d only been polite by offering.  I knew they got their nourishment from romping through people’s dreams.  The unfortunate dreamers often woke up tired despite a full night’s sleep.  Fu dogs could eat other things.  In fact, bad things had happened when I’d introduced Tukka to chocolate.  If only I’d known…  
 
   I studied him for signs of the shakes.  He didn’t seem to be suffering too much from having gone cold turkey.  Maybe that was all behind us.  Still, I’d have to be vigilant to keep milk chocolate temptations out of his sight so they could fade from his mind.  That meant I couldn’t have them either.  I couldn’t torture Tukka by letting him smell them on me, or on my breath.  Oddly, my personal abstinence made me feel better.  
 
   Every crime needs its punishment.
 
   We’d wound up in the big front room around the fireplace.  Tukka had stared at a couch that could never have taken his weight.  He shook his head sadly, curling up on the glossy wooden floor, his big head resting on several pillows.  He’d had the front porch fu dog come in and take a position in the upstairs hallway.  Another fu dog took the vacated porch.  The last of Tukka’s boys had gone out the front door and circled around the house to guard the back of the building.  
 
   I sat in an old, blue-green-plaid recliner, my feet on a matching ottoman, my moccasin boots off.  A standing lamp to the right of my chair put me in a soft white pool of light.  An old white shawl had been found in a coat closet.  I’d appropriated it.  I was feeling tired, but my mind was revving hard. 
 
   Fenn coaxed a fire from logs that had been stacked inside the fireplace on the grating.  Orange flames leaped and danced.  My imagination twisting them into fantastic shapes, finding imps, dragons, and demons.  I frowned at these last.  “Tukka, why did you want Wocky to get away with Ryan’s body?”
 
   Poking the logs with a fireplace iron, Fenn sent a storm of fiery motes climbing an updraft.  He kept silent, but turned his gaze to Tukka, also waiting for an answer.
 
   Tukka made an inarticulate hummhff sound.  His eyes twitched opened, then closed again.
 
   “Once more, in English,” I said.
 
   His eyes opened halfway.  His head lifted enough for his jowls to wag a little, as his thoughts spun out.  Demons possess the living to stay in the human world and not be forced back to ghost realm.  Ryan is reanimated, but has no soul.  Wocky claimed him, not seeing that his demon aura must destroy Ryan’s body in time, either in ghost realm or human world.  When Ryan burns out, Wocky no longer able to bother Grace on this side of veil.  We win.  He loses.
 
   Tukka’s explanation had been clearer than usual.  I’d always known he affected that broken English thing just to be funny.  Apparently, funny was losing out to tiredness tonight.  Guess I’ll let him sleep.
 
   Soon, Tukka was softly snoring.
 
   Fenn put away his poker and came over to me.  He slid down, his back to my chair, his right arm draped over the ottoman and my legs.  It wasn’t an I’ve-got-you embrace, more like he simply wanted to touch me in a we’re-in-this-together kind of way.  I enjoyed the innocence of his touch, so didn’t say anything.
 
   The fu dog on the porch came in.  Don’t ask me how he managed the knob with his monstrous paws.
 
   One of Tukka’s big lavender eyes opened wide.
 
   Fenn tensed, but otherwise didn’t move.  
 
   The fu dog at the door shot us a warning thought: Cars coming up drive from the camp gate.
 
   Fenn stood, casting me a sidelong glance.  “Grace, if there’s trouble, do that crossing over thing you do and take the fu dogs with you.  I’ll be all right as long as I can focus on just getting myself away.  Chances are, though, it’s just Cassie, Virgil and some of his black suits.”
 
   I nodded.  “Okay, but if it’s trouble, we’ll come and back you up from the ghost world.”  I grinned.  “They’ll never see what hit them.”
 
   “All right,” Fenn said, “but don’t take unnecessary chances.  I just might want to marry you one day.” 
 
   My jaw dropped.
 
   Tukka’s other eye opened.  He lifted his head and watched Fenn glide across the room, silent as a coyote.  Fenn went out on the porch.
 
   I glared at Tukka.  “What, no wisecrack?”
 
   His eyes closed and his head dropped to the pillows.  ‘Course not.  Tukka asleep.  Wake me if dire evil attacks. 
 
   I stayed seated, my arms across my chest.  I wished I had boobs to fluff up.  Really, it goes against all common sense.  Why do I have so many guys coming after me when I have so little to show?  You’d think I was giving off freaky moth pheromones or something, except Fenn had shown interest before my run-in with Ryan and his clan.  And I didn’t think Onyx, as a shadow-man, was susceptible to biochemical attraction.  Evil minion Ryan’s interest had been easy to understand; I’d taken out his dominatrix and he’d transferred his dependency to me since I could at times be scary tough.  It was ironic that he’d died by underestimating me.
 
   I heard the sound of tires on gravel, and kept watch on the front door.  It wasn’t long before Cassie and my other mom were pushing through the door together, seeing who could reach me first.  Both came in, calling my name way too loudly.
 
   I lifted an arm free of the shawl and waved.  “Over here.”
 
   Cassie came straight at me like a guided drone, ignoring Tukka’s great bulk on the floor.
 
   My adopted mom stopped by him.  Her eyes bulging, she jumped back a little as if something from a nightmare had shaken her awake and asked for a cookie.  She landed, high heels clacking loudly, one hand settling over her pounding heart.  When Tukka didn’t leap up and pounce on her—just opening one eye to glare reproachfully at her reaction—she edged sideways past him, then turned and came on toward me in a rush.
 
    By then, Cassie had me leaning forward in my chair, crushing me in her embrace as she sat on the right arm of my chair, the standing lamp glaring across her gold hair.  
 
   “Can’t … breathe…!” I gasped.
 
   Her arms loosened at once.  I fell back in my chair as my human mom arrived.  She all but shoved Cassie out of the way—apparently not realizing that the woman was armed and less than stable—and sank to her knees by my chair.  She reached out and gathered up my hands, holding them tightly.  
 
   “Hey, watch it,” Cassie said.
 
   My human mother ignored her, staring earnestly into my face.  “Grace, are you all right?”
 
   “Sure, Mom, don’t worry.  I’m tougher than … real humans.”  I wasn’t going to hide it anymore, or tip-toe around what I was.  
 
   I could see my words shocked her.  
 
   And Cassie too.  Her face had a tight, shuttered expression.  I looked at Cassie.  “What?”
 
   “It hurts when you call someone else mother.”
 
   “But you left me with her to be raised as a child.  What did you expect me to call her?”
 
   Cassie sighed.  “I know you’re right, in my head.  But my heart isn’t so logical.”
 
   My human mom turned to face Cassie, staying between her and me, reaching out to take my hand in a not too subtle bid at making me choose between them.
 
   Time to set some ground rules.  “Look,” I said, “I want both of you in my life.  Now that I know I’m both kitsune and shadow-man, doesn’t mean I’m abandoning the human family I love.  I can call you both Mom, but that could get confusing as well as awkward.”  I looked at my human mother and let her take my hand.  I squeezed her hand in reassurance, as if I were the parent.  “I’m going to keep calling you Mom.”  I switched my gaze to Cassie.  “I’m going to call you Cassie ‘cause, honestly, you look too young to be a mom, and you feel more like a very hot older sister to me.  You’ll have to be satisfied that I’m still calling you Mom in my heart.  Now, can we all live with this?”
 
   Mom kept a death grip on my hand.  “Of, course, dear.”
 
   Cassie straightened with an effort, pulling back her shoulders, forcing a smile.  “I can live with that, Grace, but when we’re alone, if you want to call me Mom, too, I won’t complain.”
 
   I pulled my hand free and shook the circulation back into it.  “I’ll, uh, bear that in mind.”
 
   “Grace,” Virgil yelled as he crossed the threshold.  “I brought pizza!”
 
   Tukka was up on all fours, his pillows forgotten.  His head swung toward Virgil, slobber drooling from the corner of his jaws.  Pizza!  What kind? 
 
   Virgil had stepped inside and—hit by the telepathic question—he turned a full circle.  “Who’s that inside my head?”
 
   Tukka strolled over, forgetting that Virgil didn’t know him, and would not take well the advance of a magical beast the size of a rhino.  Virgil balanced a stack of pizza boxes on one palm.  This freed up his shooting hand to reach inside his jacket for his 9mm Berretta.  The gun came into view.
 
   Tukka froze.
 
   I called out, “Virgil, don’t shoot my fu dog.  He’s friendly, and family.”
 
   “He’s freaking huge.”  Virgil put his gun away.
 
   Tukka want pizza, he said.
 
   “Yeah, heard you the first time.”  Virgil tossed him a box, hurrying past him.
 
   Tukka caught the box in his slavering maw, and settled down with it on the hardwood floor.  Fenn came in from outside, two of Virgil’s black suits right behind him.  Fenn pointed at Tukka.  “Another fu dog.  There are four of them altogether.  Leave them alone, and they’ll leave you alone.”
 
   The black suits walked past Tukka.  One of them stooped long enough to pull back the box lid for Tukka.   The fu dog nodded his thanks, and started chomping.  Virgil’s men came on, calm and cool as if they ran into legendary creatures all the time.  Well, maybe they did.
 
   Coming in last, totally flooring me, were Fran and Madison, my best friends from the Slayer Academy.  Maddy was tall, and athletic.  Her eyes were fierce sapphire blue, contrasting nicely with the straw color of her hair.  In contrast, Fran was raven-haired, willowy, and smaller.  She saw Tukka and grinned, jumping up and down in place.  “Oh, look, another one!”
 
   Madison said, “Seen one, you seen them all.  Where’s Grace?”
 
   I called out, “Over here.  What are you guys doing here?”
 
   Madison came on, pushing past Fenn, circling Mom and Cassie to take a seat on the bricks beside the fireplace.  She gave me a close scrutiny, head to toes.  “We heard you’d been shot, blown up, taken to the hospital, attacked by an MRI, and kidnapped.  Figured it was time to lend you a little more than moral support.  We’re here with Van Helsing’s permission.  He says for you to ‘try and not end the world as we know it.’”
 
   Fran caught up to Madison, and also sat on the fireplace bricks.  She said, “We’re getting extra credit for this.”
 
   I smiled and teased them, “Glad my suffering can be of some use to you.”
 
   Cassie flung herself down on the couch, while Mom sat on the ottoman by my feet.  She leaned in, cast a glance over to Tukka, and stage-whispered a question to me, “You said that … uh, creature was family.  He’s not your birth father is he?”
 
   Cassie seemed to choke on her tongue, all but turning purple.  “What!  You think I’d sleep with … that?”
 
   Tukka helped things along by huffing.  C’mon, I have my standards.
 
   I said, “Uh, no, Tukka’s more like a best friend and adopted Dad, all-in-one.  He’s sort of made me an official pack member.”
 
   Madison arched an eyebrow and didn’t quite keep a straight face as she said, “So, you’re not just an honorary bitch then?”
 
   Fran leaned toward me.  “That’s so cool.  The best stuff happens to you.”
 
   I just stared at her.  Fran’s a great friend, but sometimes—okay, all the time—she’s a little clueless.
 
   Fenn said, “Can we all get over our issues and amazedness, and dish out the pizza already?” 
 
    “I just fed you,” I protested.
 
   “I’m half kachina,” he said.  “Your Spam and beans was just a warm-up, not that it wasn’t good.” 
 
   Virgil handed him a box of pepperoni pizza.  The smell was a delightful tease.  I found myself growing hungry again.
 
   Madison gave Fenn a steely-eyed survey.  “Kachina, huh?  Native American star people.  We haven’t covered you in class yet.  What’s it like to be a myth?”
 
   “Half kachina,” Fenn said.  “That makes me half a myth.  My mother was human, with bad taste in men.”
 
   “Now that’s rude.” I knew that voice coming from the front door.  Father Vincentia, A.K.A the Trickster.  He’d tracked us down somehow. 
 
   The black suits whipped out their weapons.
 
   Tukka growled.
 
   So did Fenn.
 
   I sure hope Wocky stays away.  There’s not enough pizza to go around as it is.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “Got mad running thru my dreams,
 
   thru my veins, venom’s in my soul.
 
   I need to break something quick,
 
   just so you know.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Pissed
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   The party swept on with Tukka and his boys handling security outside, while Virgil and his black suits patrolled indoors.  Mom and Cassie took over hosting the party, making snackage, handing out drinks, hauling off empty pizza boxes.  Fenn stayed near his father, the Father.  Whatever the Trickster wanted, he wasn’t forth-coming to Fenn, or anyone, acting like this was all normal.  Ignoring Cassie, he took pains to ingratiate himself with my Mom, paying her a great deal of attention.  
 
   Later, when she came by with a tray of drinks, I pulled her to a corner for a warning.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked.
 
   “What do you mean?  I’m serving tea, cocoa, and coffee.”
 
   “No, I mean hanging around with Father Vincentia.  You can’t trust that guy.”
 
   “Now, he seems very nice, and he is a priest, from the Vatican no less.”
 
   Doesn’t mean they know who or what he really is.
 
   She went on, “I understand he’s worked with your Mr. Langley before on security issues dealing with paranormal threats.  Both of them speak quite highly of you.  Why didn’t you tell me you were a consultant with the government?  I’m so very proud of you!”
 
   This conversation is fighting me.
 
   I tried again.  “Mom, I know you’re hurting from things going wrong with Dad, but—”
 
    “It’s not going to get any better.  It’s over between your dad and me, but that’s our problem, not yours.  He’s still your father.  No matter whom I rebound with, you can relax.”  She patted my arm.  “I’m not out to find you a new father.”
 
   Good, I already have a new father.  A shadow-man who wants to run my life.  And again, this isn’t where I want this conversation to go.
 
   “Look, Mom—”
 
   “We’ll talk later, I promise.  Let me finish handing out these drinks, okay?”
 
   “Wait, this is important! I…”
 
   But she was gone, and Fran and Madison were back from the hallway restroom near the kitchen.  They kept me pinned in the corner as Mom vanished.  Madison leaned in and whispered, “So, this Fenn guy, you and him doing it yet?”
 
   I played innocent.  “Doing what?”
 
   Fran leaned in, copying Madison as usual.  “The hot and heavy, cowgirl.  Have you ridden him into the sunset?  Done the nasty?  Gotten freaky?  Done the horizontal mambo?  Made that Coyote roll over and beg for more?”  Fran was going to blather on, but thankfully, Madison quelled her with a glare.
 
   They weren’t going to leave it alone until they got a little dirt, so…  “We might have locked lips a couple times.”
 
   Madison and Fran parted like the Red Sea; it was Cassie who appeared in that gap, not Moses.  And her hearing was kitsune sharp.  She draped her arms over my girlfriend’s shoulders and made a cage to contain me.  Cassie’s eyes were golden coins as she studied me.  “C’mon, Grace, spill—Fenn or Onyx?”
 
   I felt my face flushing.  “C’mon, guys, don’t any of you have a life?  I can’t be the biggest event in town.”
 
   Where were the bad guys, making yet another attempt on my life, when I needed them?
 
   I was tired.  It had been a long day.  And though shape shifting had healed me up pretty good, there was a cost to my endurance.  “Look, I’m beat.  I really need to go and lay down.  Someone help me upstairs.”
 
   Cassie’s eyes darkened.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  You’re right.  We can’t have you overdoing it.  Come on.”  She swept in and guided me across the room to the stairs that went from the front hallway up to the second floor.  I used the railing, finding out I was even more tired than I’d thought.  Instead of the bedroom I’d used last time, Cassie opened a door on the opposite side of the hall, so my windows looked out over the woods of the back property; trees, trees, and more trees.
 
   Going in, I flipped a wall switch and discovered a rustic space with no pictures on the walls, no curtains on the two sets of windows, and an old, oval area rug done in sage and tan.  The walls were beige.  There was a brown door that I thought was probably a bathroom, and further along the bedroom wall, a chocolate-colored dresser.  Between dresser and windows, against the far wall, were shelved headboards where two large twin beds that had been pushed together.  Old, pink floral sheets covered the bed, and a forest green blanket.  On the foot of the bed were a couple of overnight bags.  One was open.  A toothbrush kit and black jammies covered with red hearts had been unpacked, along with a crossbow and a couple of very sharp stakes.
 
   “Wrong room,” I said.
 
   Fran and Madison came in behind Cassie and me.  Fran called out, “Nope, it’s the right room.  Us girls are staying here.  It will be kinda like that sleepover you had at our school that time you escaped from here.”
 
   “Cool,” I said.  “We can catch up on things.”
 
   Cassie gave Madison—the responsible one—a firm stare.  “Have fun, but put Grace to bed and don’t keep her up too late.”
 
   Madison nodded gravely.  “I’ll see to it.”
 
   Cassie started for the door.  I caught her arm, stalling her out.  She turned back to me with questions in her eyes.  I gave her a small peck on the cheek.  “G’night, Mom.”
 
   She hugged me with murderous strength.  If I’d been human, I think she’d have broken me.  She let me go, shifting to a sunny, cavalier demeanor.  “We’ll be pulling out in the morning, before any of the ISIS hags remember we once used this place.”
 
   “Even if they remember,” I said, “they know that we know they know, so they’ll probably figure we wouldn’t use it again.”
 
   “Hah!” Fran said.  “Little do they know we’re exactly that stupid.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Madison said.
 
   Cassie breezed out, pulling the door closed behind her.
 
   Madison came over and dragged me to the side of the bed, making me sit down.  “You stay there until I get you a change of clothes, then we’ll toss you into the shower, then into bed.”
 
   I fidgeted a little, feeling an ominous itch on my shoulder blades.  I tried to ignore the sensation, trying to will my body not to betray me by growing yet another set of baby moth wings.  Fran had thought they were cute last time, but I was getting tired of having them surgically removed by people Virgil knew.  The whole contaminated-by-moth-man-DNA thing had gotten old, weeks ago.  
 
   I moved further down, turning so I could set my back against the headboard and watch the whole room.  I glanced at the windows with no shades or curtains.  The ceiling light made a mirror of the glass.  We couldn’t see out, but anyone—or anything—out in those trees could see in.  That bothered me.  Wocky was still flying around out there in Ryan’s hijacked corpse, and there were probably mothmen around from last time.  I’d gotten a lot of them shot up, so they no doubt held a grudge.  I mentioned this to the girls.  
 
   Fran ran toward the hall door.  “I’ll get something to hang from the empty curtain rods.  Be back in a minute.”
 
   Madison laid out a towel, crimson shorts and a pink tee that said BITE ME!
 
   I stared at her choice.  “Bite me?  I thought you were against vampirism as a general rule.”
 
   She flushed in embarrassment.  “My mom bought that for me on my last birthday.”
 
   It spewed from my memory: what I knew about Elektra Blue, her mom, an underground legend of the indie music scene.  She wore LED bracelets, Christmas lights, black chains on occasion, and a lot of tinfoil accessories.  She sported a spiky indigo Mohawk down the middle of short-cropped, bleached-white hair.  Blue eye shadow, lipstick, and matching nail polish usually finished her look. I’d seen her on TV, and on a few magazines.  “Is she still, uh…”
 
   “A thrall?  Yeah.  Claims the vamp snacking on her really loves her, that one of these days he’ll make it right by turning her.”
 
   “Making her a—”
 
   “Blood-sucking fiend, too?  Yeah.”  Madison sat on the foot of the bed, staring absently at the bathroom door.  “I wake up in the night sometimes, in a cold sweat from this dream where I’ve staked the both of them.  I can’t tell myself that it’s just a dream.  It might come down to offing them one day.  I’m a slayer.  It’s who I am, what I do.  It’s what Fran had to do to her mother.  I don’t think she ever really got over it.  It’s why she hates vamps so much.  If not for them, she’d have had a mom, a home, and a lot less guilt.”  Madison’s face turned hard as flint.  “Vamps got a lot to answer for.”  She fell back on the bed, turning her head to see me.  “I envy you.  You’ve got two moms that love you enough to stay in touch.  One is normal, and the other is cool in an I-can-totally-kick-your-ass kinda way.”
 
   “Yeah, I get smothered a lot, but it’s nice.  It’s everyone else wanting to own me that gets old.”
 
   “Hey, you ever want to throw Fenn to the side, I’ll take him out of the goodness of my heart.  I’m totally selfless that way.”
 
   “I’ll, uh, keep it in mind.”  A funny thought occurred to me.  “Hey, I’ve got a demon-possessed mothman you can have.  I won’t even mind if you want to stake him two or three hundred times.”
 
   “Yeah, Fenn was telling me about that.  He said you had some big plan for dealing with him if he didn’t take off that demon mark.  What was it?”
 
   It was just like Madison to ask.  A master strategist, she was always adding to her field of expertise.
 
   “Well, while Tukka had him pinned down and all, I was simply going to use my shadow-flame sword to cut out Ryan’s heart.  It would have bonded to Wocky’s immaterial one, two hearts for the price of one.  With Wocky’s heart held captive, I can enforce his good behavior.”     
 
   Fran came back with a baby-blue sheet and some clothespins.  She got busy hanging the sheet over the windows, singing something under her breath.  
 
   Madison stiffened, snapping up into a sitting position.  She bounced off the bed and hurried to the bathroom door.  “I’ll get the shower going for you.”
 
   That was odd.
 
   Fran finished the second window, jumped off its ledge, and padded over to the bed.  She looked around.  “Where’d Maddy go?”
 
   I pointed toward the bathroom as the shower came on.  “Jumped up and left rather suddenly.”
 
   Fran’s eyes widened.  Her brows lifted.  She put her fingers up to her lips in a classic display of shock.  “Oh, no, I’m so stupid.”
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “I love that new Elektra Blue album that just came out.  Maddy got it in the mail from her mom and gave it to me.  She can’t stand to listen to her mom’s music: the darkness in it.  She gave the CD to me, and I sometimes forget and start singing parts of it.  Like I said, totally stupid.”
 
   “Kinda was,” I agreed.  “Do both of you a favor and stick to Lady Gaga, or Pink.”
 
   Fran stared at the door.  Madison should have been out already.  “I’d better go and—” 
 
   “No.”  I eased off the bed and snatched up the clothes off the bed.  “I’ll handle this.  Need a shower anyway.”
 
   “Thanks,” Fran said.  
 
   I nodded and went into the bathroom.  It was small with an odor of pine-scented cleaner.  There was the usual toilet, sink, and wall mirror.  The tub had been sealed in with sliding glass doors on its closest edge.  They were frosted with rippled indentions.  Madison had one door slid open, and the shower hissing.  Her back was to me.  “Water’s just about right,” she said.
 
   She sounded all right, but my sensitive kitsune nose smelled her tears, and her shampoo and soap scent, and her sweet toothpaste, and her deodorant.  I quickly dialed my nose back down, having too much of a good thing.
 
   “Fran loves you.  She didn’t mean to hurt you, and she’s sorry.”
 
   “I know, my own fault.  When I gave the CD to her, I should have realized…”  She turned to face me and gave me a weak smile.  “There, is that better?”
 
   “Sure.”  I put fresh clothes on the tank of the toilet and quickly undressed, leaving my castoffs piled in the floor.  Madison moved out of my way as I stepped into the tub and the warm spray of water.
 
   “Grace!”
 
   The piercing excitement of her voice had me spinning, expecting a rampaging goblin or something.  I saw nothing unusual in the room.  “What is it?”
 
   “On your back.  I thought you said you got Wocky to remove his demon brand.”
 
   I showed her my bare arm.  “I did.  It’s gone, see?”
 
   “Uh, no, Grace.  Or rather, if he took one off, he left another on your back.”
 
   I screeched, “What!”  
 
   “Look for yourself.”  She pointed at the mirror.  Dripping, I stepped out, put my back to the mirror and strained to look over my shoulder at it.  There it was, black and writhing on my right shoulder blade.  “That motherless sack of pond scum!  I knew I should have cut his heart out when I had the chance.  You can never trust a demon.  When I get my mitts on that lying, lousy so-and-so I’m gonna peel him like a grape and stake him out over an ant hill!  That dirty, rotten piece of—”
 
   Fran burst into the room.  “What is it?  What’s going on?”
 
   “He’s going to be mulch!” I cried.  “Anyone know where I can get hold of a wood chipper?”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   “Pirouette on the stage,
 
   The lights of Hell are blazing.
 
   And I’m so tired of all the crap,
 
   You find so damned amazing.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Innocence
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   It took a while to calm down.  No surprise there.  Finally, I was washed, clothed, and settled in bed with a slayer to either side.  The ceiling light was out.  Moonlight made the sheets on the window glow.  Fran broke out several glow-sticks, shaking and bending them so they emitted a low-level, spectral green light that added to the spooky atmosphere.  The sticks were left on the nightstands.  
 
   “Let’s tell ghost stories,” Fran said.
 
   Maddy mumbled into her pillow, “I will stab you with your own stake.”
 
   “Or not,” Fran said.
 
   I smiled, lying on my back, enjoying the freshness of the sheets, the soft mattress, and pillow.  My eyes were closed.  I was almost asleep.
 
   Maddy said, “Mom’s coming to town to do a show.”
 
   Fran thrashed up out of her top sheet.  “What?  You’re serious?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   My eyes snapped open.  “Is Van Helsing going to want you to stake her?”
 
   “No, thralls are still human.  That would be murder.  The meeting’s just going to be … awkward,” Maddy said.  “Mom’s going to try to talk me into leaving the slayer school.  I’m going to get the whole ‘Vampires-are-just-misunderstood-predators’ speech.”
 
   “Can she make you leave?” I asked.
 
   “No.  Van Helsing had me go through a lawyer to get myself emancipated.  It pissed Mom off that I sued her to get control of my own trust fund.  She’d been about to hand it over to her vampire lover’s Domus.”
 
   “Domus?” I asked.
 
   “Latin for House.  It’s what vampires call their colonies.  She has more freedom than most donors, touring as a poster girl for vamp whores everywhere.  A lot of her groupies wind up as fang food.”
 
   “So what are you going to do?” Fran asked.
 
   “I’ll have to see her, but I’m not going alone.  Her handlers might be nearby, wanting to grab a slayer, even if it’s just one in training.”
 
   “I’ll back you,” Fran said.
 
   “Me, too,” I said.
 
   Maddy rolled over and set her back to me.  “Thanks.”  I heard tears in her voice she’d never show.  We were alike that way.
 
   Conversation died down.  The girls’ breathing grew deeper and slower.  It took me a little longer to drift off.  I slid into my inner darkness wondering if I’d meet Tukka in my dreams, or if he’d be too busy guarding the lodge to indulge in play.
 
    
 
   *     *     *
 
    
 
   The cloudy edges of sight, and the floaty feeling I had, combined to tell me I was asleep, that and the fact that Taliesina—my inner three-tailed fox—was prancing down the aisle beside me.  Since this was a dream, we could have separate bodies.  It had just never happened before.  We were in a huge auditorium with red-velvet seats, predominately filled with teenage Goth girls looking like raccoons with way too much eyeliner.  The crowd was happy and agitated, bouncing in their seats, generating a sea-like murmur.  
 
   Taliesina and I walked toward the stage.  There were stacks of Marshall Amps up there, backlit by purple and blue colored spotlights.  A massive drum kit was center stage, toward the back.  Left and right were long-haired roadies laying out cables, testing connections, placing microphones.  This didn’t seem to be a regularly scheduled event with set-up still under way and an audience present.  
 
   I suddenly had a bad feeling about who was going to be playing here tonight, wherever here was.
 
   A familiar voice boomed in the back of my head: Grace, take seat.  Show start soon.
 
   I turned and found Tukka filling the whole width of the aisle.  He wore a red usher’s jacket with gold buttons and braid.  His grin was enormous.
 
   “Whose dream are we in, Tukka?”
 
   He jerked his head to the side.
 
   I glanced along the row of seats he’d indicated.  Half way to the end, I saw a familiar face framed by a mane of straw-blond hair that had a faint greenish quality in the gloom.  Madison.  She had a shell-shocked expression, eyes fixed on stage.  
 
   If this is her dream, her mother’s playing here.  Why is Maddy’s subconscious doing this to her?
 
   I turned my attention back to the stage.  The roadies were scurrying off like rats.  The colored spots were strobing, fanning light streams went up and down to draw attention.  Band members hustled out on stage from the wings.  They were all guys, each taking position at their station, on their instrument.  The drums started a rapid-fire beat.  The synth player sent out a trill of notes like an icy, brittle wind.  The bass player thudda-thumped a deep rhythm, felt as much as heard.  Joining in last, a white-haired young guy in torn black leather pants and purple tee swung the neck of his electric guitar up into the air, shaking it with passion as his fingers danced, and a piercing riff slashed through the sonic hash.
 
   A blue spotlight hit front, center stage, illuminating a solitary microphone stand.  A moment later, a woman came out of nowhere, stepping into the light.  Her short, bleached-white hair had an indigo Mohawk that matched her lipstick, nail polish, and the blue star painted around her left eye.  She wore a tinfoil blue shirt and black jeans.  Sandals flopped on her feet as she danced back and forth, and a silver bat fluttered on a silver chain.
 
   She screamed to the audience, “Hello, children of the night!  Are you ready to rock?”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   Madison muffled a sob.
 
   I looked at Tukka.  “Why don’t you go ahead and eat this dream.  This isn’t good for Maddy.”
 
   Tukka shook his head in disagreement.  Evil backs off when snarled at.  You run, darkness chases.  
 
   Taliesina yapped confirmation.
 
   “Maddy will be facing her darkness soon enough,” I said.  “Cut the crap.  This isn’t necessary.”
 
   Dry run, Tukka said.  Practice makes perfect.  Besides, can’t break dream until we find dreamer.
 
    I pointed at Madison.  “She’s right there.”
 
   “Not that easy,” Tukka said.  “Real dreamer takes more active role.”
 
   “If this isn’t Madison’s dream, then whose—” 
 
   Electra hunched forward, knees bent, a death-grip on the microphone lifted to her face.  Her eyes closed as she concentrated on the song, and her amplified voice slammed out across the auditorium, spinning me around like a wave, with her warm, sultry promise of pleasures to come:
 
    
 
   “I know you’ve been hurt before.
 
   I know the scars run deep.
 
   And love has never been
 
   Something you could keep…”
 
    
 
   I stared at her, speculation bubbling up from my brain.  “This is her dream?”
 
   The drums did a run, building up tension.  Electra’s band put the pedal down, pouring out intensity, sweat dripping from their faces.  The electric guitar guy danced backward while shooting off a rapid-fire riff that leaped octaves.  The bass player’s head was bobbing for all it was worth.  Electra’s voice hardened, soaring into forever.
 
    
 
   “But you gotta pay the price no matter the cost.
 
   You gotta take a chance or all is lost.
 
   You gotta try again, or this is the end 
 
   of us both!”
 
    
 
   Movement caught my attention.  Someone left a seat up front to go to the edge of the stage.  I only saw the girl’s back, her raven black hair, and the graceful glide of a predator, but I recognized the true dreamer by the very sharp stake in her hand.  “Fran—what does she think she’s doing?”
 
   She shimmied up onto the stage, pushed up off her belly, and headed for Electra.
 
   A security guard rushed to intercept her.
 
   Fran jumped into the air, ever-so-more graceful than in real life, and kicked the man across the face.
 
   He fell heavily, stunned.
 
   She settled softly on her feet like a dove touching down—a dark dove of justice with a mission.  She turned toward Elektra once, stalking closer.
 
   Another guard came at her.
 
   A sandbag hanging from the rafters chose that moment to slip its rope and come crashing down on him.  I said, “Somehow, I’d expected an Acme anvil.”
 
   Tukka chuckled. Not Coyote’s dream, Grace.  Roadrunner’s not  around.
 
   Elektra saw the assassin coming, but kept singing as if nothing else mattered.
 
    
 
   “It’s now— or never—  Now— or never!
 
             Now— or never—  Time to decide!”
 
    
 
   Fran screamed above the pounding rock music.  “It’s now, bitch.  You’re going down!”
 
   Quite a show, Tukka said.
 
   Taliesina yapped agreement, her tails whumping the carpet energetically.
 
   I huffed.  “Aw, for the love of little green apples, how is this really solving anything?  Killing Elektra in a dream isn’t going to make her go away in the real world.”
 
   I suddenly realized that Madison was out of her seat, standing beside me.  Her eyes were still fixed on her mother.  “No, but it will make me feel better.  You know the kind of crap I’ve had to put up with because of her?”
 
   “But you’ve gone on with your life.  You’re making something of yourself,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, a slayer.  See, she’s still shaping what I am.  I’ll never be free until she’s dead.”
 
   It occurred to me that this wasn’t the real Maddy, so the words were probably Fran’s—she was playing both roles.  Everyone here was Fran’s invention with the exception of Taliesina, me, and Tukka who’d dragged us into this dream.
 
   On stage, Fran reached Electra, leaving a dead drummer behind who’d gotten in her way.  Strangely, the drums kept going, playing themselves.  Fran raised her stake, about to plunge it down.
 
   Elektra kept singing.
 
   A horrified gasp went up from all the Goth girls in the seats.  Someone screamed.
 
   Taliesina yapped encouragement to Fran.
 
   Tukka scarfed down a ten-pound bucket of buttery popcorn that magically appeared.
 
   And a vampire in a tux, with slicked-back black hair and a too pale face, swooped down out of the rafters to catch Fran’s wrist.  He pulled her into an intimate embrace, jaw unhinging, growing huge as if he intended to swallow her whole head.  Maddy bolted from my side, running down the aisle.  Fran had given her the opening she needed.  Maddy vaulted from the aisle to the stage, landing like a ballerina, springing after the slightest touchdown, her hands circling her mother’s throat.  Both went down in a tangle.  
 
   Maddy’s face was distorted with murderous intent.
 
   The vampire buried fangs in Fran’s neck, making puncture holes.  He pulled back, stuck in a couple straws into the wounds, and made her his own little juice bag.  Draining her, he shoved her away, dead on her feet.  She didn’t fall.  Fran felt her neck and pulled a hand away that was crimson with blood.
 
   The audience roared.
 
   The spotlights pulsed, waving erratically.
 
   And Fran’s face took on even more intensity.  “I will not be a vampire.”  She clutched her stake in two hands, driving it into her own heart, dying with a smile on her face.
 
   Maddy broke off her attack, flinging herself past the vampire to cradle Fran.
 
   “Not really how I expected things to go.  If this is Fran’s dream, why didn’t things go her way?”
 
   Tukka ignored me, turning and heading for the lobby.  “Thirsty.  Grace want something?”
 
   “I’m good.”  
 
   Taliesina went with Tukka since he was buying.
 
   I thought on my question, then answered it.  “It ended badly because this is Fran’s dream.  Girl’s not really cut out to be a master assassin.  She’s barely functional as a slayer-in-training.”
 
   Fran no longer sprawled on stage.  In the way of dreams, she’d vanished to reappear next to me, standing, oblivious to the stake still protruding from her chest.  She gave me a sorrowful stare.  “That’s just mean.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Sorry.  I call ‘em like I see ‘em.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t,
 
   Was heaven ever at hand?
 
   I’m Damned if you love me, and if you don’t,
 
   will I ever understand?”
 
    
 
                                                          —Damned
 
                                                              Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I awoke with Fran’s hands pressing on my stomach and upper abdomen.  She bounced me on the mattress.  “C’mon, Grace, get a move on.  Breakfast is almost ready.”
 
   It was too hard to open my eyes, the bed too comfy.  I waved her off.  “G’wan, let me sleep.”
 
   Madison’s voice came from across the room, where I heard the hallway door opening.  “Sensei Shaun is here, Grace.  Don’t you want to see him?”
 
   Fran’s voice undulated, “Ooooo, Fenn will be pissed.  He’ll want to go out and kill something.”
 
   I don’t remember tossing off the bedding, leaping from the bed, and landing on my feet.  Next thing I knew, I was dressing in some steel-blue sweats Madison had left out for me.  “Wait up, guys, I’m coming!”
 
   “Thought so,” Maddy said, “but you may want to run a brush through your hair first.”  
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on my moccasin boots, wishing I had sneakers instead.  Fran used this time to brush my hair, being careful around my ears.  Groomed, I ran to the door, where Maddy handed me a cherry-flavored ChapStick.  “You never know when you’ll need smooth, kissable lips,” she said.
 
   I paused to apply the lip balm.
 
   Maddy raked me with a stare, and sighed.  “You look like we dressed you funny.”
 
   “We did,” Fran said.
 
   “No help for it,” Maddy said.  “Just remember, enough attitude can pull off anything.”
 
   I handed her back the ChapStick.  “I’ll carve those words into my heart.”  And then I was hustling out the door, down the hall, and taking the steps three at a time.  I slowed at the bottom landing, sniffing the air for my prey, listening intently for Shaun’s voice.  My inner fox was jumping for joy and yipping away.
 
   His laugh came from the kitchen, mixed in with other voices.  I headed that way, stalling out in the kitchen doorway to get the lay of the land.  Both of my moms were there, Cassie setting the table, and my human mother manning the stove.  The air was rich with the smell of eggs, bacon, and pancakes.  
 
   Cassie was pouring glasses of orange juice.  She looked up.  Seeing me, her face lit with a smile.  “Good morning, Grace.  Have a seat.  The food’s coming right up.”
 
   I was frozen in place, staring.  Shaun was here all right, but he hadn’t come alone.  He and Virgil were by the backdoor, talking with a strange woman.  She was a honey blonde, Amazon tall, with a knock-out figure.  She wore a pencil dress that left supermodel legs well exposed despite the autumn weather.  The dress was black with a teal green belt and gold buckle.  A black leather purse hung from one shoulder on a golden chain.  Her hair was piled high, baring the nape of her neck, and she wore crimson lipstick that played off of a golden-brown tan that had probably come from a salon.  Hanging around her neck was a silver pendant: a quartered circle with a couple feathers dangling at the sides.  The thing had a Native American feel, but included a cross against vampires, and silver to ward off werewolves.  
 
   Quite the cosmopolitan little charm.
 
   What wasn’t so charming was how close she was standing to Shaun.  How her eyes devoured him.  How she tittered at his comments like a total slut.  And how the idiot—Shaun— was lapping it all up.  
 
   Really, Shaun, you can do much better.  I’m here.
 
   I stepped onto the battlefield, into the kitchen, and opened my mouth to say “Hi.”
 
   Shaman Girl beat me to the punch, glancing my way, staring at my mismatched clothing with unsuppressed amusement.  “Oh, my, look what the puma dragged in.”
 
   I sent her a withering glare.  She didn’t wither, more’s the pity, so I ignored her.  “Good morning, Shaun.  I didn’t know you were coming out.”
 
   He turned toward me.  “Hi, Grace.  Somebody had to bring the eggs and stuff.”
 
   I shot a not-so-veiled glare at the hot chick who was breathing all over him.  “She’s the stuff?”
 
   “Oh, let me introduce you,” he said.
 
   If you must.
 
   “This is Janet d’Arc.  She’s our liaison with the North American Council of Mages, NACOM for short.  They’ve decided to lend us a hand with ISIS.”
 
   Janet said, “Such amateurs give real magic-users a bad name in the preternatural community.  Plus, if they get outed to the media as terrorists, those such as myself will suffer greater scrutiny by the government.”
 
   She was getting too much scrutiny as it was with Shaun’s eyes nearly glowing from her very female interest in him.   
 
   Bitch!  
 
   In my mind, Taliesina was stiff with rage, baring fangs, growling.  I’d have done the same if it wasn’t so impolite—and if both my moms weren’t standing in the same room to call me down for it.  
 
   Life is so unfair.
 
   The scent of steamy goodness grew stronger as Mom loaded the table with food.  Cassie dragged me to a chair and all but tucked me in with a bib.  Virgil hurried to a place across from me, black gloves and sunglasses in place.  Shaun and Janet sat next to him.  My moms took the ends of the table like two poles on a magnet.  Fran and Madison materialized behind me.  They placed a commiserating hand on my shoulder as they passed to take seats beside me.
 
   Fran swept the table with a glance.  “Where’s Fenn?”
 
   Cassie’s lips twitched with an almost-smile.  “He said something about going out and killing his own breakfast.”  
 
   I nodded sagely.  “Fresher that way.”
 
   Cassie continued, “But he wanted to borrow your laptop first to check his emails.”
 
   There was a vague look to Fran’s face, not too much different from her usual expression.  “My laptop?  I’ve been looking for that.”
 
   Maddy nodded.  “You left it by the fireplace last night.”
 
    “Grace,” my human mom gestured toward a platter of hot cakes, “try these.  I mixed strawberries into the batter.  Canned; you make do with what’s available.”
 
   Madison latched onto them, served herself several, and passed the platter to Fran.  Fran took a couple more.  She squealed with delight.  “You made bunny shapes.”
 
   “Have some orange juice, Grace,” Cassie lifted her own glass of liquid sunshine.  “I made it myself.”
 
   “Probably safe anyway,” my other mom muttered.  
 
   Being human, she probably didn’t realize that kitsune such as Cassie and I heard every syllable as if she screamed them.  I got very interested in the bunny pancakes, but snuck a glance at Cassie.  She had on a brittle smile that looked like it might collapse at any time.  There was fire in her stare.  She gripped her butter knife as if contemplating surgery—without anesthesia. 
 
      I passed the platter on to Cassie.  She didn’t look at them directly, shoving them onto Virgil.  He took a pancake and passed the platter.  A platter of eggs went round next and a plate of bacon.  Shaun ate his bacon first, prepped his pancake with butter and maple syrup, and set his eggs right on top.  I hadn’t seen that before but thought it rather cute ... until Janet did the same thing.
 
   Copycat.
 
   Distracting myself from her, I looked up at Virgil.  “Hey, Virge, what’s the game plan?”
 
   “I want to stay here and dangle you like bait until ISIS shows up,” he shot a glance toward both ends of the table, “but I got overruled.”
 
   I glared at him, rolling my shoulders as an itch started along my shoulder blades.  “Of course, doofus, the plan totally failed last time, remember?”
 
   “Doofus, from the French deux fois - meaning ‘two times,’” Fran prattled in a lecturing voice.  “A person who is a doofus can't get something right the first time.”
 
   Virgil flung her a glower that shattered against her oblivious indifference.
 
   Shaun hurriedly forced the conversation back on track, “And this isn’t the right battlefield.  The fu dogs report movement in the forest, the mothmen getting themselves worked up over something.”
 
   Probably Wocky screwing around with them.  Demons never can just leave things alone.
 
   Shaun continued, “We don’t want a war on two fronts.”
 
   “I agree,” Janet said, “but that bait idea has merit.”
 
   “Over your dead body,” my human mom muttered.
 
   Cassie smiled at that.  “Couldn’t have said it better.”
 
   Janet shot a confused look up and down the table.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.”
 
   I shook my head sadly.  “No, you didn’t.”
 
   Madison pushed her empty plate away.  Having wasted no time, she drained her juice glass in a quick series of gulps, and set the glass down.  “So,” she said, “if we’re not staying here, then where are we going?”
 
   Yeah, we’re back to that.
 
   Tukka thudded against the outside kitchen door, opened it somehow, and stuck his humongous head inside.  His bright lavender gaze landed on me.  His thoughts shot across my mind: Grace, we got trouble.  Hurry.
 
   Mom and Fran let out short-lived screeches of surprise.
 
   Cassie simply turned her face toward the door.
 
   Virgil and Shaun kept eating.
 
   Rising into combat poses, Madison and Janet kicked their chairs back, looking like superheroes about to spring into action.
 
   But Tukka was gone, and I doubted they’d heard his telepathic thought.  He was kinda selective about whose minds he touched.
 
   I stuffed my bacon into my mouth, wiped face and fingers on a paper napkin that lay beside my plate, and eased to my feet.  Disaster always comes for me sooner or later.  There was no reason to get all worked up about it.  If it had been really bad, Tukka would have insisted I escape into the ghost realm with him and the other fu dogs.
 
   “What’s up, Grace?” Virgil asked.
 
   “Tukka says trouble’s coming our way.  We should probably get ready to bail, just in case.”
 
   “Our stuff is packed and by the front door,” Madison said.
 
   Fran nodded affirmation.
 
   Virgil said, “Let’s see what’s coming before we bug out.”  He pulled out his cell and called one of his men-in-black for a report.
 
   I was already rounding the table with the slayers a step behind.  As I headed for the backdoor, passing Cassie, she stood and slowed me with one hand so she and Shaun could take point.  They went out the door together.  The rest of us followed.
 
   Tukka was at the corner of the building which gave him a view of the front drive.  We ran toward him.  He didn’t wait once he saw we were going the right way.  We went around the corner after him, and I got to see firsthand exactly what kind of trouble awaited.   
 
   Paparazzi, news hounds, the so-called media. There were half a dozen vans pulling up the drive.  Some of them had satellite dishes on their roofs for live transmissions.  All of them had their news channels painted on the sides.  The vans parked, blocking in the vehicles Virgil had brought last night.  
 
   The fu dogs froze, sitting in plain sight, not twitching a muscle.  I think they thought that if they didn’t move, they might be mistaken for statues that had been stolen from Chinese restaurants.  
 
   Nope, no real live fu dogs here.  Move along, nothing to see.
 
   Virgil’s men held up federal credentials, trying to turn back the men and women rushing our way.  Shaun and Cassie joined the line, trying to turn back the news hounds.
 
   Numerous microphones and cameras were all turned—on me!
 
   Madison grabbed Fran by the shirt and pushed her against the side of the lodge.  Maddy’s eyes were fierce blue.  She spoke past gritted teeth, “Don’t tell me you posted a blog on Facebook about our secret mission?”
 
   “Well, I might have mentioned that we were helping an unnamed government agency to protect Hot Stuff at an undisclosed location.  But I didn’t say where.”
 
   Hot Stuff was the name the internet community had given me back before I’d been exiled to HPI.  There was video of me going all human-torch on a robber in a convenience store, then popping out of sight.  The clip had hit You Tube and gone viral.  That was one of the reasons I was living on the down-low—trying to avoid situations just like this.
 
   Fenn came up beside me.  He had Fran’s laptop in his hand.  The screen was cracked as if he’d punched it a few times.  “She didn’t say where, but she posted shots of the property, including the front gate with the camp’s name on it.  With a little research, anyone could find us.  ISIS is probably on the way.”
 
   One of the reporters clutched a microphone, yelling past a man-in-black, “Hey, Hot Stuff, tell us how you got your superpowers.”  
 
   I am so cursed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
   “Hide-and-seek, Peek-a-boo,
 
   Poke-a-tiger-with-a-stick...
 
   Let’s pretend I love you best,
 
   a cup of blood, a crucifix... ”
 
    
 
                                                            —Games We Play
 
                                                                Elektra Blue
 
    
 
    “So,” I said, “can’t we just shoot everyone, bury the bodies in the woods, and if anyone asks, blame this on the mothmen?”
 
   Janet finally put in an appearance, strolling up to Fenn and me.  She said, “Tempting as that sounds, a better answer is for you to just give them an interview so they’ll go away.  Just don’t admit to anything that’s actually true.”
 
   Madison let go of Fran, without wringing her neck, and stepped over to our little huddle, catching Janet’s eyes.  “That won’t work.  Grace is kitsune.  She can’t lie without sacrificing her power.”
 
   I sighed.  “Then I’ll just have to get creative with the truth.  If they make assumptions that are wrong, it’s not my fault.”
 
   Fenn sailed Fran’s broken computer off into the trees.  
 
   She muffled a wail, knowing how lightly she’d gotten off.
 
   Fenn said, “I’ll set the interview up and make sure they know they need to behave, or we’ll pull the plug and send them packing—without their cameras.”
 
   “Virgil can claim national security interests if he has to,” Madison said.
 
   “Brilliant!” Janet’s voice had a hint of an English accent in her crisp tone.
 
   I groaned.  “All right, but if there are going to be pictures, I’m going to change.  Be back in fifteen.”
 
   I tugged the veil past me with the usual result.  Everything went to gray tones.  Orange aura appeared around me as a ghostly haze.  My friends’ faces reflected surprise as I vanished from their view.  In the silence of the ghost realm, I crouched and jumped, soaring through the lighter gravity as if this was Mars and not Earth.  I curved in an arc, and pulled in my aura so the wall wouldn’t be solid to me.  There was a dark flash.  I was inside the building, on the second floor in an unused room.  Aura bled from my feet, making the carpet solid under me so I wouldn’t sink.  
 
   I hurried out into the hall, and ran to the room I shared with the girls.  This was all Fran’s fault, so I showed no restraint in going through her things.  She turned out to have an I’m-so-bad-it-hurts outfit.  The slayer-wear was almost a uniform:  Black jeans, tee, sneakers—that I traded my moccasin boots in for—and a black denim bolero jacket that barely covered my ribs.  My own clothes I left on the bed.
 
   I paused, remembering the clothes I’d left in Shaun’s bathroom.  He hadn’t said anything about having brought them.  I wondered if he was keeping them as a remembrance.  That would have been way cool, but probably unlikely.
 
   I chided myself, You’re dreaming, Grace.  Get a move on, so we can all get out of here.
 
   I pulled in on my aura and sank through the floor.  Downstairs, high in the air, I drifted down, landing near the fireplace in the main lounge area.  I walked across the room, and went out through a wall, onto the wrap-around porch.
 
   And there was Tukka, waiting.
 
   I stopped as something in my guts twisted.  “Are you still mad at me?”  I blinked back moisture gathering in my eyes.
 
   Tukka not mad.
 
   “You say that, but you haven’t been around.  You’ve been going cold-turkey and you haven’t let me help you.  That’s what friends do for each other.”
 
   Tukka big dawg.  He gave the last word a Texan drawl.  Impolite to ask others to carry my burdens.
 
   I nodded at the attitude; Fu Dogs have lived in the Far East for centuries, absorbing the mindset there.  
 
   “But you’re not mad?” I asked.
 
   Tukka bared all his big pointy teeth at once in something that was almost a smile.  No worries.  Tukka love Grace.  Best pet he ever own.
 
   I threw myself at him, hugging his leathery neck.
 
   Don’t slobber, everything hunky-dory.
 
   I pulled back and wiped my eyes lest someone think I’d been crying.  Kitsune girls don’t cry.  Too tough.  Everybody knows that.  I glared at him.  “You’re the pet, not me.  And hunky-dory?  What does that even mean?”
 
   He shrugged the great slabs that were his shoulders.  Tukka hoping Grace knows.
 
   I pushed on past him, jumping to the ground.  A few more bounds, and I dropped among my friends, crossing the veil so I became visible as I touched down.  This caused a stir among the news people, even though they’d probably all seen the online video of me ghosting away at that convenience store robbery I’d stopped.  Of course, they might have come out here believing me to be a hoax.  If so, they didn’t look sad to see they’d been wrong.
 
   The cameras were rolling.  The reporters were back to shouting questions.  If not for Fenn’s threatening glower, Virgil, and his men, I might have gotten swamped by the press of bodies.  I held up my hands and yelled, “C’mon, people, settle down.  One at a time, so I don’t have to shout, okay?”
 
   They fell dead quiet.
 
   I stared at my hands.  They’re magic!  
 
   Then I realized that the news hounds were all looking up.  
 
   A shadow had fallen across me.  I looked up as well.  Then I leaped aside as two figures crashed to earth where I’d been standing.  One of them was a teenage mothman, Wocky wearing Ryan’s body like an overcoat.  The second figure wore a black suit with a white collar, Fenn’s dad in his impersonation of a priest—or could he really be one?  
 
   
  
 

His crucifix glinted, flashing as he pinned Wocky down with more than human strength.  Sitting on his chest, Father Valencia smiled, praying, “Dear Lord, make this imp of Hell truly thankful for the ground-and-pound he is about to receive.”
 
   Wocky protested, “Let me go, or I’ll sic PETA on you.  Moths got rights, you know?”  
 
   That’s when I noticed the barbed wire wound around the mothman, cutting into his flesh, binding his hands tightly against his chest.  The Trickster had set a trap and caught himself a demon.  
 
   But why, what are you going to do with one?  Put it above the fireplace?  It’s not like they make great Christmas gifts. 
 
   The priest rained punches on the demon’s face in the weirdest exorcism I’d ever seen.  “I command you in the name of the Father…”  Whump!  “…the Son…” Whump!  “…and the Holy Ghost.”  Whump, whump!  “Come out of that corpse!”
 
   I found myself forgotten and ignored, as the news people formed a crescent around the fighters, filming the scene for posterity.  Fenn was throwing short punches in the air, a sympathetic response to the violence he was watching.  I think he wanted to get in there himself and do some damage.  Such a guy.  Meanwhile, the fu dogs gave up on playing statue, using the distraction to cross over.  Cassie and Virgil were down by the news vans, slashing tires while the men-in-black formed a screen to block the news people from seeing exactly what was going on—had they bothered to look.
 
   Shaun and Janet had separated—thank God—into separate vehicles, getting behind the steering wheels.  Virgil headed for a third car, a black sedan pretending to be a sports car with its sleek lines.  That just left Madison’s white van, but how we were going to drive off with the news vans there, tires flat, I didn’t know.
 
   Cassie straightened and beckoned me over.  
 
   I delayed, shooting Madison and Fran a glance and nodding toward Fenn and Mom.  The slayers gathered up the strays and we all nonchalantly strolled to our assorted rides.  As the others quietly loaded up, I stopped by Cassie.
 
   She stared into my eyes, silently demanding my attention.  “We’ll touch these two vans in the back, pushing them into the ghost world long enough for everyone to drive out.”
 
   That answered that question.  The only thing I didn’t know was if I could do this.  Cassie was putting a lot of trust in me, but I’d never tried crossing over with something so big.  “I’ll try.”
 
   She grinned and quoted Yoda, “Do or do not ... there is no try.”
 
   I grimaced.  “Then the Force had damn well better be with me.”  I went to the vehicle she’d nodded toward, going to its far side.  I laid hands on the van and saw Cassie doing the same to the other.  We nodded to each other and ripped all hell out of the weave of space.  The tingle didn’t pass as swiftly as usual.  It became a burn, as if my body were being dipped in bubbling honey.  I closed my eyes and poured out more aura, as our vehicles roared to life.  
 
   And then I was across the veil, stomach fluttering, surrounded by gray tones except where my aura now blazed in counterpoint, the energy draining from my hands, turning the news van into a giant ember.  Most of my energy was surging out, leaving my feet to sink slowly into the ground.
 
   Not good.
 
   “Hold it just a little more,” Cassie called out.  She, too, had dragged her vehicle over the veil, and seemed to be holding it here with very little effort, her body ablaze with aura, a little more golden than mine.
 
   Back on the human side of the veil, our packed vehicles backed through the emptiness we’d created.  Our caravan spun around and raced off down the road toward the front gate and the highway.
 
   A lot of the news people were giving chase, passing me, actually running through the immaterial van they could no longer see.  I waited until the coast was clear, and let go of my van.  It popped back into the human world.
 
   Cassie did the same, coming over to help me.  I was waist-deep in the ground by then, my energy flickering feebly around me, about to give out.  She reached down and took my arms.  Fresh aura energy washed into me from her touch as if she were recharging a battery.  The influx of energy washed into the ground that had a hold of me.  I felt pressure, a bar of soap in a giant’s hand.  This popped me up into the air.  The lesser gravity on this side of the veil let me drift down as Cassie kept hold.
 
   “Good job,” she said.  “You’re getting stronger.”
 
   “Nothing like constantly fighting to survive to hone one’s skill set.  What now?”
 
   The reporters and cameramen were still busy milling around their vehicles.  This gave me a clear look at Wocky and the Trickster.  They were different from how I’d seen them on the other side of the veil.  Father Valencia still wore his black suit, but his head was a coyote version of the human one he’d been wearing—brown fur, yellow-star eyes, bared fangs, and a cute black-button nose on a pointy snout.  His aura was a brassy-green shimmer showing off more power than I’d ever seen in one person.
 
   Wocky was still inside Ryan’s mothman body, but black flames now fanned off of him.  His eyes were lit with a red, infernal glow.  Oddly, the wire holding him was different over here, too.  The barbed wire was now pliant, silver light, the barbs themselves were eagle fluff shedding a white-gold radiance.
 
   Cassie followed my gaze with her own.  “Thunderbird feathers and strands of dream-light.  No wonder the demon can’t get loose.  The Trickster has called on the power of the ancients.”
 
   “Just to claim a corpse?”
 
   Wocky glared.  “It’s mine and I’m keeping it.”
 
   I sent Cassie a wide-eyed look.  “They’ve crossed the veil.”
 
   “Right,” the Trickster said.  “You gals just stand back and let me handle this.”
 
   Cassie said, “I don’t understand.  Why not just tear Ryan into pieces?  That will make the demon leave, and no one gets hurt—no one living anyway.”
 
   “Can’t do that,” the Trickster said.  “Ryan’s cells are in suspension.  He’s almost dead, but not quite there.  Mothmen are as hard to kill as cockroaches, you know?” 
 
   I gasped.  “He’s alive?”
 
   Cassie smiled in a not-so-pretty way.  “Good, we get to kill him again.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
   “Closer, tighter, slice the air,
 
   gliding on a candle’s prayer,
 
   a dancing flame in the night,
 
   come, little moth, embrace the light.”
 
    
 
                                                           —Spiral
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   “Don’t you think he’s suffered enough?” I crept closer to Wocky and the Trickster.  
 
   Drifting alongside me, Cassie said, “Anyone who threatens you loses the right to mercy.  A lesson that kills them is one they’ll learn from.”
 
   “If you’re a ghost maybe…”
 
   Cassie went on, ignoring my interruption as she imparted her ancient wisdom.  “And a dead enemy never returns to stab you in the back.”
 
   The demon laughed within his magical restraints.  “Madam, you would make an excellent demon.”
 
   Sitting on the demon’s chest, Trickster shot us a glance.  “Stay back.  I’m working here.”  He popped Wocky a few more times in the head.  “As for you, shut up.”
 
    I glowered at Wocky.  “I really think it’s time you took back your mark, this time for good.  Slightly alive or not, I will cut Ryan’s heart out.  That means cutting your heart out, too.  I know that wouldn’t kill you, being immortal and all, but I could make sure you lose track of it.  Think about living forever and never knowing if someday someone might show up with your heart in hand, having found a way to control you with the useless thing.”
 
   “You’re bluffing,” Wocky said.  “You haven’t such cruelty in you.”
 
   “I’m feeling a lot of pressure, in case you haven’t noticed.”  I filled my right hand with leaping flames of aura.  At the core of the fire, I extended a cold core of shadow—my shadow-fire sword, the expression of both sides of my nature.  I pointed the sword at Wocky’s head.  “Everybody wants a piece and there’s just not enough of me to go around.  To tell you the truth, it’s beginning to drive me a little crazy.”
 
   Cassie hugged me from behind.  “Like mother, like daughter.  Let’s start by gouging out his eyes with a spoon.” 
 
   The Trickster growled at us, baring his big, pointy, coyote teeth.  “I told you, I’m handling this.”
 
   I swung my sword to point into his face.  “I know you’re a big, bad, cosmic force—avatar of chaos and change and all that—but shut the hell up.  I haven’t forgotten you tried to hand me over to Inari to settle a gambling debt.”
 
   Cassie’s arms tightened on me.  She glared over my shoulder at the fake priest.  “You tried to do what?”  Her tone was glacial and threatening.
 
   I continued, “The only reason I’ve cut you any slack is that you also saved me from the witches.”
 
   An uneasy look on his face, the Trickster studied Cassie.  I think he was more afraid of her than me and my bi-polar sword.
 
   I smiled and pulled my sword back.  “You know what?  I think maybe Fenn would be interested to know just what you were up to.  How do you think he’d take the news that the love-of-his-life was almost sold into slavery by his dad?”  I whispered, “I really don’t think he’d take it well.”
 
   Wocky chuckled.  “I’ll be sure to ask him about it next time I see him.”
 
   I swung the sword tip back to his head.  “If you don’t take this brand off me now, you aren’t going to be seeing much of anything.”  I spoke over my shoulder.  “Mom, get me a spoon from the kitchen.  If it’s rusty, that’s even better.”
 
   Her tone turned bright, “Gladly.”  She hurried off.
 
   “Don’t you care about the poor humans about to get slaughtered?” Wocky asked.
 
   “What humans?”  I turned to look at the reporters mouthing into their cell phones, and camera men bustling about their vans, breaking out the spare tires and jacks.  “They seem fine to me.”  
 
   Movement above the nearby forest caught my eye.  Mothmen were coming in a fluttering mass, charcoal wings and humanoid bodies edged with yellow-green aura that was flecked with red.  The colors showed agitation and a bit of murderous intent. 
 
   That red was lacking from my own aura, but not Cassie’s.  That’s probably how Wocky knew I had been bluffing about the spoon and all.  Though, in a worst case scenario, I could always close my eyes, cover my ears, and hum loudly while Cassie went to work.  There are definite advantages to having a parent with psychopathic tendencies.
 
   “That’s just great,” the Trickster said.  “Now it’s mothmen.”
 
   “Welcome to my world.”  I felt the itching on my back that told me my baby moth wings wanted to sprout again.
 
   The news-types were a pain, but there was no way I wanted them dead at the hands of irate bugs.  With a sigh on my lips, I let my sword collapse to nothing and crossed back, an electric tingle sweeping my skin.  My aura went back to being invisible, as gravity slammed on full force.  The gray tones warmed with color.  Sunlight went from washed out to vibrant as I left the ghost realm behind.
 
   I ran to the vans, grabbing people, shoving them into motion.  “Get in the vans, quick.”
 
   So, of course, everyone dug in their heels and ignored what I said, shoving microphones in my face.  Questions beat at me like mothman wings:
 
   “Were you gene-spliced in some secret government lab?”
 
   “What planet are you from?” 
 
   “How does it feel to be a freak?”
 
   “Get in these vehicles,” I yelled, “or you can ask some real freaks that question.”
 
   One of the men swung his camera to point up into the air.  “Mothmen!  I see real mothmen.”
 
   “Real hungry mothmen.”  I tried to scare them into obeying me.  “Maybe they’re looking for a snack!”
 
   The whirr of their wings rushed across us.  They were looming larger now, not more than thirty yards out.
 
   A cameraman said, “Don’t moths eat clothes?”
 
   There’s always one geek who watches the Nature Channel.
 
   The reporters shrieked in panic and stampeded into the vans.  Couldn’t blame them; they were wearing hundreds of dollars in blazers, skirts, fancy pumps, and assorted bling.  The cameramen followed, and I was left alone to face the oncoming mothfolk.  I wondered if they’d followed Ryan’s scent to get here, a scent that led to nowhere with him on the other side of the veil with Cassie and the Trickster right now.
 
   They wheeled twenty-five feet up, flying a complex search pattern that drifted more and more over where Ryan was.  They were ignoring me and the vans.  The camera guys filmed through the windows, not about to pass up this footage.  I crossed over.  My stomach barely settled before I ghosted into the closest van.  Unseen by the occupants, I drifted over their heads, reaching down here and there to touch a camera and pull a surge of veil current through the mechanisms.  Van by van, I made sure there was no record of this event.  The veil’s current is the main reason I don’t carry a cell phone or any electronic device.  They don’t handle transition energy very well.  As the cameramen realized their cameras had crashed, I was forced to make another circuit to take out people’s cell phones.  I knew if all this wound up on the news, Virgil would find some way to blame me for it.
 
   Leaving the last van, I moon-bounced over to Wocky and the Trickster.  Cassie had already rejoined them.  She’d not only fetched a large tablespoon, but also a corkscrew, an ice pick, and a shaker of salt.  I would never again be able to look at such common things without a shiver going up my spine.  I noticed Wocky eyeing them with equal unease.
 
   He looked up at me.  “You’d better let me loose so I can help you with the moth-ers.”
 
   “Uh-uh, you’d only sic them on us,” the Trickster said.  “We’ll all just sit here and wait ‘til they lose interest and go away.”
 
   I knelt near Wocky and used a small amount of shadow and aura to make a dagger.  I smiled at him.  “Now, about this new brand I seem to have acquired on my back…”
 
   “What?” he said.  “You think I put that there?”
 
   “Dude, it’s your name!  Written in demon.  Of course you did.  If you’re going to jerk my chain, I’m turning you over to Cassie.  She might not be able to kill you, but I suspect she knows how to carve you up into a thousand pieces of agony.  What do you suppose will happen to you if we bury various body parts all across the country in mason jars?  We could even take a few jars to alternate realities.  Good luck finding them then.”
 
   He smiled.  “I’d share all my pain with you through the mark.  Knowing that, Cassie wouldn’t dare touch me.”
 
   I looked at Cassie.  She looked at me.  We both sighed.  He had us.  We couldn’t touch him.
 
   Cassie threw away the items she’d collected.  As they left her aura-sheathed hands, they returned to the human side of the veil, falling fast under normal gravity.
 
   I looked at Coyote.  “Okay, your show.  What are you going to do next?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Give my customer a two-for-one.  I was only contracted for a mothman, and this one was handy, but they probably won’t care much if it’s possessed.”
 
   My brow furrowed.  “You’re selling him into slavery?  Man, I studied that in school.  There’s, like, a constitutional amendment against that.  It’s bad.”
 
   “Only if you get caught,” he said.  “Look, normally I wouldn’t be dealing in, uh, exotic pets,” he smiled at his own euphemism, “but Inari isn’t the only one I owe.  I’m doing this because I really don’t want to wind up skinned and turned into a fireplace rug.”
 
   “You should think about joining Gamblers’ Anonymous,” Cassie said.
 
   “I ought to, but I won’t,” Coyote said.  “I’m too addicted to risks to ever stop.”
 
   Wocky broke into the conversation, “So, uh, who exactly are you handing this body over to?”
 
   “The Hysane, a couple of dimensions over.”
 
   Cassie drew in a sharp breath.
 
   Wocky went very still.  “You’re joking?”
 
   The Trickster sighed.  “Sorry, no.”
 
   “But the Hysane are low-brow monsters,” Wocky said, “and tacky as Hell.  Their amusements are legendary for cruelty and barbarism—just blood, gore, and raw suffering.  No finesse at all.”
 
   Hysane.  “Never heard of them.”
 
   “Tough bastards,” Cassie said.  “I was forced to fight in their games a couple hundred years ago.  I won my freedom, but most don’t.  Most die rather horribly.  The Hysane are—”
 
   “Are here.”  Coyote scanned the surrounding area.
 
   Cassie spun around.
 
   I swiveled, staring.  “In the ghost realm?”
 
   I saw nothing at first, then my eyes were drawn to violet flames on the ground.  The fire danced higher as small hills formed under them.  The hills became heads, bald and mottled.  The pumpkin-sized heads rose from the ground, balanced on shoulders that were clotted with muscle.  The creatures ghosted up into sight, massive barrel chests followed by narrow, bony hips and lizard-like haunches.  Their feet were clawed.  They whished massive tails behind them.  They appeared to be a blend of man and dragon, staring at us with pitiless black eyes.
 
   “Fine,” Wocky said.  “Grace, get me out of this binding, and I will take back my mark.”
 
   “Mark first,” I said.  “Then we’ll talk about you.”
 
   “No,” Wocky said, “the bindings first.”
 
   “Too late for deals now,” Coyote said.  “They’ve come for what I’ve promised.  Without the demon in him, the mothman isn’t alive enough to be interesting.  I thought I’d have more time.  As it is, both gotta go.”
 
   The closest dragon-man waved a claw at the Trickster, and hissed with a few spits thrown in.  A mechanical device strapped to his stubby throat translated.  “We have come for what you have promised.”
 
   “I have him here,” Coyote nodded at Wocky.  “All wrapped up and ready to go.”
 
   The Hysane gestured to Cassie and me.  “What about them?”
 
   Coyote jerked a thumb at Cassie.  “She’s a past winner of your games.  By your laws, she cannot again be made to play.”  He smiled at me.  “As for the young one, she is just a babe.  You won’t get much of a show from her.”
 
   “Kitsune?” the dragon-man hissed.  “Good breeding stock for the slave pens.”
 
   My fire-and-shadow dagger grew into a broadsword.  I swung it around to point at the leader of the Hysane.  “You want to die, just say that again.”
 
   They stared at my sword.  One of them hissed with great excitement.  His translator erupted with words, “Half kitsune, half Shadow.”
 
   The dragon-man that had been doing most of the talking stepped closer.  His claw raked the air toward Coyote.  “We will give you four hundred bars of gold for her.”
 
   Coyote smiled.  “Done!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “Virgin white, lace and veils,
 
   vows and curses never fail.
 
   Come sell your soul
 
   for a road to hell.”
 
    
 
                                                           —Shotgun Wedding
 
                                                   Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I was about to lop off Coyote’s head with my sword when Cassie tackled me.  An electric wave passed through me.  My aura snapped out like an expired match as color and gravity kicked in full force.  I fell to my knees, Cassie’s arms still around me.  For the first time ever, I hadn’t crossed back on my own.  She’d wrenched us both across the veil.  To all appearances we were alone with the news crews, but I had the feeling that the chase would be on in moments.
 
   Cassie pushed to her feet, strong-arming me up.  She ran, holding my hand, pulling me into motion.  I didn’t argue.  She knew these Hysane.  If she thought we ought to run, I’d go along with her.  We crossed the dirt drive and plunged into the woods.  As we ran full out, Cassie gasped out a message: “No matter what … don’t phase … underground.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Earth-dragons, it’s their … element.”  She jumped over a fallen tree that had been caught between another pair of trees, making a diagonal slide of it.  I put a hand on the rough bark to help me over, and stumbled out of the landing on the other side, but kept moving.  She added, “You won’t win that way.”
 
   Okay, good, warning noted. 
 
    “But wouldn’t we at least make better time … in the ghost realm?”
 
   “They can’t fully materialize … in our world.”  We were slanting down a hill now, slowing as we hopped small boulders and skidded in old pine needles.  An acrid dust tickled my nose, but I didn’t sneeze.
 
   Five feet ahead, a dusky shape rose from the ground, a flattened Hysane, flickering around the edges like a violet flame.  His lumpy face was finely scaled.  He blinked at me, both an upper and a lower eyelid that met in the middle.  He reached out with a claw-tipped hand, the claws glossy black.
 
   Cassie slowed even more, whipping me forward.  “Your sword,” she yelled.
 
   I thrust my hand forward, pouring aura and shadow into my grip.  Shadow-cored flame stabbed out.  My sword pierced the apparition.  A hole appeared as a big chunk of him belled away from my blade.  Despite his reaction, I’d made contact, so there was no escape.  His substance shattered.  I fell through a glowing, violet snow that winked out as it touched me, leaving icy patches on my skin.  I dragged Cassie in my wake, our hands still locked in a death grip of desperation.
 
   “These guys aren’t so tough,” I yelled.
 
   “They want you alive,” Cassie yelled back.  “It makes a difference.”
 
   Oh.  We angled to the side as we ran, going with the flow of the woods.  “The flat rock will be coming up soon.”  
 
   Movement overhead and to the sides caught my attention.  A quick glance told me we had more company.  “Bugs!”
 
   Cassie swiveled her head, a sweeping glance that took in the gray and brown flurry of moth-people wings.  They’d been all male before.  Now there were females mixed in, boobs bouncing in the wind.  Fortunately, everyone’s lower regions were covered by thick fur.  Fuzz also covered their heads, hiding features, but not their lantern-bright, compound eyes.  Those eyes whirled weirdly with shades of blue and green.  Antennae, like feathery fronds, waved above their heads, each filament writhing like gray worms.
 
   Ick!
 
   “I thought they wanted Ryan,” I said.  “Why follow us?”
 
   Before Cassie could answer, a pair of Hysane rose from the forest floor, angled in a way that made me think we were being herded.
 
   “This way,” I yelled.  I tugged Cassie sharply to the side, cutting behind the backs of the dragon-men.  We went off the crest of a bank and skidded over stone and roots, pushing dust and pine needles ahead of our feet.  And then we were dropping straight down a rock face.  Instinctively, Cassie and I crossed over together.  My aura appeared, weak and faltering.  I wasn’t going to be able to stay here long, but I didn’t need a lot of time.  The world was gray, and gravity was washed out as well, along with inertia, so my fall slowed in defiance of normal physics.  I brought my head down, swinging my feet back to kick against the cliff face.
 
   Several Hysane rose up out of the rock, looking as solid as I’d first seen them.  
 
   Cassie and I sailed over their heads.  These guys had the earth at their beck and call, but the sky had always been my friend.
 
   We landed lightly on the flat rock, hopped a few times, and crossed back to the human world.
 
   “Those guys ever give up?” I gasped.  My legs and lungs were burning.  I was used to running track and cross country, but this grueling pace was killing me.
 
   “Who?” Cassie said.  “Dragons or bugs?”
 
   Heading across the flat rock toward the highway, footing was prime, letting me spare a glance back.  The Hysane were gone from sight but the mothfolk were furiously fluttering, determined to stay with us.
 
   What’s their problem?
 
   With a grating sound, a twenty-foot wall of rock cut up into the air.  Side sections speared up to block the sides.  We skidded to a stop, palms hitting the front wall.  I shot a glance behind us.  A line of Hysane stood there, waiting patiently like game players secure in the knowledge of their invincibility.  
 
   To make matters worse, the bugs had caught up to us, hanging overhead to form a ceiling.
 
   “We’ll have to go through the wall,” I said.
 
   “No,” Cassie said.  “This is no longer ordinary rock.  They’re animating it with pieces of their souls.  We go in, we’ll be stuck.”
 
   “So we cross over and jump over it.”
 
   “Let’s try this instead.”  Golden light filled her hand, shafting out into her own version of a sword.  She rammed the point into the stone wall.  It seared the air, blackening the rock, spilling a rain of sparks to the ground.
 
   I looked back at the Hysane.  Several of the violet phantoms grabbed their chests in pain, their edges flickering even more.  Hurting the rock seemed to hurt them.  I pulled shadow from inside me and made a black sword that chilled the air with artic cold.  I jammed the point near where Cassie’s blade had gone in.  Heat and cold, we stressed the rock as we pulled our blades down, leaving slag-edged lines behind—but the lines closed like healed wounds.
 
   We pulled our swords out, turning to face the Hysane.  One of them was on his knees.  Several more were swaying unsteadily. 
 
   “Any more options?” I asked.
 
   “Direct attack is all that’s left.”
 
   “Maybe not.  Why aren’t the bugs attacking?  It’s almost as if…”  
 
   A wild thought occurred to me.  I collapsed my shadow blade to free my hands, and stripped off the black denim bolero jacket I’d borrowed from Fran.  It had been growing ever snugger.  I dropped it on the flat rock and pulled my black tee up in back, leaving my breasts covered in front.
 
   Cassie shot me an inquiring glance that I caught from the edge of sight, my attention turned to the Hysane who crept closer like cooling lava.  
 
   Jeez, could this moment get any tenser?
 
   I took a couple steps past Cassie, as if on my way to meet the enemy.  I heard a gasp from Cassie and knew that what I’d suspected was true.  “The squishy bumps are back, right?”
 
   I felt Cassie’s fingers tracing the skin over my shoulder blades, but no pressure on the bone ridges themselves.  
 
   She said, “Like balloons about to pop.”
 
   “Stand back.  I’m about to … flex … and hopefully spew out some pheromones.”
 
   Cassie came abreast of me, out of the line of splatter as I worked new grown muscle and burst the bubbles on my back.  I felt warm goo seeping down my back, and sudden freedom as sprouting wings unfurled.  I managed to waggle them, boosting circulation.  
 
   The closing line of Hysane stalled a moment as they studied the situation.  Then their relentless advance continued.
 
   I stared up at the whirling cloud of moth folk.  Their eyes were awhirl as well, a blue-green dance.  Antennae fanned, slurping scents out of the air.  There was a murmur of voices as a bunch of them rose and fell back, dropping like stones toward Cassie and me.  “Just go with this,” I told Cassie.  “I think they’re on our side.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   Me, too.
 
   I lifted my arms.
 
   The Hysane were finally hurrying now.  The rock walls surged, climbing higher and curving in to cage us.
 
   A pair of mothmen caught and jerked me into the sky.  The shifters were inhumanly strong, the hands holding my wrists like bands of iron—not that I’d ever worn any for comparison.    
 
   I heard a grunt from Cassie as another pair caught her, bringing her along as well.  We were carried over the Hysane, and past them, back toward the woods we’d left.  Ahead of us, thin spikes of rock stabbed up to block our way.  We simply swayed around them at ever increasing speed.  And then we were rushing above the woods that blurred past.  The rectangular roofs of cabins appeared in various clearings connected by trails.  And then we zoomed over the lodge, gliding down into the forest beyond.
 
   My moth guys swung me onto a tree, letting go.  With half-numb hands, I managed to scramble and settle on a swaying limb, staying close to the trunk.  Cassie was deposited near me, a little higher up.  
 
   She stared down at me.  “Seems like you were right.”
 
   “Had to happen sometime.”
 
   The rest of the mothfolk settled around us in nearby trees, their eyes fixed on me in a really creepy way.  
 
   “Smart,” Cassie said, “staying off the ground so the Hysane can’t read their location, or ours.”
 
   The females in the surrounding—flock?  Pack?  Herd?—were changing.  Their faces turned human, shedding fuzz, but the antennae remained, as did their wings.  They showed no sign of modesty over their au naturel state.  I’d have thought the moth dudes would be covertly ogling, the way males do, but no, they were sunflowers and I was the sun.
 
   Cassie said, “Uh, Grace, do you know what’s going on here?”
 
   “Unfortunately, I do have a clue.”
 
   The closest mothwoman spoke in fluting tones, “You have returned to us, My Queen.”  
 
   I’d thought they might pick up on my mothy DNA, and hopefully help out.  This was more than I’d expected, so I floated a question.  “Queen?”
 
   “Spawn of the heir,” another mothwoman said.
 
   Spawn of…  Ryan?  The heir?
 
   My eyes bulged.  “Ryan’s mom was your last—rather psycho—queen?”
 
   Their unrelenting stares were answer enough.
 
   “I’m sure one of you wants the job more.  It’s not like I’m fully converted anyway.  And don’t you people feel anything about me getting a bunch of you shot up last time?”
 
   The men stayed still, unmoving gargoyles.  The women looked at one another, then back at me.  The one with the fluty voice answered, “Only your smell is right.  Ryan claimed you as his.  So did we.  You will get used to our ways in time.  As for the change being incomplete—” she smiled—“that can be remedied.”
 
   I hated what I knew was coming.
 
   She continued, “You need only pick a new mate from among us, and he will finish what Ryan began.”
 
   Why, the hell, can’t Fate pick on someone else?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Links of steel drape my soul,
 
   decisions I have made.
 
   Broken by the weight of need,
 
   pale as death, I slowly fade.”
 
    
 
                                                           —Chains
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   My feet kicked back and forth, the way my cat lashes his tail when irritated.  There was something wrong with literally being up a tree, especially since I had so many uber-powered protectors supposed to be keeping me safe.  Well, at least Cassie was here to share my discomfort, except it was a little irritating to see how cool and comfortable she looked perched in my tree.
 
   The mothwoman said, “We have many fine candidates for you to—”
 
   I lifted a hand to cut her off, my other hand and arm encircling the tree trunk beside me.  “Give me a minute.  There’s so much I’m still trying to wrap my head around.”  Marrying a mothman wasn’t even on the list.
 
   You’d think lying around a hospital would have given me plenty of time of time for reflections.  Then again, I’d had Shaun and Fenn for distractions.  And the drama of two moms waiting on me: one of them in the middle of a divorce, her life in shreds, the other a kitsune psychopath.
 
   They’d used me as bait, and ISIS had closed in for the kill—getting away with me.  Sure, Virgil’s forces hadn’t been fully in place, and ISIS had moved in way faster than anyone expected, employing magic, and a gas attack we’d not been prepared to stop.  ISIS had upped their game as wanna-be terrorists while my guys had gotten careless, consumed by their own sense of awesomeness.  Despite everyone’s best intentions, crap happened and it rolled downhill, squishing me flat.  The list was long and getting longer of all the people wanting me because I was born between two worlds and raised on a third.
 
   “Things gotta change,” I said.  “There’s just so long I can smash my head into a wall.”
 
   Cassie pitched her voice low, keeping it soft, “Grace?”
 
   I looked at her.  “Go to Virgil.  He’s the man for helicopter rides, if you know what I mean.”  
 
   “Yes, I do.  I’ll be back as fast as I can.”  Cassie crossed over.  I couldn’t see her, but knew she was jumping from branch to shuddering branch.  She’d do that a long while before going to ground where the Hysane could track her.  She’d get to Virgil and the others and return with the chopper.  
 
    What I hadn’t told Cassie was that I didn’t intend to be here when the cavalry came.  A bright and shining realization had hit me between the eyes.  Only I can keep me safe.  In all the stories I’d read of Japanese kitsune living among humans, happiness had come only as long as the kitsune wasn’t discovered for what she was.  Once I’d been outed on the internet, there had never been a real chance to be both safe and free.  Apparently they were mutually exclusive.  I could live under guard, under lock and key, or break my ties—and people’s hearts—getting away.
 
   I was choosing away.  
 
   No one could go with me who wasn’t willing to walk away from their life.  Fenn and Cassie might, but I couldn’t ask for that sacrifice.  With a deep, tearing pang in my soul, I thought of Shaun.  He had deep ties to his life.  And Michiko needed him whether he knew she was there or not.  While I loved him with every furious beat of my heart, I had to face the fact that he didn’t return my feelings.  If he felt anything for me at all, he wouldn’t have been flirting with Janet, with me in the same room.  Giving up on him would be the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, but it was time to grow up and be an adult, ready or not. 
 
   All I really need is to decide is where to go so Wocky can’t track me with the demon brand.
 
   I wanted to go back and to say goodbye to Michiko, Drew, Jill, Fenn, Fran, and Madison.  They became like family in such a short time.  But they’d want me to stay, and that would be messy.  Especially if I had to choose between Moms.  Maybe, after things calmed down, I could sneak back and make sure they were okay.  
 
   I was leaving them with equal pieces of my heart.  What was left over was a tiny, cold lump of memories that I’d need to keep going.
 
   Churrr!  The sound echoed inside me.  Taliesina’s gold eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My inner fox was reminding me I’d always have her, too.  My face felt heavy with sadness, but that thought made me smile.
 
   I became aware that all of the moth people had gradually crept closer along their assorted perches.  The women were close enough to reach out and touch.  All compound eyes were on me.  They whirled with a soft, dusty blue.  Wings twitched.  Their antennae rippled, though there was no breeze in the cold air.  I got the feeling they were sniffing me, absorbing my scent the way Tukka’s pack had when I was adopted into his clan.
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you, but I must.”
 
   The women echoed me, “Must?”
 
   I pulled on the planetary magnetic field.  My thoughts used that energy and my aura to cross over the veil.  Gravity sloughed off a little, leaving me lightweight.  The orange haze of my aura appeared, dancing along my skin.  The closest moth people moved their hands through my body.  They couldn’t see me anymore, but I could see them fine, along with their off-green auras.  Everything else in the forest was now charcoal-colored.  
 
   I leaped through the closest mothwoman—passing straight through her—and landed on another tree’s branch.  I kept going, needing distance for now.  I kept an eye out for Hysane that might be running a blind search pattern for me.  So far, no dragon men down below was good news.  I also kept the usual watch for ghosts and demons.  Oh, for the simple times when spooks and evil spirits were my only worry.  
 
   I stopped in the fork of a huge oak tree—serpentine limbs stripped bare by autumn—and checked my back trail.
 
   Gosh-darn bugs are following my scent even though I’m in the ghost realm. Can’t anyone take no for an answer?
 
   I had to lose them.  The moths would be a dead giveaway of my position if this kept up.  I needed a stream, since I couldn’t swim through the earth right now.  I riffled through my thoughts.  When I’d first come to the area, Jill had used her personal supercomputer to pull up some maps of the area.  Closing my eyes, I saw the screen, blowing up the image so I could now review it in fine detail.  The ranch was at the edge of one her highway maps.  Beyond that, on the other side of the highway, was a reservoir.  It was fed by several streams.  That was the area I needed.  
 
   Or maybe not.
 
   If I reached the highway and had my timing right, I could go immaterial and catch a ride with an unsuspecting stranger.  Inside a vehicle moving at high speed, I could probably lose the bugs.  I’d have to take the first passing car.  I wouldn’t want to stand there exposed for too long.  
 
   I launched from the oak, veering back in a large circle to get past the moth posse on my trail.  Bounding from tree to tree, I had to occasionally drop height or climb a little, but I made sure to stay off the ground.  The bugs had to spread out while seeking my scent.  This slowed them down.  I soon lost sight of them over my shoulder.  
 
   I worked up a sweat despite the low gravity, feeling strain from all the abuse my body had taken in the last few days.  The wounds had closed and all, but my endurance had taken a hit.  I felt myself weakening and checked my aura.  It was burning off at a faster-than-normal rate, like I wasn’t quite myself.  My new, baby wings fluttered happily as I shot through space.  Maybe that was it—too much weird mixed in my DNA.  My kitsune and shadow-man natures had long ago worked out an accord.  Now they were adjusting to mothy elements.
 
   More reason to hurry and catch a ride before weakness makes me stop.  
 
   A headache set in by the time I reached the highway.  Standing on the center line, I looked down both sides of the road.  No vehicle in sight.  I reached up to brush back a lock of hair.  The heel of my hand brushed skin where I didn’t expect any.  I probed with fingertips and found a large bump.  I checked the rest of my forehead and found a second goose egg.  The bumps were squishy, like the ones on my back had been before wings had popped out.  From the positions, having seen the moth people up close, I knew what was coming next: antennae.
 
   ‘Cause I’m just not enough of a freak as I am.  What’s coming next?
 
   Yap!  Taliesina wanted my attention.
 
   I closed my eyes and looked into my mind’s shadowscape.  I saw her: a large fox shadow with golden eyes and antennae, nine tails, and—by golly—large moth wings of brown and gray, flecked with molten gold.  In this vision, I was running on the wind with tufts of orange flame around all four ankles.
 
   Taliesina seemed to be telling me this was my ultimate metamorphic state.  Or maybe that was just her wishful thinking.  
 
   I shook off the image and opened my eyes as a vehicle braked next to me, as if the driver could see me waiting for a ride.  I’d have been concerned, but I recognized the station wagon and the driver.  It was Great Scott the Mouse Whisperer and his Indigoer.  Twice now, when I’d been desperate for a ride, this guy had shown up out of nowhere to provide it.  I was beginning to think he ran a preternatural taxi service, except he’d never taken a penny from me.  This was the first time I’d seen him from the ghost realm though.  He looked the same, except his aura was a pure and shining white gold with the area over his heart a silvery blue.  I had no idea what that meant, but I thought it was good.
 
   He rolled down the window and stuck his goofy face out the window.  He was unshaven and had a disarranged, white-guy afro of curly brown hair.  His gaze raked the space I was in, but his focus remained vague.  
 
   I was standing on asphalt so I figured the Hysane would read the ground and come after me, unless they’d gotten tired of waiting and had settled for just getting zombie-demon Ryan in their clutches.  I crossed back, running around the grille of the car.  My aura and Scott’s snapped out of view.  The indigo of the car burst up out of the ashen color it had been as all the world’s colors returned.  Scott saw me from the corner of his eye and pulled his head back in.  His face turned to follow me as I came around and got into the front passenger’s seat.  My wings elastically flattened against the back of the seat, taking no damage.  Watching out for the mice he traveled with, I made sure the way was clear before I carefully closed the door.  
 
   A large gray mouse poked its head out the hole where a radio should have been.  A white mouse sat on the dash, watching me with unblinking red eyes.  A brown mouse came past my headrest, ran down my shoulder, and paused on my pants leg, staring up at me with a hopeful gleam in his eyes.  A hungry gleam.  A black mouse with garnet eyes glowered up at me.  Sitting on the tip of my left shoe, he flicked his hairless tail like a whip.  For some reason, a Devo song played in my head.  The phrase “Whip it, whip it good” echoed repeatedly.  
 
   Scott hit the gas and we surged down the road, heading south.  “Good to see you again,” he said.  “What have you been up to?”
 
   “The usual,” I said, “fighting for my life against all comers.  Speaking of which, Scott, have your furry pals been fed lately?”
 
   “No, not really.  They finished off the beer nuts last night.  Actually, I’m on my way to buy lettuce before they start in on the electrical wiring or the brake lines—again.”
 
   “Always a thrill to ride with you, Scott.”
 
   He threw me a fast grin, his usual air of world-weary innocence firmly in place.
 
   The road behind us was clear of moth people and Hysane.  The way ahead was open.  No police barricades or black helicopters setting down.  We’d soon reach a truck stop and restaurant area.  Virgil and the gang might be there, or could have called in the black helicopters to go airborne.  Further down the road was the Van Helsing School for Gifted Slayers where Madison and Fran lived with their peers.  The HPI was farther on.  Beyond that lay a scattering of small communities.  All of this meant I’d have to pick a destination soon.  A small challenge, finally.  If not for the starving mice, I’d have breathed a sigh of relief.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   “Otherness isn’t far at all.
 
   It just might come if you call.
 
   Don’t search for what can’t be unseen.
 
   Hide in the safety of your dream.”
 
    
 
                                                             —The Safety of Your Dream
 
                                                                 Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   We passed the highway reststop and kept going.  Scotty spoke without taking his eyes off the road.  “You can’t bug out on the world yet, Grace.  You made a promise to your friend Madison.  Besides, running only works if you run toward something, not away.”
 
   I looked at him.  “Just who are you, anyway?”
 
   “Nobody special.”  
 
   Several of the mice looked at him as if they couldn’t believe what he’d said.  
 
   Scotty slanted me a sideways look.  “You said you’d have your friend’s back when she went to face her mom, the wanna-be vamp.”
 
   “You know an awful lot for a mouse whisperer in an indigo station wagon,” I said.
 
   He looked at me again.  For a moment—like a magical glamour falling away—his face shone with an inner light, young and perfect, molded from starlight into a dream.  His tired eyes held galactic depths never fathomed.  In those terrible reaches, galaxies—pinwheels of light—danced in endless spirals of joy.  Ghost-white wings fanned out from his back as if the car had lost all substance, or some new dimension had opened to my senses.  Several loose feathers fluffed past me, vanishing against my door in small pools of light.  A feather settled on my hand and melted like a snowflake.  My hand warmed, glowing soft white for a moment.  Then the blaze of light and his wings faded and he was just Scotty again.  His bright smile was for me alone, a thing to treasure, having nothing to do with hitting on me.  He’d simply shown me his heart, asking nothing in return.
 
   “You’ve seen unnatural evil,” he said.  “Those shadows prove the Light.”
 
   “You’re not…?”
 
   “God?  No.  That’s well above my pay grade.  I’m your guardian angel.”
 
   What?  Wait!  Really?
 
   “I have one of those?  With all the trouble I’ve been getting into, I thought you were on permanent vacation.”
 
   He sighed.  “Flowers need storms.  Perfect protection withers them.  A life kept from struggle is not blessed.”
 
   “Yeah, but still—”
 
   “When things were bad, did you stop to think how much worse they could have been?”
 
   “I … guess not.”
 
   “People are oblivious to a lot of the help they receive in life.  It’s always ‘why me, why me, why me, whine, whine, whine, whine, whine.’  The five minute delay in heavy traffic is never appreciated, though it keeps them from a three-car pile up elsewhere where they would have died.  No matter the apparent chaos, there is always a plan.”
 
   I let the subject drop, just saying, “Thank you.”
 
   He paused, mouth open—as if there was much more to his gentle rant—but his easy smile returned.  “My pleasure.  So where do I drop you?”
 
   “You’re right about Madison.  I need to keep my promise.  Drop me off at the Van Helsing School.”
 
   He nodded.  “An honorable decision.  We fight best for ourselves when we fight for others.”
 
   “Uh, sure, I guess.”  
 
   Heaven sure seems to have a weird way of doing things.
 
   While I had Heaven’s ear, so to speak, I thought I’d ask a question that had been bothering me.  I’d grown up thinking I was a normal teenager.  I’d gone to church, even though no one else in my family had bothered.  I’d actually liked it.  “Do you think God minds that I’m not human?  I mean, I’m kitsune, for Christ’s sake, and a few other things.”
 
   The car surged down the highway, the outside a blur of trees.  Scotty took his time putting an answer together.  At last he said, “God is love.  He doesn’t restrain that love.  Hell will one day be full of people he loves, who went their own way instead of His.  All He asks for is faith.  Every touch of faith is answered, no matter who it comes from.  I’m not human either, Grace.  It’s not a requirement.”
 
   That made me happy.  I was almost able to ignore the mice creeping around me until we pulled up to a private drive.  I opened the car door and got out carefully so the mice wouldn’t escape.  “Thanks again, Scotty.”
 
   He smiled.  “Just doing my job.  See you around.”
 
   I nodded, carefully closing the door.  The indigo station wagon pulled away.  
 
   I turned toward the front gate in the outer chain-link fence, a fence capped with razor wire.  Beyond it there was a no-man’s land filled with rows of concertina wire, three-foot spirals stretched like killer Slinkys.  Then came the second fence, and another gate.  Cameras panned my way, sending my image ahead to whoever was on duty inside at the monitor room.  I stopped at the intercom, pushing a buzzer.  I was kept waiting a few minutes, left to enjoy the rich stink of garlic.  Along the main drive were mulch-covered fields, dormant with fall, but the earth still wore a residual stench as a badge of honor.  I had yet to meet a vampire, but all this security made me respect their prowess as enemies.  
 
   A deep, querulous voice burst from the intercom.  “Grace, what are you doing here?  Where’s Drew and Madison?”
 
   “We got separated.  We were run out of our safe house by paparazzi, mothmen, and some Hysane.”
 
   “No kidding?  Paparazzi?  That must have been scary.”
 
   “Yeah, tell me about it.”
 
   “I’ve ordered one of my kids to drive down and pick you up.  Come to my office when you get here.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
     I cooled my heels, watching the sloping drive beyond the gates, and felt a cold dribble down my face.  I brushed the skin and found clear, gooey muck.  I felt higher and discovered that the bumps had burst.  Loose bits of skin felt like wet tissue, pulling off easily in my hand.  There was no tenderness, no pain—just antennae: thin, feathery fronds that arched up and out, tasting the wind.  The wood smoke I smelled was now joined by a flash of butter amber inside my head with a hundred shades of variation.  I think my brain was trying to integrate an entirely new form of perception.
 
   I blotted my face dry and looked up.  A white van had appeared, growing larger as it approached at high speed.  Someone had a heavy foot on the gas pedal.  Remote-controlled, the gates opened in unison, clearing the drive.  The van shot through, passed me, and made a skidding turn.  Somewhat slower, it came back, braking to a stop.  I opened the door and hopped in.  
 
   I didn’t know the leather-clad student behind the wheel.  He wore a silver crucifix and crossing bandoliers that held vials—probably holy water—and wooden throwing knives.  He was thin, lanky, hands impatiently patting the wheel as if the need for speed was burning him out.  He watched me buckle up, ice blue eyes veiled by cinnamon-brown bangs.  His head jerked in time to the metal rock spewing out of the van’s CD player.
 
   Surprisingly, he made no comment about my antennae.
 
   “Set,” I said.
 
   “Cool.”  He floored the gas pedal.  We surged ahead, acceleration pushing me firmly back against my seat.  I didn’t have to look to know that the gates were sweeping shut behind us as we raced uphill.  At the crest of the drive, we veered from the three-story, white-brick mansion—with butt-ugly gargoyles on the roof—to enter a large garage.  The sliding doors were up, exposing four other parked vans matching the one we were in.  The walls were lined with power tools and work benches, and there was a cork-board holding an assortment of keys—everything in its place.  
 
   My driver killed the engine, hopped out, and slammed the door.  I did the same, and rounded the front of the van, falling in behind him.
 
   He said, “This way,” as if I weren’t already staying a step behind him.  He led me through a door, turning down a passageway that had the same dark red carpeting I remembered from past visits.  
 
   Good color for hiding blood splatter.
 
   We passed through another door, entering the mansion, and threaded a hallway lined with classrooms.  We had the hall to ourselves since classes were in session.  Another turn and half a hall later we stopped outside a frosted glass door with a gold handle.
 
   “You’re on your own from here,” the slayer said.  “I’ve got to get back to Melee 101.”
 
   “Sure, knock ‘em dead, Tiger.”
 
   He hurried off.  
 
   I went in and found a receptionist area: chairs along the wall, a door to an inner office, and a desk with a perky student on duty.  She looked up, eyes unfocused, a smile on her face.  Unlike the other students, she wore jeans and a teal green sweater, rather than the usual weapon-covered leathers most slayers loved.  Her laptop, off to the side, was turned a little my way.  The keys were in Braille.  
 
   A blind slayer?  Well, she would have an advantage, working in the dark.
 
   The petite brunette pointed over her shoulder with a thumb.  “You’re to go right in.”
 
   “Is he in a good mood?” I needed Van Helsing to approve my stay here until I moved on.  
 
   Her smile dimmed.  She leaned toward me, suddenly serious.  “I don’t know if that’s even possible.”
 
   That’s reassuring.  Hopefully his treatment of guests is different than what he gives his students.
 
   I drew a deep breath and moved ahead.
 
   She turned her chair to track me as I came alongside her desk.  “Um, you’re really not human?”
 
   I paused.  “Only in my heart, if that counts.”
 
   Her smile returned, more intense than before.  “Only thing that does count.  I’d like to talk to you sometime when I’m off-duty.”
 
   “Sure.  I’m Grace.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “Something funny about my name?”
 
   “Sorry, no, not really.  You see, my name’s Faith.  All we need now is Hope and Charity.”
 
   I laughed at that.  “It’s kinda cool we’re both named after virtues.”  And appropriate.  Faith is supposed to be blind; otherwise, it’s not faith.  
 
    I went to the door, tapped a few times, and pushed on in.  Van Helsing was worn and weathered—old, but far from frail.  His pure-white hair was thick and fell to his shoulders.  He dressed in black like an old-time preacher, a cross glinting on his chest.  I felt his aura all the way across the room, like the scrambling of dancing crows hopping all over me.  After his first long inspection, the intensity backed off and I could relax a little.  
 
   He sat on the forward edge of his desk, his long legs stretched out into the space between two visitor’s chairs.  They were brown leather with brass studs, matching the rest of the masculine décor.  The carpet—unlike the blood red in the rest of the building—was black.  There were black filing cabinets and a wall of shelves with heavy, dusty books that looked a century old.  The light fixture in the middle of the ceiling had been fashioned from an antique wagon wheel.  Another wall held a display of swords: a Roman short sword, a Scottish basket hilt, an Italian rapier, a Civil War cavalry saber, and something that looked like a meat cleaver on steroids.  
 
   Family heirlooms? 
 
   “Sit!” Van Helsing said.
 
   My attention leaped back to him.  He was pointing at one of the guest chairs.  Yeah, like I want to sit real close to you while you loom over me like an angel of doom.  Still, I was throwing myself on his charity, so I couldn’t antagonize him.  Note to self: dial down the snark until you get out of here.
 
     I pushed myself forward.  At my approach, his feet pulled back so I could round the chair and sit.  I looked up at him, but not in a good way.
 
   “What have you done to yourself now?”  He stared at my antennae. 
 
   I felt the need to hide them, but resisted the impulse to raise a hand and do so. 
 
   “Never mind.”  He crossed his arms and smiled.  The way a wolf might before pouncing.  “Why are you here, Grace?”
 
   “Because Madison is my friend, and her mother is in town with her vampire lover.  Maddy needs to face them, and I don’t want her to do it with just Fran for backup.”
 
   “Ms. Madison should have come to me.  I could put an operation together and—” 
 
   “No, I think she needs to do this herself, with her friends at her back.”
 
   Van Helsing rolled his shoulders in a shrug, but I noticed he didn’t promise to stay out of things. 
 
   I decided to dive in with what I wanted from him.  “So, I’d really appreciate it if I could stay here until things get settled.”
 
   Please, please, please say yes.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I stared at him.  That had been too easy.  “You don’t mind?”
 
   “Not very well, no.  My mother was always beside herself.”  There was that scary smile again.  “You know, Grace, I really like you.  For a creature of the night, you’re all right.  Trouble follows you like an Egyptian plague.  But that brings it out in the open where it can be killed.  I like killing things.”
 
   “Oh?”  I shot a glance to the display of swords.  “I would never have guessed.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “The colors of life blaze out of reach.
 
   Being dead is such a pain.
 
   No one to care, to touch, or love.
 
   Starved moments are all the same.”
 
    
 
                                                           —It Sucks To Be Dead
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   As I told my story, Van Helsing broke in now and then for clarification, extracting every juicy detail of my recent adventures.  He guffawed loudly over the vagabond mouse whisperer turned angel.  “Only you would have a guardian angel like that,” he said.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said, “but I think I resent that.”
 
   He pushed off his desk and stood.  “C’mon, I’ll get you settled.”
 
   I got to my feet.  “I thought I’d stay with Madison and Fran.”
 
   “For an extended stay, you should have one of the guestrooms we keep for visiting parents—those that aren’t vampire thralls.”  He walked me to the door and followed me through to the outer office.  “Faith?”
 
   Her hands came off her laptop’s keyboard.  Her chair swiveled our way.  She gave us her whole attention.  “Yes, Sir!”
 
   “That’s enough for today.  I want you to show Grace to one of the guestrooms.  She can have her pick since none of them are in current use.”  Having delegated the matter, he stepped back into his office and closed the door. 
 
   Faith made quick work of packing her laptop in a black backpack and coming over to escort me.  She didn’t use a white cane, or any cane at all.  “This way.”  
 
   Humming softly to herself, she crossed to the hallway door, and opened it, waiting for me to pass before she shut it.  She took a left and led me to the area of the school where Shaun taught a martial arts class twice a week, when not off on a mission for Virgil.  Faith went to a door on the opposite side of the hall and opened it.  I could see a short passageway with rooms branching right and left.  Four of them in all.  
 
   Still humming bursts of melody, she went on—expecting me to follow—but a deep, unnatural chill rooted me to the spot.  The door closed between us, and I still wasn’t alone.  Along with the cold came waves of hate strong enough to choke on, only I didn’t.  Another of those weird color washes flashed across my mind, a chartreuse film that distorted the hallway for a moment before it faded.  Am I tasting the ghost?  
 
   I shook off the thought for later consideration.  I had a ghost to deal with.  If I let her push me around, she’d never stop, never leave me in peace.  And I knew this particular ghost better than I wanted to.  She’d died on this spot, taking a crossbow bolt through the heart that she’d intended for me.  
 
   Should have picked a better sidekick, bitch.
 
   I kept a look of boredom on my face.  “You’re dead, Elita, and the world’s a better place.  Just get over it.”
 
   The strangling hatred thickened.  I knew I only had to cross over to see one very pissed-off ghost. 
 
     The door opened and Faith reappeared, puzzlement on her face.  “Something wrong, Grace?”  She took a couple steps into the wide hall and rebounded off of mid air.  “Cold!  Something dark is here.  I can sense a terrible rage.”
 
   “Yeah, I have that effect on a lot of people.”
 
   “This is a person?”
 
   “Was a person.  You probably know about the girl that died here last month.”
 
   “Oh, yes, of course.  I suppose we’ll have to bring in an exorcist or something.”
 
   “Or I could call on a friend of mine who has a magic sword.  Michiko is the Master ghost over this territory.  She eats naughty ghosts for breakfast.”
 
   Warmth rushed back.  The air of hatred transmuted to one of fear, quickly fading.  
 
   “Yeah, you better run,” I said.
 
   “She’s gone,” Faith said.
 
   “For now, but she died here, so she can’t roam too far.  But she’s had a good attitude adjustment.  I hope it takes.  I really don’t need a ghost breathing down my neck while I’m here.  I’ve got enough to deal with.  So, you were showing me to my room?” 
 
   “Oh, yes.  This way.”  She opened the door again and passed through.  I went with her down a beige corridor with a carpet the color of dusty rose.  Recessed light ports in the ceiling provided sufficient, if subdued, light.  Faith stopped in the middle of the corridor, pointing to several doors.  “The rooms are pretty much the same.  Take whichever.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’ll let you settle in.  Perhaps later, I can come by and…”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   The hum came back as she headed down the exact center of the hall, pausing just before she would have hit the door.  Her hand went straight to the knob.
 
   “How do you do that?” I asked.
 
   Her head turned, as if she were looking over her shoulder.  “Do what?”
 
   “You’re so accurate in your movements, never unsure.  It’s like you’re not blind at all.”
 
   “Echolocation.”
 
   I blinked at her.  “Echolocation?  That thing that bats do?”
 
   “And dolphins,” she said.  “You just have to have a good ear, and a mind that can translate echoes into images.  My abstract reasoning skills are very high.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Later.”  She opened the door, restarted her hum, and vanished into the hallway, the door closing behind her.  
 
   Echolocation … wonder if I can do that.  It could come in handy, fighting in the dark.  I think I’ll need every trick I can dig up until Destiny gets off my back and I stop being everyone’s favorite Holy Grail.
 
    The guest-suite doors were color coded.  The left wall had sage, then peach.  The opposite wall had a blue so pale it was off-white.  The last door was frosty tangerine.  That was the one I picked, only the knob wouldn’t move.  
 
   And they said these rooms were all available.
 
   I went to the ice blue door.  Its knob turned at my touch.  I stepped in and hit the light switch, closing the door behind me.  A wash of bright light from ceiling fixtures showed me a room that could have been found in any upscale hotel.  The walls matched the frosty blue of the door.  To my left, a zigzagging wall created a cubbyhole office area complete with desk chair, outside phone line, trash can, and a miniature refrigerator.  
 
   Mexican pottery occupied various steps of the wall, and beyond that was a fan of long, sheer white curtain that half surrounded a bed with a black-iron frame and a navy, yellow, and white quilted bedspread over mattress and sheets.  The blanket had moons and suns with stylized faces.  On a night stand, I saw a lamp with a nautical theme, the body of the lamp being made from a small life preserver; the lampshade, a navy pyramid with the tip snipped off.
 
   The other side of the room had a corner with comfy chairs, a blue and white striped loveseat, square coffee table, and LED TV on the wall.  I saw a kitchenette, and a door that was probably a bathroom.  All of it quite spacious.
 
   Thump!  Thump!
 
   But it had one problem.
 
   Thump!
 
   Rats in the walls.
 
   Thump!  Thump!
 
   On second thought, the next door room being locked suddenly made sense.  I finally identified the thumping as a bed hitting the wall from the other side.  Two members of Van Helsing’s student body were getting it on where they thought they’d be assured of privacy.  Well, I hated to interrupt anybody having more fun than me, but I didn’t want to encourage it either.  If this was a regular spot used by a lot of students, they’d be waking me up at all hours, giving me lurid dreams.  
 
   And there are just so many cold showers a girl can take to keep herself focused. I sighed.  No choice really.
 
   Thump-pa!  Thump!
 
   I went to the wall and banged on it, yelling in my deepest voice, “Hey!  Is somebody in there?  There better not be!”
 
   I went to my door and waited with my eye to the peep-hole.  In under a minute, I saw one guy and two girls hurry into the hall, straightening clothes on the run.  They had panicked expressions as they fled past me, throwing watchful looks at my closed door.  They went out the hall door into the main school, letting the door swing shut behind them.  
 
   Ménage a trois, you don’t see that everyday. 
 
   On impulse, I went next door and looked around in the tangerine room.  It was more New England décor but basically the same layout as my room, but no Mexican pottery.  The bed was covered with an old fashioned quilt, heavily rumpled.  The night table had a box of pizza on it and a couple of six packs were in an ice chest.  A roll of multi-colored, latex condoms were coiled like a snake by the beer, as if to protect it.  
 
   I plucked up the condoms—they make great water balloons—grabbed the pizza box, snagged the beer, and hauled my pirate booty home.  My plunder went into the kitchenette.  I don’t like the taste of beer, but there was always Fran and Madison to think about.  They’d be coming over and they’d need something to wash down the pizza with.  As for the condoms, I’d discovered years ago that they make great water balloons.  It is too dangerous a world to go around unarmed.  
 
   I’d just settled on the loveseat and powered up the TV when my door burst open.  See? And me without a water balloon handy.  Fortunately, it was only Maddy and Fran.  They’d no doubt heard school gossip that I was here and had tracked me down with a few inquiries.
 
   “Grace!  Where the hell have you been?” Maddy shouted.
 
   I waved my hands to indicate the room.  “Duh!”
 
   “We flew over the woods with infrared scanners.  Nothing but those stupid mothmen around.”  Fran closed the door and turned to face me wide-eyed.  “Grace, you’ve gotten buggier!”
 
   “Freaky, girl friend.  Does it hurt?” Madison asked.
 
   “No, not really.  But—”
 
   “Man, is Cassie’s going crazy!” Fran said.  “She says she can’t believe you ran out on her—again.”
 
   “You can’t go crazy if you’re not sane,” I said.  “You can only go crazier.”
 
   “You think that’s better?” Maddy said.
 
   I gave it a half-second of thought.  “Uh, probably not.  I’ll give her a call.  Tell her I’m sorry, and call her ‘mom’ once or twice.  She’ll forgive me.”
 
   Maddy was standing at the edge of the loveseat, still glowering down at me.  Fran joined her.  Both of them had their arms crossed under their boobs, fluffing them up.  I hate it when girls do that.  Though, if I had a bigger pair, I know I’d fluff all the time too.  
 
   Maddy and Fran were still glaring.  
 
   I put down the remote.  “What?”
 
   Maddy’s hands went to her hips.  “Just what did you tell Van Helsing?”
 
   “Pretty much everything.”
 
   “About Elektra, too?”  Fran asked.
 
   “Uh, that might have come up.”
 
   “Grace!” Maddy screeched.  “He could stake her just for giving aid and comfort to the enemy.  Slayers look upon thralls as criminal accomplices to vampires.  Thralls have been known to accidentally catch a bullet or two when vamp nests are uncovered during the day.”
 
   “Maddy should get to kill her own mom,” Fran said.
 
   Maddy and I both looked at Fran.
 
   She flushed and looked away.  “I’m just saying, if it’s necessary and all…”
 
   “Look,” I said, “I made it clear that this was something you needed to handle yourself, but that Fran and I would have your back.  I think he’s okay with that.  Maddy, you’re the top slayer in this school.  He’s let you lead missions off campus before.  Why should this be any different?”
 
   Maddy threw herself into a chair, sprawling like her bones were melting, her face staring at the ceiling.  “Because objectivity gets compromised when friends or family have gone over to the dark side for milk and cookies.”
 
   “Oh, that reminds me.”  I jerked a thumb toward the kitchenette.  “I’ve got beer and pizza if you need to refuel.” 
 
   Fran ran for the kitchenette, calling back, “I could kiss you!”
 
   “Me, too.” Maddy raised her voice so Fran could hear her.  “Bring me back a beer.  Or two.”
 
   I shuddered at the thought of the three of us exchanging lip-locks, and picked up the remote.  “I think one threesome today is about my limit.”
 
   Suddenly, Maddy was looking at me rather strangely.
 
   Innocently, I met her gaze.  “What?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Virtue’s melted in the flame
 
   where all good deeds are punished.
 
   We love our heroes in the wind,
 
   battered, bruised, and freshly tarnished.
 
    
 
                                                           —No Good Deed
 
                                                   Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I used the phone in the little office section to call both of my mothers.  I still intended to go underground—once Madison’s mom was dealt with—until then, I didn’t want my moms hearing from someone that I was here.  They’d charge over and try to talk me out of what I needed to do.  As it was, much drama still ensued through which I muttered “I know, I know,” “I’m sorry,” and “Really, I’m okay,” as the conversation required.  I held firm to not giving up my location, reminding us all how well that turned out last time.  After teary heartfelt endearment, I hung up my last call, weary as all my recent adventures came down on me like a mudslide.  I yawned as I went to the kitchenette and located a piece of pepperoni pizza.  It neither put up a fight, nor lasted long.  I opened the refrigerator door.  Someone had fetched me a six-pack of bottled water, leaving it by the beer.  Maddy had only allowed herself half a beer after all.  The rest had been put back.  
 
   I pulled a water bottle out of the fridge, calling out, “Thanks, Maddy.”
 
   We two were alone.  Fran was off to class.  They were taking shifts on me.  
 
   Never turning her head my way, Maddy mumbled, “You’re welcome.” her words nearly lost in the TV sounds of the girl’s volleyball competition she was watching.  I had no doubt though that my distracted guard would turn all spinning-Tasmanian-devil-ninja should a threat suddenly appear.  
 
   “I’m taking a power nap.”  Letting icy freshness chill my throat and tongue, I swigged half the bottle.  I recapped it and let myself walk into the side of the bed.  I crashed face-first onto bouncy blissfulness.  My mind shut down.  
 
    
 
   I swam out of darkness into a dream.  Not one of mine.  This was a dream of Tukka’s, or one he’d commandeered.  The nighttime streets were rain-slick.  Puddles reflected the neon signs of assorted businesses.  I couldn’t read the writing—not unusual in a dream—but they were in Japanese so they’d have been a mystery to my waking mind as well.  Most dreams were fuzzy photographs of the waking world.  This was more drawn and brushed, a creature of multi-media.  Black lines gave form.  Opaque inks filled in a lot.  But there were watercolor washes as well. 
 
   A pedestrian in a black coat scurried by, huddled in on himself, suggesting this was not a good neighborhood to be in.  He cast me the quickest of glances, and thereafter ignored me.  I kept on walking in high heels, my body sheathed in a tight red dress with a side slit.  A gold dragon meandered down my skirt.  He clutched a pearl in one stitched claw.  I felt the top of my head and found my hair piled high, held in place by filigree-headed pins.
 
   Ahead of me, I saw Tukka in profile, waiting at the mouth of an alley.  He looked well.  His teal blue skin glowed softly, as did his lavender eyes.  He felt stronger, radiating a deep inner peace that had been missing for awhile.  His big head swung my way as I arrived.  I gave him a hug.  A rumble vibrated his chest like a motor kicking over.  
 
   “Hey, Tukka, what’s up?”
 
   Glad you made it.  Big trouble coming.  We’ll be needed.
 
   “Needed for what?”  I considered the way his imagination had dressed me.  “A sushi buffet?”
 
   Listen.
 
   I did.  I heard the throaty rumble of motorcycle bikes.  Soon, the street was flooded with dark-clad riders in leather jackets, boots, and helmets.  A few of them wore gray chains as accessories.  Headlight beams slashed the gloom.  The swell of light caught Tukka and me, pulling us out of shadows, but he didn’t seem concerned.  
 
   “This is your big trouble?” I asked.
 
   Nah, this happens all the time.  Wait and see what they run from.
 
   The riders passed and the gloom thickened.  The machine growls and snarls faded, and I heard a metallic boom in the direction they’d come from.  The ground shook.  I tottered on my heels, and reached out to lean against Tukka.  He was forever my rock, and even more unmovable than ever.  
 
   “What’s that?” I asked.
 
   Tukka told you.  Big…
 
   “Trouble,” I finished.
 
   Another humongous THOOM shook the block.  Then another.  They were coming faster, taking on the pattern of footsteps.    
 
   I had a wild suspicion.  “That’s a mecha, isn’t it?  You’ve got us trapped in an anime dreamscape.  Any moment now a giant-blue-monster-robot-piloted-by-hostile-aliens is going to walk down this street, flashing death rays and burping missiles.”
 
    Not at all; giant-red-monster-robot.
 
   Oh, God.  “And how are we supposed to fight something like that?”
 
   Tukka grinned at me.  Glad you ask.  Better stand back.
 
   I backed away, sliding along the rolled-down metal wall protecting someone’s storefront business.  Tukka stalked out into the empty street, passing parked vehicles that were small, just a little bigger than clown cars.  They looked even smaller compared to his two-ton mass.  Impossibly—except this was a dream—Tukka reared on hind legs like a Kodiak bear.  There were metallic clicks and clacks as sections of him rotated and flipped.  I didn’t know where the extra bulk was coming from, but he soon loomed to ten times his original size.  Through all the morphing, his skin became replaced with steel plating.  Fins jutted out of his back.  Around the ankles, his hind feet wore glowing bands.  Their radiant force lifted him a foot into the air, allowing him to hover.  
 
   Tukka’s much-enlarged head was chrome with filaments of lavender light radiating from the eyes, patterning the canine face.  His jaw dropped open, revealing a place with a pilot’s chair and holo screen display boards showing the status of Tukka’s mecha systems.  Amplified, an eerie mechanized version of Tukka’s voice boomed from loudspeakers as the approaching footsteps grew ever louder.  
 
   “Grace, get in!  Time of battle is upon us.”
 
   THOOM!
 
   I groaned.  I just know I’m going to regret this.  “Hey, there’s no ladder.  How am I supposed to get up there?” 
 
   THOOM!
 
   “Your wrist.”
 
   I looked at my wrist.  There was a platinum band there that lumped up like a wrist watch, though such a mechanism was missing.  The lump had a flashing lavender circle.  “What do I do with this?” I asked. 
 
   THOOM!
 
   “Raise the band over your head and yell, Metamoriffic!”
 
   “That’s just silly,” I said.
 
   THOOM!
 
   Bypassing the mecha’s sound system, Tukka touched thoughts with me: You want to feel childish and stupid, or you want to get stepped on?
 
   I raised the wristlet over my head and shouted, “Metamoriffic!”
 
   Icy curtains of energy crackled around me like aurora borealis.  Pink and blue starbursts ghosted through me.  I could barely see myself.  My clothing dissolved in a quick decay.  Ribbons of teal light came out of nowhere, wrapping my limbs, my torso.  The bands fused into a clinging, tinfoil cat suit.  A vestigial cape mantled my shoulders, forming a cobra hood behind my head.  A cold kiss of light sparkled across my forehead, solidifying into a jeweled tiara.  Touching it, I could feel the fine filaments and little jewels.  A belt of interlocking platinum plates cinched my waist.  Lavender gloves and boots completed my look.
 
   THOOM!
 
   I studied myself as best as I could as the fireworks drained away.  “How is this as good as a ladder?” I asked.
 
   THOOM!
 
   Tukka’s mecha-voice answered, “You are Princess Shadow-Fox, heir to kitsune throne, Daughter of Shadows, the warrior of lust and justice!  You must believe in yourself—and jump.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and jumped.
 
   The force of my effort was expanded geometrically.  Even though this was not the ghost realm, I sailed in a high arc that carried into Tukka’s mecha jaws.  As I landed, I caught the pilot’s chair, turned, and slid into it.  The wrap-around holo-screens showed me little that made sense, but several of them gave me exterior views so I could see what was going on around me.
 
   THOOM!  THOOM!
 
   And there was my enemy.  A giant robo-cat—half cat, half human female.  Her limbs were polished steel.  Her skimpy bikini was indeed a flaming red, as were her mittens and stiletto-heeled boots.  Her metal hair was red, as were the huge glowing lenses of her eyes.  Her breasts were high, round globes and were doubtless designed to splay open, revealing weapon-ports.  She had rounded ears on her head, and a lashing red tail with a white tip.  
 
   As I watched, she waved with one hand.  “Nyan!” the Japanese version of a “meow” filled the air, rocking Tukka, spinning him, slamming us both back a moment until his automatic force screen engaged and stabilized us.  Many of my monitors were flashing red and yellow warning messages.
 
   “We can’t take many more of those,” Tukka’s synthetic voice burst from a speaker near my head.  “Fight back!”
 
   “But I think she was only being friendly.”
 
   “Grace, no time for touchy-feely kumbaya moment.  This is war!”
 
   “If I’m piloting this thing, we do it my way,” I said.
 
   “Kat must go down before mother ship gets here.”
 
   “We’ll see.  How do I make this thing move?”
 
   “Grab stick between legs.”
 
   “Now I know a male designed this thing.”
 
   I grabbed the joy-stick and wrenched it sideways.
 
   “Careful, Grace, you break that, I’m in trouble.”
 
   The g-forces slammed me back in my chair.  The images on-screen blurred as we swiveled to face Mecha-Kat.  I shoved the stick forward.  We stomped closer.  Mecha-Kat held her ground, but her tail lashed ever faster.  I stopped within arm’s reach of her.  
 
   Lights were blazing in all the windows overlooking the city street we occupied.  Car alarms were sounding.  In the distance, I heard police sirens drawing nearer.
 
   I reached out and petted Mecha-Kat’s head.
 
   Mecha-Kat rumbled out a purr.
 
   “Don’t fall for it,” Tukka shouted.  “No kat can be trusted.”
 
   Indeed, it was a trick.  Her painted-on bikini top revealed seams this close up.  Those seams parted.  Each boob hinged open in four equal triangular pieces.  Smaller mounds were just inside, the warheads of missiles.  Fire and smoke belched out around the heads of the boob-rockets.
 
   “That’s crazy!  The blow-back of her own weapons will damage her as much as us,” I yelled.
 
   “This dream, Grace,” Tukka reminded me.  “Not need to make sense.”
 
   Oh, yeah.
 
   “Shields on full!” I cried.  
 
   A blast of light washed the images off the exterior screens.  Other screens were listing damaged systems.  More and more, red flashing lights were everywhere.  We rocked back, falling heavily.  The forward screen showed a view above the street.  
 
   “Just tell me we got some kinda ultimate weapon built into this thing,” I said.
 
   “We have Sword of Annihilating Space,” Tukka said.
 
   “Why the hell didn’t you say so before now?”
 
   “Must always save ultimate sword for final moment.  It not work, we have no power left for anything else.”
 
   The compartment around me shuddered.  The forward view screen showed that Mecha-Kat was sitting on my mecha’s chest, pounding at its face with cute little cat punches.  The steel around me groaned under the ringing blows.
 
   “How do I use this sword thingy?” I asked.
 
   “Can’t,” Tukka said.  “Power too low.”
 
   “Can we get more power?” I asked.
 
   “Secondary emergency system, highly experimental.”
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   A karaoke machine extended from the overhead bulkhead.  A microphone on a telescoping rod shot into my face, pointing like a gun.  
 
   “Song from the heart, Grace.  Power of lusty teen hormones will fuel quantum weapon.”
 
   Oh, wow.  That was rather far-fetched, but then so was the fact I was inside a mecha fu-dog fighting a giant, robo, mecha cat with red mittens and a willingness to use them.
 
   “Fine, but I’m more of a shower singer than anything else.”
 
   We lurched as another kat punch landed.
 
   “Just … sing!”
 
   My mecha head lurched to the side.  The metal face was crumpling.  Another few blows and the cat-fist would be pounding on me.
 
   The opening theme to an anime unscrolled from memory.  I found myself repeating the lyrics, tweaking them a little:
 
    
 
   “Between a rock and a harder place,
 
   We face the fury of our times—
 
   Dandelion fluff in the wind—
 
   Don’t let the dream of us end—
 
   (Fighto, fighto, fighto, fu dog-sama)”
 
    
 
   “It’s working, Grace.  The tachyon soul-forged sword is forming!”
 
   There it was, on-screen, floating between Mecha-Kat and me—a thing of pearlescent energy, gleaming soft blue and violet, a big broadsword with a cross-shaped hilt.  She reached for the weapon and screamed as lavender-white lightening unspooled from the hilt, melting her mittens to drippy red slag.  I reached out and—through some kinda neuron-link—the mecha fu dog copied my motions.  I closed my hands on empty air, and my mecha seized the sword hilt.  Systems winked back on-line.  Snow-filled screens cleared up.  My mecha rose, rotating until my hind feet were under me, lifting me to hover over the much-shattered street.  
 
   Mecha-Kat had been thrown off, but gathered herself to fight on.  Her blazing stare should have been on me, but she peered up into the sky.
 
   I looked into the overcast evening sky, where a massive shape shoved away clouds washed by city lights.  I saw the underside of a dark disk with trillions of little lights dotting it.  The light pattern kept changing, forming intricate patterns reflecting an alien intelligence.  The mother ship!
 
   Tukka’s synthetic voice boomed, “Strike, Grace, before city is buttered toast!”
 
   I lifted the sword overhead, pointing it dead center at the vast hovering mass.  Only chance is to disintegrate the whole thing at once so pieces don’t rain down all over the city, killing millions.  I screamed a musical note so high it made me cough, and go lower in range.  
 
   My warrior spirit poured into the sword.  Raw, cosmic fury made wings of lavender light extend sideways from the blade.  Then a spike of light shot up.  It hit a protective barrier defending the mother ship.  The barrier flamed pink-white, then went down, blasted apart.  And my beam hit a second barrier.  Weaker, it went down in a moment.  And my beam hit a third defensive barrier.
 
   Talk about redundancy.
 
   But this barrier lasted only a second and there were no more.  My beam bored into hull plates, turning them white-hot in an expanding pool.  The whole ship shuddered like a kitten in the slavering maw of a bull dog.  
 
   The note I was screaming—second C in treble clef—had gone ragged and was failing.
 
   “Just a little more, Grace.”
 
   Somehow, I held on.  Sheer intestinal fortitude, I suppose.  
 
   And the mother ship became an incandescent disk, flashing cherry red, then white, and then it was gone, a spray of white sparks whirling off in a vortex toward space.  I’d done it.  Tokyo was saved.  I was a hero.
 
   Woohoo!
 
   So why were Japanese military planes zooming straight at me, unloading their missiles as if I weren’t in the heart of the city?  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “With eyes that see too clearly,
 
   And a bottle of absinthe,
 
   I dream of blood and thorns,
 
   And other merriments.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Green Desire
 
                                                  Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Choking, I bolted upright in bed.  My throat felt raw, as if I was breathing crushed ice.  Unseen fingers gripped my throat.  My antennae writhed, and I could swear I tasted mint raspberry—the flavor of ghost.  Cold fury invaded me, numbing my chest, as the ghost’s other hand dug for my heart, trying to still its rapid-fire beat.  I felt cool air on my back and realized that someone—probably Fran—had cut slits in my shirt so my moth wings could poke out.  My tee no longer restrained them.  They fluttered in furious distress.  
 
   I tried to call out knowing Fran or Maddy would be close by.  I couldn’t force out the thinnest whisper.  Fine then.
 
    I yanked on the weave of space, pulling a tingling wave across my body.  My body was suddenly lit with a haze of orange aura.  My stomach trembled as gravity bled away and the bedroom shifted into gray tones.  Crossing over, I could now see my enemy.  Elita.  I’d felt her clawing fingers on my throat before, when she was newly dead.  That I had simply ignored.  She was stronger now, her rage had fermented.  She had one hand, an iron band on my throat, while the other was sunk into my chest, squeezing my heart.  
 
   Her long, straight, raven tresses glowed with a violet haze, each strand lifting to give her a medusa look.  Expensive silver earrings jiggled on her ears as she grimaced in pleasure.  She wore carefully torn black jeans and a tan and black, long-sleeve top, all of it skin-tight—a fashion victim of Goths Я Us.  Even her lipstick was black, contrasting her smoky violet eyeliner and aura.  The look on her face was one of pathologically focused hatred.  Were she to take me out, she’d have no purpose, only endless emptiness to haunt her existence.  
 
   Better I spare her that.
 
   Shaun once taught me that sometimes the best way to end an attack wasn’t to stop it directly, but to launch a devastating counter-attack, making the assailant break off.  Elita was dead, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hurt her.  I remembered the remnant serial-killer from my date with Wocky.  Michiko had taken him out—permanently—with an energy drain, sucking him dry of energy until nothing was left.  
 
   I was kitsune.  I was supposed to be able to do the same thing.  
 
   My vision graying out, my lungs burning for air, I drew one hand back against my ribs, making a spear-head out of it.  I thrust my hand into her chest and closed my fingers, wrenching in a way that usually shifted me from one realm to another, but I went nowhere.
 
   Elita arced backward, her hands slipping off me, out of me, as she screamed shrilly.  My hand was still buried in her chest.  Violet jags of energy wreathed my wrist, slithering down my forearm.  
 
   “No, no, no, no!” she screamed.  “Please, don’t—”
 
   She was translucent now, a ghost of a ghost, and still fading.  Her long hair was fluttering in a phantom wind I couldn’t feel.  The violet glow of her eyes was turning charcoal gray.  Her hair followed, crumbling from the tips, a decay that swept toward her head.  Her hands clawed at my arm where it entered her, but her strength was gone.  
 
   Her power scintillated inside me, a slick vibrancy across my soul, a jazzy tang I could taste on my tongue.
 
   You’ve had this coming a long time, bitch.  
 
   She shuddered and sobbed, looking at me piteously, tears welling in her eyes, sliding down her face.  “Please,” she whispered.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Sorry you got caught.  I am done with people coming after me, thinking I’m weak as a chew toy.  
 
   But years of being a good girl couldn’t be thrown off that easily.  “Aaaargh!”  I whipped my hand out of her, watching the pale violet glow around my fingers fade back to orange haze.  “Fine.  Get the hell outta here, and never come near me ever again.”  I widened my eyes, and tried to smile the way I’d seen Fenn do many times.  “Or I’ll drink you to nothing.”
 
   The ghost scrambled back as if I were some black-winged demon freshly sprouted in front of her.  She fell off the bed, but didn’t fall to the carpet, hovering in space, bobbing a little.  She faded out and took her coldness with her, letting me know she was truly gone.
 
   “What’s going on over there?” Fran called out.  “You having a nightmare?”
 
   I coughed and cleared my voice, getting it working once more.  “Yeah, but she’s gone now.”  I rolled off the bed, stretched, and headed over to the living room island where Fran was watching the big screen—a cooking show—and doing her homework, writing a paper on vampire mesmerism and how to combat it.  
 
   Her phone chimed and she pulled it out of her pants pocket.  “Yeah, Fran here.”  She listened intently, and nodded a few times. “Okay, we’ll see you in the garage.”
 
   “That’s Maddy?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, she’s heard from her mom.  We’re supposed to all get together at the Roadhouse Theater on the edge of town.”
 
   “Which town?  There are several in the area.”
 
   “Longview, just off the highway.”
 
   “Okay, I kinda know where that is.  Is her vamp going to be there?”
 
   “Elektra says no.  She’s meeting us an hour before sunset so we won’t have to worry about it being a trap or something.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean the vamp won’t have more of his thralls in the area, keeping an eye on his main squeeze.”
 
   “Maddy thought of that, too.  That’s why we’re going in heavily armed, and you’re staying close, on the ghost side of things as an ace up our sleeves.”
 
   I grinned.  “Good plan.  I like it.  Let’s go.”
 
   Fran bounced off the couch, leaving her books and notebook beside the remote control.  She snatched up a black satchel that had a silver cross riveted on the side, the tools of her trade I assumed.  She threw on a matching leather duster that had been draped over a chair, and finished up by flipping her raven hair back to clear the collar.  
 
   She gestured to a quilted, black coat lying on the back of the couch.  “Maddy brought that for you.  It has Kevlar lining.”
 
   But no slits for my wings.  They’ll get squished, but that’s a necessary evil.  
 
   I put the coat on slowly and noticed something new: on my left and right, top and bottom wings were hooked together to move as a unit.  Flexibly, they folded and fattened along my ribs, the tips just reaching to my abs.  I wouldn’t have to wear damaged clothing to accommodate my wings anymore.  
 
   I closed the coat.  The fit was perfect.  “How thoughtful.”  Unintended, that sounded insincerely snarky, so I added, “Really, I’ll have to thank her.”
 
   Fran marched to the hall door and opened it, going through.  I stayed a step behind as we went to the next door, entering this wing of the school’s main hall.  It took us past Van Helsing’s office.
 
   “We telling him anything?” I asked.
 
   “That’s Maddy’s call.  Me?  I prefer to ask forgiveness later, rather than get permission ahead of time.  After all, he might say no.”
 
   At the next corner we discovered Faith.  She was in black slayer leather pants and top, a bandoleer of white cedar stakes crisscrossing her torso under a longcoat.  She wore a spiked collar to protect her throat, and knee pads with silver spikes jutting out a few inches.  Her calf-high boots were steel-toed and had silver spurs in back.  Fingerless gloves completed her fashion ensemble.  Her white eyes latched onto me as if she could see.
 
   “You weren’t going into action without me, were you?”
 
   Fran frowned, but said nothing about the addition to our forces.  
 
   “Glad to have you,” I said.
 
   Fran led us on to the garage.  We found Maddy waiting behind the wheel of one of the big white vans.  She was gunning the engine impatiently.  That wasn’t the cool warrior I knew.  Then again, mothers have a way of putting us on edge and keeping us there.  We climbed in the van, settled, and strapped in.  Maddy said nothing about Faith coming along, only nodding a greeting Faith couldn’t have seen.
 
   Maddy used a remote device and the garage door opened behind us.  We backed out and took the loop that sent us barreling downhill toward the front gates, the mulch-covered garlic beds to either side.  Beside me, Faith wrinkled her nose.  I felt like doing the same.  My heightened sense of smell made life torture sometimes.  Still, stink was better than vamps.  If we were very lucky, we’d get back tonight without having met any of them—not that I really believed that.  My luck had always been abominable.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   In the middle of a gravel yard, we reached a big pile where several buildings looked like they’d been fused together by happenstance more than human design.  They were white clapboard, in need of fresh paint.  The one-story, left section was clearly a bar.  There were neon signs in the windows so you couldn’t easily look in.  The signs were red and blue, advertising several brands of beer.  Three steps led up to the front double doors.  No bouncer was in evidence.  
 
   The middle section was a hole-in-the-wall advertised itself as Vic’s Home-style Grill.  
 
   The left section—a big box of a structure—loomed two stories.  A big sign on the building used an old-fashioned font from early frontier days.  It said: Roadhouse Theater.  There were more steps, and playbills advertising past Community Theater productions: Annie Get your Gun, and Cats.  Deep in my spirit, I wept for the lack of culture around these parts.
 
   We parked between some good-ol’-boy’s cherry-red pickup truck, and a black van with a dead, plastic mouse on top, feet kicking the sky.  The black van had pale blue writing on the side, a vinyl sign that said: Mick’s Extermination Service.  Fran chortled at that.  “We’re in the same business,” she said, “but our mice have wings and fangs.”
 
   Her words summoned an image to my mind of a vampire bat.
 
   Faith had a questioning look on her face.
 
   I described the van to her.  She smiled.  “I get it.”
 
   Maddy stared at the blind slayer in the rear-view mirror.  “Faith, I’d like you to stay here, and if we get over our heads, give Van Helsing a call to come bail us out.”
 
   “You’re trying to get rid of me,” Faith said.  “Trying to protect me.”
 
   “Sure,” Maddy said, “but that doesn’t mean I’m not giving you an important job to do.”
 
   Faith nodded.  “Okay, but if the mission goes sideways, I’m calling for backup, then I’m coming in.”
 
   Maddy unbuckled, and opened her door.  She spoke over her shoulder, “Since I can’t stop you, do what you like.”
 
   Faith smiled.  “I always do.”
 
   Faith moved forward to settle behind the wheel, in reach of the dash-mounted radio.  Fran, Maddy, and I locked the door behind us, giving Faith some small measure of security.  With the girls beside me, right and left, we headed for the bar.  “What if they card us?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve got fake ID,” Maddy said.
 
   “Me, too,” Fran added.
 
   “I guess I’m odd girl out.”
 
   “You’re not officially here, remember?  You need to go ghost while we check things out.  None of us are here for a good time.  I’m meeting my mom, after all.”
 
   We stopped at the foot of the steps.  Fran had a hand on Maddy’s sleeve.  “Can you do her in, if you have too?  If not, I’ll—”
 
   “I can do whatever I have too.”  Maddy’s voice was ice and iron—emotionless strength—but laid her hand over Fran’s a moment and gave her a squeeze.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “I’m gone, but not far.”
 
   I crossed over, pulling the weave of space over me, sliding through its fold to elsewhere.  The usual electric tingle and color shift followed as gravity dialed itself down a bit.  I looked over at some black oak that wove serpentine branches into a heavy mesh.  The low sun smoldered through that screen, a pale gray light that moments before had been coal red.  We had about an hour until sunset, maybe a little less.
 
   Fran waved a hand.  It went right through my body, leaving a slight ripple in my orange haze aura.  From her perspective, it would seem like I’d simply vanished into thin air.  Maddy pulled her up the steps.  I let them get ahead, following a few feet behind.  They went through the double doors.  The doors swung through me as I went in.  I held in my aura to stay immaterial to the world around me.  It wasn’t so much that I’d left the old world behind, I’d simply crowded myself into a side dimension of it that few humans can perceive, a zone where ghosts and demons dwell, not that I saw any of them at the moment.  That might have made things awkward.  I had a mission.  I needed to stay focused.
 
   Maddy and Fran nodded to a big guy on a barstool inside the door.  He barely glanced at their fake IDs, waving them along.  They were hot girls.  That alone was enough to get them in most places.  They skirted the hardwood dance floor—which was mostly empty—and took a table near the small stage used for occasional live bands.  For atmosphere, the ceiling had been paneled in sun-faded, weathered wood.  The place had a few arcade machines and a jukebox.  One wall sported a bullet-ridden, ragged flag that might have seen action at the Alamo, a white star on a blue field—gray, now that I was seeing it from the ghost realm.
 
   The table the girls chose was round, plain wood with a glass bowl at its center.  A stubby candle inside the bowl cast out a surprisingly strong light—yellow-orange to them, pale gray from my side of the veil.  They pulled out round-backed chairs and settled down, as a waitress approached.  There was something wrong with her aura.  It was a flat grayish-blue, all wilty at the edges, crumbly and wrinkled like damp paper.
 
   Flat-out weird.
 
   Her eyes turned my way, and paused.  She looked me up and down and sneered.  Her black eyes warmed red.  Another person looked out of those eyes, making them blaze unnaturally red for a moment.  She ignored me after that, taking Maddy’s and Fran’s order before sashaying away.
 
   Only one thing explained this: the waitress was a thrall, and her vampire master had used her to look us over.  All of us.  Whatever element of surprise we hoped to have was clearly diminished.  Our best chance lay in the fact that the vamp might not really understand what I was and what I could do.  For all he knew, I was just a ghost tagging along, a bit of undead energy giving shape to a memory of life.  I could build on that.  I hoped.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   We who rock the cradle
 
   croon a minor’s lament.
 
   You can’t start a kid too early
 
   on the milk of discontent
 
    
 
                                                           —We Who Rock the Cradle
 
                                                   Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Now that I knew to look for damaged auras, I was picking out more thralls in the crowd.  They were acting casual, trying to blend in, and mostly watching from the corners of their eyes as they sipped at their beer.  I counted four males thrall, one of them hitting on a chick over by the mechanical bull.  Nowhere did I see Elektra Blue.  She was being fashionably late, or drawing things out so the sun would set and her vamp lover could get here.  We were going to have to really keep an eye on the clock.  
 
   And the drinks.  I didn’t want my friends drinking anything the waitress brought them.  Speaking of which, she was heading this way with a round, plastic tray.  It looked like Maddy and Fran had both ordered sodas.  The waitress set down the drinks, left a couple paper-wrapped straws on the table, and strolled off with a suspicious smirk on her face.  
 
   Maddy reached out and grabbed her drink.  She lifted it a few inches.  I put my hand over her wrist and bled aura through my touch so she could feel me pushing down, and I wouldn’t simply ghost through her.  Her forehead furrowed then cleared.  She put her glass back down.  She might not know why I was stopping her, but she trusted me, shaking her head at Fran when she tried to gather in her drink.  They exchanged words I couldn’t hear, and pushed their drinks even further away.
 
   Good girls.
 
   Since my presence was known to the bad guys, I thought I might as well join the party, but I didn’t want to simply materialize.  I hopped across the room, sailing in the lower gravity of the ghost realm, and reached the ladies room.  I ghosted through the door and found the place empty.  I crossed back to the human side of the veil, a tingling sweeping my skin.  Gravity tightened its hold.  My aura went invisible, and the room’s colors burst from the previous gray tones.  The walls were bubblegum pink as were the stalls.  The sinks were white porcelain and the faucets were chrome.   I resisted the urge to gag, turned, and went out the door.
 
   Just another patron, ignore the bouncy antennae on my head.
 
   As I threaded the crowd, a high school jock type in a too-tight tee shirt paused in my way.  His arms and chest were beefy.  He wore a black ski cap on his head.  He blinked at my forehead, stared at his beer, then back at my antennae.   
 
   “It’s not polite to stare.”  I snatched the cap off his head, put it on, and shoved on past him as he stood transfixed.  I pulled out a chair at our table and sat.  “Change of plans,” I said.  I told them about the waitress and the other thralls in the room.  “They know I’m here, but we still have an advantage if they don’t know I’m kitsune.”
 
   The front door opened.  A woman came in wearing a dark blue hoodie, slashed jeans, and calf-high boots with decorative straps on the ankles.  Her hood was up and her eyes hid behind heart-shaped sunglasses.  She threw back her hood.  Her hair was short, white on the sides, a blue streak down the middle, but not styled up into her trademark Mohawk.  This was Elektra Blue incognito.  
 
   She let the door swing shut behind her and removed her shades to better scan the gloomy interior.  Her gaze fell on Maddy.  Elektra smiled and headed over.  
 
   I looked at Maddy and saw her hunching in tension.  
 
   Reflexively, Fran slid a hand inside her coat.  I think she was fondling a sharp wooden stake.  I was just happy she didn’t whip it out and put it to use.
 
   Elektra stopped at our table.  Her hands were stacked on the backrest of an empty chair.  She wore two rings on her top hand.  Both bands were gold.  One ring had a ruby.  The other sported a blue tiger’s eye.  She leaned on the chair as if bracing against some attractive force were pulling her to Maddy.  
 
   “Hi, Maddy.  You’re looking good.”
 
   Maddy nodded curtly.  “Have a seat if you want.”
 
   Elektra pulled out the chair and settled on it.  Her air of nervous energy gave the impression that she might float up from her seat at any moment.  Her hands went back to being stacked, this time on the tabletop.  Her stare flicked to Fran and me, then returned to Maddy.  “These are your friends?”
 
   “Grace and Fran.”  She wagged a finger to show who was who.
 
   “And what’s that under Fran’s coat?”  Elektra smiled.  “A gun?”
 
   “A stake,” Maddy said.  “I can always trust Fran to have my back.  She’s my best friend.”
 
   At the bald declaration, I watched Fran blush with pleasure.  
 
   “They’re both slayers?” Elektra asked.
 
   Maddy gave another of her curt nods.  “More or less.”
 
   Elektra sighed.  “I wanted to talk to you alone.”
 
   “Then why did you bring all the other thralls?  You’ve got your backup,” I said.
 
   Her stare came back to me.  “You don’t miss much.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   Elektra returned her attention to Maddy.  “I wanted it to be just you and me, but Conrad insisted I bring my security.  My celebrity status makes me a target.” 
 
   “That and your taste in men,” Maddy said. “Couldn’t you find someone with a pulse?”
 
   “You should give Conrad a chance.  He’s not the monster you imagine.”
 
   “He’s a vampire.  A blood sucking fiend,” Maddy said.
 
   Fran nodded agreement.
 
   “There are several African tribes that mix cow’s milk with blood as the main staple of their diet,” Elektra said.  “No one calls them monsters.”
 
   “They don’t kill the cows for fun,” Maddy said.
 
   Elektra stared down at her hands.  “There are rogue vampires that kill freely to feed, but the great Vampire Houses police their own.”
 
   “Not too well,” Fran said.  “That’s why slayers are necessary.”
 
   My eyes were drawn to the approaching waitress.  Now that I was out of the ghost realm, I could tell she had red hair—the bright orangey kind—pulled back from her pale face, tied in back.  Her eyes were made up in smoky eyeliner, a stab at mystery, and her slash of a mouth was given substance by tangerine lipstick.   She stopped beside Elektra, as if lending immoral support.  “Can I get you something?”
 
   “Some privacy.  They’ve seen through all of you,” Elektra said, “and no one has staked me.  I told you I didn’t need an escort.”
 
   The waitress looked over the table, frowning at the untouched drinks.  That heightened my suspicion they’d been drugged.  I pushed Maddy’s drink over to Elektra.  “Here, have this.  It hasn’t been touched.”
 
   Maddy looked at me, then her mother.  “Yes, you must be thirsty.  Take my drink.”
 
   Elektra reached out and claimed the cold, sweaty glass.  She lifted it to her lips.
 
   The waitress stopped her with a hand on her arm.  “Don’t drink that.  It’s probably been spiked.  They doubtless mean to knock you out so they can run off with you and have you forcibly deprogrammed.”
 
   “My daughter wouldn’t do that to me.”
 
   I stared at the waitress.  “You’re the one who brought the drink.  If something’s funny with it, it’s your fault.”
 
   The waitress ignored me.  She told Elektra, “This was a bad idea.  We need to go.”
 
   “I’m not above kidnapping and torture in a good cause,” Maddy said, “but not to save you.  People can only save themselves.  I’ve had to accept that if you want to walk to Hell, I have to let you.  But if Conrad turns you into what he is, I’ll consider it murder since he’s rolled your mind with his vamp hypnotism, leaving you in no condition to consent.”
 
   “Maddy!”  Elektra had a shocked-numb expression on her face.  “It’s not like that.  We love each other—enough to want to spend forever together.”
 
   “You’d say that, being his thrall.”  Her voice hard and cold, Maddy made the word sound like an obscene curse.  “The day he turns you, he signs his death warrant.  I will be judge, jury, and executioner.”  Her eyes had a dangerous glitter.  I felt her aura rolling out, thickened with the will to kill.  She crossed her arms under her breasts in absolute finality.  “If I can’t save you, I will at least avenge you.”
 
   “Whether I want you to or not?”  Elektra’s face shut down, locking her feelings away from us—they were her burden to bear.  Mother and daughter had that attitude in common.  Elektra stood, kicking her chair back with her legs.  She nodded at some thought of her own.  “This was a mistake.  I thought you could be happy for me, or at least understand.”
 
   Maddy stood as well, facing her mom across the table.  The candle on the table gave their features a spooky, theatrical lighting.
 
   “I do understand.  I know what a vampire really is.”  Her voice heated.  “I was ten when you moved Conrad in to our home.  Do you want to know what he used to do to me when you weren’t around?  You want to see the fang scars on my inner thighs?  You’re my mom.  It was your job to protect me.  Would it have even made a difference if you’d known?”
 
   “Y-you’re lying.”
 
   I saw the thralls approaching, falling in behind the waitress and Elektra.  Fran and I stood up slowly, getting ready in case a throw-down erupted.  
 
   Maddy’s voice got even colder, as if her heart were icing over.  “Am I?  You know better, somewhere deep inside.”
 
   Without a word, Elektra turned and pushed through her entourage.  She headed for the door—the other thralls packed in tight with her—shoving away those that blocked their path.  The bouncer saw the commotion and slid off his stool, but seeing the trouble element was already heading for the door, he just let them.  
 
   Maddy caught the eye of the bartender, waving a few bills which she dropped on the table between the drinks.  She headed for the door with me and Fran right behind her.  As we passed the bouncer, he looked at me, puzzled, no doubt wondering how I got inside without him seeing me.
 
   Sorry, trade secret.
 
   We went through the double doors, down the steps, and crunched the gravel of the parking lot under our feet.  More cars were pulling into the parking lot.  Low-slung and cobalt blue, a Corvette shot in front of us, raising a plume of dust.  It was Elektra, taking off like a bat out of hell.  I had to wonder if she was running from Maddy’s words, or running to confront Conrad with what she’d learned.  Right behind the coupe, a black Nissan NV Passenger van followed.  The thing was long, almost a minibus, well able to hold twelve people.  The waitress was at the wheel.  She flipped us off as she went by, raising more dust.
 
   “See,” I said, “that’s why you never get any tips.”
 
   After the vehicles cleared out of our way, we continued on to the white van.
 
   White van—good guys.  Black van—bad guys.  The whole world really is black and white.  I’d always suspected that those who talked about “shades of gray” just weren’t close enough to see the separation; like pointillism in comic artwork, shading is gray from a distance, but up close, it resolves into black dots on white paper. 
 
   “Where’s Faith?” Fran said.
 
   Her question snapped Maddy and me out of our thoughts.  We hurried closer to the van, peering inside.  Faith was gone.  We tried the doors.  They were locked.  The vehicle hadn’t been broken into.  The windows were intact.
 
   “The thralls,” I said, “could they have somehow—”
 
   Maddy whipped her phone out of her pocket.  “Good thing I had her give me her number on the way here.”  She speed-dialed Faith’s number.  We waited.  And heard a ringtone—Monster Mash—from within the black, exterminator’s van with the dead plastic rat on top.  A moment later, the van’s side door slid open.  There was Faith, a few of the slayers from her school, and Van Helsing, holding some sort of long-range listening device like a foam-headed microphone that had been turned into a gun.  A cord connected the device to a box with an old-style cassette recorder built in.  The same box had headphones plugged into it, the headset worn around Van Helsing’s neck.
 
   “Hey, guys,” Faith was exuberant, all but bouncing in place.  
 
   Maddy ended her call, putting her phone away.  “Yeah?  What?”
 
   “Your mom’s on her way to see Conrad.”
 
   “We know that,” I said.
 
   Faith came closer.  “Yeah, but we overheard that driver in the van saying that Elektra has outlived her usefulness and is getting too hard to handle.  Conrad’s not going to convert her tonight like she thinks.  He’s planning on just plain killing her.  The red-headed bimbo is moving up from back-ground vocals to center stage.”
 
   “One star falls,” Van Helsing said, “and another rises.  I’ll text you directions to the meet.”
 
   Maddy said a bad word, wheeled about, and lunged to the door of the white van.  Fran and I hurried to get in so Maddy wouldn’t race off and leave us behind.  Faith managed to climb into the back of the van and slam the door shut as we peeled out, slinging gravel.  
 
   She asked, “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Kick ass,” Maddy said.
 
   “Kick vamp ass,” Fran added.
 
   “Keep Elektra alive—if possible,” I said.
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Faith said.
 
   I looked behind us and noticed that Van Helsing and the other slayers were right on our tail.  We may have left the bar, but we were headed straight for a Barroom Blitz.  The song ran through my head, and in the back shadows of my mind, Taliesina pranced, yapping out a foxy version of the lyrics.  Hurtling through the sunset, I rocked my head in time to the beat.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   “I’ll take no names.  I’ll take no prisoners.
 
   I’ll take no crap in ribbons and bows.
 
   I need what I want and I want what you’ve got.
 
   So take the last piece of my soul.”
 
    
 
                                                            —Take the Last Piece
 
                                                    Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   So much for Maddy’s stoic indifference to her mom’s fate. 
 
   The slayer had spent a great deal of energy telling her mom to go get screwed by the bat she rode in on.  Now we were racing after Elektra, saving her after all.  Maddy had been wounded deep by her mom, and couldn’t forgive her—but couldn’t stop loving her.  Easier for Maddy if she could.  If her mom dies now, I just know Maddy will blame herself for the rest of her life.  Logic has little to do with the heart.  
 
   My thoughts turned to Shaun and me—and that skank sorceress making time with him.  I mean, Fenn’s cool, not hard on the eyes at all, and he, too, has that bad-boy danger vibe about him.  If I’d any sense at all, I’d give Fenn a shot—or Onyx, once he got back from the shadow realm, visiting his dad.
 
   Thinking of Fenn reminded me of a promise I’d made him about the next time I went into action, putting my neck on the line.  “Faith, can I borrow your phone?”
 
   “Sure.”  She handed it over.
 
   I called Fenn’s number.  He picked up on two chimes.  “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, it’s me, Grace.”
 
   “Grace!” he screamed into the phone.  
 
   I winced, pulled the phone from my ear, then put it back so I could speak.  “Hey, tone it down.”
 
   “Where are you?  What happened to you?  You were supposed to follow us out of camp and rendezvous.”
 
   Next to me, Faith said, “Oooooo, your boyfriend speaks French.  How sexy!”
 
   “Hey, this is a private call.”
 
   She pointed to one ear.  “Sorry, superhuman hearing remember?  Shall I hum quietly to myself?”
 
   I scowled.  “Oh, never mind.”  I picked up my conversation with Fenn.  “Hey, you remember that promise I made to you about asking for your help?”
 
   “Yeah?” he put a lot of edge on that one syllable.  
 
   “Well, I’m headed into some trouble with my slayer friends.  Want to rendezvous with me, save a life, and stomp a vamp?”
 
   “Where?” he asked.
 
   Fran looked back at me, a tablet glowing in her lap.  The screen above the tiny keyboard displayed a street map as well as GPS coordinates.  Fran rattled off the street address and other particulars.  I was about to repeat it all when he said, “Got it.  Don’t start the fight without me.”
 
   It starts when it starts.
 
   He hung up.  I handed the phone back to Faith.  She said.  “Hey, he hears as good as me.”
 
   “Probably better,” I said.  “He’s a shape-shifter.  Coyote.”
 
   “If you don’t want him,” Fran said, “I’d throw myself on that grenade anytime—just to help you out.”
 
   For some reason her offer pissed me off, but I smiled sweetly.  “I’ll let you know.”  On a rainy day in Hell...
 
   “I’m not going to wait for him,” Maddy said.  “I can’t take a chance with mom’s life—I’ve got about a hundred thousand ‘I-told-you-sos’ saved up and she’s getting every one.”
 
   “We need some kind of plan,” I said.  “It would be nice to know how many more thralls will be inside, and if there’s more than one vamp.”
 
   “It will be sundown by the time we get there,” Fran said.  “I say we go and kill anyone coming at us.  Treat this like a battlefield situation.  Pulling punches can get us killed.”
 
   “Sure,” Faith said.  “How about we park a block away, sneak around back, and go in covertly while Van Helsing stirs things up by kicking in the front door?”
 
   Maddy nodded curt confirmation.  “I like it.  Faith, give him a call.  Tell him not to start the action until we’re in place.”
 
   Faith made the call, laid out our strategy, and listened for a while before hanging up.  “He says it would be his pleasure, he’s proud of us, and he wants us to use the buddy system so no one faces danger alone.  Vamps move too fast to take chances.”
 
   “’Kay,” Maddy said.  “Fran and I will be team one.  You guys are team two.  Faith, try not to accidentally stab Grace or my mom.”
 
   “You know I’m head of my class, right?” Faith sounded offended.
 
   Stab?
 
    I studied Faith’s cane.  It was golden bamboo, flattened, with a rubber tip on the oval bottom.  She hadn’t been using a cane before, but had one now.  Looking closer, I saw there was a hairline seam nine inches down from the top.
 
   As if feeling my stare, Faith turned her face to me.  “What?”
 
   “That cane, would it happen to be—”
 
   “My preferred weapon.”  She pulled on the top piece and the bamboo parted, revealing several inches of sword—a straight katana—with the wavy, frosted edge that folded metal gets in forging.  She slammed the hilt against the sheath, hiding the blade once more.  
 
   “Isn’t it dangerous using a sword with no handguard?” I asked.
 
   Her blind eyes stared at me.  “What’s your point?”
 
   “Never mind.”  I was quickly forming the opinion that all slayers were as crazy as me.
 
   “Are you sure this is the right place?” Maddy asked Fran.
 
   “Positive.”
 
   We cruised past the structure.  I saw a two-story, white-walled church with steeple, and darkened stained-glass windows front and sides.  The sign on the building said: Cypress Avenue Community Church.  Italian cypresses lined the edges of the property.  Beside the small, country church there was a long structure, probably a fellowship hall for special events and potlucks.  It was dark as well.  Turning the corner, heading for the back of the property, we passed a realty sign that said the church was for sale.
 
   I wondered if the vamp and his thrall entourage were renting the empty church, or if they’d simply moved in without telling anyone.  
 
   The black exterminator van stopped in front of the church.  We only had so long to get in place before all Van Helsing broke loose.  Feeling the pressure, Madison surged ahead.  There was a side road to a small back parking lot.  The black van and sports car used by the thralls were there in plain sight.  
 
   “I’m just going to drive in there,” Maddy said.  “Got a hunch time is bleeding out.”
 
   Our way to the back of the church was closed by a two-sided gate made of steel poles.  The gate was secured by a chain and padlock.  Maddy braked, killed the headlights, and eyed the obstruction as our vehicle throbbed at idle.  
 
   “We could ram it,” Fran suggested brightly.
 
   “And lose all possibility of surprise?” Maddy said.  “Assuming they haven’t posted sentries to watch all approaches, we might already be discovered.”
 
   “In case they’re too busy with internal problems,” I said, “we should stay with stealth a little longer.  Tell you what: I’ll take care of this quietly so you guys can drive in.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Faith asked.
 
   I took off the ski cap I’d swiped, and my quilted coat.  Unwrapping my wings from my sides, I fluttered some circulation back into them, and deepened my voice to sound mysterious, “I’m going to unleash the power of my shadow force, or something.”
 
   Crouching, I stood on the back seat, my head and shoulders bent just under the roof.  I pulled on the weave of space and a tingle raced along my limbs.  Being nighttime, the world already looked gray except near the occasional light, but as I crossed over, everyone’s auras ignited around them in bright blues, gold, and purples mostly.  With gravity grown weak and my materiality in flux, I jumped and ghosted through the van’s roof.  To those inside, it would have look like I’d vanished into thin air.
 
   Once my feet cleared the roof, I let my orange haze of aura leak out my feet.  The top of the van was solid under me, just like I wanted, as long as I wanted—or at least as long as my aura stayed strong.  I leaped off the roof, soaring toward the locked gate, and found that my revived moth wings gave me a little extra lift.  
 
   I touched down, landing by the chain and padlock, and grabbed it to stop myself.  As I did, I concentrated on my left hand, pulling out of myself some of that mysterious darkness that lived in the back of my mind with Taliesina.  Her golden orb eyes were watching to see what I would do.
 
   Inner darkness filled my left palm, obsidian plasma that leaped up, shaping itself into a shadow sword edged with orange haze—a weapon born of both of my natures.  I slid the sword tip gently against the chain, scraping it, and the metal frosted and severed, falling in broken pieces.  I’d used this sword on an enemy ninja once, before I knew what it could do.  She’d shattered pretty much the same way.  I still carried that weight on my soul, though my mind had insisted I’d had no choice back then.  It had been kill or be killed.  I’d do what was necessary here, but I hoped we could get to Elektra and bail with her without things getting too out of control.
 
   Wishful thinking, Taliesina said.
 
   “Yeah,” I answered, “but it’s the only kind I got right now.”
 
   I extracted the broken chain and crouched down.  I let the links drop a small distance from my hand.  Once out of my aura the chain fell under full gravity.  I was counting on the shortness of the fall to keep the sound down for those on the human side of the veil.  That chore done, I eased the right-hand side of the gate out of the way, creating enough room for our van.
 
   As it crept past me, I ghosted through the side of the vehicle and crossed back, becoming visible once more to Fran and Maddy.  Though she couldn’t see me, Faith’s face turned toward me as my weight settled into the seat.  “You want to tell me what you just did?” she asked.
 
   “Bent the dimensional walls, summoned a bi-polar sword, and sliced open the chain on the gate.  We can drive through now.”
 
   “Fascinating,” Faith said.
 
   “Awe and wonder later,” Maddy said.  “We’re here to save my mom or avenge her.”
 
   “And kill the vamp if he gets in the way,” Fran added.  “That will so help my mid term grades.”
 
   Maddy let the vehicle creep closer, but not too close, not wanting the engine to be heard.  Forty feet from the building, she killed the ignition and turned in the driver’s seat to address Faith and me.  “Fran and I will go in first through the church’s back door.  You guys take out the tires on those vehicles so no one gets away, or can chase us if we want to make a fast getaway.”  
 
   I nodded.  “I see a door in the back of the fellowship.  We’ll go in that way, get everybody surrounded.”
 
   Maddy had her phone out.  She texted a message to Van Helsing, and put her phone away.  “Let’s do this!”  She turned back around and eased her door open, sliding out.  She left the driver’s door ajar, not wanting to slam it, and circled the van to hook up with Fran.  Together, they slunk off like menacing shadows.  
 
   Faith followed me out my door.  I left it open as well.  “What if someone steals our van?” I whispered.  
 
   Faith whispered back, “It has GPS.  We can also explode it by remote control if necessary.  Van Helsing thinks of everything.”  
 
   “I hope so.” 
 
   She locked her arm in mine as I started to move.  We cat-footed it over to the Nissan NV Passenger van.  Faith drew her bamboo-hilted sword and made quick work of slashing tires.  She repeated the process on Elektra’s Corvette.  “Hate to do that to innocent vehicles,” Faith hissed, “but this is war.”
 
   I snagged her arm and tugged her along with me.  “Okay, no talking from here on in unless it’s very, very important.”
 
   She nodded a couple times, a fierce grin on her face.  As we went, up to the fellowship hall, she canted her head, listening to the whispery slap of out footfalls.  Like sonar pulses, they painted the world for her in colors I couldn’t imagine.  We stopped by a door.  I summoned my shadow sword once again, but didn’t use it as Faith gripped my arm tightly.  She had the side of her face pressed up against the door, listening intently, and then broke off, moving her lips close to my ears.
 
   She whispered, “Someone’s inside.  I hear muffled sounds.”
 
   I whispered back, “Give me thirty seconds to clear the way.”
 
   Faith grinned at me and said, “Give ‘em Hell.”
 
   I crossed over, intending to go in and do exactly that.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   “Dance with me heart to heart,
 
   knives concealed, sharp smiles drawn.
 
   Pain is pleasure, mingled and lost,
 
   when the light in your eyes is gone.”
 
    
 
                                                          —The Final Dance
 
                                                  Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   Crouched outside the fellowship hall, I was sheathed in my orange aura.  I poured it out of my fist around a core of shadow, forming a sword of darkness and light.  Armed, I sprang through the wall beside the door, ghosting inside.  The room was dark, but enough light spilled in through the long, narrow windows to let me see rows of tables and chairs, unoccupied, awaiting purpose.  I landed on tiles, and swept the gloom for prey, my antennae rippling.
 
   And there was the thrall, an older male with an acid-washed, tattered aura—a smoky brownish gray.  He sat in the kitchen at an island area used for food prep.  A laptop faced him, bathing his face in a pale light.  He wore glasses reflecting light, masking his eyes.  His head was down.  His lips moved as if he were talking to himself, his fingers flying over the keyboard.
 
   I had a choice: open the door and risk alerting him to us as Faith entered, or taking the thrall first.  I went with the second option, bounding his way, gaining lift from my baby moth wings.  I didn’t want him dead, just down and out for awhile, so I collapsed my sword as I flew into the kitchen, phasing through a solid wall by pulling my aura into my body.  I landed on the island area, looming over the laptop.  I pivoted into a punch that drew strength from my legs and from the way I turned my hip into the blow.  All the muscles of my back fed my fist power as I centered aura there.  Leaping flames trailed from my hand as I hit him from across the veil.  Had the vamp been remotely using the thrall’s senses, they’d have seen the blow coming.  As it was, the thrall’s head snapped back, glasses flew, and dimming surprise covered his face briefly before unconsciousness took over.  His chair crashed back, spilling him to the ground.
 
   “Oh bleep!”  I shook my hand.  I’d rolled my fingers tightly and had kept my thumb outside the other fingers—everything done right—but it still hurt.
 
   With a thought, I rifted the fabric of space, falling through, closing the tear behind me.  Gravity strengthened.  I lost sight of my aura.  The tingle of crossing back faded.  I heard the back door getting kicked in.   Faith had heard the commotion and become impatient.  Looking for me, she called into the gloom, “Grace, are you all right?”
 
   “Over here.”  Momentarily forgetting her blindness, I waved at her through the cutout space where food was passed out into the main hall.
 
   She ran to the cutout, following my voice.
 
   “There was a thrall here working on a laptop.  He’s having a nap, so let’s move on.”
 
   “Check what he was working on first,” Faith said.  “It might be important.”
 
   I looked at the display screen.  There was a web page being prepared, an announcement of an upcoming memorial concert featuring the orange-haired thrall, in a Goth-whore outfit only a rock star could get away with.  “Yeah, Elektra is definitely on the way to an early grave.  He’s probably working on this here because nobody wants to tip her off before Conrad takes her out.”
 
   “Not on my watch,” Faith said.  “Lead on, and hurry.”
 
   I left the kitchen for the main hall, scanning for an inside door that would get us to the church.  I spied a door in the right direction and headed that way.  Faith stayed close behind me, stopping when I did to try the knob.  It was open as I’d expected since the thrall had been working in here.  I eased the door open and found a lighted hallway.  I padded forward and found myself outside a series of offices.  There was a door I figured for a janitor’s closet, a water fountain, and restrooms.  In the middle of the hall was a door with a window in it, the door to the parking lot.  Immediately to my left was a door into the sanctuary.  I led Faith there, offering up a quick prayer for forgiveness for the violence I was bringing, and the likely bloodshed.
 
   Paused there, I heard screams and curses through the door, along with the sound of gunfire.  “Van Helsing and Maddy have started the party without us,” I said.
 
   “She likes to hog all the fun,” Faith muttered, shoving me through the door.  “What are we waiting for?”
 
   Inside the sanctuary, I took a couple seconds to get the lay of the land and see where my efforts were most needed amidst the frantic fighters.  I saw several thralls sprawled near a front door, their guns fallen beside them.  Van Helsing and his boys were brawling with more thralls.  And I saw Fran climbing back in through a broken stained-glass window she’d probably been tossed through.  Maddy was collapsed next to the front pew, groggy, trying to climb back to her feet.  The side of her face was red and would probably bruise up by morning.
 
   Singing Jesus Loves Me, Faith launched past me.  Her sword rasped free of its sheath.  She scurried into a knot of thralls—more than I’d expected—and didn’t drop her sheath.  Clubbing with it left-handedly, she used her right to guide her sword through a series of one-handed stabs and slashes.  
 
   My attention shifted to the front of the church where a coffin sat on the altar, surrounded by white, burning candles on tall stands.  Oblivious to the raging battle, Elektra was in the open coffin, a dreamy look of bemusement on her face.  Hypnotized, I thought.
 
   Standing next to the coffin was a man in a dark suit with short, slicked-back, bronze hair and sharply chiseled features.  His lips were full and sensuous, his gaze fixed on Elektra’s face.  Silver gleamed from the knife he held at his side.  
 
   I ran toward him, feeling time bleeding out.  I had to stop what I knew was coming.
 
   Fast as he was, his hand didn’t seem to move—the knife just appeared, raised over his head, poised to strike as he savored the moment.
 
   I’m not going to make it in time.
 
   Give me control! Taliesina urged.  
 
   I relaxed and felt her will driving our body forward.  My sword swung up in front of me, pointed at his heart.  A savage battle scream echoed inside my head, Taliesina venting, and my shadow-fire sword lengthened, closing the distance in a heartbeat.  The aura-wrapped shadow of my blade bit into his chest, sliding deep, punching out his back.
 
   He screamed.  The silver knife fell from his hand.  He sank to his knees.
 
   I still had five feet to go to reach the coffin.  My sword returned to its usual length.
 
   Again, I didn’t see Conrad move.  One second, he was on his knees by the altar.   A split-second later, he was in my face, baring fangs, his eyes burning into mine, damping my thoughts.  But he couldn’t take control of me—I’d already handed myself off to Taliesina; she was in control.
 
   Conrad’s right hand closed around my throat, clamping off my breath.  He lifted me off my feet and froze in place, an undead statue.  I felt rigidness in the weave of space as a deep tingle washed through me, not merely dancing over my skin as when I crossed over.  I didn’t shift to the ghost realm.  This was something I’d only felt once before, the time in the temple I’d battled one of the miko’s ninjas, using my kitsune power to temporarily stop time.  I guess Taliesina had been paying attention because she’d nailed the technique—which was soon going to be paid for with crushing fatigue.  
 
   Time was going to snap back into motion very soon since I wasn’t as powerful as Cassie.  I hurried to take advantage of the freeze, prying my throat out of Conrad’s clutching hand, dropping at his feet.  My sword still blazed in my hand, the shadow core flat, matte black, the surrounding orange haze no longer rippling like fire, but stiff as stained glass.  The blade had hurt Conrad, but not really put him down.  I didn’t want to repeat a tactic that had proven insufficient.  I needed a new weapon.
 
   And there was Fran, suspended mid air, a wooden stake in each hand.  Only a couple of jumps from the front pew, she waited midair for time to kick in again.  Her approach over the pews was straight for Conrad.  She displayed awesome balance by hopping from the back of one pew to another, taking an unconventional shortcut since the aisles were clogged with slayers and thralls going at it.  I was ready to take back everything I’d ever said about her not being the best slayer around.
 
   I let my sword fade out, directing my thoughts to Fran, wondering if I could pull her into this silent, timeless moment where I was active.  It couldn’t be much different from when I’d carried someone else across the veil into the ghost realm—simply a matter of applied power.  I didn’t move over to touch her, but fixed her image in my thoughts, using visualization to see her moving in my mind.  This focused my desire, directing my kitsune energy.  
 
   I felt a kind of shockwave rolling off me.
 
   Falling between seconds, Fran landed from her jump, and launched into the last one she needed.  Her foot hit the front pew wrong.  She crashed down into the seat, one leg bent under her, the other fully extended.  Her elbow hit the padded seat.  Her head caught the armrest.  Stunned, she flopped onto the red-carpeted floor.
 
   And another one bites the dust.
 
   Time snapped back into motion.  A flush of weakness made my muscles tremble. My breath labored, I became aware of pain in my throat from where Conrad had gripped me.  Kneeling, I stared up at him.  
 
   He stared at his empty hand, no doubt wondering where I’d vanished to.  His red-coal gaze dropped to where I crouched.
 
   I didn’t see the kick.  Damn vampire speed.  It gave him a vicious edge.
 
   Next thing I knew, I was flying back the way I’d come, my face shoved to the side.  I heard my neck break—a very ugly sound.  I hit the carpet and rolled.  When I stopped, I looked back at Conrad.  He stood where I’d left him.  A look of utter surprise was etched into his face.  
 
   Because somehow I’m still alive?  
 
   No.  The point of a very sharp stake protruded from his chest.  He couldn’t seem to move as—close behind him—Maddy drove in a second stake.  
 
   Tearing himself free of shock, Conrad stagger in a turn to stare at her.  Leg fully extended, Maddy gave him a crescent kick across the face.  He fell to the carpet and slumped, flesh darkening.  His skin and muscle decayed.  His chest slumped.  He left a powdery skeleton that protruded from his flattened clothes.  The bones also sagged and crumbled.  It was as if the vampire had lived centuries, avoiding time’s corruption, only to have it catch up to him at last.
 
   Maddy stared down at the remains.  “Enjoy Hell, you son of a bitch.”
 
   Hell, yeah!
 
   And then Elektra was there, tackling Maddy from behind.  Her mom had her in a death grip, hugging her from behind.  “Maddy, oh, Maddy!  I was so afraid for you.  I saw him batter you down, but I couldn’t move, I couldn’t feel.  My heart was frozen in ice—until he died.”  
 
   Maddy shook her self free, turning to face her mom.  “Don’t talk to me.  I don’t know you.”  She went over to the front pew, gathered Fran up in a fireman’s carry, and headed for the door at the back hallway.
 
   The fighting was over.  The thralls stood still, as though time was still out of joint.  Their faces showed emptiness with hollow eyes and slack features.  They were marionettes with burned strings, no hand to guide them, no will to drive them.  Like vacant houses, there was no life to them anymore though they still breathed.
 
   Faith was at my side.  “What happened?” she asked.
 
   I felt the bones in my neck fuse back into place, the fractures healing themselves.  The pain from my face was gone as well.  Apparently there’s at least one benefit to being infused with mothman DNA.
 
   I gave Faith a summary.  “Vamp’s dead.  Elektra’s alive.  We won.”  I looked her over for injuries.  Her clothes were a bit disheveled.  There was blood on her and her sword, but she didn’t seem hurt.  “How many did you get?”
 
   “Six dead, two who want to be, and one of them is now missing a pair of balls—typical score.”
 
   I nodded.  “Let’s get out of here.  I want to see how Maddy is holding up.”
 
   We walked past Elektra.  She stood there, staring down at what was left of her one-time lover.  Her face wasn’t as empty as the other thralls.  I read hurt from her betrayal, acting as a kind of insulation to her loss.  Knowing her own bad choices had brought her here, I couldn’t work up much sympathy for her.
 
   I got half a dozen steps and then sagged to my knees, my vision graying out around the edges.  I caught the floor with my hands so I didn’t sprawl flat.
 
   “Grace!”  Faith stooped beside me, her hands on my shoulders.  “Are you hurt?  I don’t smell any blood on you.”
 
   “Just tired.  Stopping the world in its tracks … takes a lot out of you.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Duhn’t worry ‘bout it.”
 
   Van Helsing appeared.  He knelt in front of me and carefully raised my chin.  He studied my face in the candlelight.  “A bit of lingering concussion.  Maybe we better get you to a hospital.”
 
   “Anyone tries to put me in an MRI and they’re dead meat, toast, terminated with prejudice, and prematurely recycled.  You feeling me?”
 
   “Yeah, dawg,” Faith said.  “We feelin’ you just fine.” 
 
   In the distance, I heard the scream of police vehicles drawing near.
 
   “Time to fade, people,” Van Helsing called out.  “Move it!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
    
 
   “Embrace emptiness. It’s time to forget.
 
   Allow your embers to consume my regret.”
 
    
 
                                                         —Embers
 
                                                             Elektra Blue
 
   
  
 

 
 
   He appeared in the front door of the church, smelling of dry winds, the wildness of the hunt, and all things male.  He pushed through the slayers, kicked a thrall out of his path with a boot to the face, and loomed over me where I kneeled.  Fenn’s eyes glowed, golden fire in place of the usual amber.  He reached past Von Helsing, offering me his arm, his strength, his heart.  Promises that I couldn’t name flickered in his gaze.
 
   “C’mon, Grace, we need to get out of here.”
 
   “Yeah.”  I latched onto his forearm.  It was all I could do.  My legs had lost the strength to shove me higher.  He pulled me to my feet and into his arms as I sagged, threatening to fall.  “Don’t know what’s … wrong with me.”
 
   “I do.”  He scooped me up, watching my feathery antennae bounce as he cradled me in his arms.  “To use highfalutin medical jargon, your ‘system’s out of whack.’”  He turned and carried me down the aisle toward the door, my weight negligible against his shape-shifter’s strength.  The sizzle of his aura washed over me, as the menace in his face cleared everyone out of our path.  I closed my eyes and rested my head against his shoulder as he droned on, “Your body is trying to integrate cross-species elements to be several things at once.  Most shifters just have to go from one form to another and back again.  I don’t think the moth part of you will dominate, but it definitely wants to be heard.”
 
   The police sirens were louder.
 
   He stopped.
 
   I opened my eyes and saw that we were next to a topless Jeep.  The body was boxy, a mid-shade between blue and green.  The interior was beige, with a padded cage over it that looked sort of spidery.  Fenn slid me in over the door and settled me into the front passenger’s seat.  Without thinking about it, I buckled in.
 
   He clambered up the vehicle, passed over me, and dropped down through the roll bars, into the driver’s seat.  The Jeep roared to life, and he sent it plunging toward the street.  We left the church and cruised away from the sound of sirens.  Fenn took the first right turn to keep us out of view of the arriving cops.  I had no doubt that the slayers would get away, even if they had to toss around a few smoke bombs or some flash-bangs.
 
   We plunged through patches of darkness, passing from one streetlight to another.  Houses gave way to businesses, most of them closed.  I felt the cold of the wind stream.  That was unusual.  After years of walking the ghost realm, I’d become impervious to such discomfort.  I often didn’t really need a coat while others were shivering in theirs.  I put a hand to my forehead and felt warmth.  
 
   Fever, not good.
 
   We pulled up to a 24-Seven convenience store, parking near the door.  “Sit tight,” he said.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Sure.  I closed my eyes.  My thoughts spiraled into darkness.  It seemed only a moment, but Fenn was back in the Jeep, arms loaded with assorted snackage.   He shoved a fountain drink into my hands.  I set it between my legs so I could take the chocolate bar he gave me next.
 
   “Eat that,” he said.  “It will head off the post-combat adrenaline crash.”
 
   I ripped off the wrapper and crammed a chunk of sweet milk chocolate into my mouth.  I chewed, not giving it time to melt.  “Thanks.”
 
   He slurped on a straw, gulping down what smelled like Dr. Pepper, and shrugged.  “I could yell at you for starting the fight without me, but you did what you felt you had to.  At least you kept your promise and called me.”
 
   “Elektra didn’t have a lot of time.  As it was, we barely saved her life.”  I broke off another piece of chocolate.  “Good thing Tukka’s not here.  It would break his heart—and self-control—to see me eating this stuff.”
 
   “Dessert first,” Fenn said, “because life is short.  After that, you can help me with these nachos.”
 
   Hmmmm.  Is it feed a cold or a fever?  What the hell, nachos are a great idea.  Once I leave to take Tukka and the boys home, it might be a long while before I have this kind of stuff again.
 
   Fenn put his drink in a cup holder and started up the Jeep.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Just down the street.  There’s a place we can hang for a while.  I want to talk to you.”
 
   “We are talking.”
 
   He fell silent, guiding the vehicle past the pumps, out into the street.  It wasn’t long before he stopped at a twenty-four hour laundromat.  We went in carrying our food and drinks.  No attendants were on duty, or needed.  Change machines gave you quarters for the washers, dryers, and assorted vending machines.  The white washers and dryers formed silent ranks, ever ready to be of service.  The place smelled of detergent, bleach, and lint.  No customers were here, but the TV mounted to the upper wall assailed us with the laugh track of a comedy show I didn’t recognize.  We sat by a counter where clothes could be folded, setting down our snackage, and pulling over two of the flimsy, tacky plastic chairs that wiggled as you sat.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” he asked.
 
   “A little.”  
 
   I felt my face warm under the impact of his constant regard.  I remembered back when we were fighting the miko, and I’d had to rescue Shaun from her evil clutches.  I’d been just as drained.  Fenn had let me drain his lifeforce with a kiss, recharging myself.  It had made a difference.  I’d saved Shaun.  But that kiss and embrace still haunted me.  It had been a betrayal of my lust for Shaun even if it had been necessary.  This awkwardness was the price I was still paying.
 
   “Relax,” he said.  “I’m not going to hit on you.  I’m being your friend right now.  Trust me, I know how to wear a lot of hats.”
 
   I nodded.  “You know, I didn’t ask for the moth man DNA and these freaky changes.   First time I grew wings, I made you tear them off.”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “Not a lot of people would maim me because I asked it of them.”
 
   He shrugged, looking down at the black and white checkerboard tiles underfoot.  “I know what it’s like to be more, and sometimes less, than human.  I’ve been coming to terms with that my whole life, so I know what you’re going through.  For all his sympathy, Shaun’s human.  He will always stand a little apart from our kind.”
 
   “That’s not something I want to hear.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But you might be right.”
 
   I looked away from him, my eyes on the far wall, but used my peripheral vision to study him.  He went as still as one of the washers.  I heard him draw in a breath, hold it, and slowly let it go.  It felt like we were crossing a line here.  Like maybe I was finally growing up.  I’d been trying to control every aspect of my life—but my heart—with little success.  It occurred to me that if I turned that around, and simply controlled my heart, that everything might just fall into place.
 
   That thought scared me.
 
   I think Fenn smelled my fear because he reached out and covered my hand with one of his.  “Instead of fighting your destiny, you might do better to embrace it.”
 
   “There’s a problem with that.  There are several destinies to choose from.”  I held my right palm up as if weighing something unseen.  “Wocky wants me to give in to darkness, becoming some kind of demon fox.  Cassie says our own people are so afraid of that happening, they tried to kill me as a baby.  It’s why she hid me among humans, giving me up to convince the other kitsune I was dead.”  I raised my left palm like a second cup of a scale.  “Inari wants to take me over, making me a celestial fox.  She offers security, but no freedom.  That’s the coward’s way out.”  I needed a third hand I could raise for my third point.  Oh, Well.  “Dhonar and his wild foxes are on a path between those extremes.”  Like my father’s shadow world.  Those paths require voluntary exile.  Sucks to be me.
 
   Fenn took a drink from his Dr. Pepper and shook his head.  “No, the decision sucks.  You’re just fine.  Maybe you should choose none-of-the-above, stay in your life, and let your friends stand beside you the way you stood by Madison tonight.”
 
   I smiled at him.  “Hell of an idea.  But then all my enemies will become everyone’s problem—ISIS, the Hysane, the moth-ers, the media, and any of my own people that come hunting.  For all I know, when word gets out about the dead vamp, some of his undead buddies might take an interest in Maddy and me.”  
 
    “You’ll be there for each other,” he squeezed my hand, “the way I’m here for you.”
 
   This was getting a little intense.  I stood, letting the motion pull my hand out from under his so I could walk away.  He let me go, making no effort to stalk after escaping prey.  I liked him for that.  I drifted over to the front window of the laundromat and looked out, wanting to lighten the moment with a little humor.  “So, you bring a lot of girls here?”
 
   He gave me a bark of a laugh, more a sharp hah than anything else.  “No, not usually.  You want to get out of here?”
 
   That’s the question, isn’t it?  I thought so before but…
 
   There you are!  The thought bludgeoned into my brain.  I’d been looking at my own image on the glass, not through it.  I did so now, recognizing the teal blue bulk that was Tukka.  He was staring in at me.  He looked better, stronger.  A new clarity burned in his lavender pearl eyes as if he’d pushed well past some inner barrier, the way I was trying to.  He’d even found time to have his thick mane set in cute little ringlets.  I wondered who did his hair.
 
   What are you doing in there? he asked.
 
   Fenn came up beside me and stared out at Tukka.  They both seemed to bristle a little.  I smiled.  Guys!  
 
   “We’re on a hot date,” I said.  “Can’t you tell?”
 
   Fenn draped an arm over my shoulder, playing to our audience of one.  “We’re going to the city dump next, and then maybe this little water tower I know of.  Got a problem with that?”
 
   Tukka stared at me, his eyes wide.  You’re going to the dump and you didn’t invite me? 
 
   I shrugged.  “I don’t really need a chaperone, but if you want to come…”
 
   “No room in the Jeep,” Fenn said.  “Maybe next time.”
 
   Tukka growled.  The window shuddered.
 
   “You break that,” I said, “and I’m not paying for it.”
 
   His growl subsided.  His stare acquired a laser focus.  He was watching my lips.
 
   Self-conscious, I reached up and felt a smear of chocolate.  I licked it away.  “It’s not what you think.”
 
   You’ve been eating chocolate.
 
   “Okay, so it is what you think, but it was medicinal chocolate.”
 
   Tukka continued to stare at me, his face twisting into a look of betrayal.  
 
   I pointed at Fenn.  “He made me eat it.”
 
   Fenn sighed.  “Yeah, always the guy’s fault.”
 
   Tukka’s stare went past me, and a hopeful expression took over his face.  You have nachos!
 
   “Uh, yeah, but not a lot; besides, you have bigger problems.”  
 
   I stared past Tukka, out into the street.  A turning police cruiser skidded to a stop.  The front of the vehicle pointed right at us.  The headlights backlit Tukka.  The driver’s door shoved open.  A policeman slid out behind the door, a gun in his hand.
 
   “You there, don’t move!  Put your hands over your head.”
 
   Fenn murmured in my ear.  “Tukka’s not really built to do that.  Let’s bail out the back door.”  He stepped back, drawing me along by the shoulders.
 
   “But what about Tukka?”
 
   “When he gets over his shock, that cop will probably wind up calling animal control, or maybe the National Guard.  Either way, Tukka will have an easier time dealing with this if he doesn’t have to worry about us too.”
 
   “I guess so.”  In a pinch, Tukka could always step into the ghost realm, or somebody’s dream.  As a two-ton fu dog, he didn’t really need my help.
 
   Yeah, Grace scram.  Tukka got this.
 
   And so it was, I abandoned my best friend and my nachos, and for what?  The dump?
 
   Fenn grinned as we hurried toward the back door.  “It’s incredible what people throw away.”    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “Losing fluff, tearing at the seams...
 
   My feet bleed crimson on the edges of a shattered dream.
 
   Deep, where no one hears, the silence screams.”
 
    
 
                                                             —Silence Screams
 
                                                     Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   The night passed and I got no sleep.  A kind of second wind did kicked in, but I didn’t know if I could trust it.  I felt too tired to sleep, but knew I could still crash and burn.  Tukka had caught up to Fenn and me.  We were on the running trail behind the Human Potential Institute that had been my temporary home—‘till now.  I’d used the trail regularly, and had thought to get one more run in—for old time’s sake—then drop in on my roommates.  I needed to say goodbye, to explain that I’d be gone, maybe a long while.  
 
   Off the trail, there was a rock bigger than Tukka.  I could tell; they were side by side.  He was asleep, curled in a massive, teal blue lump on the crunchy, autumn leaves.  The rock looked something like a petrified monster.  Green moss clung to the side I studied.  A raven sat on its crown.  The bird stared at me with beady red eyes.  Why he wasn’t off looking for early worms, I didn’t know.
 
   In the shadows of my mind, Taliesina tensed.  Her golden eyes blazed in warning.  Not bird.  Raven.
 
   I nodded my understanding; the bird changed everything.  Yeah, it could be normal.  It didn’t have to be the Trickster, who could manifest as Coyote or Raven, but I knew my luck, all of it bad.  And then there were those tiny red eyes that wouldn’t look away.  
 
   I scowled.  “What do you want, feather brain?”
 
   The raven didn’t answer.
 
   I wondered if he was waiting for the Hysane to get here.  I eyed the rock under him with grave suspicion.  If it started to move, I was outta here.
 
   What really sucked was that I couldn’t say goodbye to my friends now.  I couldn’t track trouble to their door.
 
   I glared at Tukka.  “Moments away from fighting for our lives—maybe—and you’re asleep.  That’s helpful.”
 
   He only grunted in his sleep, following it up with a sigh.
 
   An evil grin slipped across my face.  In a sweet voice I said, “Mmmmm, chocolate.”  
 
   I looked back to the bird, as Tukka jerked awake.  W-what?  Did some one say … chocolate?  The thought was edged with hope and pain.
 
   I ignored the question, stooping to gather up a couple of rocks from the trail.  Standing, I bounced one of the stones off the rock, a few feet below the bird.  It squawked at me, shaking out its wings a little.
 
   “You’re going to answer me or the next one goes down your throat.”
 
   Why Grace threatening beak-face?  Tukka asked.
 
   “Use your nose,” I shot him a look of exasperation.  “Does that smell like a real bird to you?”  My glance went back to the rock.  The raven was gone.  Trickster sat on top of the rock now.  He wore his dark suit with the priest’s collar.  His crucifix dangled.  His legs were folded under him.  And his eyes still smoldered red.
 
   He held a little white paper sack.  He shook it so it rattled.  My heightened sense of smell already told me what was inside.  Tukka surged to his feet and trotted over, sniffing the air, taking in deep draughts.  Chocolate?
 
   “Chocolate stars,” the trickster popped one in his mouth, rolling his eyes in pleasure.  “Mmmm.  Incredible!”
 
   Tukka stared, drooling.  Then he shook his head and backed away.  No.  Tukka stronger than chocolate.  Just say no.
 
   Staring hate at the Trickster, I rolled my hands into tight fists, one of them with a rock inside.  The muscles of my clenched jaw bulged.  I spoke through my teeth.  “You heartless bastard.”
 
   His eyes popped wide in surprise.  “What did I do?”
 
   Leaves crunched. A voice came from behind me, “Up to your old tricks, Dad?”
 
   It was Fenn.  He came around and stopped beside me.  His hand took mine, not the one with the rock in it.  Our fingers laced together.  The air seemed to drop ten degrees as Fenn stared at his father.  Fenn said, “I warned you to leave her alone.”
 
   “But I’m just sitting here, eating my chocolate stars.”  He rattled the bag again.
 
   My right hand kept hold of the stone as I poured out aura and shadow.  The stone was lost in the hilt of the weapon I created.  Four feet of shadow sword extended from my fist.  The darkness was a smudge at the core of writhing orange haze.
 
   The rock under the Trickster surged to its feet.  The golem was apelike, with great forearms, and knuckles that dragged the ground as it hunched forward, taking a step toward Fenn and me.
 
   Growling, Tukka fell in next to Fenn.  We formed a line of defiance.
 
   “You are dead to me,” Fenn said.  “I never want to see you again.”
 
   My heart cracked a little for Fenn, as it had for Maddy last night.  I couldn’t understand what was wrong with parents that they pushed their children away like this.  I thought of my own father, my human father.  He’d walked away from Mom and me, and I never even got to say goodbye.  
 
   The rock golem took another cumbersome step.  The Trickster remained on his head, balancing effortlessly.  Several boulders rose to the surface of the forest detritus.  The heads continued to climb, perched on rocky torsos.  Soon, a whole circle of golems enclosed us.  Tukka turned to face behind us, watching our six.
 
   “Still planning on selling me to them?” I asked.
 
   “Not exactly,” the Trickster said.  “What we’ve got here is a bidding war.  You’re quite popular.”
 
   Behind him, coming out of the trees, were half a dozen witches led by Missy and Evil.  The gals were armed with automatic weapons, dressed in green leather and black Kevlar.  Evil winked at me.  Missy wore that fake smile of hers, accenting it with candy apple red lipstick.
 
   White flashed out of nowhere and Inari’s foxes were on the trail.  She faded in between them, bright, pastel robes alive with color in the dull gray of approaching dawn.  Her porcelain skin shone as if lit from within.  I could easily see why ancient Japanese had thought her a goddess.
 
   “And we have another bidder,” the Trickster said.
 
   Everyone thought I was merchandise.  A thing to own.  Even people on my side like Virgil thought of me as someone to use.  At first, it had gotten old, then irritating.  Now? Infuriating.  Rage boiled up.  Incandescent fury that painted the world orange, unless that was my brain interpreting signals from my new antennae.  No, it was my kitsune aura.  My body was sheathed in leaping flames.  Fenn involuntarily stepped away from me as if afraid of being burned, then moved back to where he’d been—a show of faith and solidarity.
 
   I would never hurt my friends.
 
   Tukka’s thoughts meshed with mine.  Grace, piss on a tree.  Mark territory.  Time come to stop holding back.  
 
   “What the fu dog said,” Fenn murmured.  “You’ve always held back.  I should know; I’m an expert on that.  You can’t afford to pull punches on this bunch, not if you want to stay free and make a point that you aren’t a collectible.”
 
   I thought of the immense shadow force that the proto world had allowed me to unleash.  I’d used that power to carry Fenn and me back to this world.  There was no telling what I could do if I embraced the dark emptiness that I’d resisted even more than the mothman infection.
 
   The Trickster smiled gently down at me from his perch atop his rock golem.  “Now, you don’t want to go starting something you can’t possibly finish.”
 
   Glaring at his father, Fenn’s face fuzzed up.  He grew a toothy muzzle.  His hands morphed into claws.  Enough extra muscle grew in to shred his shirt.  “I think you’ve said and done enough.  We’re going to have words when this is over.”
 
   I had a plan.  I need to clue Fenn in, but not those surrounding us.  Tukka was plugged into my thoughts.  If I told him what I needed, he could tell Fenn.  I turned and said, “Tukka.”  He shot me a glance over his shoulder.  I tapped my head.
 
   What?
 
   I thought deeply on what Fenn needed to do.
 
   Tukka stared at me.  Then he grinned.  
 
   I looked at Fenn’s face.
 
   He looked back, a puzzled expression in place.  Then his feral face lit up with understanding.  His eyes narrowed as a vicious smile took over.  “I’ve never tried crossing that way.  Always used anchored gates, but I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.”
 
   “They’re planning something!” Missy complained.
 
   Evil thumbed off the safety on her weapon.  “Won’t do ‘em any good.”
 
   The Trickster glared at the witches.  His eyes were back to being red coals.  “No one gets to damage the merchandise before they buy her.  I really must insist you put your weapon away.”
 
   Several of the golems pivoted to face the witches, reinforcing the decree.
 
   I turned my thoughts inward, searching my inner darkness for Taliesina.  Her gold moon eyes hung in that darkness, the rest of her dissolved and ready.  She’d always been comfortable with my shadow nature.  I was the one with the problem.  Until…
 
   “Now!” I cried.
 
   Down the path from us, Fenn opened a gate to the proto world.  It was a two-dimensional rectangle of light—much bigger than the Trickster’s gate had been.  A blinding gush of desert sunlight swamped us all.  I smelled scrub plants, baked earth, and cactus.  “Fuck me blind,” Evil said.  
 
   Fenn moved his gate now that it had manifested.  The plane of light followed the trail and extended well to either side of it.  A moment later, the gate had swallowed everyone at the auction, and we were a world away.  The gate closed, and there was no retreat to my world.  The witches formed a knot, staring around in disbelief.  Inari had a small, secretive smile in place, her serenity unruffled.  Her two white foxes, however faced me, teeth bared in snarls as if they feared what else I might do here—where all things are truer than anywhere else.
 
   I heard cloth tearing and saw that Fenn was ripping off his jeans.  I looked away from all he was exposing, my face flushing.  I noticed that Missy and Evil were leering at his nakedness.  That really ticked me off.  I was about to bitch-slap them both with a shadow sword when I was distracted by sounds of pain from Fenn.  He dropped to his knees, muscles writhing, bones melting into new configurations.  Fur spread down his neck in a wave to cover him—as he grew a coyote tail to match the rest of him.  Nothing of his human nature was left.  For the first time, he’d given into his kachina heritage, drawing on its full power.  A big, slavering monster of a coyote, he dwarfed the two white foxes, grinning at them like they were impudent mice whose bones he intended to crunch in his jaws.
 
   The foxes edged in closer to Inari.
 
   The stone golems came closer, hedging us in even tighter.
 
   Tukka got this.  His thought was a blaze of assurance.
 
   I slid a glance across Inari and the Trickster.  “Then that means they’re mine.”
 
   The Trickster raised an eyebrow.  “She’s a goddess and I’m a cosmic force, and you think you can handle us?”
 
   I smiled and kicked off my shoes.  “Anywhere else, no, but here and now?  Oh, yeah!  And it will serve as an object lesson to the bitches of ISIS and anyone else stupid enough to come after me.”  Stripping off my clothes, I made a pile at my feet.  “Or haven’t you noticed that—despite taking a lot of crap from the universe—I always win in the end.”
 
   A typical guy, Fenn stopped growling at the foxes to look me over.  When he saw that the Trickster was doing the same thing, he snarled at his dad.
 
   I had other things to worry about than modesty.  I already wore the orange haze of my aura.  I reached inside for Taliesina and the darkness, turning the pocket of soul inside out.  I gasped as my legs buckled, melting, reforming.  A coating of darkness moved up from my toes like leggings.  The blackness continued past hips, moving up my torso and down my arms.  My face went icy cold like the rest of me as shadow and aura sheathed me.  I was a living copy of my sword.  My wings remained, beating furiously as three fox tails grew in.  My face lengthened until I could see the tip of my snout as well as bobbing antennae.  I ended up shadow, fox, and moth—all human elements shed except for my heart.
 
   And I had ass to kick!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Armed by the Sun,
 
   the Monster Slayer chants,
 
   ‘Come and die, come and die!’
 
   As ravens sweep the sky.”
 
    
 
                                                          —Raven
 
                                                  Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   My antennae writhed in the desert wind, feeding my brain various scents and their ranges.  I knew where the closest water hole was, where the tastiest plants could be found, and I knew that the wild foxes were here as well, hiding, sneaking up on the bitches of ISIS.  I was free to concentrate on my two opponents.  
 
   I crouched to spring, a wave-like motion that ended with me flying through the air toward the golem the Trickster sat upon.  He jerked his feet up as I snapped my jaws where his toes had been.  Kicking off the golem, I evaded one of the creature’s massive hands making a grab for me.  Arcing through the air, I saw Tukka cut loose with one of his infra-sonic roars, a thing more felt in the bones than heard.  It was his secret weapon, used against dragons, demons, and the occasional rock golem.  The one he faced crumbled, shattering.  He turned to another.
 
   Time conveniently slowed, or maybe it was my perceptions that speeded up.  I turned in flight and smacked Inari across the face with my body, taking her down to the ground in a flutter of robes.  She squealed like a girl.  I wondered how long it had been since she’d done any of her own fighting.  
 
   I rolled off her and regained my feet.  
 
   I’d have had the white foxes after my hide, but Fenn lunged at them, forcing them away from Inari.  
 
   I sent a thought to Tukka.  He spun toward the Trickster’s golem, leaped with a nimble grace uncommon for a creature his size, and slammed the golem back so it took several steps in search of balance.
 
   Inari sat up and spit out a bit of fluff I’d shed, and she did not look like a happy camper.  Gathering her legs under her in an entirely lady-like fashion, she frowned, sweeping her jeweled fan at us, scolding.  “Stop that.  Such behavior is unrefined, and does you no credit whatsoever.” 
 
   Taliesina was in my head, answering.  So just call me a rude bitch!
 
   Vixen, I corrected.  And she won’t.  That would be rude.
 
   The Trickster abandoned his golem, blurring into a dark shadow, launching himself into the air as a raven.  
 
   I ran at a golem that Tukka had cut in half with his roar, leaving legs and a pelvis as a sculpture vaguely resembling something from Stonehenge.  I used the rock bench as a stepping stone for extra height.  My jaws snapped shut on a bit of tail feather, but the raven got by me with an indignant squawk.
 
   I landed, spitting out a feather.
 
   Machinegun fire ripped the air.  A quick glance informed me that Dhonar and his wild foxes were taking down the witches, stripping them of weapons, and all their jewelry.
 
   Hey, Taliesina said, bandits gotta make a living, too. 
 
   I heard a yelp from one of the foxes as Fenn got a grip on a foreleg, dragging the beast down.  The other fox lunged in, jaws gripping Fenn’s neck.  Fenn crunched the foreleg, breaking bone, and shook off the other fox, turning a lemon yellow stare on it that said: Your turn!
 
   The earth shook, reflecting Inari’s rage as she brushed dust off her pretty robes.  The soil around her became rich, black loam.  Grass sprouted, growing visibly until it brushed her knees.  Plum trees exploded from the ground, going from sapling to mature tree in moments.  Cherry blossoms grew, flashing through various seasons so that fruit littered the ground and various storms of pink-petal snow thickened the winds, swirling around as a zephyr passed through. 
 
   My antennae warned me to pay attention to where the raven had flown.  I looked for the Trickster.  He wasn’t hard to find, having reverted to Coyote.  But where Fenn was the size of a couple of dire wolves, Coyote was huge—big enough to smack down a Kodiak bear.  This was the proto coyote, a creature of this world, and a terrible force to reckon with.  
 
   If he sought to intimidate me, he was out of luck.  Just weeks ago, I faced down a living darkness that could drown a world—my father.  And I am my father’s daughter.
 
   I let the feeling of flesh slide away from my mind.  A shiver of fear went through me.  It seemed that the pieces of me were about to fly apart, but I swallowed my fear, casting it fully into shadow.  Even my kitsune fire fed the darkness, sinking into me as I became all shadow.  My fox shape softened, sloughing away as I stretched, whirling high and higher until I dwarfed Coyote.  
 
   He stared up at me, the fire of his gaze reduced to chips of yellow ice.
 
   Movement, I found, was not something I did, but something that happened when I desired.  I wanted great fanning wings to mock his Raven nature, and they formed.  I desired tentacles to grasp and crush, and they formed.  I desired a fox head with jaws to crunch his bones, and the change occurred, new substance pouring out from the deep fathoms of my core.
 
   Nimble, he danced away from my tentacles, yelping in true fear, all his former smugness crushed—as I was going to crush the rest of him.
 
   Only Fenn was there, blocking my path, staring up at me with his father’s eyes.  But not his father’s heart.  He’d given his heart to me, whether I wanted it or not.  And now he was going against his heart to save his father.  I didn’t like it, but I understood.  Maddy had been this way, fighting to save her mom even though their bonds were all but worn away.  
 
   But why should I care about anyone else?  There’s only shadow and that which feeds it.  I want the Trickster.  I hunger to strip away his substance, his power, to consume everything around me until there is only me … alone … forever alone…  
 
   Then Tukka’s thoughts were falling into me, diving deep.  Come back, Grace.  You can’t be only shadow.  It will destroy you.  Your shadow will destroy us.
 
   I tried remembering being flesh, bone, and kitsune fire.  
 
   The sensations iced over, distant as bubbles trapped under a frozen lake, as unreachable as distant stars.  
 
   Taliesina, help me remember.  Taliesina?
 
   I couldn’t find that part of me.  Was she lost?  Buried in the darkness?  Consumed?
 
   Why should I care?  We’re so often at odds.  Do I even need her?
 
   The callousness of the thought shocked me, and I realized it wasn’t mine.  The thought came from the shadow side of me.  Her strength was growing; her hunger terrible and endless.  Soon, she would devour me, too.  I had let her awaken before I had the strength to control her.
 
   Oh, God, what have I done?
 
    
 
   There had been flashes of awareness, of being part of something called Grace.  Now I was awake.  I … I did not know what I was.  The concept of one—of alone—was all I had.  All else was other.  Everything existed to feed me, to define me by contrast.  Odd, whirling through my shadow, these thoughts, so developed, so mature… but I am newborn, the I that is I.
 
   I looked down at the scurrying things on the ground, many of them running away.  Were they small, or had I become big?  There were stone men, broken and still.  A woman and white foxes hid in a new grown patch of jungle.  Verdant green, blazing with life, it looked so different from the miles of surrounding wasteland.  The jungle was not of this place.  Its life was not rooted here.  I felt the energies of the world.  I heard its voice, a whisper of words that would not resolve into sense.  This place defied my hunger.
 
   There were three beasts: one leathery blue, two others that were furred, sharing an aspect.  They remained to face me.  Why?  Have they no hunger to live?  To grow?
 
   I pushed forward, my darkness whirling, cutting into the dust and rock that supported me.  Great, flat strands of my darkness reached for them, dipping to the burnt ground.  
 
   They cast themselves aside, but didn’t run far. 
 
   The blue beast screamed at me, a sound that was feeling, a throbbing punch that sank into me, churning my substance.  Feeding me, as all things must.
 
   The blue one’s thoughts stabbed into my shadows, cutting my purpose with confusion.  Grace!  Wake up.  Tukka know Grace in there.  Grace!
 
   I was named, but the name did not fit.  Yet I could not throw it away.  
 
   So I ate it.  All names would come to me, would be me, in time.  Hungry, so hungry!
 
   One of the furred ones grew.  I felt it pulling in the life of the world, eating as I wanted to.  The song of the world made the beast bigger.  And bigger.  It stared at me, eyes gold fire.  It showed me white teeth, sharp teeth.  It, too, hungered.
 
   I wondered if our hungers could devour each other.  Would there be stillness?  Peace.  Would the emptiness go away, or was that all I could be?
 
   The beast backed away.  Its eyes lifted to the bright ball of fire in the sky.  The light of it wove together in a shaping, a making I did not understand.  The beast howled, but I felt its thoughts, a pattern that called out for the sky and the earth to feed it.
 
   Unfair!  They would feed him, but not me!
 
   The singing beast with chanting thoughts wove light and strength into its fur.  It gleamed.  It shone.  Its fur waved and lifted, bristling with power.  It thought its fire could hurt me, could stop me.
 
   No, I will take you.  You will be in me.  My darkness will swallow your light. And I will take the other beast into myself, into the I.  Where are the other two?
 
   Black, feathery filaments protruded from me, combing the winds, seeking…  They were behind me.  Attacking?  I felt energies, a bending and twisting of nothingness.  My shape collapsed inward, then reformed.  I was watching the two other beasts, and I had taken on a form like theirs with small differences.  The darkness behind me had sprouted three tails.  An odd detail that somehow seemed right.  
 
   My shadow assumed form from a memory, giving the fragment life.  I am … fox?  
 
   The word summoned a contradicting flash of sepia across my awareness.  No, I’m kitsune.  
 
   That thought seemed very important to some deep buried part of me that resisted digestion.
 
   A flat shard of light appeared beside the small beasts.  It grew, a dazzle that stretched until it was even larger than me.  The winds coming through the light tasted different from those of this world.  A word came to me.  Gate.  This was a way elsewhere, to where another world waited to be consumed.  That thought made me happy.  Happy?  What use did I have for emotions?  Were they, too, not something to be devoured?  
 
   The large, furred beast hit me from behind, sinking into my darkness where I wanted him.  Now I could…?  
 
   He defied my hunger, my emptiness, protected by the energies this world gave him.  My darkness slid off him like common shadow, and his presence within me hurt!  His presence moved me, shoving at what he should not have been able to touch.  How could this be?  Another word floated up from the sediment of consumed lives: magic—the defiance of death, and darkness, and my gnawing need.
 
   And then I was through the shard of light to elsewhere.  The desert was gone like a succulent dream.  I stood on four legs of shadow, my three tails lashing winds that tasted of silver and copper, the stench of bubbling metals.  Canyon walls soared past me, closing me in as if the earth would eat me in some way.  The stone was layered: mauve and violet fading into tan, flaring into rose, then ochre.  The strip of overhead sky was tarnished copper with wispy, green-tea clouds.  
 
   There were holes in the carved rock: windows and doors, porches with columns, ramps and stairs, and belled chambers scooped out of the stone, half exposed, with tunnels from deeper in the canyon wall.
 
   A … city.  Sterile yet beautiful.
 
   Odd, that did not seem like my thought, but it came from within me.
 
   Movement caught my attention.  I swung my head to the side and feathers of darkness bounced from my brow, bringing a taste of dreams: sweetness melting into pleasure.  It was the blue, furless beast with the shaggy mane around its head, teasing me with thoughts of ... chocolate: the identification was a flattened bubble fighting up through my depths.
 
   The pain in me left as the great beast shed its size, its shape.  I watched it fly free of my darkness on wings the same color.  Despite this voiding, indigestion continued—in my shadows a weak current stirred, a struggle that began with naming reasons to live: Raven, Tukka, Fenn…
 
   No, there is only emptiness and hunger, darkness upon darkness—me!
 
   I was answered, No!  I will not be eaten.  I will not lose everything.  You can’t have my life. 
 
   The blue beast stopped retreating from my shadow jaws as did the beast named Fenn.  
 
   A thought cut into me from outside, a shout of joy: Grace!  Tukka knew you were in there still. 
 
   The beast called Fenn writhed, pulling back, its form changing until it stood on two legs, pale skin exposed.  Human, but the same beast-yellow eyes in place, eyes that peered into my depths with a strange a hunger that nearly surpassed my own. 
 
   “Grace, don’t you dare leave me!”  His voice lowered to a broken whisper.  “I love you.”
 
   I had no time to try and understand this love he spoke of.  The canyon walls pressed in, closing above me, driving me to move, or be crushed—and burned, for the rock was melting around me, a thick liquid I could not absorb.  It kept my shadow form off balance, sliding.  I was being driven to a place where the creatures of this world wanted me.  Another bubble of understanding rose in me, an identification: Hysane.  This was their world.
 
   The rock swallowed Fenn and Tukka, clearing them out of the creeping river.  Not fair!  They were mine.  I had seen them first.
 
   I resisted being handled, fanning moth wings from my back, pushing back at the closing rock with my paws as my lower tentacles beat at the glowing river of melted rock.  My darkness could not eat into the rock.  Its life was too strong.  My shadow antennae rippled and I tasted magic that would not give itself to me.  My feet skidded through the sludge of melted stone.  I had no choice now but to let myself be herded, and see where this tunnel led.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
   Cross your heart and hope to die.
 
   Stick a needle in your eye.
 
   You can’t escape—go ahead and try.
 
   The Shadow Fox has come.
 
    
 
                                                        —Ballad of the Shadow Fox
 
                                                           Tukka
 
    
 
   A forest carved from obsidian clawed at a flat iron-gray sky.  A rose-gray moon hung like a pearl just out of reach, waiting for some dragon to come along and collect it.  I stood in a clearing, on smooth, white river rock.  Breaking the surface in splotches, black blades of volcanic glass looked sharp enough to flay open our skin and shed blood.  The wind across the glossy grass made a breathy song moving in and out of harmony.
 
   Why would I make a dream like this?
 
   Taliesina said, This is a race memory from your darkness.  A copy of the place that gave life to shadows long ago.  You ripped this image out of your shadow self when she tried to purge us.
 
   On Taliesina’s back was a moth, a monster moth with slim black limbs and a gray-brown tube of a body.  Her wings were two feet wide and twice that long.  The red-haired insect wore my triangular, foxy face and a frown.  She stared down at her flat chest—flatter than mine—and said, I’m so cursed. 
 
   I scowled.  “Hey, Motherella, that’s my line.”
 
   Taliesina took a prancing step then whirled back, as if searching for an approaching miracle to help us out.  So, how do we break out of this dream and bring our shadow self back under control? 
 
   I’d aborted her attempt to eat us, building us a dream instead.  All the years I’d spent dream-hopping with Tukka had paid off.  I could form dreams, shape them, step in and out of them, and make shields of them.  That’s how we’d hung on, but hanging on wasn’t enough.
 
   We can’t break the dream, Motherella warned.  It’s protecting us.
 
   I found a small boulder to sit on that wasn’t pointy and dangerous.  “Right, what we have to do is lure our shadow self in here, then we can use the dream as a weapon against her.”  
 
   Change of venue, change of rules.  The physics of the subconscious weren’t those of the waking world.  Already this place was having an effect.  My dream self was articulate and insightful, my sense of plotting sweeping toward a perfect answer!  If only I was this insightful in the waking world, I might have sold a few of my stories.  Not yet published, I yearned to be a writer.  This was my chance to show I had the talent to match my calling.
 
   Hi, Grace.  Glad to see it’s you kidnapped this time.  Was getting old for Tukka.
 
   “Tukka!”  
 
   I spun around, leaping off my rock seat, and there he was: teal blue hide, curly mane, lavender eyes burning lantern-bright, and two tons of dense, heavy muscle.  He grinned, showing off formidable teeth.  Miss me?
 
   I hugged him as Taliesina danced around us, the moth on her back working her wings furiously, trying not to be dislodged.  
 
   I pulled back.  “What happened to Fenn and the Trickster?”  I had a half-memory of a new gate opening, taking us to a world of living rock.  Since then, impressions came and went, tasting my thoughts as if my shadow self were tapping into me in search of clarity.  Maybe she wasn’t trying as hard as she might to eat me.  If that were so, maybe I could reach an understanding with her that would give me—us—our stolen lives back.
 
   Taking no injury, Tukka waded through some black grass, snapping the blades, making a discordant jingle of chimes.  Fenn taken prisoner like me.  Tukka tell him to sleep, see Grace.  Not sure he understood.
 
   Sexy hunk coming?  Taliesina’s mental voice was sharp with hope. 
 
   “I thought you wanted Shaun,” I said.
 
   Nah, we want Fenn now.
 
   “We do?” I said.  
 
   I thought about it.  Maybe here, my heart isn’t as impervious to change as I’d thought.  Or maybe Taliesina likes anything male.
 
   Male and cute, Motherella said.
 
   These multiple manifestations of me were getting weird in a dizzy sort of way.  Whoever said multiple personalities were fun?  I shook off the thought, bringing my mind back to the very big problem at hand.  Leaning against Tukka’s side, I filled him in.  “We were about to come up with a battle plan for getting me back in charge of me.  You can help.”
 
   Tukka not great at thinking deep, better being ruggedly handsome.
 
   Taliesina and the moth just looked at him, faces blank as if they were holding back thoughts of contradiction.  
 
   He stared back at them.  What?
 
   Taliesina looked away.  Nothing.
 
   I sighed.  “Can we focus, people?”
 
   “On what?”  Fenn stood beside me, wearing black jeans, a black tee-shirt, boots, and a scalp wound that sent a trickle of blood down the side of his face.  
 
   I pushed off of Tukka and grabbed Fenn’s arm, staring at his injury.  “What happened to you?”
 
   “Huh?”  He saw my stare and touched his head.  A goose egg was there, but he didn’t seem to feel any pain.  His hand came away, fingertips wet with blood.  “Oh.  Tukka faded out on me, saying he was going dream-walking to see you.  I can’t physically enter dreams, or dream on command…” he scowled as if that limitation pissed him off, “…so I was forced to smack my head into a wall and knock myself out.”
 
   Good plan, Tukka said.
 
   I wasn’t sure if Tukka was joking or not.
 
   Taliesina crept up to Fenn.  She delicately sniffed his butt.  
 
   Embarrassed, I shook my head at her.  
 
   She stared back.  What?
 
   I didn’t answer.  My attention was caught by the low-hanging sky.  It dimmed, running through a dozen shades of ever-darker gray until true black arrived.  The winds went dead calm.  The obsidian grass stilled, its song dying out with a whimpery sigh.  Two slashes opened in the darkness overhead, flaring to become crimson eyes staring down.  The eyes distorted, belling outward as a face formed.  A copy of my face, but with fox ears.
 
   “I guess my kitsune nature is proving too stubborn for her escape it altogether,” I said.
 
   Matching my upward stare, Taliesina wrinkled her nose, wiggling her whiskers.  Or maybe she just likes fox ears.
 
   So much for luring her here, Tukka said.  
 
   “Anyone got a plan?” Fenn asked.
 
   As I flashed back to a recent dream, an unsettled feeling lodged in my gut.  “I’ve got one.  Not a good one, but…”
 
   Tukka looked at me and grinned.  Mothership has come, Grace.  You know what to do.
 
   Needing space, I moved away from everyone, remembering to watch my step and stay on the white gravel so I wouldn’t cut my feet on shards of grass.  A deep growl wavered in my throat.  “I really hate it that it’s come to this.”
 
   Quit sniveling, Motherella said.  I need to survive.  That’s what important.
 
   Taliesina nodded.  That goes for me, too.
 
   “Grace.  Incoming!”  Fenn pointed upward.
 
   The sky had formed hair and a neck for the floating face.  Shoulders appeared.  An arm broke through the cloud, spearing down at us.  The shadow-fox was a swimmer emerging from an upside-down sea.  Her lips were tight across her teeth.  The red light of her eyes hazed the air and tinted the white rock clearing pink.  On the ground, our shadows were red as well.
 
   I raised a fist high over my head in defiance.  A band of stars twinkled around my wrist.  A platinum band materialized.  On the back of my wrist, a bump on the band had an engraved circle that flashed lavender.  “Metamoriffic!”  My voice echoed into infinity, then doubled back on me.  I felt silly.  It didn’t help that Fenn and Motherella both snickered at me.  “You guys tell anyone about this and you’ll be sorry,” I warned.
 
   The firestorm came.  Icy jags of energy crackled around, searing the air.  Spinning coins pastel pink and blue passed through me as if I had no substance, a living dream.  My clothing misted away.  Ribbons of teal light came out of nowhere, wrapping my limbs, my torso.  The bands fused into a clinging, tinfoil combat suit.  A miniature cape, draping from a hood behind my head, fluttered from my shoulders in a wind that sprang upward from my feet.  Platinum stars danced across my brow.  The haze melted into a jeweled tiara.  Interlocking platinum plates appeared, cinching my waist.  Lavender gloves and boots formed as well.  
 
   Just what I always wanted to be—an anime warrior of love and justice!
 
   Tukka go mecha-Tukka? he asked.
 
   “Don’t bother,” I said.  “I’ve always believed that ultimate weapons need to be used right off.  Nothing good ever comes from waiting.”  Besides, the shadow-fox had covered half the distance to the ground.  I had no time to waste.
 
   As dramatic music swelled out of thin air, Tukka, Motherella, and Taliesina formed a chorus line, singing in three-part harmony:
 
    
 
   “Between a rock and a harder place,
 
   We face the fury of our times—
 
   Dandelion fluff in the wind—
 
   Don’t let the dream of us die—
 
   Fighto, fighto, fighto…”
 
    
 
   A pearlescent energy expanded from my raised fist.  It took the shape of a big violet-blue broadsword with a cross-shaped hilt.  White lightning spiraled around the length of it.  The winds under me roared even stronger, lifting me into the air as a crater formed in the ground, and the little rocks were fused into a steaming glaze.   
 
   “Tachyon Soul Sword Attack!”  In anime tradition, screaming out the name of the combat technique you use increases your power exponentially.  I didn’t know why, but I needed all the power I could get as I pointed my energy blade dead center of the shadow-fox’s face.  That done, I screamed a medium-high note, and felt an answering vibration in the hilt I held.  I poured out my soul’s defiance: every thought of love and friendship I could disgorge, every hope I’d ever fought for, every dream for a bright future.
 
   Fight, Grace, Fight! Taliesina urged.  We can’t die here; we’re still virgins!
 
   Take out an ad on TV, why don’t you?  
 
   The note I sung took on a ragged, desperate edge as my lifeforce poured into the sword.  Just like in the dream I’d had back at the Slayers school, raw, cosmic fury cast out wings of lavender, extending sideways from the blade as a spire of light slammed up into the shadow-fox’s face.  Her red-eyed stare was washed back, the bloody glow shattered into fuzzy coals that drifted earthward.  She screamed, hunger becoming disbelief.  My beam bored into her face, cracking it like an obsidian mask.  Then charcoal motes mixed with the red, both fading to nothing as they reached the woods and the clearing.  
 
   I had won in the dream.  I wasn’t sure what that meant for all the pieces of me outside the dream.  There was only one way to find out.
 
   I looked down at my friends.  “Wait here.”
 
   Fenn reached up toward me.  “Grace, take me with you.”
 
   I shook my head at him.  “Not this time.  Stay here.  If I don’t come back,” I shrugged, “give your heart to someone else.”
 
   “I’m available,” Taliesina said.
 
   I refrained from pointing out to her that if I didn’t make it, she probably wouldn’t long survive either.  Though separate in a dream, we really were just on person.  Only Motherella had a chance to survive, being a recent add-on with only shallow ties to the rest of us.  I spun, rising like a bullet above the black-glass woods.  The ebony sky had paled to charcoal.  The rose-gray moon was visible once more.  I shot across her face, driving to the limits of the dream, the point where I’d burst out of it, into whatever awaited.
 
   My sword evaporated from the tip down until my hand was empty.  The wristband flashed away, a platinum mist that condensed into ice particles brushing my face, dribbling down my body.  My girl-hero anime costume shimmered, dispersing like everything else.  Naked, I came into this dream.  Naked, I leave it. 
 
   And then there was darkness.  Endless.  Empty.  A wall I hit.  Fractured pieces swarmed, then reformed under me—a dark mirror sea that I stood upon.  My mind reoriented, and I walked on, hearing gasping sounds of pain in the distance.  I should have reached someone, but the sounds never came closer.  Then I realized that it was the darkness around me that was injured, sobbing.
 
   What was that light?  Too much to swallow—ever.  Too much to possess.  But I felt so much!
 
   I stopped and lifted my face.  “You can only have all that by accepting me, by living with me.  If you eat me, it’s gone forever.  Share my life, and I will fill you.”
 
   The darkness shivered on the edge of possibilities.  A long silence passed.  Then my shadow self said, Fill me again.  Wound me over and over. 
 
   The darkness thinned to gray murk as it coalesced, forming an obsidian core shaped like me.  She was a polished jet statue, glossy, with vague features and stiff, chiseled hair.  She opened her arms as I drew near.  
 
   I walked into her embrace, wrapping my arms around—myself.  Eyes closing, we fused, sinking into one another, turning until two astral bodies were one in every way.
 
   I opened my eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Beyond the ashes of a dream,
 
   where night explodes to day.
 
   Dragons worm thru beds of rock
 
   with beguiling games to  play.
 
    
 
                                                        —Ballad of the Shadow Fox
 
                                               Tukka
 
    
 
   I floated on a miniature island of rock, down a molten-rock river of yellow and red.  Heat caged me.  I choked in harsh fumes that I hoped wouldn’t kill me, or corrode my lungs.  I was back in human form, both kitsune and shadow elements hidden.  Unfortunately I still had antennae on my forehead and baby moth wings on my back.  And I’d left my clothes on another world. 
 
   I coughed, wishing I had a damp cloth to filter the air I breathed.  The bludgeoning scents were so strong my nose was numb, useless.
 
   I was in a vast tunnel.  The lava glow painted everything orangey-red.  The curved walls had windows, doorways, balconies, and cut-out rooms scooped from the rock.  But I saw no people, none of the Hysane.  
 
   After a while, the island jarred, running aground on a sort of ramp.  I was glad I was already lying down so I didn’t topple over like a bowling pin.  Ahead, the rock offered a red curtain bracketed by marble columns.   I couldn’t see what the heck I was walking into, but pulled myself up and hurried off the island as it crumbled.  
 
   Fine, fine, I’m coming.
 
   The granite was surprisingly smooth, easy on my bare feet.  Now that I thought about it, the island’s surface had been the same way, nothing to scrape my tender flesh.  Such consideration from my hosts was highly suspicious.  There couldn’t be a good reason why they wanted me in ideal shape.
 
   Oh, yeah, that’s right.  These people have gladiatorial games.  Always a right time and place for bloodshed.
 
   I pushed the middle-spit curtain aside and found a triangular gap four feet deep.  Once I stepped inside it, the way back closed behind me.  I could hear a sea-sound, the murmur of an incredible number of voices. 
 
   My adoring public, all waiting to see me.  Naked.  I think not.
 
   I grabbed one of the curtains before me and yanked hard, staying behind the other one.  I made a kind of toga out of the cloth, instantly feeling better, though I could have used some panties as well, and maybe a pair of sneakers.  I drew a deep breath and pushed on through.
 
   Hard, glaring sunlight blinded me as I walked out on heated white sand that made me hop along faster.  Adjusting to the glare, I realized I was in a ten-deck coliseum that put to shame anything Rome had ever built.  This was at least Super Bowl sized.  Maybe bigger.  The Hysane lizard folk filled the seats, dusky violet, and pumpkin-headed.  I trotted toward a section that contained private boxes.  These would be the bozos running the circus, the upper crust of local society.
 
   One box was framed by red curtains and white marble pillars.  Inside, a platinum throne was occupied by a guy who was sumo wrestler big, only he had none of the underlying muscle of such athletes.  If he could actually get up and walk, I’d be hugely surprised.  Pun intended.  He wore an outfit made up of delicate gold chains and a crown that sported a blue diamond like a third eye.  Fanned wings shot off from the sides of the crown.  He had a sort of weary boredom on his face, allowing a scantily-clad slave girl in ugly iron chains to plop small pieces of fruit into his gaping mouth.  He reminded me somehow of a big-mouth bass, only not as pretty.  Another slave girl went around the lesser chairs in the booth, pouring wine into people’s jeweled goblets.
 
   On the mortal side of the veil, my baby moth wings weren’t strong enough to lift me.  I could only hop from one foot to another, turning around, shielding my eyes, wishing for a pair of cool shades to complete my look.  The sand was discolored in places where blood or something had been raked over.  All the seating was elevated fifteen feet above the sand.  On my level, I was surrounded by smooth, gray wall.  The opening I’d come through was gone.  I expected that when a new opening formed, I’d meet my opponent, whoever or whatever it turned out to be.
 
   A dark hole irised open.  A warrior in bronze armor stepped onto the sand.  He held a shield with a saw-tooth edge, and a short, straight sword that any Roman legionnaire might have used.  His helmet was less historical, a sort of bubble of metal that framed his face.  He snarled, heading for me at a fast trot.  I was still bouncing up and down on the hot sand, eyeing his leather sandals with envy.
 
   Allow me, mistress.  The thought in my head was liquid cool, a gentle murmur from my shadow self.  Black shadow coated my feet like socks, bringing blessed relief from the heat.  The darkness was feeding on the heat, pulling it into endless emptiness.
 
   I checked in on the shadows at the back of my mind and found a charcoal version of Taliesina’s fox form.  She still had her golden eyes.  Instead of a whole moth, she just had moth wings jutting from her back.  All my other elements had fused into one image—the shadow fox of legend, I supposed, only pint-sized this time.
 
   The trotting warrior was getting close, coming on like a runaway train.  Going into this world’s ghost realm offered an advantage, but the thought of tens of thousands of lingering ghosts—soured by dying in these games—dissuaded me.  One opponent was enough.  I let him get almost into sword range, and threw a handful of foxfire into his eyes.  My cold, aura flame wasn’t dangerous to most living beings in the mortal realm, but he didn’t know that.  
 
   Startled, he batted at the fire, and skidded aside, taking up a slow, circular orbit around me.  His eyes were wary, slitted against the glare off the surrounding sand.  And he definitely wasn’t Hysane.  He might have come from earth, except for the tusks that protruded from his lower jaw.  And now that he was so close, I noticed he had an extra finger on each hand.
 
   I turned with him, but also made a point of spiraling away so he had to keep closing on me.  
 
   Baring yellow teeth, he snarled, and lunged several steps.  On the last step, he sprang into the air, sword slashing.
 
   I reversed direction and dived under him, rolling sideways, and coming up to my feet, my body lightly coated with hot sand.  I poured shadow into my palm, letting it lengthen into a shadow blade at the core of kitsune fire.  He’d felt my fire and knew it was cold, no danger at all.  I smiled.  Keep thinking that.  Don’t wonder about the shadow inside the flame.
 
   It was funny, just weeks ago, I’d have been in a dither about killing someone trying to kill me.
 
   Motherella’s flat voice echoed in my mind’s inner shadows.  Squeamishness is stupid.  
 
   My shadow self said, Kill him.
 
   I didn’t need the advice.  My blade telescoped, punching through his unarmored throat.  He seized up, muscles locking.  Frost formed on his body.  Then cracks.  He shattered and fell in chunks and rolled on the sand, quickly losing inertia.  My sword compressed, becoming a dagger that I held at my side.
 
   The crowd was silent, stunned.  Then it roared.  Arms waved in excitement.  Many of the Hysane leaped to their feet, tails flailing dangerously, causing more than a few brawls to erupt in the stands.  
 
   Apparently, I’m a hit.
 
   A couple of slaves appeared in simple tunics, one of them toting a rake.  The smaller slave had scrawny limbs, a limp, and seemed to have missed quite a few meals.  The other was dull eyed, extra-wide, and had a gray beard with brown edges.  They shambled quickly across the sand.  Extra-wide grabbed my dead opponent by the ankles and dragged him off while Scrawny raked sand over the fresh blood to reduce the slipping-around factor.  I wondered why they bothered.  Wouldn’t it be highly entertaining if a fighter went down on his butt at a crucial moment because he hadn’t watched where he was going?  Of course, no one asked me.
 
   Their work done, the slaves retreated into the surrounding wall to wait for the end of the next battle.  No one appeared to lead me off.  The earth didn’t rise up to sweep me out of the arena.  I took this to mean that I was going to reprise my act.  Well, I had other ideas.
 
   I walked toward the box where the head Hysane lounged in barbaric comfort.  I got as close as I could and stood there, staring up at him until he noticed my stare.  He set down a jeweled cup on the massive arm of his throne and leaned forward, his man-boobs bouncing a little.  He blinked little piggy eyes at me.
 
   I raised my dagger and poured both shadow and fire into it.  The knife became a sword.  Like a living thing, the blade leaped in a frenzied spurt of growth, covering the distance remaining between us.  The wall in front of the emperor jutted up to intercept my attack.  I willed my blade to become a round shaft and sent it spinning like a drill bit.  My weapon punched through the wall, covering several more feet.  I wished I could have seen the effect, but the wall was in the way.  After a moment, I pulled the sword back into a dagger again.
 
   My action caused a wave of silence to flow across the stands.  In that silence, I shouted, “Hey, Gutless-Wonder, why don’t you come down here and prove you can do something except sit on your ass?”
 
   A mound of earth welled up under me, rippling with a hard jerk that sent me flying back.  I clutched my toga as I tumbled, preserving my modesty as I fell to the hot sands.  Other bumps formed, tossing me like a storm-whipped sea.  I rode out the agitation, then picked myself up.  
 
   I saw that the wall had dropped in the royal box.  Gutless was still on his throne.  There was a hole in the backrest behind his head.  He’d done some fast scrambling to still be alive.  There were also several new guards in the box standing near him.
 
   The crowd went wild, showing little respect for their emperor’s abused dignity.  I thought it was time for them to get a taste of abuse as well.  As I walked to the center of the arena, I formed as second dagger in my left hand.  The orange flames around the shadow blades whipped as if windblown, but the air was still.  I lifted my arm out to my sides.  Both daggers became swords.  
 
   I remembered the sword I’d seen in Van Helsing’s office, the weapon that had looked like a meat cleaver on steroids.  I used it as a pattern for my shadow-fire, bringing both swords together, merging them into a new weapon.  If the blade had been actual metal, I could not have handled it, but little strength was required for the sword.  It floated on the air as if supporting itself.    
 
   I felt the darkness in me winding in a tight coil of anticipation.
 
   Greedy, aren’t you? I asked.
 
   Yes, Mistress.
 
   Hmmm.  It was interesting to be addressed like a dominatrix, but perhaps it set a bad example.  I wasn’t intent on dominating my other aspects; I just wanted them to be a little less unruly.  Or else.
 
   Shifting my awareness from the shadow side of me, I let Motherella’s insect pragmatism dampen my qualms about mass murder.  I lifted my sword into the air in an act of defiance.  Taliesina highjacked my voice for a moment, and I found myself unleashing that stupid battle cry, “Metamoriffic!”
 
   The coiled darkness in me sprung up through my body, a torrent of ice and a scream of nothingness that filled my blade—like lightning gathered by a lightning rod—before blasting heavenward.  If light could shine black, I was a lighthouse blasting into space.  I shoved more and more darkness out of me until the shadow-force expanded sideways from the blade, widening into a column that swallowed my whole body.  The draining surge continued long past the point where I thought I ought to run empty, and then it suddenly winked out.
 
   Taliesina blinked at me inside my head.  
 
   That’s it? Motherella asked.
 
   “Wait for it,” I muttered, looking up a vast black cloud that had formed above the arena.
 
   My captors didn’t want to wait.  The show had to go on.  I watched a gate form in the wall section across the sand.  A white fox came out.  At first, I thought it was one of those pony-sized beasts I’d seen with Inari, but I noticed that this one was scrawny, with ragged matted, dirty fur.  It came out onto the sand limping on its hind right leg.  Its ears looked a little chewed.  One eye was missing.  
 
   He stopped a dozen feet away to study me, sniffing to take my scent.
 
   I could smell him now.  I knew he was male.  This was a servant of Inari, but one she’d lost years ago, who’d simply been replaced.  She hadn’t cared enough to take on the Hysane to get him back.  
 
   White-hot anger filled me.  Why do beings with vast power just stop caring about what’s important?
 
   I snapped a glance up and saw that the cloud had condensed into countless shafts of darkness.  A black rain of arrows was falling and I had little time.  I dropped my gaze and ran at the white fox, unwilling to let him die.
 
   He crouched, poised to spring away from an attack.  His stare shot to my sword.  The great, honking, meat cleaver of doom I’d forgot I was carrying.  I could see from the tension in his body he thought I was attacking him.  
 
   Without missing a running step, I drew the sword back inside myself, unmaking it.  See, I’m friendly.  
 
   I thought the fox would leap aside and come at me from a tangent, but he leaped straight at me, crushing me to the sand.  His jaws opened and lunged at my throat.  Stopping short, he snapped his teeth at me.  Why I was alive, I didn’t know, except that maybe I smelled like a baby fox to him.
 
   I snarled at him.  “Get off me, you big lummox, I’m trying to save your life here.”
 
   His head cocked to the side, giving him a quizzical air.
 
   Looking up past his shoulder, I saw we had seconds left.  The black arrows were much closer—and none of the Hysane seemed aware of what was coming their way.  They were looking at me, cheering with unruly excitement.
 
   For me or the fox? I wondered.  Never mind, we’re out of here.
 
   I tugged on the walls of space.  A tingle swept through me as gravity lessened.  The world went gray toned, except for our auras.  Mine was the usual orange haze.  The white fox’s was a little yellowier, more like tongues of real flame, though I wasn’t burned.  
 
   He rolled off me and spun around, a growl caught in his jaws, but not for me.
 
   I scrambled up in the lighter gravity, my wings putting me at a hover so my toes barely dragged the ground.  I felt an electric shock of fear go through me.  The fox and I were surrounded.  We were in the Hysane ghost world and an army of red-eyed, malevolent spirits was staring at us hungrily.  
 
   I hate these frying-pan into-fire scenarios.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Summoned to the bleeding sand,
 
   darkness rained into the stands.
 
   And an awful mess was made
 
   of crumbled dragon plans!
 
    
 
                                                          —Ballad of the Shadow Fox
 
                                                              Tukka
 
    
 
   Another fine mess you’ve got me into, the white fox said.
 
   “Another?”  I was confused, and pissed at the accusation.  “We just met, and I saved your life.”
 
   As if the ghosts didn’t matter, he stared past them, up into the stands.  Yeah, from a threat you created.  Damn my missing eye, but you’ve killed a god-awful lot of people.  
 
   I followed his stare.  There was little movement.  Few Hysane seemed to have survived.   The crowd was slumped and sprawled, bristling with arrows.  The arena sand, what I could see of it past the ghosts, was quilled with arrow shafts as well.  
 
   Motherella spoke in the back shadows of my mind, The rock-wyrms had it coming.  
 
   “The rock-wyrms had it coming,” I echoed, surprised to feel nothing over the mass execution.  Was this Motherella’s influence, or maybe my shadow self was consuming my regrets, replenishing her nothingness after expending so much shadow.  Either way, there was no crying over spilled blood.
 
   The ghosts packed in tighter, cutting off our view as those in back came up over their own kind to form a cage.
 
   Thank you so much, the fox pressed closer into me, Always wanted to be gnawed on by thousands of ghosts.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said.  “I’ve already rescued us from this.”
 
   The fox shot me an incredulous glance.  How do you figure that?
 
   “Wait for it,” I said.  
 
   Wait for what? The spirit fox asked.  
 
   I couldn’t see them, but I knew the reavers—the gatherers—would be sweeping across the dead bodies, a black wind snatching souls, ripping them off to judgment.  Those bleeding souls would spill enough energy to form poor copies, ghosts.  
 
   “The fresh ghosts will have to cross over to here.  Few of them will have the strength to manifest in daylight.  It’s a ghost thing.”
 
   Fox’s eyes widened.  More hungry ghosts—coming here—will save us?
 
   “The Hysane ghosts are responsible for killing all these ghosts here.  Don’t you think they’ll want revenge?  I would.”  I spoke for the benefit of the looming ghosts, an indirect way of reasoning with them.
 
   The closing wall hesitated.  Spirits churned in confusion, murmuring.  The wall reached consensus and exploded away from us.  Blazing with spectral-green fire, the ghosts went flapping away, hunting.  
 
   Fox and I were left alone.  We watched as the old spirits swarmed the new.  Ghosts devoured ghosts to build strength, trying to feel the life they’d lost.  The Hysane were paying for their crimes a second time.
 
   Damn my mishealed leg, but you were right.
 
   “Had to happen sometime.  Well, see you around.  I need to find my friends.”  I crossed back.  
 
    The spirit fox crossed back, following me.
 
   I walked toward a random section of wall, scuffing the sand, each step sinking a little.  I enjoyed the silence of death all around.  
 
   No crows are picking at the bodies.  Maybe this world doesn’t have crows.  Actually, I haven’t seen any living thing outside of the earth dragons and their captors.  It’s as if the ground hoards life for itself and its children.   
 
   Limping, the white fox managed to trot up beside me.
 
   I sighed.  I already had an unmanageable entourage.  I didn’t need anyone else attaching themselves to me.  “Well,” I said, “I suppose you can go home now, wherever that is.”
 
   Inari left me to rot. Faith is broken.  I can’t go back to her.  
 
   “There’s always the kitsune home-world.”
 
   I’d be a stranger there.  A curiosity, too.
 
   “Really, dude, why do I have to find your answers for you?  I can’t even stick to the ones I find for me.  It’s not something I’m good at.”
 
   You saved me.  That makes you responsible for me.
 
   I sighed deeper.  “Just what I need, another Ryan.”
 
   Ryan?
 
   “Long story.  Hey, do you feel something?”  I stopped.  The ground shuddered, messing with my balance.  “A tremor?”
 
   The spirit of the earth.  She’s just realized that a lot of her children are dead.  That’s not good.
 
   “If she’d raised them better, they’d still be alive,” I said.
 
   I sort of feel that she will hold you personally responsible, in that you killed them and all.
 
   “How is that even reasonable?  They had it coming, I tell you.”
 
   You don’t think I know that?
 
   We’d kicked up our pace to a steady lope, but it was like we were on a treadmill: the wall never got closer, in fact, it was slowly getting away.  I studied the nearby sand and noticed it was moving toward the center of the arena behind us.  I turning, a trickle of dread going down my spine.  There was a whirlpool of sand.  Its core was a depression with a whirling hole at the center, a mouth that led down into the earth.  The planet was going to swallow us and maybe grind our bones with teeth of rock, or maybe drop us into magma.
 
   “Get behind me!” I told the fox.  I pulled shadow and fire together, and my sword jutted out of my hand.  Black shadow wrapped in kitsune fire, I willed it to grow extra long.  Raising the weapon over my head, I brought it down, stabbing the sand up to the hilt.  The blade acted like an anchor, providing drag.  I was still sliding, but a lot slower.
 
   The fox had ignored my instructions.  He stared at my sword, its shadow-and-fire implications stunning his mind.  His jaw hung open.  Open extra-wide, his one eye stared.  And all-the-while, the distance between us grew.
 
   You’re the shadow fox!
 
   “So what?  You’re just going to let the arena eat you?”
 
   He shook off his daze and ran flat out.  Pumping all four legs furiously, he closed the distance, passing me, then turning in behind me.  The sand pulled him snugly against my back.  The maw whirled faster.  The outer layers of sand pulled harder on my blade, wanting to drag me in.  I wasn’t that close, but I felt fine grains in the wind, scraping across my skin.  A thick whirl of wind hung over the whirlpool, made visible by the larger concentration of grit in the center.  The sand devil grew, looming high into the sky.  A female face formed in the windstorm, her voice the scream of the wind.
 
   I saw movement in the stands.  More Hysane had arrived.  They were drifting among the dead, faces blank with shock.  I guess things like this weren’t ever supposed to happen.  
 
   The dragging sand had cracked the surrounding wall, hollowing out a space under the stands.  We had a way out if we could get to it, but Fox and I were moving faster now.  We were halfway to the center of the whirlpool.  I focused and poured more fire and shadow into my blade, adding a dozen feet to its buried length.  This slowed us again, buying time as chunks of broken rock floated by.
 
   We could always go back to the ghost realm, fox said.
 
   “By now, the old ghosts will have eaten the new ones, but will still be hungry.  They may well have started in on each other.  Soon, a super apparition will form—a perfect supernatural storm.  Trust me, fighting this is better.”
 
   A caw startled me.  I turned to look past fox.  There was the Trickster, in raven form.  He swooped straight at me, leading the way.  Behind him, Fenn and Tukka ran out from under the stands.  Moving, the sand acted like an escalator, adding to their speed.  The problem would come when they tried to stop.
 
   “We’re here for you, Grace,” Fenn called out.
 
   The raven landed on my shoulder.  In clear English, he spoke into my ear, “Now that I’ve been paid for delivering you, I can help you get out of this.”
 
   “I’m doing just fine without you.”  I turned my attention back to the screaming sand-face of the whirlwind.  “But, uh, what did you have in mind?”
 
   “I’ll just open a gate.  We can all go back to Texas.”
 
   I remembered how I’d first gone all shadow in the Native American proto world and had carried Fenn and me across the worlds to Spirit Camp.  I could maybe do the same thing now, if my shadow self wasn’t too drained.  But then again, I could also accidentally drop someone and lose them forever.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “We’ll go with your plan.”
 
   As if the white sands heard us, the flowing ground started to glow a soft gold.  A second, smaller sand devil formed around us, punishing our resistance.
 
   “It’s no good,” Trickster screamed into my ear, trying to be heard over the rising wind scream.  “The life force of the planet is distorting my magic.  If we go, we’ll be jumping blind.”
 
   A big blur moved past us.  Squinting against the flying grit, I barely made out Tukka and Fenn.  Tukka was digging in, but the sand was slowing dragging him to its maw.  Fenn had climbed on top of Tukka, riding him like a birthday pony.  Only there will be no cake and ice cream unless I do something.
 
   I reached inside to my shadow self.  I know you’re tired, but can you go again?
 
   The other world gave me great strength.  Here, I’m weaker.  Too weak.  Haven’t rested.
 
   Fine, I thought, in insane situations, insane solutions work the best.  Time for plan B.
 
   Seeing his son in danger, the Trickster leaped off my shoulder, dark wings beating furiously.  The raven shot over to Fenn’s shoulder, perching, arguing.  I wished I was close enough to know what they were fighting about.  Fenn flashed golden-amber eyes at me, and then looked back to the raven, shaking his head in a violent no!  
 
   I suddenly understood: somehow, the Trickster could get himself and Fenn to safety, but not the rest of us—and Fenn was refusing to abandon me.  My heart went soft and gooey, melting into my stomach, a pool of bubbling warmth.  At that moment I knew Fenn would forever be my friend—if not something more.
 
   My resolve hardened to steel.  I’m not letting any of us die!
 
   I shoved away from the fox and my sword.  The sword began to unravel, unmaking itself, as I slid in the sand, wrenching the weave of space, crossing over.  The sand went gray as did its glow.  I barely noticed the tingle coursing through my body or the slacking of gravity.  My guess on the ghost situation had proved all too true.  There was one ghost present, one huge, towering, amalgamated mess of ectoplasmic mush.  Green and violet energies flickered in its translucent bulk, a firestorm that fought against itself for stability.  It was no longer human except for a devolved face that was all gaping mouth with a Cyclops’s eye just above.  Tentacles writhed in the air, curling, clutching at nothing.
 
   That eye turned toward me, lit from within by flames of madness.  The entity rippled on the bottom, slug-like, moving closer with growing speed.  I’d just been selected as dessert.  
 
   Intangible, flying grit ghosted through me and kept going, no hindrance as I bounced ahead, my moth wings fluttering to give me greater speed.  This was like one of those old Japanese samurai movies where two warriors run at each other with lethal intent, except we weren’t raising swords to slash in passing.  The monster ghost was happy to plunge several heavy tentacles my way that would have had no difficulty wrapping up Tukka.
 
   I dodged, going high, landing on one of the monster’s limbs.  I ran, using the tentacle as a highway, straight toward the creature.  I passed Tukka and Fenn.  Still sliding in the whirlpool on the human side of the veil, they couldn’t see the risk I was running for all of us.  They’d have been appalled.  And maybe a little proud of me as well.  Me?  I only felt the lead weight of fear in my stomach, my mouth having gone dry as arena sand.
 
   Good thing no one expects me to whistle.
 
   Staring through the super ghost, I could barely make out the screaming face of the sand devil.  Both were near each other in the center of the arena, yet oblivious of each, separated by the ghost realm’s veil.  My plan was simple, just not easy: I intended to cancel two threats by introducing them each other.
 
   Theoretically possible.  A long shot really.  But all of my life’s highly improbable.  This will work because it has to.
 
   The monster ghost was relaxing, having figured out that I was saving it bother by coming right to it.  The eye opened its mouth even wider, its tongue rolling out to create a red carpet event.  All we needed were the paparazzi.  
 
   Almost there, I jumped with all my might, flashing past its mouth, rising up the flat cliff that was its face.  And then I was falling into its face, plunging in just under its bulging eye.  Ghostly energies jagged around me, searing me with the passing edges.  I joined the screaming party, hanging onto consciousness and purpose.  Flaming with aura, I used my own energy as a buffer against the beast I’d become part of.
 
   I’d built up enough momentum to sail through the monster, but that wasn’t my intention.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
   Spirits war and fuse.
 
   And there’s a murdered wind.
 
   It’s a monster-eat-monster world,
 
   that’s coming to an end.
 
    
 
                                                         —Ballad of the Shadow Fox
 
                                                 Tukka
 
    
 
   Haunts were nocturnal.  Ordinary ghosts faded in the daylight, a union rule or something.  It took an apparition of great strength to break that rule.  An entity like the one I was now inside.  The question wasn’t if it could walk the mortal realm, but if I had enough strength to pull it across the veil with me.  I grabbed hold of space itself and gave the continuum a vicious yank.
 
   Jags of green and purple ghost-fire splintered against me, splaying past my body, ripping and burning at my toga, splashing against arms and legs, washing my mind in agony so I wasn’t sure if I was making progress crossing back, or just slowing baking myself in a supernatural oven.  It not for the sheathing of my aura, my skin would have blistered open, cauterized, and blackened.  Limbs might well have been blasted off.  
 
   The energies around me ebbed and in that lull, I felt the electric tingle of transition.  I dropped through the surrounding turbulence.  The sand under me was back to glowing gold with the lifeforce of the enraged planet.
 
   And I was literally on fire, slamming into the sand, left behind as the super ghost faced the whirling sand and the screaming face poised above it.  I rolled in the sand to extinguish the flames gnawing my toga.  Weak—my own energies drained by the roughest crossing I’d ever made—I couldn’t even fight to my feet.  I laid there as the spiraling sands spun me around the whirlpool.  It seemed like I had a few more orbits before dropping down that maw, but Tukka and Fenn weren’t so lucky.  They were almost at the edge, about to drop down the planet’s throat to whatever terrible fate awaited.
 
   The white fox came running with the circular currents of sand, using them to catch up with me.  He dug in and slid against me, getting his head and shoulders under me, lifting me up cross his back as he rose with my weight.  
 
   The ghost monster collided with the grit face, tentacles winding into the hovering funnel of sand.  Anchored against being dragged down, the ghost-thing kissing the face in the sand.  Screaming maws fused.  Green and violet lightning curled back from them both, arcing to the golden sand, leaving islands of crystalline slag in the currents.  One of the bolts sliced past Tukka’s head.
 
   And then the two monsters were sucked into each other.
 
   The sand stopped whirling.  The hole to the underground closed.  The wind fell silent.  The sound of my pounding heart leaped out at me.  A third of Tukka had sunk into the sand.  Fenn was scooping it away, helping the fu dog get traction.  
 
   And the Trickster was gone.  In the final moment, he’d chosen to save himself, leaving even Fenn behind.  The way Fenn clenched his teeth, his jaw knotting with rage, assured me that this had not gone unnoticed.  In sympathy, my heart ached for him.
 
   What the hell is wrong with parents today? I wondered.
 
   They weren’t beaten enough as children, the white fox’s thoughts flowed like water through my own.  Now in my day…
 
   “This is so not the time.”  Hearing my voice, I was stunned at how raw and gruff it sounded.
 
   I stared at the ghost monster and the crystal mask of a woman’s face he now wore.  The two things sank into the depression as Fenn and Tukka hurried away, coming toward fox and me.  A moment later, there was no sign of an enraged earth or a phantom monster.  
 
   Tukka saw me mounted on fox, staring at the sand where the double threat had disappeared.  He nudged me in the ribs with his muzzle.  No time for sightseeing.  Really, really bad is about to get worse.
 
   I looked at him.  “What do you mean?  It’s over, isn’t it?”
 
   You never that lucky, Tukka said.  Grace cursed, remember?
 
   Fenn reached my side, standing beside Tukka.  Fenn’s eyes were amber now, flecked with brown.  There was a great deal of weariness in his face and in the slope of his shoulders.  Leaning into me, he put one hand over mine and another hand on my leg.  The scorched cloth of my improvised toga stank of smoke so my heightened senses found his odor elusive.
 
   “Are you all right, Grace?”
 
   “I will be if we can get out of here.”
 
   “No, you must fix the problem you’ve caused.”  The female voice came from behind me, causing me turn on top of the white fox.  It was Inari and her two-fox escort.  The robes she wore were grass green trimmed with lavender.  Her sash was a wide band of saffron.  A painted fan was tucked into it.  She wore the same beaded sandals as before.  Under her, the sand had turned into rich, black loam, and was starting to push up stalks of grass thick with wild flowers.  Like an expanding pool, the blessed earth rippled out, consuming the sand.  A wild olive tree grew behind her, providing shade.  Her eyes were emerald stars as she glowered at me, her voice a high-pitched yammer.  “You have poisoned this world.  It might very well die.”
 
   I smiled sweetly at her.  “Plenty of others out there, and isn’t harvesting part of nature’s cycle?”
 
   Fenn muffled a laugh.  
 
   Tukka looked away like he didn’t know who I was, but he was humming the Circle of Life from the Lion King movie. 
 
   Really, just because some people once called her a goddess, people walk on eggshells.  Well, I’m done taking crap from the universe.  
 
   “Besides,” I said, “whatever ‘poisoning’ you’re talking about isn’t my fault.  Every living thing has the right to fight for their life—tooth, nail, and claw hammer.  That’s all we’ve done here.”
 
   There was screaming in the stands from the newly arrived Hysane.  They dropped to their knees, tearing at themselves.
 
   “It’s started,” Inari said.  “Their tie to this world spills its poison into them.”
 
   “Complete genocide,” the white fox said.
 
   Inari’s gaze was drawn to the fox.  A look of utter surprise washed across her face.  “Argent, you’ve been here all this time?”
 
   “Like you didn’t know,” he muttered.  “Thanks for rescuing me.”
 
   She stepped forward, hand reaching for his marred face.  “Let me fix that for you.”
 
   He swung his head away.  “No, thanks.  I’ve gotten used to being half-blind, and my missing eye gives me something to remember you by.”
 
   She drew her hand back.  Her lips white, pressed together in anger.  The emerald glow of her eyes intensified.  “Have it your way.  I free you from my service.”
 
   “You can’t fire me,” Argent said.  “I quit.”
 
   The two celestial foxes with Inari growled at Argent’s disrespect.  He bared teeth at them in return.  
 
   Can’t we all just get along? Tukka asked.
 
   “Come see what you’ve done.” Inari shifted her green-star stare to me.  The light of her eyes gave her skin a sickly hue, hazing the air between us.  There was sense of movement though I stood still.  The arena blurred, then changed colors.  I grabbed on tighter to Argent’s fur, feeling like a prisoner on a high-octane carousel.  The spin-cycle stopped and the scene was different.  The arena had been left far behind.  We were on a mountain road overlooking a green valley.  A blue snake of a river wound through it, branching into a hydra-head pattern.  Beyond were low hills that shone golden-brown in the sun.
 
   “Beautiful,” I said.
 
   “Not for long,” Inari said.
 
   She was right.  Even as I watched, the far hills dimmed to a greenish-black.  The river turned yellow-gray.  Fish floated to the surface, belly-up.  The green valley withered to dust, a wave of contamination sweeping through.  There was a shuddering I felt all the way up the mountain.  The valley cracked.  Chasms gaped open, their depths steaming with magma.  Yellow fumes of sulfur clouded the lower terrain, the merciful hazing of a dying world.
 
   “This is going on everywhere,” Inari said.  “The underground cities are caving in.  Without their power to move the earth, the Hysane are dying by the thousands.  Your apparition has possessed the planet’s living energy, tainting it.  This is all a reflection of that change.”
 
   Incredulous, I stared at her.  “And you expect me to fix this?  How?”
 
   “You brought the apparition from the realm of the dead.  You must take it back.”
 
   Stiffening my spine, I sat up straighter on Argent.  “You’re joking.  I don’t have the strength to pop open a can of soda right now.  And like I keep telling you, it isn’t my mess to clean up.  This world made war on me, and a lot of people that died in the arena.  What’s happening is simple justice.”
 
   “So you are turning to the path of the demon fox after all,” Inari said.  “When word travels and you become known as a destroyer of worlds, the fearful will come hunting you.  Armies will track you from world to world, to destroy you before you grow into your full strength.”  Inari wore a triumphant smile.  “Are you sure you want to open yourself up to that just because you’re unwilling to temper justice with mercy?”
 
   “I love chaos as much as the next cosmic force,” Trickster said, “but she’d got a good point, Grace.”
 
   I spun to see the crow sitting balanced on a pile of rock.  When did he come back?
 
   Fenn sighed and followed it up with a low growl.  “Dad’s right, for once.  You have enough problems on Earth without drawing more from other dimensions.”
 
   Tukka agree.
 
   I think you’ve got to do something about this after all, Argent said.
 
   I looked into the back shadows of my mind.  What do you think, guys?
 
   Does helping mean I get to eat something? my shadow self asked.  I am very, very hungry.
 
   Taliesina’s golden eyes were bright stars.  You wanted to build a reputation so others would leave you alone, but I can see where being too formidable can be even more trouble.
 
   On her furry back, Motherella fanned moth wings and waved frond-like antennae that looked like feather dusters.  The real question we need to ask is: “What’s in it for us?”
 
   I smiled.  Yeah, there’s something to that.  Out loud, I said, “What is in it for me.  You want me to put myself on the line; the decent thing is to pay me for it.”
 
   Inari’s eyes widened in shock.  “Why, goodness alone ought to compel you to—”
 
   “Aaaannnnkkkk!” I said.  “Wrong answer.”
 
   Fenn’s eyes were amber coals.  He smiled; vicious, dark humor in his face.  “So, Inari, what are you offering?”
 
   She fell silent.  Her eyes stared into infinity as she perused her options.  At last a tiny twist of her lips heralded a solution.  “There is a demonic stain on your back.  Its wrongness calls like a dying scream.”
 
   “Tell me about,” I said.
 
   “Take care of this matter for me,” Inari said, “and I will tell you how such marks may be easily removed, by one such as yourself.”
 
   In the back shadows of my mind, Taliesina’s ears perked up.  Her sleepy eyes flared open.  A solution to Wocky?  Take the deal.
 
   Motherella sat on Taliesina’s back, antennae bobbing.  Her compound eyes whirled a happy yellow-green.  Take the deal.
 
    The darkness they occupied stirred.  Take the deal.
 
   I looked Inari dead in the eye.  “I’ll take the deal.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   Strike the world, strike a coin.
 
   Every hero’s worth the cost.
 
   The Shadow Fox bargained well
 
   for something found to be lost.
 
    
 
                                                          —Ballad of the Shadow Fox
 
                                                  Tukka
 
    
 
   Inari raised her hands.  A flash of light blurred her, and us.  The light-play cleared and I saw she’d somehow taken us back to the arena.  It had suffered much in my absence.  The stench of death spoiled the air.  The walls were cracked.  The sand under me was soured, the white replaced with rusty brown as if the scraped-over blood of past combats had become a creeping mold with a will to conquer.  An influx of Hysane worked steadily, hauling dead bodies away.  They dealt with their grief by throwing me murderous glances, but none of the earth dragons raised the ground against me.  Maybe they couldn’t anymore with the heart of their land contaminated.  
 
   Tukka moved closer, Fenn balanced on his back.  Neither one looked happy.  The Trickster remained in bird form, his red-eyed Raven incarnation squatting on Fenn’s shoulder, preening without a care.
 
   Must be nice to be an idiot, I thought.
 
   “Wait here,” Inari said.  “I will speak to the Hysane.  If they want their world back the way it was, they will give us what we need.”  She strolled across the sand, a white fox crowding her on either side.  The wall shifted as she reached it, forming an incline, then a stairway up into the stands.  She at least could still manipulate the earth.  That showed the difference in power between dragons and a self-styled goddess.
 
   I looked at the back of Argent’s head, an easy task since I was still riding him.  “So, fox, you’re done with her, huh?”
 
   Totally.
 
   “Then why are you still here?  What’s in it for you?”
 
   I’ll figure something out.
 
   “Grace,” Fenn’s voice was a low rumble of concern, “this is not a good idea.  I know you need to power-up in order to face the monster ghost, but you don’t know what the Hysane energy may do to you.  They aren’t human.  Their life-force could be bad for you.”
 
   Tukka not like either, he said.  
 
   “None of us here are human,” I reminded them.  “Fenn, it’s no different from the time you let me drain you so I could free Shaun from the miko’s control.”
 
   “I didn’t like that either.”
 
   “I have to do this.  I need to get free of Wocky.  Who knows when the next chance will come?”  
 
   “Still don’t like it,” Fenn muttered. 
 
   I looked up as the sunlight dimmed.  Yellow-brown clouds were piling higher ads I watched.  Bluish jags of lightening flashed, webbing the sky.  The poison in the world was spreading.  The planet might still have days, maybe weeks, but the longer the problem went on, the more damage would occur, and the harder it would be to tear the monster ghost loose from the planet’s soul.
 
    
 
   I dropped my gaze to Inari.  She was surrounded by Hysane.  They knelt before her, paying strict attention to her words.  I wondered if they thought her an avatar of their world—and if so, why she looked human.  Whatever, their thoughts, I had a feeling the dragons would go along with my plan.  
 
   Sure enough, moments later she headed back with an entourage of earth dragons.  Their scaled faces were tight with anger, but they smelled of fear.  I think they knew that if I couldn’t fix their world for them, they wouldn’t be able to carry on as they always had.  In fact, they might even have to find another world.
 
   Inari had them form a line, while sending runners out to bring in even more of the surviving Hysane. 
 
   I slid off Argent to face them, and Fenn came around to stand behind me—literally having my back.  “You’re not kissing them, are you?” he asked.
 
   When I’d taken energy from Fenn, that’s how I’d done it.  I was definitely changing my methodology here.  I draw the line at lip-locks with lizards. 
 
   The first dragon-man laid his hands over my outstretched palms.  His eyes were hate-filled and glaring.  His words were hisses.  Since he didn’t have one of those throat translators on, I didn’t know what he was saying.  
 
   Nothing good, I thought.
 
   From this distance, I could easily make out the fine scales of his face.  He lashed his tail vigorously, forcing the guy behind him to stand well back.  My donor bared fangs, but made no effort to attack.  I had the feeling that whatever happened hereafter, the Legend of the Shadow-Fox was going to be a big thing to these people.  I only hoped it would discourage them from rebuilding of places like this.
 
   My thought reached for him, the way I reached for the veil to the ghost world when I wanted to cross over.  With my hands, I tried to feel the crawling tides of his aura.  My eyes widened.  No one else reacted as a glow appeared—a violet haze flecked with dull copper.  “You see that?” I asked Fenn.
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Never mind.”  I looked past the first Hysane donor and felt surprise.  I could see their damaged auras, all the way down the line.  “Let’s do this the easy way,” I called out.  “Everyone grab the tail in front of you and hang on.”  That should speed things along.
 
   Inari gave me a nod when they were ready.
 
   I closed my eyes and metaphysically inhaled.  Their aura flowed along the circuit to the dragon-man I touched.  Violet flames danced over our hands.  A kind of dense mist rose from the fire, a bleeding of lifeforce.  I inhaled the aura, blanching at the fierce, electric taste of burnt copper on my tongue.  Like siphoned gas, his aura came, riding inertia, dragging other energies along as well as I’d hoped.  My own orange haze appeared, turning muddy, an almost root beer color.  I’d felt fluctuating spikes pf pleasure when drink Fenn’s lifeforce.  This was more like drinking battery acid with a twist of lime.
 
   I shuddered but held on, letting my charge build.
 
   Seeing my reaction, Fenn wrapped his arms around me from behind.  The golden light of his aura seeped into me, clearing my palette.
 
   “Careful,” I said.  “I could take too much.”
 
   On his shoulder, Raven said, “Not likely.  You have more control than you realize.” 
 
   That was news to me.  Still, I enjoyed the warmth of Fenn against me, the strength of his arms made me feel safer—a little—as more and more power came down the line.  The first donor collapsed.  Tukka gently closed his mouth over the dragon-man’s head and picked him up, dragging him away.  Undaunted, the next donor stepped up, restoring the broken connection.  My personal aura was a bonfire now.  By the time the next few volunteers had to be dragged away, Fenn was done in as well.  He staggered back against Argent who lowered him to the ground.  Raven hopped into the air and became a column of darkness that resolved itself into Trickster’s human form.  He picked Fenn up, slung him over a shoulder, and saluted me in farewell.  Fenn protested leaving but was too weak to stop his dad from opening a gate to elsewhere.  For a moment, I smelled sage and hot desert wind.  Then the gate closed, taking them away.
 
   More of the Hysane passed before me, and I felt my thoughts splintering at the edges.  My heart hammered.  My breathing went ragged.  My hands trembled as sweat trickled down my face.  Seeing how I suffered, the donors went to gripping my hands with punishing force, determined to hurt me as much as possible with their energies.  The one currently gripping my hands wore a translator.  As he hissed, words appeared from the device at his throat.  “Burn with our rage, burn with our hate.”
 
   My own anger leaped up in me, clearing my head a little.  “It’s funny how you bastards never think you should have to pay for the pain you dish out to others.  If your people had a moral compass, this wouldn’t be happening.”
 
   The dragon-man tightened his grip, his claw-tips prickling the backs of my hands.  
 
   I glared at him.  “Ease up or die.” 
 
   He searched my face to see if I was serious.  Whatever he saw made him loosen his grip.  Adding extra emphases, the Hysane behind him smacked the offender in the back of the head, hissing a comment that went untranslated.  
 
   After my donor collapsed, Tukka booted him off to the side with a great deal of energy.  The Hysane spun across the rusty sand, bouncing, spinning out at last to lie unmoving.  I think the rest of the Hysane got the message; they behaved.
 
   My legs were close to buckling but more and more Hysane were coming, desperate to do anything to save themselves.  
 
   I called to my shadow self: If you feed on this, can you control yourself and not go crazy?
 
   I can control myself, Mistress.
 
   I hope so.  I needed my shadow self strong enough to eat the monster ghost, and not get eaten herself.  If you go down, we all do.  I’m trusting you.  
 
   I will not fail you.  Us.
 
   Motherella said, Get me killed and I will never speak to you again!
 
   I think she was totally serious.
 
   Taliesina’s golden eyes closed in my inner shadows as she curled up and lay down.  Wake me when it’s over—if I’m still alive.
 
   I dumped most of the power I held into the darkness.  My shadows lapped it up, and I felt a release of pressure like an escaping balloon decompressing in flight.  I think my shadow self could have drank endlessly, but we eventually ran out of donors.  I kept the energy of the last two for myself, causing my shadow self to mutter in irritation: Hey, I was going to eat that.
 
   Bitch later; we’ve got work to do.  I shot Tukka and Argent a look.  “You guys coming?”
 
   Tukka not miss it for all the carob in the world. 
 
   Lead on, Argent said.  I’ll try to get you out if you fall in battle.
 
   Inari approached alone.  She’d sent her sacred foxes away and doubtless intended to follow, getting clear while she could.  Everyone’s confidence in me was underwhelming.  Inari placed her hands on my shoulders and stared into my face.  “Should you survive, I will seek you out and reward your efforts on behalf of the natural order.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me now?”
 
   She smiled.  “If you fail, it would be a waste of time.  This way, you have something to fight for.”
 
   “How very Zen of you,” I muttered.
 
   “Now you know what I’ve had to put up with for centuries,” Argent said.
 
   Inari shot him a haughty look of contempt and walked away without another word.  A vertical plane of green light appeared in front of her.  She walked into it and vanished.  The dimensional gate closed behind her.
 
   “Good riddance,” Argent said.
 
   Hysane were piled up everywhere, only a few still awake.  I had no one to send me off to battle with best wishes.  Part of me wanted Cassie with me, or Shaun, but not Maddy and Fran—they still had a lot to deal with.  “Better this way, I suppose.  If this doesn’t work, there will be fewer to pay the cost—fewer ghosts pissed at me.”
 
   Tukka not mind dying, but can wait.  Wait long time.  Grace don’t worry.  Grace be fine.
 
   If we wind up ghosts, we’ll be eaten by the enemy, Argent pointed out.  There will be no time for regrets, so you might as well wallow in them now.
 
   I sighed.  There’s a cherry thought.  
 
   I walked toward the center of the arena.  Argent and Tukka stayed beside me.  As we arrived, I drew a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and tugged on the weave of space.  Gravity slackened and the usual electric tingle passed, as the landscape went gray, leaving only our auras to brighten the ghost realm.  I held my hand up before my face.  The orange haze of flame I expected was gone.  In its place, my aura fluttered a sick brownish purple that somehow felt heavier and denser.
 
   Tukka looked at me.  Grace can’t wear the Hysane energy too long.  Even without monster ghost poison, it will damage her.
 
   “Speaking of ghosts…”  Yes, I’m changing the subject.  “I don’t see any.”  There wasn’t a single stray ghost in the arena; the area had been perfectly cleansed.  
 
   Tukka used a massive tone of thought, Grace ...Tukka serious.  Clocking running out.
 
   “Sure, I understand.”  I wrapped the fingers of one hand in Argent’s fur so we’d stay together.  I didn’t worry about Tukka getting lost.  He had a way of staying beside me no matter what, when he wasn’t otherwise distracted.  “Let’s do this!”
 
   “Without me?” a new voice intruded.
 
   I spun around.  It was Wocky, wearing Ryan’s body!  His compound eyes held whirling tones of carmine and rust.  His segmented, glossy black wings poked out of his back, replacing the mothman wings that should have been there.  
 
   I glowered at him.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Looking after my investment.  And what do I find?  You’re going down the throat of Hell, without me?  How rude!”
 
   Tukka tensed, glaring and rumbling.  Cautiously, he edged closer to Wocky.
 
   Argent stayed next to me, baring teeth.  
 
   Wocky studied the giant white fox with obvious delight, then looked back to me.  “Oh, you’ve brought lunch!”
 
   “Don’t even start,” I warned the demon.
 
   Time was burning away, and nothing I could say was going to keep Wocky from following.  I did the smart thing and saved my breath, diving into the ground.  A recent shudder of the earth had collapsed the top dozen feet of tunnel, but that didn’t stop any of us.  Tightly reining in out auras, we ghosted past the blockage and dropped one after another down the shaft.  I noticed that the earthen walls of the tunnel were veined with black crystal sludge.  Some instinct in me warned against touching the contamination.
 
   Tukka had no choice, big as he was.  He repeated brushed the shaft wall.  As immaterial as the rest of us, this shouldn’t have mattered, but the glittering tar smeared off on him, crawling like a living thing over him, flattening into bubbling patches as it seemed to heat up.  It was a horrible parody of the demon mark I wore on my back, between wings.
 
   Concern was a knife in my ribs, piercing my heart.  “Tukka!”
 
   Tukka fine.  We.  Keep.  Going.
 
   The loose material of my makeshift toga dusted the wall, and came away with black stains that soaked in, stiffening the fabric.  The black grew, rippling out.  I ripped the toga off me, as the black on my feet—shadow slippers from my shadow self—grew up legs, sheathing my whole body in a shadow-made cat suit.  I looked like a burglar, or maybe a stealth-mode superhero.  The toga clung to the tunnel wall, soaking into it.
 
   Argent and I were leading the descent.  Tukka tumbled just above.  Occasionally, I’d catch glimpses past him of Wocky.  The demon’s claws scrapped some black off the wall.  He tasted the sludge and smiled.  “Not unlike blue cheese dipped in diesel oil, mixed with black glass grit.”  I heard the scrap of his claws as continued to nibble.
 
   I wished Tukka were also immune.  I’d give him my protective shadow-suit if there were any way.  In the dark glow of my purple-brown aura, the fu dog was sparkling more and more.  He shuddered as if in pain, but made no sound of distress.  That would only have slowed us down.  
 
   Falling in a frozen posture of rearing, the celestial fox’s white fur seemed to repel the corruption.  None of it clung to him.  His head was at my waist.  He stared up my chest, into my eyes.  I see you have mastered the technique of being naked without being naked.  
 
   “Don’t get any ideas,” Wocky yelled.  “I saw her first.”
 
   Tukka saw her … first.  His thought was edged in pain he could no longer hide.
 
   My voice trembled, threatening to break, “We don’t have to do this, Tukka.  We can just … quit.  Someone else can save this world.”
 
   He shuddered, shaking his massive head no.  Tukka fine.  We almost there.  Might as well … save day and be stuff of legend.
 
   “That’s a lad,” Wocky said.  “When the contamination seasons your corpse, I shall honor your passing by eating your courageous, crystallized heart.”
 
   Don’t do Tukka no favors.
 
   I heard evil joy resonating in the demon’s voice, “A fitting tribute, really—you as part of me for eternity.  It’s quite an honor.”
 
   “Wocky,” I said, “shut the hell up.”  My voice surprised me; sounding like it belonged to a cold, ruthless bitch capable of anything.  That had better be true, for all our sakes.
 
   We dropped into a vast cavern with stalactites—like bristling tonsils—jutting across a domed ceiling.  The farthest reaches of the space were lost in inky darkness that pressed in with a crushing presence.  Our aura’s lit the space immediately around us, rolling the oppressive darkness back a bit.
 
   Which way? Tukka asked. 
 
   Follow me, Argent said.  I smell unclean energies over here.  He led the way without a backward glance.
 
   As we followed, I sniffed the air and fanned my antennae.  Nothing came in.  It was like my senses were derailed.  Probably the overload of the Hysane auras I’m carrying.  No help for it, I suppose.
 
   We came to a break in the cavern floor, and dropped down a crevasse into a lower chamber.  Now, I felt the roiling energies of the monster ghost.  Swirling sheets of violet and green fire lay ahead, caging a golden sphere of light with a woman’s screaming face forming and breaking in a surging of riptides.  I thought the entities were small and close, but we bounced on in the low gravity of the ghost realm for minutes.  Eventually, were did get close, the battling entities swelling until they loomed like a skyscraper over us, part of their essence sliding into extra spatial dimensions of folded space.
 
   Okay, Argent said, I got you here.  The rest is up to you.
 
   “Fascinating,” Wocky said.  “What the hell is it?”
 
   The death of this world, Tukka said.
 
   More like the rape of this world by more ghostly energy than I care to think about, I thought.  The monster ghost had fed well on the soul of the world.  We were witnessing the birth of a demon-god.  In fact, it might already be too strong to stop.  But I gotta try.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   Before us, quite appalling,
 
   the soul of a world in distress.
 
   Phantom cuties everywhere.
 
   Glory!  What a mess.
 
    
 
                                                           —Ballad of the Shadow Fox
 
                                                  Tukka
 
    
 
   Argent sat on his silver haunches, his straggly tail flicking casually.  Only someone who is half shadow can survive the miasma long enough to get things done, so I’ll leave this to you.  
 
   “Good idea.”  The demon smiled and folded himself into a seated posture, legs crossed, his forearms on his knees.  “If you get into trouble, Grace, just scream beautifully and we’ll get you out somehow—maybe.”
 
   I looked at Tukka.  “You’re sitting this fight out, too?”
 
   Tukka have utter faith in Grace, but there needs to be Plan B in case Plan A crashes and burns.  
 
   His words warmed me, but his appreciation and a buck would only buy me a donut.  I mock growled at him.  “Fine, leave all the heavy lifting to me.”
 
   Tukka jump in once you distract monster-ghost. Catch him by surprise.
 
   “Yeah, that’s going to work,” Wocky said.
 
    “Whatever.” I sighed and bounce-walked closer to the co-mingled entities.  Truth was I did have a plan, a dangerous, very scary plan.  Flashes of violet and green lightning burned the air, making ozone.  I opened my mind, spilling my intentions to my other personas.  There was stunned silence in my head, then they got busy backing me up as I vaulted into the heart of this world.
 
   I was blind once inside the preternatural storm.  But Motherella took over the sensory apparatus of my antennae, interpreting their in-put so I didn’t have flashes of color across my mind or weird flavors bursting across my tongue.  She read the currents and found an eye in the storm where the planet was holding her own against the monster-ghost.  I dived that way, my wings beating furiously.  My inner darkness did her part, sucking in all the energy that should have fried me.
 
   There was a sudden stillness as the monster-ghost registered my entry into the battle.  I braced, hoping that my darkness—without the boost we’d had on the proto world—could swallow what was coming.
 
   A huge spectral hand formed.  It was violet, the fingers crackling, wreathed with green phosphoresce.  The hand came at me, closing with every intention of crushing and burning me to nothing.
 
   But my darkness drank the spectral energies, unmaking the manifestation.  The hand thinned and swirled into the darkness that covered me.  Through the first attack, I kept moving, using mothy perceptions to ride the currents ever deeper.  And then I slammed against the soul of this world, falling into her golden light.  Her resistance slacked a heartbeat as she tasted the Hysane energies that suffused my aura.  
 
   Trust me, I begged.  Become me.
 
   The planet argued: You cannot hold me.  It will destroy you.  
 
   I am my mother’s daughter.  I will bear whatever comes.
 
   So be it.  She poured herself into me.  Pain came as every molecular strand strained its bonding.  I felt my mind expanding with an awareness that transcended the four basic dimensions.  And that became my salvation.  I pulled the planet’s soul into me but didn’t keep it, shunting the new presence into folds of time and space that were here and not here.  The golden blaze of fire cleared from my mind and body, but was still attached in a way human physics could never properly explain.
 
   And I was falling in a void where the planetary soul had been.  I could have fed her to my darkness, but my shadow self might have consumed her and died in bloated satisfaction.  This way, I was safe from burning out, having become a living gateway to what the monster-ghost wanted.
 
   His confusion at losing his prey felt palpable.  As I landed on the cavern floor, hunger and rage came crashing in along with the shell of the monster-ghost as it closed around me.  Jags of lightning thrashed to either side of me, scoring and blackening the rock.  A spectral face formed; a jade mask with violet eyes.  Crinkles formed between the eyes.  The mouth was stretched in a rictus of displeasure.  The face screamed at me, teeth parting as if he’d bite me in half.
 
   I cut loose with the firestorm of Hysane energies I’d absorbed, bleeding my aura out so that I popped out of the ghost realm.  This didn’t get me out of the monster-ghost.  Its chaotic blaze of spectral energy occupied both sides of the veil, tattering under my attack, but reforming just as fast, its attention fixed firmly on me.  Without a planet’s soul to possess, he’d chosen me to focus on.  I think he sensed that if it took me over, he could find where I’d stashed his previous meal.
 
   I smiled coldly, opening my arms to embrace him.  “Come on in, you phantom bastard.  Let’s see you get past my shadow.”
 
   Oh, yes.  I am so very, very empty.  The darkness inside me vibrated with hunger, a shadow filling my mind, a cold need seeping throughout my body.  
 
   The entity rushed in, hitting me from all sides.  I shook, battered, nerve endings on fire as ghostly energy crawled over me.  
 
   My shadow self laughed, unleashing bands of darkness that tangled in the ghost-fire.  The black coils scooped the monster-ghost, dragging in more and more until in funneled out of the world, into my inner shadows.  Fold after fold of darkness wrapped the invading ghost, stripping away his strength, consuming him whole.  Toward the end, the monster-ghost realized that he was trapped in a black whirlpool.  He struggled to withdraw, thrashing, casting off spectral embers of himself, but he continued to sink as those embers cooled into nothingness.  
 
   The last of the battle occurred in darkness as the ghost light failed.  Outside of the ghost realm, I had no auras to illuminate the scene.  I might as well have been swallowed along with the monster-ghost.  
 
   More, more, more…
 
   My knees buckled and crashed to the rock floor.  I caught myself with my hands.  “No, we’re done here.”
 
   No!  The shadow I wore in place of clothes stiffened with petulance.  Want more!
 
   “There is no more.  We’re done.”
 
   A greenish light appeared—a floating ball that bobbled over Wocky’s palm as he approached.  The light stained Argent’s white fur, and soured Tukka’s teal blue hide.  The fu dog’s eyes were lavender lanterns.
 
   I want them, too.
 
   “No, Tukka and Argent are friends, and Wocky would probably give you indigestion.”
 
   I want.
 
   I put a growl in my voice.  “Behave.”
 
   Why.
 
   “Because monsters don’t eat their friends.  Friends feed you love.  Eat your friends, and the loving ends, a sad fact of life.” 
 
   Yes, Mistress.  Sorry.
 
   “Don’t be sorry.  I’m proud of you.  You did good, kid.”
 
   A flutter of vibration rippled through my inner darkness.  Thank you, Mistress.
 
   “It’s Grace.  You can call me Grace.”
 
   Yes, Mistress.
 
   It’s over already? Tukka asked.
 
   I felt a sudden queasiness.  Unseen, alien dimensions collapsed inside me in a place the monster-ghost never managed to reach.  Folded space became unfolded.  Golden light sprang from my body, creating a firestorm just under the cavern roof, as the soul of this world returned to her place.  A woman’s face formed in the light.  Her eyes narrowed as she studied me.  The force of her attention created a heavy mental silence—a silence she broke, I won’t thank you for what you have done…
 
   I shrugged.  Bitch.
 
   She went on: But I will reward you—with a warning.
 
   Wocky laughed and nudged Tukka in the side.  “Warnings can’t buy chocolate, eh, fu dog?”
 
   Tukka’s head jerked toward the demon, and his jaws snapped shut on empty air as Wocky hopped out of range.
 
   I arched an eyebrow.  “A warning of what?”
 
   Honor is often trumped by necessity.
 
   “Which means what?” I asked.
 
   You’ll figure it out.  With that, the planetary lifeforce rose into the cavern roof.  She turned the rock into a heavy vein of gold in her wake.  As the last of the golden light vanished, the gloom rushed in, relieved only by the weird green light of Wocky’s floating ball, Argent’s luminous silver fur, and Tukka’s lavender eyes.
 
   Tukka came and stood next to me.  I used him to climb onto my feet.  Argent swung his head under me, lifting me onto Tukka’s back.  I sprawled there, wearily hanging on as Tukka carried me away.  We go home now, he said.
 
   “Fine by me,” Wocky said.
 
   You not invited, Tukka said.  
 
   “I’ve never let such a little thing stop me,” Wocky said.  “Besides, I suspect a last twist is coming in Grace’s plot.”
 
   I muttered, “Oh, there are a lot of twists coming.  I’ll soon have one for you.”
 
   “Really?  I can’t wait.”  The demon stomped along behind Tukka.  Argent hurried up beside Tukka.  Nobody wanted the necessary evil of Wocky’s company, but I needed him to hang around until the little matter of the demon brand was settled.  For that, I had an appointment for Inari.  
 
   “Tukka?” I said.
 
   Eh?
 
   “Take me to Shaun’s.”
 
   Fenn won’t like that, but Tukka do it.
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” Wocky’s voice dripped with mock sympathy.  “How sad.”
 
   We crossed over together.  Our auras appeared, as gravity slacked and a tingle passed through.  Flecked with orange, my aura was otherwise a muddy chocolate color only Tukka could have appreciated.  
 
   Argent looked at me and winced.  Your aura in badly damaged.  
 
   A trade off for the strength I’d needed.  “Tell me something I don’t know.”
 
   It could kill you, Argent said.
 
   Tukka not let that happen.
 
   I heard clacking as Wocky loosened the folds of his wings.  “Give yourself to me, Grace.  My black flame can replace your aura.  You won’t be a natural demon, but will come close enough to survive.”
 
   Death is better, Argent said, cleaner.
 
   Tukka growled at them, and did something I didn’t quite follow at first.  Argent and Wocky vanished.  The cavern vanished.  We were suddenly in a swarm of ghosts, but these weren’t humanoid.  Like the ghosts of dolphins, they fluked past us, swimming in air, their sleek bodies radiating a celestial blue glow that cheered me.  The only difference they had from Earth’s dolphins seemed to be a third eye, and a couple tentacles attached to their lower bodies.  They circled several times before losing interest and zipping off for parts unknown.
 
   We were in another ghost realm, one that didn’t belong to the Hysane world.  Tukka shifted us several more times.  Some of the new landscapes were strangely beautiful, others simply strange.  Eventually, we crossed to a ghost realm I recognized.  I saw the dojo where Shaun taught martial arts.  Overhead, Chinese lanterns swung in the wind.  We made a final cross over.  Gravity and the natural winter-drab colors sprang to greet us.  The sun sat near zenith; it was somewhat close to noon.  I slid off of Tukka’s back, relieved to no longer see my damaged aura.  As I tottered toward the dojo’s wrap-around deck, Tukka started to follow.  I lifted a hand.  “No, I need you to go get Cassie.  Fast.  You can’t help me by staying.”
 
   Demon might come.  Might force you to accept his offer.
 
   “I’m betting Inari will find me first.”
 
   Betting your life.
 
   “Michiko will look after me.”
 
   Tukka not see her.  Maybe ghost girl is asleep.
 
   Michiko faded in, wearing low-rider jeans, a crop-top, and sandals—making no allowance for the season.  Her dark eyes were grave as she studied me.  “Oh, my, what have you done to yourself?”
 
   “Long story.”  I reached the stairs up to the deck and sat on them, leaning back on my elbows.  “Go, Tukka, hurry.”
 
   Tukka run like wind.
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   He crossed back to the ghost realm, and I was alone with Michiko.  I looked her in the eyes.  “We’re friends, right?”
 
   Michiko put her fists on her hips.  “Best friends forever.”
 
   “If things go really bad for me, I need you to do something.”
 
   “Sure, what?”
 
   I smiled a crooked smile as I filled her in on my latest master plan.
 
   Michiko’s eyes widened in disbelief.  “Damn!  Talk about screwing with your karma.”
 
   “If you don’t want to do it, I understand.”
 
   Michiko’s eyes went even harder, blazing bright emerald.  “No, I’ve got this.  You came to the right person.  Give me a minute and to get ready.”  She faded out, moving invisibly on the errand I’d set her.
 
   My fingers were numb, my feet, too.  My breath was growing more and more strenuous.  My heart pounded in distress.  A preternatural kind of toxic shock was taking effect.  I’d been through something like this once before.  That didn’t make it less scary.  Inside my head, my other selves were still, silent, and intensely focused.  I hoped we’d all have some kind of a future together.   
 
   Time would tell.
 
   I smelled fresh turned earth, the scent of hey, and berries fermenting on the branch.  The dry and pale winter grass in the backyard blazed into a bright, lush green, visibly growing several more inches.  A white storm of cabbage butterflies swirled past me in a joyous dance.
 
   Inari’s here.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-NINE
 
    
 
   The right to survive is the right to kill.
 
   For this purpose we all have
 
   a predator buried deep within.
 
    
 
                                                             —Journal entry
 
                                                    Grace Kenyon
 
    
 
   Inari was dressed differently this time.  Her soft robes were still there, but lacquered, bamboo armor overlaid them, tied in place with leather thongs.  Her face was concealed by a theatrical mask, a white fox face with red highlighting around the eye holes.  Crossed and stashed in the front of her jade sash were two dainty hand sickles for cutting grain.  More than just an earth spirit, she was now the embodiment of a goddess of the harvest.
 
   That added confirmation to my suspicions.  She’d not told me the secret I wanted from her, insisting on waiting for the outcome of events.  Had I died trying to cleanse the Hysane world of spiritual poisoning, she’d have had no need to share such knowledge.  Frugal and Zen.  I kind of admired that.  I didn’t, however, believe that she’d been helpless against the monster-ghost—needing me to step in.  She’d expressed concern about my choice of destinies.  I think she’d been halfway hoping I’d get myself killed, solving everything.  Certainly, there was no warm welcome in her eyes now.
 
   She stopped in front of me, her two pony-sized silver foxes at her side.  They were dressed for war as well; rounded armor plates linked together were tied onto their backs.  Little curls of orange-red foxfire fluttered at their ankles.  I noticed their paws didn’t quite touch the ground.  They looked at me hungrily, the way predators study prey.
 
   “You seem to be in some difficulty,” Inari said.
 
   “I have great expectations of recovering,” I said.
 
   “Yes, well, is that really for the best?”
 
   “You owe me a secret,” I said.
 
   “That is true, but it can do you no good since I am here to harvest you.”
 
   “Tell me anyway.  I earned it.  How does one remove a demon brand?”
 
   She knelt, bringing her head level to my own so I didn’t have to strain looking up.  She said, “I have no ill will towards you.  If it will ease your passing, I will tell you what you want to know.”
 
   I clutched my stomach through a series of spasms.  
 
   Inari waited, acting as if my pain were a fascinating thing.  When the attack passed, she used a silk kerchief to blot sweat from my forehead.  “It is unfortunate you turned a deaf ear to my offer of turning you into a celestial fox.  This moment might have been avoided.”
 
   Yeah, and now you’re forced to kill me, aren’t you?  I remembered what the Hysane world’s soul had said: Honor is often trumped by necessity.  Inari thought my death was necessary.  She’d probably sleep quite well with me on the way to the morgue.
 
   I said, “Just tell me, already.”  The demon mark on my back was burning.  Wocky was homing in on me.  Time was running out.
 
   She shrugged.  “The power is already yours.  You are kitsune, a dream-walker.  Make the brand into a dream, and it is in your power.”
 
   “Ah, so simple.”
 
   Inari smiled at me, easing one of her hand sickles out of her sash.  “As simple as life and death.  I will make this mercifully quick, child, so you will not suffer.”
 
   “Hey, I like suffering.”  I thought of Scotty, my mouse-whispering guardian angel.  “I’m told it builds character.”
 
   Inari raised the sickle over her head, about to bring it slicing down into my heart.
 
   Her body jerked.  Her hand froze in place above her head.  Several feet of gleaming steel protruded from her chest.  Michiko’s timing was perfect.  She’d materialized and stabbed, using the sword of a god to kill a goddess.  Ghost-girl yanked out the sword, spun, and slashing at one of the the white foxes.  Her sword lopped a fox’s head off.  It bounced and rolled away as the body collapsed.  The other fox failed to reach her as Wocky arrived in the nick of time.  He reached out and snagged the fox midair, pulling him in.  Wocky’s jaw unhinged and fell open to an impossible degree.  Sharp fangs were revealed as well as a writhing tongue that was no longer a stub, having somehow been regenerated by the demon.
 
   Wocky inserted the fox’s head, biting it off with a loud chomp.  Blood sprayed.  Wocky held the neck up, tilting it so fresh blood gushed down his throat.  As the heart of the fox stopped beating, the blood slacked off.  Wocky tossed the drained body away, handling the pony-sized creature as easily as if it had been a child’s stuffed toy.
 
   Inari remained on her feet as her body sunk in on itself, shedding the armor.  Her robes rotted in rapid decay.  Her flesh reddened and then grayed, wrinkling, acquiring a curious grain as her youth eroded away in desiccation.  Her hair grew down her back, a weave of vines.  It was then I noticed she still stood because her toes had splayed and curved downward, growing into the soil like roots.  Soon, all that was left of her was a rather ugly tree.
 
   Wocky turned his attention to me, stepping closer.
 
   But Michiko vanished from her old position, reappearing in his way.  The Sword of Heaven shimmered with divine energy as she poked it at him.  With her back to me, I couldn’t see her expression, but I heard a smile in the tone of her voice, “I wouldn’t, demon-moth.  Remember what this sword did to you last time?”
 
   He offered her a savage smile.  “One doesn’t easily forget one’s heart being sliced in two.”  He looked past her, at me.  “Grace, tell her this is what you need.  I’m the last hope you have of living.”
 
   I used the last of my hoarded strength, and the railing besides the steps, and fought to my feet.  I tottered up to Michiko, grabbing her shoulder from behind so I wouldn’t fall.  The world was dipping in a most curious fashion, refusing to stay on level.  I spoke softly to her, “Let me handle this.”  
 
   She shot me a quick, sidelong glance as I drew up beside her.  “Are you sure?  You look like a rampaging kitten could bowl you over.”
 
   “Trust me.  I know what I’m doing.”
 
   She shrugged.  “Fine, but remember, there are worse things than being dead.”
 
   “Such as?” Wocky asked.
 
   Michiko’s voice deepened, icing over, “Sometimes, not getting to die.”
 
   Wocky rolled his eyes.  “I suppose you got that out of some prissy vampire movie.”
 
   “Bite me!” Michiko said.
 
   Wocky grinned, displaying blood-soaked teeth.  “Any time.”
 
   “Cut it out, you two.”  I moved toward Wocky, casually letting one of my hands sway toward Michiko’s sword.  I ran a couple of fingers along the flat of her blade.  At the same time, I used my kitsune leaching ability to sip a little of the sword’s mystical force.  It hit my system like a runaway train, infusing me with a jump in strength and a burst of power that sang along my nerves.  I reined in that intoxicating power, compressing it to small star in the depth of my inner shadows.
 
   I want that! My shadow side said.
 
   No, I answered, I need the energy to save us all.
 
   Afterwards I can have it? She asked.
 
   I smiled inwardly.  We’ll see.
 
   I made a point of moving like I was still running on fumes, a breath or two from keeling over.  I reached out for Wocky’s hand.  “Let’s not do things here.”
 
   His eyes gleamed with triumph as he assumed I was giving in to him.  “Where shall I take you?”
 
   “The far side of a perfect dream.”  I smiled weakly.  Nothing less can save me.
 
   He jerked me into his spindly arms.  His black-star eyes blazed into mine.  “Sleep,” he said.
 
   I yielded to lethargy, letting darkness claim me.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Darkness thinned to a woodland clearing carpeted with dull brown and red leaves.  A pile of cut tree limbs lay to one side, a pile of brush.  Dreaming, I sat on a tree stump.  A winter wind that lacked chill—At least to me—lifted my dark red hair, wagging it like a banner of war.  An orange-red sun was tangled low in the trees.  Sunset wasn’t far away unless I changed things.  
 
   This was my dream, my world, a time and place of my choosing.  I stopped the dream in that moment before Wocky arrived.  A time stop in the waking world would have utterly exhausted me, probably finishing me off.  Here, I allowed no such inefficiency.  Further, I made a short list of rules in my head, and willed them to materialize on a parchment scroll that popped into my hand.  I dropped the scroll.  It sank between two large roots, into the soil at my feet. 
 
    Let my will become the law of the land: a perfect land in a perfect dream—I hope.  
 
   In the imperfect, real world, a person without an aura is dead in some way: vamp, zombie, or a demon.  Here, I decreed that the power of a storm god’s sword could replace my wounded aura, at least for a short while.  
 
   If I’m wrong, I’ll wake up very dead.  All or nothing, this is the last throw of the dice.
 
   I looked over to a cluster of hay bales.  They were arranged to form a throne for a straw man in cast-off farmer’s clothes.  
 
   All right, let’s get things rolling again. 
 
   A hoot owl called out.  The first star of the evening blazed to life in the dimming sky.  And a few leaves that had been suspended mid-tumble began wheeling along once more with time turned back on.  
 
   I watched the straw man’s clothing darkened to crisp, clean, black silk and denim; a dress shirt and jeans.  Feet formed wearing glossy black boots.  Hands came out of empty sleeves, wearing long-fingered leather gloves.  The canvas with its crudely drawn charcoal face became human.  The straw at the back of his head transmuted to hair.  Button eyes sunk into wells of darkness, replaced by burning coals.  The body filled out to more than human size.  The former scarecrow stood up, leaving his seat.  He strolled over, big, black, wings bursting into view from his back as the cloth there ripped loudly.  The wings were also tattered, clacking out into a fanned display that should have been threatening, but wasn’t.
 
   I understood that I had it in myself to be just as scary.
 
    “Grace.”  He nodded a formal greeting.
 
   “Wocky.”  I stood, moving back over the stump so it remained between us. 
 
   “For the record,” he said, “I need you to state that you are binding yourself to me of your own free will, with no coercion on my part.  Otherwise, it won’t take.”
 
   “Yeah, I Imagine God keeps you guys on short leash, metaphorically speaking, but there’s one problem with what you want—I’m not giving consent.”
 
   His flaming eyes narrowed.  His body became still as a graveyard marker.  “Then why are we here?”
 
   Pulling warm strength from my core—power borrowed from Michiko’s Sword of Heaven—I felt a resurge of vitality.  I straightened my shoulders, drew a deep breath, and made a throwing gesture.  My poisoned aura hung in the air between Wocky and me.  I snapped my fingers, and the energy broke into fragments, becoming a foggy firefly swarm that blinked a sickly brownish-green.
 
   “Pretty,” Wocky said.
 
   I waved and the sick color fled.  The swarm danced in an intricate pattern, blinking a healthy, tawny gold.  I opened my arms and each bug ghosted into my chest, becoming pure aura inside me once again.  
 
   One problem down and a demon brand left to take care of. 
 
   I willed the top half of my clothing to vanish, leaving only a black sports bra for modesty’s sake.
 
   Wocky smiled a slow, crooked smile.  “You want me to service you first?  Afraid of dying a virgin?  Good thing this is a dream, or I wouldn’t have functional equipment for the job.”
 
   Boy, are you getting your hopes up.   
 
   I filled my hand with black shadow, willing it to harden and acquire a knife’s sharp edge.  The shadow responded, becoming lethal obsidian.  My smile matched his, teasing and predatory.  
 
   Wocky’s rickety smile stayed in place, as he lifted an inquiring eyebrow.  “What?” he said.  “You like it rough?  I can do rough.”  His smile widened.  “Where are the whips and chainsaws?”
 
   Because all’s fair in war and … well, war, I willed my pants away, leaving lace-trimmed bikini panties.  Wocky’s eyes roved freely down my figure.  There were delightful curves reflecting the maturing influence of my moth DNA.  I had real boobs that made me feel a little top heavy since I usually had a rather flat chest.  I slid a hand down my gently-rounded stomach, guiding his heated gaze, and ran my fingernails along the lacy waistband.  In seduction mode, my voice went low and husky.  “I’ve got something I want to show you.” 
 
   His tongue was all but dragging the ground.  “I’ll say you do.”
 
   I slid my hand back up my abs, across my body to my ribs, as if, with a longer arm, I could reach behind my back for a rabbit or something.  I smiled my gotcha! Smile and willed the demon mark between my shoulder blades to seep across my skin, over to my hand.  I drew my hand back across my stomach, and the demon mark followed it into view.
 
   Wocky stiffened.  His eyes stayed on the mark as he said, “Grace, what are you doing?”
 
   I grabbed the demon mark and peeled the thing off me.  Free of my skin, it wiggled and fought my grip.  I slapped the demon brand onto the tree stump.  Kneeling, I held the mark firmly in place, stabbing it with the obsidian knife so it had to stay put.  The mark squealed like a stuck piglet.
 
   Wocky’s face was contorted by a terrible stabbing pain.  He lunged for the mark.
 
   Tree roots broke ground, wrapping him up with woodland tentacles.  
 
   Yeah, I guess I am into bondage.  
 
   He batted his wings, whipping up a windstorm, but couldn’t free himself.  In my dream, the roots were strong enough to hold him, especially with the power I’d borrowed from Michiko’s sword.  He continued to struggle, straining.  It did no good.
 
   I made him watch as his demon mark died, bubbling like hot, black tar, melting over the stump, going still in death, for this was a dream of perfect death.
 
   “Grace!  Let me go now, or I will kill all you love, before eating your still-beating heart before your very eyes!”
 
   “Isn’t that precious?”  With a thought, I clothed myself in a frothy red gown and a gold and garnet necklace.  “Goodbye, Wocky.  I’d say I’m going to miss you, but I’m too kitsune to lie.”
 
   I backed away from the stump, to the very edge of the woods.  I looked upward to the living shadow that was the sky now the sun had set.  I spoke to my hungry other self, “Okay, Shady Lady, you can have this dream.  I’m done with it.  Bon appetite.”  
 
   With Wocky’s furious screech echoing in my head, I willed myself awake.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY
 
    
 
   Nightmare cleanses evil.
 
   Light a candle for the fallen.
 
   The hunters drink savage joy,
 
   While the blood moon is calling.
 
    
 
                                                           —The Wild Hunt
 
                                                               Elektra Blue
 
    
 
   I stirred, my eyes fluttering open.  Cassie and I were under the bare branches of the ugly tree that had once been Inari.  Mom cradled my head in her lap.  We were both on a mat that had come from the dojo.  She brushed my hair away from my face, crooning a song about fluffy bunnies and marshmallow eggs.  I think she was making it up as she went along.  Her song broke off as she noticed my eyes were open.  Looking past her smiling face, I noticed the sun had moved ahead.  A couple hours had passed.  
 
   How strange.
 
   The next thing I noticed: we were surrounded by a garden party.  Voices murmured like a sea.  Shaun’s voice stood out.  He was singing something in Japanese, strumming a steel-string guitar.  High overhead, Michiko sat on one of the wire strands that held the paper lanterns.  She’d stolen a Popsicle and clutched it while staring down, spying on all the activity.
 
   My gaze shifted as Fenn padded into view.  He lowered himself, sitting opposite Cassie, with me between them.  His eyes devoured my face.  “Grace, are you okay?”
 
   “I think so.  I don’t feel like death-warmed-over anymore.”  I switched my gaze to Cassie.  “My aura—?”
 
   “Your chakra centers are clean and unblocked.  Your lifeforce is flowing properly again.  How did you do it?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I just refused to settle for anything less.  Hey, it’s mean to throw a party while I’m stretched out unconscious.  What’s with all this?”  I pushed up.  
 
   Cassie helped me to sit.  
 
   Fenn took over, turning and propping me in front of him.  I leaned back into his warmth.  His arms braced me.  It occurred to me that a winter garden party should be colder than this.  None of the guests seemed the least bit cold.  Many of them had shed jackets.  “What’s with the warm weather?” I asked.
 
   Cassie’s stare shot across the yard to where Virgil and Janet d’Arc held court with some federal marshals and a bunch of the PRT guys I worked with.  “You can thank them.  It’s a spell of some kind.”
 
   “An inversion of entropy I think,” Fenn said.
 
   I noticed Van Helsing was closer to the main house, operating the biggest grill I’d ever seen.  There were nearly twenty slayers mixing about, most of the guys gathered around Jill and Drew.  My girlfriends were flirting shamelessly, not yet aware I was awake.  There were a few more people from HPI where I lived.  Ms. Griffin, the director, was having an animated conversation with some kid I didn’t know.  His back was to me and his long, silver hair spilled halfway down his back.  He turned to meet my eyes and I saw he’d donned an eye patch for the occasion.  
 
   Argent!  He’s still around?
 
    I hadn’t been able to shake the stray fox.  I guess the attraction was the free food.  He couldn’t have had it easy in the Hysane slave pens. 
 
   He smiled and turned back to Ms. Griffin.  
 
   Shifting my gaze, I saw Tukka and some of our fu dog hommies deep in a conversation with women in silken robes.  One of the gals looked very familiar.  I ran backwards through my memory and soon placed her: the priestess in that mysterious temple where I’d danced after my date with Wocky, may he rest in peace.
 
   This was the woman who’d tried to frighten me away with a hand mirror.  It still hung around her neck. 
 
   As if feeling the impact of my eyes, she turned.  Seeing me sitting up, her face brightened with eagerness.  She said something to her companions and hurried closer, Tukka a few steps behind her.  
 
   Van Helsing called out that burgers and hot dogs were ready.
 
   Tukka veered away, no doubt wanting to know if real dog was being served.
 
   “She’s the reason for the party,” Cassie said.  “She and her people claim to have come to rescue you.”
 
   “I save myself these days,” I muttered.
 
   The priestess circled Cassie and took up a standing position at my feet, staring down at me with disturbing intensity.  “The demon smell is off you now.”  She spoke English.  One of these days, I was going to figure out why English was so popular in other dimensions—but not today.  Today, we were having a party.
 
   Under her interested stare, I felt compelled to answer.  “Uh, yeah.  Demon mark.  Got rid of it finally.”
 
   The woman nodded, a small smile twisting her lips.  “Demon scum can be most annoying at times.  I’m sorry I mistook you for one.”
 
   “It’s all right, but how did you track me down.  I didn’t even think you’d been able to see me.”
 
   The woman crouched down with the fluid ease of someone used to serious physical training.  “I didn’t see you—directly.  Here, see for yourself.”  She removed her mirror and held it out so I could look into the reflective surface.  At first, I only saw my face.  Then the glass misted up and an image played like on a miniature TV.  I saw myself, in her temple, dancing like a crazy person without a care.
 
   Looking over my shoulder, Fenn laughed, but quickly smothered it lest I take offense.
 
   “Oh, let me see!” Cassie reached out and grabbed the mirror, turning the glass.  She laughed too, and kept right on with no regard for my feelings.  “Oh, child, do you have some interesting, uh, moves.”
 
   “Don’t mock me!” I warned.  “I stomped all over the Hysane, ran of the witches of ISIS, ate an immortal demon for lunch, and killed off a Japanese nature spirit.”  With help from Michiko.  “I am fearsome, a force to be reckoned with.”
 
   Cassie handed the mirror back to the priestess, while looking at me with a hint of a smile still in place.  “Yes, dear, but your fox’s grace certainly didn’t carry over to your human form.”
 
   “Maybe I wasn’t really trying.”
 
   “It’s all right,” the priestess said.  “No one needs to apologize for a joyful spirit, not in the Celestial House of Joy.”
 
    “That’s what that place is?” I said. 
 
   Fran passed by, handing Fenn an orange soda.  He nodded his thanks and pulled the ring on top, taking a sip.
 
   The priestess nodded.  “We celebrate life with frequent bouts of strenuous dance, and sex, when not tending our gardens or running the Woman’s Clinic.”
 
   Fenn choked on his soda, spitting a little out.
 
   Celestial House of Joy, I thought that name sounded a little like a brothel.  
 
   The priestess hung her mirror back over her neck.  Her smile widened.  “Should you ever need a place of refuge, or desire to follow a calling such as ours—”
 
   My eyes grew huge.  “I’ll, uh, let you know.”
 
   “Good.”  She stood and wandered away.
 
   I noticed Maddy and her mom over by the koi pond.  They weren’t exactly buddy-buddy, but they were at least talking.  I felt good about that.
 
   Tukka came up.  He had a smear of ketchup and mustard on his chin.
 
   “Enjoying yourself,” I asked.
 
   Tukka party animal.
 
   I couldn’t resist teasing him to take the attention off me.  “I saw you guzzling the hot dogs.  Leave any for anyone else?”
 
   Tukka dropped his head and stage-whispered a thought straight into my head, It’s okay, Grace, they’re not real dogs.
 
   “No,” Fenn said, “It’s not like the cooks are mothmen.”
 
   My fu dog growled.  Tukka hate mothmen with undying passion.  Tukka will never let them get Grace.
 
   “Yeah, I guess all is right with the world again.”  At least for now.
 
   The party was a blast, lasting until midnight.  Drew and Jill escorted me home and changed me into sleepwear.  I’d had too much spiked punch at the party so they’d assumed responsibility for tucking me into bed.  The cat I’d rescued from a house fire was staying in the next room with Jill.  They’d grown close, adopting each other.  I pretended that it didn’t hurt to be abandoned—Furry little ingrate!—and waited for sleep to overtake me.  Gotta remember; one last thing I need to do.  Jus’ hope Tukka and the pack remember to show up.
 
   I yawned hugely and closed my eyes on the gloom in my room.  The wondrous softness of my bed felt like lying on a cloud.  I soon slid into the dark embrace of sleep.
 
    
 
   *     *     *
 
    
 
   My old friend Evil had lasted the longest of those we’d chased down in this communal dream.  She’d dreamed up a machine pistol, emptying clip after clip into me and Tukka until the barrel was red-hot.  Exhausted, she’d tried hiding in an abandoned refrigerator.  Tukka and his fu dog followers had darn near stomped that sucker flat.  The five-pound dump rats had scattered at the racket, coming back to fed as we moved.
 
   Missy still had her china doll look going for her.  At odds with her beauty was the terror shining in her cobalt eyes as she passed one of the many bonfires scattered about.  In the liquid shadows of this nightmare, her brassy gold hair had a green tinge.  She bit her lips in panic, the cherry lip gloss long gone.  Missy had the air of a toy about to break.  Her boobs heaved as she ran through the endless night, over hills of debris.  Wearing a ceremonial robe of midnight blue with an eight-pointed, gold star on it, she was the last of the witches of ISIS to feel my shadow-fox wrath.  
 
   I’d saved her for dessert.
 
   She slid down a hill, broken lamps, appliances, and less identifiable objects skidded along with her.  Her robes were heavily stained by now, as filthy as her soul.
 
   Tukka and the boys hung back as I went in.  I wore a fox shape made of shadow.  My antennae bobbed as I loped toward her, my wings all aflutter.  Orange foxfire curled around my ankles, lifting me into the air so I could run on the foul, shrieking wind.  A haze of light hung off my face.  My eyes glowed, a brilliant, scary yellow, as the monstrous red moon overhead smeared blood across my darkness.  
 
   Missy backed into a lumpy sofa with ripped upholstery.
 
   I slowed my advance, showing her my rather sharp teeth.
 
   How do you like me now!
 
   “What do you want from me?” she screamed.
 
   “Your strict attention.  You will never again touch me or what is mine.  This dream can come back any time, tearing you down, pouring fear into your heart until it bursts.  Leave me alone, or else!”
 
   Her right arm bleeding from a deep cut, Missy nodded agreement so vehemently; it looked like her head was going to fall off.
 
   I smiled.  My work here was done.  
 
   I left her under a bleeding moon as the rats closed in.
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