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Introduction
Marisa Wolf


The bond between mother and child, father and child, should be—and often is—one of the purest forms of love we know in the universe. The protective thread woven through that love is fierce, unshakeable, eternal. When threatened, that thread can turn to violence—anything goes to protect what and who needs protecting.

Here’s the thing: I’m not a parent—but I know that love. The worst fight I was ever in, I broke a girl’s nose because she made my little brother cry. I’m the oldest of seven children, and between the frustration, diaper changes, and far too many bodily fluids, there was the shining core of “you shall not mess with them.” (Granted, we’re talking siblings, so the unspoken next sentence is “because that’s my job,” but the point stands.)

We will go to war, literally and figuratively, for the children under our protection. History, the news, social media—all of these facets of humanity are littered with examples big and small. The big brother who lifted a car off his younger sibling. The mother who broke out of cuffs, tore through barriers, scaled a wall, and charged into an active shooter situation to find her baby. The father who shot and killed the man who harmed his toddler, right in the middle of the courthouse.

We do these things for love, and damn the consequences—because the consequence of not doing them is far worse.

I was minding my business at a convention when certain Raconteurs struck up an innocent conversation with me: did I have kids? No, I do not. But I am a former teacher still in touch with her now-grown students. I am an aunt to nieces and nephews (from family both born and found) that I would go to the ends of the earth for.

Good, was the reply. Because there’s this anthology…

What I didn’t know in that moment was that one of my favorite people in the world, the amazing author, Kacey Ezell, had proposed an anthology to the fabulous folks at Raconteur, springing straight from something she’d said and meant to her core: “My children will be well, or all will burn.” A universal sentiment, across times and cultures and genres, as evidenced by the first volume of this anthology. So universal, in fact, that there was a flood of excellent stories, all approaching this theme from different angles, viewpoints, relationships, and outcomes.

You hold in your hands a collection of stories studying that shining light of love, and the darkness that can result to keep it bright and protected. You will see the lengths parents and parental figures will go to protect and, when necessary, avenge their children. From science fiction to fantasy to our current world, these tales cover a lot of ground in relatively few words.

They each paint a picture of the lengths we’ll drive to, when our children are in danger.

We will burn down the world to keep that one corner that matters protected. We will remove obstacles with extreme prejudice, plan with malice aforethought, or lash out with every ounce of power we can summon.

Our children will be safe, or all will burn.


Full Moon Custody
D.J. Swift


Some days, I want nothing more than to walk into the woods and never come back.

Tuesday was turning into one of those days. The phone rang as I slapped the pot of leftover spaghetti on the stove and removed the lid. I pulled a beer out of the fridge and put it on the counter before answering. After a long day of roofing in the hot sun, all I wanted to do was sit down in front of the fire, kick my feet up, and work on that case of beer. Instead of any of that, I had to talk with Mr. Murphy, my daughter Julie’s elementary school principal. And judging by the tone of his voice, he did not sound happy.

“Mr. Sinclair, were you aware that your daughter was absent five school days in the last two weeks?”

I took a deep breath and silently counted backward from five. “No, Mr. Murphy. I was not aware of that.”

The cold can of beer on the counter stood just out of reach, taunting me. I reached for it, but the cord on my phone was too short. He rattled off a list of dates and then went on for a while about the importance of school for developing young minds. Finally, he stopped talking long enough that I could get a word in.

“Maybe you can go ahead and tell me what’s on your mind,” I said.

“Mr. Sinclair, Julie’s attendance for the rest of the school year has also been poor, and it has been growing progressively worse. We have tried reaching out to Mrs. Sinclair with letters home and phone calls, since she is listed as the primary caregiver on Julie’s file. We can’t seem to reach her, just the…er…gentleman that lives with her.” He sighed. Sounded like he was about as excited to make this call as I was to be on the receiving end of it. “Mr. Sinclair, Julie’s teacher has informed me that when your daughter does come to class, she is often late for school, wearing dirty clothes that reek of cigarette smoke, and is often unwashed. In short, she shows signs of neglect.”

I felt a faint warning prickle along the back of my neck. My heart began to beat faster. I took a deep breath to calm down.

“I was not aware of that, but your file is right. My ex-wife has primary custody of Julie right now.”

“Do those dates that I’ve just listed for you correspond with dates when Julie was under her care?”

“Yes.” I only got Julie on the weekends, and I suspected that Mr. Murphy was aware of this. My visits with Julie were supposed to be every other weekend, but Samantha needed breaks. Often. So, most weekends I picked her up late after work on Friday nights and kept her until Sunday evening.

The prickle on my neck intensified, threatening to spread to my back. This call needed to end, or something bad was going to happen.

“Well, what are we going to do about this? Julie can’t miss this much class and expect to be able to move on to first grade. She is already quite behind her peers. Is there any reason you can think of that Samantha would be struggling to care for your daughter?”

Samantha always had reasons, just never good ones. My eyes burned. I rubbed them with my free hand. Even without looking, I knew that my eyes had just changed color from blue to bright amber. I glanced down and watched as my fingernails hardened and lengthened into points. The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. The prickling sensation spread down my shoulders. Almost out of time. I was about to crawl out of my damn skin on the phone with this mouth-breather. Why couldn’t he just cut to the chase?

“Mr. Murphy, why don’t you let me see if I can come to the bottom of this? I have no idea why Samantha has been neglecting these things. But I can assure you that I will do everything in my power to make it stop.”

Well, not everything.

Mr. Murphy fell quiet. Too late, I realized how intensely I had spoken, and kicked myself for it. Whenever I started losing it, I struggled to maintain voice control.

“Thank you, Mr. Sinclair.”

The prickling reached the middle of my back. Everything felt too tight. I wanted to tear free of my skin or scream. Maybe both.

“Listen, Mr. Murphy, I have to get going. Thanks again for the call.” I slammed the phone down in place.

As I ran toward the front door, I pulled off my shirt and threw it on the couch, and worked open the fly of my jeans. On the front steps, I tripped and fell to the ground as my legs tangled in the jeans that had bunched around my ankles. In my hurry, I had forgotten to take off my work boots.

Thick gray and black fur sprouted down my arms. Claws curved from my fingertips as my thumbs disappeared and my hands shifted into paws. I could no longer untie my shoes. No choice but to try to push the jeans off over the boots. Even as I started, I knew it was too late. The prickling had reached my legs. I pulled as hard as I could. A popping sound punctuated the still night air.

All my senses came alive.
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If you asked my folks, they would tell you that I was a screw-up the whole time growing up. So when I knocked up my girlfriend in high school, it shocked no one, but that didn’t mean they were thrilled about it. Samantha’s parents wanted her to give the baby up for adoption. Mine wanted me to push for an abortion, because we were both still kids ourselves. But when I saw Samantha’s belly swelling with child, something inside of me switched on. For the first time in my life, I knew what I had to do. With that newfound determination, I quit dabbling in drugs and stopped drinking so much. I told her we should get married. That I’d do the right thing. Our baby would have a mom and a dad.

As soon as we graduated, I got a job at a roofing company. I made pretty good money as long as I worked fast and was willing to put in sixty hours a week during the peak of the building season. Samantha and I got married after Julie was born and moved into a house at the edge of an orchard in the valley way up north. Six months later, her folks moved down to Fresno. That left us young, stupid, and alone. Together.

The thing is, I assumed that if I committed to doing right for Julie’s sake, Samantha would, too. I could not have been more wrong.

Things were fine for the first year, but as Samantha’s friends went on with their lives without the encumbrance of kids, it started to wear on her. She started smoking again. Then she found a job at a gas station to get out of the house. We spent as much on a babysitter as she earned, but she liked the freedom. It got her off my back, so I didn’t fight it. Maybe I should have.

Not long after she found a job, she began hitting parties on the weekends while I watched Julie. The binge drinking and harder drugs showed up again. And then she met another guy who “liked going out and having fun.” Those were her words after I confronted her about seeing her with him.

A cycle developed. I would confront her; she’d start crying and promise to change. And within two weeks, she was back at it. Then the whole scenario repeated over and over again until Samantha was gone most of the time, and suddenly Julie was four and spent more time with her babysitter than with her mom. I was sick of it.

One night, I left Julie with a babysitter and went out looking for Samantha. I found her in the parking lot of a seedy bar just outside of town. Even without talking with her, I could tell she was drunk and probably high, as well.

I told her she needed to go home. That Julie needed her. She laughed.

One of the guys standing with her had his arm around her waist, as if he owned her. He came up to me and got in my face. Things got heated, but I knew I couldn’t afford to get arrested. Julie needed at least one of us to be there for her, even if I wanted to murder that bastard. Samantha had wandered away at that point, so I turned to leave before strong words turned into a bar fight.

That guy and two of his buddies jumped me. I have always been taller and stronger than most men. There might have been three of them, but I gave as well as I got. One of them clawed up my arm. Other patrons stepped in and broke up the fight before anyone called the cops. Nobody knew any of those three guys. They were just bikers passing through.

I never knew which one of them was the werewolf. Maybe all of them were. But my life changed forever that night.

A scratch. That was all it took.
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I woke up in the woods just as the sky turned gray with the dawn. It took a few minutes to feel like myself again, and that disoriented feeling to dissipate. I laid in a bed of leaves and branches nested in the middle of a stand of skinny trees, naked as the day I was born, and with no memory of the night before. My mouth felt dry and sticky. When I ran my tongue across my teeth, I felt a few hairs stuck between them.

Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up.

As I sat up, I closed my eyes to block the sight of anything around me. Over the last eighteen months, I figured out that it was always best to avoid looking around at the things that surrounded me when I woke up after a night spent in my wolf form. The worst place I’d ever woken up was a gas station dumpster, where I’m pretty sure I’d been having a late-night snack. All of this was precisely why I felt I had to let Samantha have custody of Julie after the divorce. Samantha might have been in a losing battle with her demons, but every full moon, my inner beast comes out to play. I might not be able to control the monster, but I could keep my girl safe. She was everything to me.

Julie. The phone call last night.

I got to my feet and brushed away the leaves and debris. The cold hit me all at once, and I moved my arms around to get the blood moving. Thankfully, last night I had not strayed far. I picked a cautious path down the hillside. Morning sunshine glowed behind the pines as I reached the driveway.

After my first transformation, I found a rental out in the country with no close neighbors. It was a trailer at the end of a gravel driveway, hidden from the road by tall pine trees and brush. It took me a few months to figure out what was going on during the full moon, but right away, I knew that whatever it was, I would need my privacy.

At the foot of the porch steps, I found the pile of my jeans, underwear, and boots, where I had transformed last night. I grabbed them on the way inside. The front door swung on its hinges, because I had forgotten to close it on my way out. Hopefully, a skunk or raccoon hadn’t welcomed itself inside, but I didn’t have time to make sure. I needed a shower and anything I could find in the fridge. I was ravenous.
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I wrapped up a job in the north end of the valley around five-thirty. We had just finished roofing one of the McMansions in a brand-new housing development and were cleaning up the job site and packing up our tools when one of the company pickup trucks came barreling into the driveway, kicking up dust. My boss, Paul McEvans, stepped out of the truck and motioned me over. His face looked serious, but his sunglasses made it impossible to read his face.

“Hey, Ryan,” he said. “Grab your gear. These guys can finish up. I’ll take you to the office. There was an emergency today. Samantha didn’t pick Julie up after school. Julie didn’t know where to go, so she tried to walk to the daycare. She got lost. Police found her crying in front of a crosswalk because she knew she wasn’t supposed to cross the street alone. They picked her up and brought her back to the school. The principal and the officer are with her. They can’t find Samantha anywhere, and no one is answering the phone at the house. They’ve been trying to reach you for over an hour. When they called the office, I told them I’d come and get you right away.”

My mind raced as I fetched my cooler and jacket and hurried to the truck. Where was Samantha?

Paul sped toward the office.

“I’m sorry about this,” I said.

He waved a hand at me. “You and I have never had any issues, Ryan. You might want to check on Samantha, though. What if you were doing a job on the coast today? Know what I mean? Something really bad could have happened. If it had been my daughter…” His voice trailed off.

He didn’t have to finish that thought. I knew what he meant. Even though Paul drove fast, it still felt too slow. It was almost dinner time, and my little girl was still sitting at the elementary school with a cop and the principal, probably scared out of her mind. A warning prickle started down the back of my neck. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

At last, Paul veered into the parking lot of the home office, a long brick warehouse next to the railroad tracks on the southeast end of town. He pulled up right next to my truck. I jumped out of the company truck before Paul came to a stop.

“Thanks again, Paul,” I said, throwing my stuff onto the benchseat of my old Ford pickup.

He waved as I turned over the engine and put it into gear.

The whole way down to the elementary school, my mind raced. The prickling stayed away—I think mostly because I was afraid for Julie. She was barely six years old; she didn’t know her way around town. And with the highway so near to the school, someone could have just picked her up and taken her, and we wouldn’t know until…until when? Whenever Samantha got around to noticing she was gone?

The sun was setting as I pulled into the school parking lot. I parked and ran from the truck to the front door. Through the glass doors, I saw Julie sitting between two male figures on a bench just inside. As I approached the door, the principal rose to let me in. Julie came running to me, her little brown ponytail bouncing with each step.

“Daddy! Daddy!”

I picked her up in my arms and hugged her tight.

“Mr. Sinclair, can we speak for a moment?” the principal asked. I had never met the man, but had spoken on the phone with him a couple of times, including last night.

“Yeah, sure.” I set Julie down. “Just a minute, sweetheart. I’m going to talk with Mr. Murphy. Can you hang out with,” I glanced at the nametag on the policeman’s uniform, “Officer Miller for a little bit longer?”

Julie smiled. The dusty tear tracks on her round cheeks broke my heart. “Sure, Daddy.”

I stepped down the hall with Mr. Murphy. The lights were dimmed in the halls, and each classroom door was dark. Bright banners and bulletin boards decorated the walls.

“Mr. Sinclair, I am very concerned about the situation Julie was in this afternoon. It is extremely dangerous for a child of her age to be wandering town unattended.”

“Why was she ever out of sight? I thought you guys didn’t let elementary kids just wander off. You’re right next to a friggin’ highway.”

“She told her teacher that she was supposed to go to daycare, but the daycare group had already left. Julie told the substitute teacher that she knew where the daycare was, and the woman believed her. I suspect that Julie was confused about what her childcare arrangements were supposed to be. I’ve glanced through the records, and it appears that they are often sporadic. Children do best with consistency, as I’m sure you know.”

I nodded.

“Can I be blunt with you, Mr. Sinclair?”

“I guess.”

Mr. Murphy’s voice dropped to something just above a whisper. “I’m saying this strictly off the record, and outside of my role as principal. I realize that divorce can be very difficult for everyone involved. But I just have to say, when Julie is in your care, this doesn’t happen. It is my opinion, and the opinion of Mrs. Greenly, our school counselor, that Julie would be better off in your full-time care. Mrs. Sinclair seems to be—”

“Look, I get what you’re saying, but you don’t understand. I’m gone a lot with work. Sometimes I’m gone overnight for two or three days. It’s really hard to arrange care for Julie when work takes me away like that.” It wasn’t just the work, though. Every full moon, I had to leave or risk destroying my home and possibly hurting people. I had not yet hurt anyone—at least, not that I could recall.

“I understand. Is there any way to avoid those trips away for the time being?”

“I’m a roofer. I don’t work at a desk. I go where the jobs are. Sometimes it’s here, sometimes it’s elsewhere. I don’t have a lot of control over it.”

Mr. Murphy sighed. “I think that it would be worthy of a discussion with your employer. He seemed like a reasonable enough guy on the phone.”

“I have a great boss, no doubt about it, but I got to where I am by being the one who was willing to put the hours in and take the worst jobs. By being willing to travel for work.”

Mr. Murphy sighed again. “Please just think about it, Mr. Sinclair. Mrs. Greenly is investigating the living situation at Mrs. Sinclair’s home. She has concerns. I think you should take my suggestions to heart. Think about what can be done.”

The veiled threat hung in the air. I knew what he was getting at. And it made me want to get out of there as quickly as I could.

“I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t make any promises.”

Mr. Murphy stepped closer. “I know this verges on prying, and I’m sure it’s an uncomfortable subject. But what do you know about Mrs. Sinclair’s boyfriend?”

My eyes narrowed. “About as much as I want to know.”

Mr. Murphy was quiet for a moment, shifting on his feet, thinking. Something seemed to be bothering him, but he didn’t seem to want to come out and say it. “Okay. Well, I won’t keep you. Please do consider what can be done to shift things around a bit, for Julie’s sake.”

“I will.” I stuck out my hand. “Thanks for staying late until I could get here. It means a lot, knowing that Julie had a safe place to be.”

Mr. Murphy looked surprised by my extended hand, but he smiled broadly and shook my hand. “I’m glad I was here.”

Julie skipped next to me as we went to the truck. I helped her climb in and buckle up. It was dark as we drove out of the school parking lot toward Samantha’s house.

“Where are we going, Daddy?” Julie asked.

“I need to check in at your mom’s place. See if she is home yet.”

“Don’t I get to stay with you now?”

“Maybe.”

“I hope so.”

“Aren’t you happy at your mom’s house?”

Julie fell quiet.

“Julie? What’s the matter?”

“Mommy’s gone a lot.”

Samantha lived about fifteen minutes from the school. Her car was gone when I pulled into the driveway, but the other car sat parked in the weeds on one side of the garage. A lamp glowed in one window. Blue light flickered from the television.

Rob was in. I took a deep breath and counted backward from ten to quell the sudden onset of rage.

I got out of my truck and walked to the parked car and placed one hand on the hood. The metal felt cold in the night air. I motioned for Julie to join me as I walked toward the front door. But on the step, I shielded her from the door. I pounded on the door three times and waited. As I raised my fist to pound on the door again, it opened. Rob stood on the other side, wearing only a pair of shorts and a terrible case of bedhead. He reeked of stale cigarette smoke and old booze. Clearly, he had just woken up at the crack of six in the evening.

“Were you supposed to pick Julie up from school today?” I asked.

Rob glanced behind me, rubbed his face, and swore from beneath his hand. “Sorry, man. I forgot.”

His vile breath reached me. I grimaced and turned my face away. This was what Samantha had left me for. It didn’t even anger me anymore. She got what she wanted.

“Julie was found by the police. They tried calling. Didn’t you hear the phone? The answering machine?”

“No, I didn’t hear it.”

“She was waiting for hours. Where’s Samantha? Shouldn’t she be home from work by now?”

“I don’t know, man, she’s late or something.”

“And she left you in charge of Julie?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

I shifted in place. Took a deep breath. Barely suppressed the rage.

“Here’s what’s going to happen. Julie will go inside and fetch whatever she will need for the next several days. I will bring her back on Sunday evening. Samantha seems too busy to take care of Julie right now, but Julie needs to go to school every single day. This had better not happen again.”

Rob made some lame noises expressing his offense, but I pushed past his reeking mass with Julie on my heels and waited in the living room while she packed her bag. She had some things at the trailer, but I wasn’t confident it would be enough to last through Sunday.

The ashtrays at the end tables were all full of cigarette butts. Four beer bottles, a drinking glass, an empty fifth of bottom-shelf whiskey, a dirty plate—and a small glass pipe with dark stains. Left out where my little girl could see it. Where she could touch it and the vile things that had been in it. A warning prickle ran down my neck as I wondered who it belonged to.

I took another deep breath and let it out slowly.

Julie skipped down the stairs after a few minutes, her backpack stuffed with extra belongings, and arms full of plush animals.

“Ready to go, sweetheart?”

She nodded. I took her backpack from her and guided her to the door. In the kitchen, I turned to Rob.

“Tell Samantha that I’ll call her later this week to arrange the drop-off on Sunday.”

Rob grunted and lit another cigarette. Smoke pooled at the ceiling. The rage grew within me. Julie should not have to live in these conditions.

“You ever think about maybe smoking outside? It’s disgusting in here,” I said. Then I took Julie by the hand, and we walked out into the night.
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The following night, the phone rang as I walked in the door with Julie. I ran to pick it up, thinking it might be the principal again. Julie dropped her things straight to the floor and ran to her room.

“When are you bringing Julie back? This isn’t your time with her. You shouldn’t have taken her overnight.”

“Did Rob tell you we came by?”

The line was quiet for a beat. I had this intuition that she hadn’t realized Julie was gone until tonight. If I had guessed correctly, it gave me a pretty good idea of what she had been up to. I wondered where she was getting her fix. And if Rob knew or cared.

“When are you bringing her back?”

“I told Rob that I’d bring her back Sunday. That isn’t changing. Not when you don’t know where your own daughter is.”

“That’s not my fault! I told her where to go—”

“She forgot, and Rob was too drunk, or stoned, or whatever to answer the phone when the police picked her up in town.”

“Get off your high horse, Ryan! You drink, too. And I’ve watched you use many times. You’re such a hypocrite.”

I ignored her jab. She knew I hadn’t touched anything harder than the bottle since Julie was born. Samantha was looking to pick a fight. I wasn’t looking to join her.

“I don’t want Rob watching Julie anymore. He isn’t responsible. He left a pipe out. Julie is not safe in his care.”

“Go to hell, Ryan.”

“Maybe it wasn’t his. Maybe it was your pipe.”

A string of shrill, incoherent words crackled through the receiver at me. Maybe it was hers, after all. Rob always struck me as the type that didn’t prefer uppers, anyway. I held the phone away from my ear and waited for her to take a breath. Julie skipped out of her room and stopped in front of me.

“Hi, Daddy. Is Mommy mad?”

I nodded and pressed my finger to my lips.

“Hey, I need to go make Julie some dinner. Maybe you can cut to the chase and tell me if there was any other reason you called?”

As she devolved into another shrieking fit, I hung up the phone. The hackles on the back of my neck stood on end, and the familiar burning prickle worked its way down my back. If she tried to get me into trouble with the court over this, I had her dead to rights. Once she calmed down, she would realize it, too.

“Julie, sweetheart, can you pick your things up off the floor? I’m going to make us some dinner.”

Her high-pitched voice sang as she said, “Okay, Daddy.”

She picked up a stack of papers and dropped them on the table. Then she grabbed her backpack and skipped to her room. I took a deep breath and let it out while I counted back from ten. Then I did it again.

I rushed to the sink and splashed cold water on my face. Julie needed dinner. I couldn’t let the wolf win. Not now. My heart pounded in my chest. My back burned as the prickling surged down.

“What’s for dinner, Daddy?”

I turned to look at her, water dripping from my face, and the transformation fizzled. All I could do was stare at her tiny little face with round cheeks, her pointed chin, and eyes big and happy. How could she be so happy? I wanted to remember her in this moment forever.

“I don’t know, sweetie. Why don’t you tell me what you want, and I’ll tell you if I can make it.”

“Grilled cheese!” She jumped a little when she said it.

“I have good news, then. I can make that. You want to help me?”

“Yes!”

I dried my hands and face and threw the towel on the counter. Later. I would deal with Samantha later. Just the thought raised the hackles on the back of my neck again. I glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall. Two more days.
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On Saturday, I made pancakes for breakfast. I put the finishing touches on Julie’s teddy bear pancake and slid it in front of her.

“Hey, Julie, can I ask you something? You like being here, don’t you?”

She chewed at the pancake bear’s bacon mouth as she nodded.

“Do you think you’d like to live here all the time?”

“What about Mommy?” she asked.

Just the question, asked in her sweet voice, threatened to send me into despair. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be.

“Mommy left a while ago. She is with Rob now.”

Julie wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like Rob.”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t like how he always wants to rub my back. I don’t like how he looks at me.”

It was by sheer force of will that I concealed my clenched teeth. Keep it light.

“If you lived with me, you would still be able to go visit Mommy, but you wouldn’t have to live with Rob. Do you think that you’d like to stay here with me? We would be able to make sure you always make it to school. And we’d get to go for drives in the mountains more. And go fishing. Does that sound like fun?”

“Yes!”

“How do you feel about asking Mommy if you can move in with me?”

Her face fell and she stared at her food.

“What’s the matter, Julie?” She didn’t have to answer. I knew what the problem was. Deep breath in, count back from ten.

“I don’t want to make Mommy mad.”

“I know, Julie. But if you’re the one to ask, I don’t think she will get mad.”

She glanced up at me, but she did not look like she believed me.

“Can we get a puppy if I live here?”

I forced a smile. “We can talk about it,” I said. Dogs have not always responded well to me since the turning, but explain that to a kindergartener. “So what do you say? Do you think you want to ask Mommy if you can come and live here?”

“Yeah.”

“Want to practice how you’re going to ask her?” I asked, grinning. “Pretend I’m Mommy. How are you going to ask?”

Julie giggled. “You don’t look like Mommy!”

“That’s why we’re pretending,” I said in my best falsetto.

We practiced a few scenarios until Julie grew bored of it. There was no way that Samantha would just give up custody, not if she could use Julie as a weapon to hurt me. The request had to come from Julie herself. And even then, she’d probably see right through it. But I didn’t have the money to get lawyers involved. Family courts favored mothers, not fathers. I’d likely be out thousands of dollars and still lose. And there was always the chance that Samantha would just take Julie and leave. If she got angry enough, she would do anything to hurt me.

That night, I could not sit still. Julie wanted to watch the end of her movie, and I was late getting her to bed. When she was finally dressed for bed, her teeth brushed, her story read, and a song sung, I tucked her in.

“I think I’m going to sit on the porch for a while, Julie. But if I fall asleep out there, I want you to make sure that you stay in your room with the door closed, okay?”

She nodded. “Okay, Daddy.”

I kissed her head and whispered a prayer with her. Then I slipped outside to my unlit porch, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers. I locked the front door behind me and sat on my porch, a can of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other, waiting for the moon to rise.

There was nothing I could do to stop the change tonight, though I dreaded it more than any other since becoming a werewolf. My only hope was to plead with the monster inside me and hope that some part of it remained true to me. If any part of it was still me, it would keep my fatherly instinct. Julie was the most important person in my life. I would do anything for her. Tonight, I would discover if that was also true for the beast within me.

Please stay here, tonight. Please. Don’t leave her here by herself. She needs me. Please don’t hurt her. The words churned in my brain in an endless litany of dread.

As I watched the moon climb above the silhouette of the trees on the hillside, the prickling pain surged down my back and hit my legs as my body slammed into transformation. It felt at once agonizing and delightful. My last thought as I let it take me was simply, She needs me.
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Sunday morning, I awoke with the gray of dawn, curled up in a circle in front of my front door. My boxer shorts were damp and shredded to pieces on the wood floor of the porch beneath my arms. Once the nausea subsided, I stood to go inside. I found the front door unlocked and slightly ajar. My blood ran cold. I grabbed a throw blanket on my way past the couch and wrapped it around myself as I hurried to Julie’s room. Her door stood open. I could hear my heart thundering in my ears as I turned into her room. She laid in bed, deeply asleep in a nest of stuffed animals, hugging the one that looked like a husky.

I did not notice the mess until I walked back out to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. The living room floor was covered in shredded paper towels and the stuffing from a torn-up throw pillow. My chair laid on its side, covered in hair. The remnants of sandwiches littered the dining room floor. An empty jar of peanut butter laid on the floor beside a butter knife that looked like it had been dropped or thrown in a hurry. And in the kitchen, an empty bread bag sat in the middle of the kitchen floor. I picked it up and threw it in the trash, then made the coffee. Whatever had happened last night, there was a lot to clean up before church. And I still needed a shower.

I headed to the bathroom to brush my teeth and grab the shower. As I walked past the mirror, I had to do a double take. Fine shreds of fiber from my wrecked boxer shorts were stuck to my beard, along with some breadcrumbs. A suspicious brown substance smeared my forehead. Cautiously, I put a finger in it, brought it to my nose, and sniffed. Peanut butter.

What happened last night? As thankful as I was that no harm had come to Julie, this mess troubled me.

I hurried through the shower and pulled on a clean pair of jeans. With a cup of black coffee in hand, I hurried to put the living room back to rights and clean up the worst of the mess before Julie woke up. There was no way I was picking up ten thousand sandwich crumbs and wads of dog hair with my fingers, so I wheeled out the vacuum and hoped Julie could sleep through it.

Naturally, the hair clogged the vacuum. One more thing to fix on an already hurried morning. I grabbed a screwdriver and disassembled the vacuum.

“Daddy, Daddy, I love your new dog.” Her small voice behind me nearly made me jump out of my skin. I felt the color drain from my face. The task at hand had completely absorbed my attention and I had not heard her approach.

“What’s that, sweetheart?”

“I met your new dog. He was outside on the porch. He is so big! Where is he?”

My stomach did a flip. “What dog?”

“He was nice! He looked hungry, so I brought him inside and made him a peanut butter sandwich. But he was so hungry that I had to make him more. We need more bread.”

Well, that explained some of that mess.

“Weren’t you supposed to stay in bed?”

She looked at her feet. “Yeah, but I couldn’t find you. So I played with the dog. He likes tug of war. Oh, and I think he ate your underwear. He tried to sit in your chair, but I told him you wouldn’t like that.”

That solved that mystery.

“What else happened?”

“He ate the entire jar of peanut butter. I tried to tell him not to, but he really liked it. He got his nose stuck in the jar.”

“Yeah?”

“And he jumped up on my bed and slept next to me. I think he was there all night. Did you let him outside? I was wondering where he went.”

I leaned my face in my hands. On the one hand, I hadn’t hurt Julie. But just the thought that her naivety could have gotten her killed…my stomach clenched at the thought. It made me question the wisdom of having her live with me, though I wanted it more than anything.

“Next time, Julie, you need to not let strange dogs inside the house,” I said. “You don’t know how they’ll behave. No letting dogs inside unless you get permission from me, okay?”

“Okay, Daddy, but he wasn’t a stranger. I’ve met him before.”

I stared at her for several seconds. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, I’ve met him before. He sometimes visits me at Mommy’s house. Rob is scared of him.”
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Late in the afternoon, I brought Julie back to Samantha’s place. I reminded her about telling Samantha that she wanted to come live with me.

For some reason, I had the strongest feeling that I shouldn’t leave her there. It wasn’t that Samantha was in an especially dark place when we arrived. She had clear eyes and hadn’t been drinking, though she glared at me through her lit cigarette, like she was contemplating all the ways she could hurt me. Maybe this wasn’t the week for Julie to ask Samantha to move in with me. Rob was asleep, so I didn’t have to look at him. But Samantha was in a mood, and those moods were dangerous. Against my better judgment, I left Julie at that house and drove back home.

I would transform again tonight. For the first time, it would be an intentional transformation, so I had to prepare. I knew what I had to do.
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Thursday night, the phone rang. It was Samantha. She sounded different.

“Have you been talking to the school about me?” she demanded.

“Nope.”

“I’m getting a lot of calls from them.”

“Probably because Julie’s absent so much. Why is she missing so much school, anyway? I thought Rob was between jobs. He can’t get her up in time to catch the bus? Or run her to school? You guys live less than fifteen minutes away.”

Samantha muttered a string of profanity. “Rob’s gone. He left Sunday night and hasn’t come back. He was on a bad trip, I think. He took a gun and screamed that a giant dog was after him. I didn’t see anything, though. He ran off into the orchard, but I haven’t seen him since. I called the police, but he hasn’t turned up, and it’s been four days. If he shows up, I’m breaking it off with him. He did all that in front of Julie.”

Deep breath. Count back from ten. “Yeah?”

“Look, I’m calling because…” she trailed off for a moment. “I’m in a situation. I can’t afford next month’s rent on this place, and we’ve already missed a month. Rob’s unemployment ran out last month. Julie’s been bugging me to let her come live with you. I assume you’re behind that. But once I kick Rob’s ass out, I won’t have anyone to watch Julie. And I can’t afford daycare right now, not on one income.”

“I can take her while you figure things out.”

The line was quiet for a moment. “Thanks, Ryan. I’ll have her things ready tomorrow when you come to pick her up.”
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Friday night, I cut out of work a little early. I hurried home to shower. With hands that shook with anticipation, I slicked my hair back, combed out my beard, and slipped my pack of smokes into my breast pocket. I tried my best to follow the speed limit the whole way to Samantha’s house. As I pulled into her driveway, I saw her car with the trunk open and boxes stacked in the backseat.

Julie sat on the steps, out of the way, with two boxes stacked beside her. Her backpack was stuffed to the brim, and she had her favorite stuffed husky in her arms. I hopped out of my truck and walked toward her.

“Hey, sweetheart. These yours?”

Julie nodded. I grabbed the two boxes and carried them to the truck. Samantha walked out of the house with a liquor store box in her arms.

“This is hers, too,” she said, following me to the truck. We situated the boxes in the backseat.

“Where you headed?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Fresno. Tomorrow. My folks said I could stay with them for a while.”

“That’s quite a drive. Does Julie know?”

“Yeah, but she doesn’t understand.”

“When will you see Julie again?”

“I’m not sure right now.”

“Does Rob know?”

She shook her head. “Rob still hasn’t turned up.”

I would have been more concerned if he had. Last I’d seen him, he laid crumpled at the bottom of a ravine. His own doing, not mine. Turns out that meth didn’t improve his night vision. I nodded thoughtfully. “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

“Things were so weird Sunday night that I don’t really want to be here alone if he shows up. I thought I might just park somewhere for the night.”

“Why don’t you let me help you with the packing up?”

“There’s really no need. The furniture was his. I’m almost done loading my car.”

I slipped my wallet out of my back pocket and pulled out one hundred and fifty dollars.

“Why don’t you get a room somewhere safe? Make sure you’re good and rested before that drive tomorrow. This ought to help.”

She stared at the bills. “I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

“I know. No need to pay me back. I just don’t think it’s right to have you sleep in your car. For Julie’s sake, if nothing else.”

She took the cash and slipped it into her pocket. “I’ll call when I get there.”

We both knew that wasn’t true, but I nodded, anyway.

“I’ll have Julie say goodbye. Be sure to let me know if you need anything.”

She nodded distantly. “I will.”

As Julie hugged Samantha goodbye, I wondered if this would be a long goodbye, or if Samantha’s parents would have any luck in getting her back on her feet. I hated seeing her like this, and I hated seeing Julie so upset, but I also knew that this was for the best. Samantha needed to get out of the valley, if she had any hope of cleaning up her life. Maybe a change of scenery would do her good.

Sometimes, when days were hard, I had that urge to walk into the woods and never come back.

But Julie needed me. I hoped, for Julie’s sake, that this was not Samantha’s version of that same impulse. I buckled Julie into her seat, and we drove away from town toward home.

Our home.

From the rearview mirror, I saw Julie look up at me, her brow furrowed. “Daddy? Do you think your dog will come back?”

I looked back at Julie and smiled.


Tainted Light
D.L. Campanile


Ialways knew Mama was different. Some good, some bad, but no matter what, she loved me, even if she wasn’t so good at doing what needed to be done. I filled in on that stuff. Mama had other talents that weren’t needed quite so often, which was a good thing.

I thought she was beautiful, with soft brown curls she kept short, big hazel eyes and dark brows, and always dressed neat and tidy.

I didn’t remember my dad. Mama didn’t really ever talk about him, and it made her sad if I asked, so I stopped trying so long ago, I don’t even know how old I was.

Some years back, when I was pretty little, she and I moved up into the mountains. Oh, not so far that Mama couldn’t work or get some groceries—most years, we didn’t even get snow—but far enough that you had to get some directions, and hidden enough you better be persistent, or you were never gonna find us. For a long time, Mama wouldn’t say why we came here, but I kinda had it figured out before she thought I was old enough to know.

The house was old, and not ever some rich person’s place, but it was big enough for us. A fireplace and a wood stove both, enclosed porches front and back, and the solar panels on the roof still worked. They looked like big wings up there, sticking up at an angle on metal frames. That was good, because it meant the well’s electric pump worked, and we were able to keep a freezer.

We had hummer birds up the wazoo every spring, fighting mad over the sugar bottles Mama hung up for them to drink out of. The wars those little buggers had! They all lived in the live oaks around the parking spot. We laughed ourselves silly every time the girl birds would come sneak a drink when the boys were dive-bombing each other.

For a long time, I even got to invite my girlfriends over for sleepovers. ‘Course, that was before.

We had half-wild sheep, taller than me until I was twelve or so. Bighorn ones, not woolly, but we got good milk out of them, which the neighbors thought was weird. They kept the weeds and brush down, which was good, ‘cause fire was always a danger, and we couldn’t count on anybody to come to fight it for us. So Mama kept the sheep. We traded milk and cheese for grain, so they’d have enough to eat. Nobody thought we’d tame them enough to milk them, but Mama had a way with animals that they didn’t know about. I just smiled, if they said anything. We got meat, too, when the young boy ones grew up enough to butcher. We kept or traded the extra girl ones.

The grain was for the chickens, too. They lived in an ancient henhouse, not used in forever, but still good enough to keep the rain off and the coyotes and the cougars out. The sheep helped with that last part. The predators were always tempted, but our ram was big, mean, and just didn’t give a rat’s arse about whom he’d charge.

When I was around ten, a cougar jumped the fence. Mama and I had just got back from a neighbor’s after dark. We caught sight of that cat in our headlights, running for all he was worth, Bucky hot on his tail, head down and charging. Cat didn’t even slow down as he shot up into a big silver pine and kept going, right over the fence. Bucky stopped at the fence, snorting and rumbling.

I didn’t go to school every year, but I read a lot. The old lady we rented from lived just up the hill from us. She was real nice, and gave me old books nobody’d read in forever. I learned to cook from her, too, and how to keep a house. Mama wasn’t so good at that kind of thing. Gladys was kinda like another grandma for me, ‘cause her kids were far away, and so was my grandma and grandpa. I thought she was pretty funny-looking, with white curly hair, glasses that made her eyes look enormous, skinny except for a pot tummy, long front teeth, and a bit of a squeaky voice. I’d never say so out loud. Mama would be mad.

Mama went and checked on her every few days, and I went, too. I wanted one of her kittens, but the coyotes would probably eat it, and Mama wouldn’t have a cat in the house. So I went and visited with Mama and watched the half-wild kitties play with their mamas around Grandma Gladys’s house.

I never did want a dog. Got bit once, when I got chased into a stranger’s yard by some kids from school, before we moved up here. Plus, Mama told me some other stories, about why she was different. And how some dogs were different, just like her.

But I gotta tell you why we didn’t go anywhere by the time I was twelve—because that’s why I stopped going to school at all, and why Mama didn’t get to work anymore.

See, some of the neighbors were real nice, but some weren’t. Mostly everybody kept to themselves, but the nice ones would do for each other, and watch out. We knew who lived where, what they grew and raised, who had kids and dogs and guns.

Which was pretty much everybody, on that last thing, though nobody ever wasted ammo. You didn’t know when you’d get a chance to buy any. You sure weren’t gonna be able to trade for it.

We didn’t have a gun. Mama said she didn’t want one when I was real little, before we moved up here. We didn’t talk about the part where she probably didn’t need one so much as other folks. ‘Course, those other folks needed what Mama had. They just didn’t know it, until after.
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The first time something real bad happened was late at night. I’d gone to bed, Mama not long after.

I remember waking up and jumping out of bed—all at once. Mama ran into my room in her ratty t-shirt and shorts, wrapped her arms around me, and pulled me into the closet, slamming the door shut. That flimsy hollow thing wouldn’t keep much out if it came in here. But Mama would.

Then we heard it again, and I knew why we woke up: the worst gosh-all sound in the world was a cougar’s scream, like a real woman in pain and terror and horror, but not human at all, all at the same time.

It landed on the roof, and we heard it scrabbling up there. Probably slid on the piled-up pine needles that we hadn’t swept off. It weren’t the only thing up there, either. Sounded like a minor stampede or a rumble up there, with big and little feet running every which way, scuffling and toenails scratching on the metal roof panels.

Mama’s eyes were closed. I knew, because she was glowing, so I had her light to see by. So I turned to her and put my arms around her better to support what she was doing, and closed my own eyes.

We’d started practicing. I didn’t know why Mama was so eager for me to learn, except it seemed like she was waiting for something to happen. Something bad. And now it was here.

Together, we pushed our light out into the house. Mostly, it was Mama’s light, but I helped, and because we were working together, I could sorta see what she could see. I didn’t understand what she was mumbling, but I listened, and it started making some sense after a bit.

“There we go, nothing in the kitchen, go to the front room, clear, out the door, check the porches. Up we go, who’s on the roof? There they all are, but we gotta check the sheep now. Chickens—into the coop you go. Out to the fence line. Up the hill to Gladys…”

Together, we pushed our light out, and out, and out. Oh, there was not so much as you’d think, mostly just power that glowed a bit, but the animals on the roof stopped being quite so scared, and the sheep huddled up close to the house, having escaped their shed. The chickens were all squatted down in the nesting boxes, two or three to a box, some of ‘em on top of each other.

Up at Grandma Gladys’s house, the kitties huddled under the table on her back porch, the screen door shut. I saw Grandma, up and sitting where she could see out the window. We looked past her, out the same window, at the red glowing horizon.

That sounded like it was far away, but really, it was just the next hill over, maybe a quarter mile. And that whole slope was aflame.

All around us, every critter had run here from the fire. Coyotes and deer, squirrels and the cougar on the roof, her cubs huddled under her. I guessed she’d carried them up the pine that overhung our roof, to get them up and off the ground. To safety.

And then the neighbors showed up. The ones we liked, and the ones we didn’t. Some came to check on us, and some came because they could see the fire rushing our way, leaping tree to tree. And then parting to go round. I left Mama for just a bit to let folks in the house, told them they were safe here, that the fire wouldn’t get us.

Mama wouldn’t let it. I went back to her and cuddled with her, and I did my bit. I pulled the air away from the flames, and they died down, here and there. We leaned on the neighbors, making them feel safe because they were with us, tugging on their lifelines to feed the spell. We used some of the bigger animals, too, but animals just don’t have much to use. I don’t know if it’s ‘cause they don’t live as long, or if it’s because they don’t understand too much. At least there were a lot of them, so each one could do a bit, and it added up.

We stayed there, all night. I don’t know how long it was. Sometime the next day, around noonish, we woke, still hugging, all stiff and cramped and hungry and thirsty.

But the fire stopped at our fence line. No good reason anybody could see. Some of the neighbors were out looking for hot spots. Mama said there weren’t any. If she said there weren’t, I believed her. I got a drink and used the bathroom and fell into bed.

None of the neighbors said anything, but for a couple weeks, we had fresh veggies, fruit and a few casseroles dropped off with a knock and a nod. We were giving away all our sheep milk in return except for a cup a day each. We were busy and too tired to talk to each other much, let alone the other folks. It was just as well folks around here stay out of each other’s business.
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Mama didn’t let me go to school when it started the next week. We still went to church, but we didn’t linger. When we went to the store, folks noticed us. Once, the Stewarts from down the hill came to our place. I heard Mama arguing with them, so I got done feeding the chickens (and fighting off the smart-arse rooster who liked to think he was bigger than me), then came over to Mama to stand up with her.

“Sophie, you…”

I knew she wanted me to go in the house, but I didn’t like the look Mr. Stewart was giving me, and I wanted to be next to Mama, so I slipped my arm around her and gave her some of my light. The Stewarts wouldn’t see it in the bright afternoon sun, but Mama felt it, and I knew she stood up straighter.

I studied him over. Mr. Stewart worked for the sheriff’s department. He was tall with a big pot belly and a shiny head, and his tan shirt and pants looked new and clean, striped down the side, a badge on his shirt pocket. He still gave me the willies. I felt kinda dirty just looking at him, but I didn’t know why.

“I’ll pay you plenty, Chrissy. I know you could use it.” The man had a wheedling tone to his voice, but Mama wouldn’t budge.

“We eat fine, and we’ve got everything we need right here. I’m not sending my daughter anywhere. Not with you, nor anybody else. There’s nothing she could do for you, anyway.”

That’s when I knew what he wanted. Not me, but my protection. That big man wanted a little twelve-year-old like me to go keep his land and his house safe. He was safe now, because they lived west of us and the fire had started in the east. So it stopped at our place, before it got to him.

What he didn’t know, and Mama wasn’t gonna tell him, was that Mama and I were a team. We leaned on each other. And if it weren’t for the both of us, that fire would have swept right past us, and he’d be out of a home now.

What we didn’t know then was that he had other reasons for harassing us. It wasn’t his idea at all.

Mrs. Stewart poked at his arm, and he looked down at his wife, scowling. But they left together, him muttering all the way back to their pickup.

Mama slumped all of a sudden, and I helped her back into the house. She’d been pushing him to go away, and I’d been helping to make him feel unwelcome. He’d probably have a headache the rest of the day. Maybe that’d make him think twice about coming back.
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That night, the dogs came.

We’d had scrambled eggs and toast for dinner, ‘cause we were both too tired to make a real dinner. Plus, we usually didn’t care all that much anyhow, ‘cept on Sundays when Mama would take Grandma Gladys a plate, so we’d make something nice.

Funny how just trying to get rid of the Stewarts was almost as hard as putting out a fire. Mama said that’s because people pushed back. The fire didn’t care. Plus, we were being sneaky, so they wouldn’t notice us in their heads. It was always harder to use power on the sly.

The sun was just going down, so I guess it was maybe seven or so. We’d put the sheep up in their pen. We didn’t every night, but Mama was feeling a bit nervous, and I didn’t want her to have anything extra to worry about. We were headed back into the house, when down the hill, we saw a line of headlights coming up the road.

“Think somebody’s having a party?” I asked Mama.

“I dunno, sugar.” She stopped to look them over. All SUVs and pickups, nothing unusual around here. All of them were black. But they pulled over and parked just before they got to our fence line, for no good reason. “Let’s get inside now.”

We hadn’t more than shut the door when we heard barking. Mama locked the deadbolt, and I hurried to get the front door, and make sure all the windows were shut and latched, sticks wedged against the sliding sides for good measure.

We pulled all the drapes closed, too, just as the dogs reached the house. They circled around, but they didn’t stop barking. Not like crazy mutts, all excited because a stranger was walking by, or they were getting a treat or playing.

It sounded like conversation. One would bark, others would answer. Then the first would bark back some more. Some of it sounded like questions. And orders. If it were far away, we’d have thought it was people talking.

We turned out the lamps, and Mama waved me down to the floor with her. She scooted around to the windows, barely moving the drapes to just give her a slit to look through. I did the same next to her. I didn’t understand what I was seeing, though.

We were surrounded. The dogs sat in a circle facing the house, about five feet apart. Big ones, at least eighty pounds, tan with black backs and pointed ears standing straight up. Like German shepherds, but not quite. Maybe thirty or forty, all told. Men in dark uniforms stood behind them, real hard to see among the trees.

I scooted over to Mama and put my arm around her. She shook her head no. I didn’t push out any power.

In the twilight, the dogs began to glow. I just stared at them. I mean, I knew Mama’s stories. I just never thought to see it for myself. But their light spread out, animal to animal, until the circle was complete around the house. And then it began to spread from the dogs, across the dirt and up to the porches.

Then it spread right up to the house walls. Our drapes weren’t solid or anything, and the light leaked faintly into the house. But it was just the dogs’ light spilling in. The energy itself was blocked outside. I knew the difference.

Besides, I knew what was keeping it out. Mama and I spent the days after the fire protecting our home, the chicken coop and the sheep shed. Nothing was getting in here, not if she didn’t want it. I’d asked about going to the fence line, but she said that was way too much for the two of us, and too likely to attract attention. If somebody tried to cross without an invite, they’d get buzzed. If they really pushed it, they’d end up on their keister.

Now I wished we’d tried, ‘cause the wolves were at the door anyhow.

“What are we gonna do, Mama?” I whispered.

She whispered back. “We’re gonna wait ‘em out. The dogs help each other, like we do. But each one only has a bit of power. It’s like having a cup each. You and I—we’ve got a whole pond between us. You might even have a lot more when you grow up.”

“And then what?”

“And then we see what they do next. But I don’t wanna do anything until those dogs wear out. No sense in fighting the dogs and the men both.”

“So we’re gonna fight?” I was shocked. Mama was a protector. That’s what she’d taught me: how to keep safe, to run off dangers, to stop that fire. I’d never once heard she could fight. I couldn’t even think how to use our power to attack somebody.

“If we have to. Hush now. I need to think.”

Pretty soon, Mama held out her hand, palm down, just above the floor. I watched, holding my breath. A faint light, just like the dog’s power, flowed up through the floor to Mama. It brightened, just a little, and didn’t stop. She smiled the most wicked smile I ever saw. She never ever looked like that before, not even when she was teasing me.

“We’re gonna steal the power from those dogs. Just like when we pulled on the neighbors and the animals to stop the fire. Only this time, they’re giving it to us.”

“How, Mama? We have the shields up!”

“Shh. We gotta do something, or they might break through. I’m making a path under the shields, up into their forcefield, and sucking it right down and back up to me. Take my arm with your left, and put your right hand out like me. I’ll show you.”

I did as she said, and I could see what she was doing. Only, it wasn’t one path—it was many. She’d started with the dog closest to us, but then she made a second, and a third, going around the house to her left. I sat to her right, and I copied her, moving around to the right, until we met in the middle or so on the far side of the house.

We had a whole web of tiny threads of power flowing from the dogs to us, going down about five feet under our shield and up through the house floor. She varied how much she pulled on the different threads, here a bit more, there a bit less, so as to get it even. I just copied whatever she did. It was a really sneaky way of working, so if somebody was like us out there, they wouldn’t notice what was happening.

Some of the dogs were stronger, some less so. It was just the nature of the talent. Maybe twenty minutes or so later, we felt them falter. First one, then another, just laid right down in the middle of their circle and fell asleep.

Meanwhile, it was all we could do to sit still and keep our own power bottled up, with all the extra we had. It was like drinking too much coffee on an empty stomach first thing in the morning. You might be well-rested but sleepy – until the coffee hits.

It didn’t take too long for the circle of power stuttered and blinked out. We sat back, looking at each other.

“Now what?”

“Now I’ve got something to work with. Just lend me your power when I take your hand.” Mama peeked out one window, I did the same out the other. The men were coming up behind the dogs, barely visible now in full dark, but we were used to using just enough power to see in spite of the night. Not enough anybody’d notice it, even if they were looking.

A couple of them were whispering together. I wished we could hear, but that wasn’t something I knew how to do, and I didn’t think Mama could.

She murmured, half to herself. “I don’t think any of them have power. One reason they use the dogs is they can breed them fast. And send them around the country. People take a lot longer to grow up.”

“They gonna start shooting, then?”

“No. They don’t want us dead. They just want us working for them. We can do a lot more than a pack of smart dogs. And that’s not gonna happen, baby girl.”

“Who are these guys? I mean, who does this?” I waved vaguely in their direction.

“They’re from Washington. I don’t even think the agency has a name. Not one they admit to.”

Me? A kid? Working for some secret government agency? Seemed like we barely even had a government anymore. And what we did have wasn’t any good. Way out here, folks did way better looking out for each other and staying out of the government’s way. In the cities, the gangs ran things, and the government ignored them. Even I knew that.

That’s why I didn’t care about quitting school. About the only thing the government really did anymore was crack down on decent people. We didn’t get taught so much as get told what the government wanted us to think. The smart ones knew it, the dumb ones and the bullies ate it up. Only thing I missed about school was my friends, but it wasn’t to be helped right now. Maybe later, I could get back together with them.

Mama started making little sweeping motions in the air, as if it was in front of the fireplace, and she was cleaning up the cold ashes with her hands.

Outside, the men gathered from around the house. Well, most of them were men. Now that I was getting a closer look, I could see some of them were women, even if they were all dressed alike, in black shirts and pants, tactical vests, guns on hips, black gloves and ski masks.

What Mama did next, I’d never seen before. Cooler than heck, though.

Like with the dogs, little threads of power, under the house shields, under the dirt, across to one person, then another. To the quiet ones first, then finally the ones who were still arguing softly. They stopped arguing when the power touched them. Just stood there.

I had my arms around her, but we were both so full of light, I didn’t even know if she had to borrow any. But I watched the men. I heard her in my own head, what she was telling them. Not the same thing to all of them, but they all got whatever bits of the whole Mama could send, whatever she thought that one would know, that she could nudge. Through her, I heard bits and pieces of their own thoughts, as she moved from person to person. It was hard to tell what was their own, and what Mama was weaving in.

Nobody here. Must have left. We searched the whole place, but they were gone. No idea where they went. Commander’s gonna be PO’d when we report back. We’ll be running all over the place, hunting them down. I heard her husband’s in DC. Maybe they went back to him. This sucks. Damn wild goose chase. No car here, no sign of anybody.

She finished up with the ones in charge, and withdrew, ever so slowly and gently.
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They started packing up, quiet orders issued, mostly with hand signals. Took all of them to carry the sleeping dogs out and down the hill. Twenty minutes later, they were on the road, headlights off, but we followed them in our thoughts, making sure of them.

“What now, Mama?” I was wide awake. No way I was getting to sleep for awhile.

Mama searched my face, thinking. “We’re going to have to hide out for a bit. And I’m going to have to get Deputy Stewart out of the area. I still have some friends I can call. But if he’s still around, he’ll tell them when he finds out we’re here. And we’re not going anywhere.”

“Won’t they just come back?”

“Nah. They’re gonna have some false leads to chase. And we’re going to have to be a lot more careful about what we do, what folks see. Remember how you wanted to color your hair? And start wearing makeup? Guess what—you get to. Me, too. I think I’m going blond and straight. A wig first, I guess, till it grows out. A nose job, if my friends can swing it for me.”

“But the Stewarts are going to remember us. Won’t they just tell whoever, again?”

“No, I think getting rid of the Stewarts will be the first thing that happens. Don’t worry, sugar. I’m not the only grown up like this.” Mama waved at herself and me. “A bunch of us escaped, a long time ago when you were itty bitty. If you think I’m good with the mind stuff, that’s because you haven’t seen some of my friends at it. Wherever they end up, the Stewarts are both gonna forget they ever thought we were anything special. And they’re going to remember us leaving, and the house empty. Plus, the guys who were here? Yeah, the one in charge is getting demoted over this. And transferred.”

Mama seemed sure. I didn’t want to argue, but I had one more question. And this time, I wanted an answer.

“Mama, where’s my dad?”

She pursed her lips, but she didn’t shush me. I could see the wheels turning in her head.

“Baby, that’s how I know my friends will help. Your daddy is stuck with the government. He stayed behind so I could get out with you. Maybe someday, he’ll get out, too. But right now, he’s doing the best he can, keeping his agency from doing as much damage as he can. Helping some folks like us escape, if that’s what they want, and they’ve got a place to go.”

“He’s one of them?” I squealed, shocked right down to my soul.

“Honey, it’s not like that. They started making people like us, a long, long time ago. We grew up to be agents. That’s all our folks knew. It’s what we were trained for. Heck, you wanna know why I can’t cook worth a darn? I never had to! We were in school together, trained together. Went on missions together. We didn’t know there was anything else, not till we were out in the real world. When we saw what was going on, how regular people lived, and started to figure out we were being used. Regular people were terrified of us.

“And then we got married. Oh, they were happy about that, all right. More ‘special’ agents, if we had kids. I got pregnant with you about a year later. We were so scared. We’d seen others get their kids indoctrinated. It was so much worse than when we were growing up. Pure brainwashing, till the kids didn’t even like their parents anymore, just the agency over family. We couldn’t let that happen to you.

“Dad loves you. As much as he can, while not even being able to know anything about where we are, what we’re doing. Just that we’re okay. And he can’t ever let anyone catch him thinking about us.”

I barely heard what she was saying, ‘cause I got stuck on the one part. People like us were being made. Bred, I guess? Like we did with the sheep? Or in some lab?

“I’m gonna go to bed. Night.” I got up, but she didn’t say anything, just looked sad.

I spent the rest of the night stewing until I fell asleep sometime in the wee hours.

Next morning, we packed, got in the car, checked on Grandma Gladys and told her we were visiting family for a bit, didn’t know when we’d be back. Paid up rent for the next month, didn’t visit, though. We were back in the car and down the road in five minutes. I didn’t even get a chance to hug her goodbye.

We stopped at one of the other neighbors, asked them to feed our critters and collect eggs, and keep an eye on Gladys.
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We didn’t even make it off the mountain.

Coming around a bend, just where the road split, they were waiting for us. Had two of their big black SUVs blocking the road. Our little one would just get crunched if we’d tried to blow through. Mama stopped and threw it into reverse. Only this time they were ready for that.

She spun the car around, only to face a whole row of guys with guns. Pointed at us. Even though Mama said they’d never shoot us.

I screamed. They shot out the tires and the windows. And then they shot us.
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I don’t know how long it was ‘til I woke up alone in a jail cell. Bars and everything, metal toilet in the corner.

My head was splitting, but I didn’t have any holes in me. Did find a red scabbed-over mark, though, right on my shoulder, once I unzipped the stupid orange jumpsuit.

Somebody took my clothes. They saw me naked, and put these on me. I didn’t even have any underwear on.

Before I could start screaming for Mama, Mr. Stewart came down the hall outside my cell. I pulled that zipper up fast.

He just looked back down the hall. “She’s awake now.”

Two of the guys in black came, then. He unlocked my cell, and they led me out. I wasn’t dumb enough to try to fight back.

The other three cells were empty. Where was Mama?
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We went to another little room with no windows. The tall one paced around the room. He had a blond buzzcut and a dopey mustache. I thought he was maybe thirty or so, and he had thick muscles on his arms.

The other one sat across a metal table from me. He was older, and black. His hair was going gray on the sides, and he was really skinny, but not wimpy skinny. More like somebody who ran a lot.

Both of them looked grumpy and tired. I was mad and I was scared, and I decided I wasn’t doing anything they wanted.

“What’s your name?” He had a scratchy deep voice, and he sat back with his arms folded, watching me.

My head was still hurting, so I said, “I want a drink of water.”

“I’ll get you a drink when you tell me your name.”

There was no way he didn’t already know. It’s not like they hadn’t tracked us down, had my school records and had talked to Mr. Stewart. I folded my arms on the table and put my head down.

That’s when the pacing guy grabbed the hair on the back of my head and jerked me up and all the way out of the chair.

He slapped me so hard across my face my eyes watered.

It got worse after that.
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I know I did a lot of screaming when I wasn’t crying. I wasn’t proud of that, but I was pleased I didn’t say anything. At least, I didn’t remember saying anything but a lot of bad words Mama never said or let me say.

I was pretty sure they tried to see if I’d use power against them. Not on my life. If I did that, they’d have some way of shutting me down. Plus, then they’d never let me go.

They dumped me back in the cell and left me there. Everything hurt, but they didn’t rape me or anything like that. Just beat me. I cried until I fell asleep on the bed. Didn’t even have a mattress, let alone a blanket or a pillow. Just a concrete bench.

I woke up when a new guy brought me a sandwich and a paper cup of water. He stood outside the cell while I ate it and drank the water, then I had to give him back the plastic and the cup before he’d leave.

I don’t know how long I was there. They never turned off the lights. No window in any of the cells. The only people I saw after that were the guards who brought me food. I guess they had orders not to talk to me, and they never stayed around.

I just hoped they weren’t watching me on the camera when I used the toilet. Each cell had one on the ceiling just outside the bars, that kind like they have in stores where it’s round and they can see a big area.

The rest of the time, I paced, or sat real still on the bed with my eyes closed, listening for Mama. Or anybody, really. I listened for the guards, and Mr. Stewart, and the guys who interrogated me, to see if they were coming back.

I didn’t think they had any powers themselves, but maybe they were good at hiding them.

After the first day or so, when I’d been asleep at least twice, my head had stopped pounding every time I sat up. They were used to me just sitting around when I wasn’t pacing, so I figured I’d try to find Mama.

I pushed out a little thread of power. Not me glowing, and not where they could see it. Down into the concrete shelf of a bed, and out along the floor, until I could wander around in my mind’s eye.

The building was the sheriff’s office. That was all combined with the local jail. More cells were down another hall, on the other side of the offices. Those had a few people in them, guys with tats that looked mean. They even had mattresses and blankets. Jack arses. But they didn’t have Mama.

And the outer walls buzzed with a shield that I couldn’t push through.
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I knew how many days were past now, because my power let me see out the office windows, so I knew if it was day or night. As far as I knew, they hadn’t noticed me using it, and I was doing it pretty much all the time if I wasn’t sleeping.

I had all their routines worked out: who got there when, how many people there were. The two guys who interrogated me were gone, as far as I could see.

It was hard, because I was used to having Mama to work with. I just wasn’t nearly as strong, didn’t have her range. I was getting better, but I was always hungry. I asked every guard for more food and not one of them ever got me anything extra. My ribs were poking out, and I stank. Not getting a bath would do that.

I was real glad Mama had fought them off the first time. I didn’t know if I’d have thought about going down into the ground to get a thread of power out, but that’s how I started exploring all the downtown buildings around the sheriff’s office. Most of them had been empty, probably for a long time.

Around the eighth day, there were some new folks in the old bank building across the street. And I couldn’t see them clear. I’d stretched to get in there days ago. It was one of the empty ones, and the rooms were sharp enough. But every person in there was fuzzy.

That was weird enough that I got real curious.

I looked around for something to do, found a dead potted plant on a desk. All stretched thin like that, I didn’t have much power to work with. Took me probably five minutes to nudge it off the desk.

It crashed and the pot broke. All six people came running to stare at it.

I saw them clear, just for a minute. They’d been hiding themselves, but they got surprised and lost concentration. Four men and two women.

One was Mama.

I got so excited, I totally lost my own concentration and was back in my cell alone the next second.

Which was probably a good thing, because the guard came down the hall with dinner, and I had to sit there eating it until he’d go away.

The minute he was gone, I was back on the bench with my eyes closed, and stretching a thread of power back across the street.

They were all fuzzy again, but this time, I studied them until I was pretty sure which one was Mama. She was sweeping up the mess I’d made. I pushed a shard out of the way of the broom.

And she didn’t notice! I was so mad at her. This was really hard, harder than anything, and she wasn’t even paying attention.

She dumped the dustpan into the trash, and I was so mad that I shoved the whole wastebasket right over.

Her head snapped up, and she was looking every which way. I couldn’t talk mind to mind like she could, so I drew in the dirt on the floor.

S O P H I E

That, she saw once she looked down again. I couldn’t hear what she said, but all the rest of them came back to stare at it.

They spread out the dirt for me to write in. I was so tired, I got “Sheriff’s Jail” and “tired now” before I passed out. A few hours later, when I woke up, I gave them the rest, which floor, which hall, which cell. How many people there were and where. Mama tried to talk to my mind, but it seemed like she couldn’t get past the shield in the wall, not even under it. They wrote back they’d come get me. Mama drew a smiley face and held a thumbs up. I wrote “I C U” and a smiley for her.

I was so excited I could hardly act my normal for whoever watched me, but I did my best. The rest of that day. All the next day. I could see them talking across the street, moving around, doing who knew what all. I kept writing “Still Here!” and “What NOW?” in the dirt. Mama would nod and brush it back smooth.

I gave up when it got dark. Too stressed out, too hungry, and getting mad. After a while, I dozed off.

That’s when the front of the building exploded.

I watched as all six of them stood inside behind bullet resistant glass, shoulder to shoulder, hands moving precisely in the air, eyes closed and concentrated looks. They were sharp and clear, not looking to hide anymore.

Back in the sheriff’s office, two of the guards were dead, bloody on the floor where they’d been when it exploded. Sprinklers were spraying water all over them.

Other people were running around with guns, trying to find a target.

My mama and her friends found them first. Good thing I didn’t have any reason to like any of them, because they killed all the guards like they were nothing. Couple of them got separated from their heads. I never did tell Mama I watched the whole thing. Once they were all dead, Mama and her friends ran across the street, got inside and took what guns they found, made the electronics do what they wanted and unlocked all the doors.

The only folks that survived were the prisoners in the other wing. Them, they let out.

Mama came in and like squeezed me to death, she hugged me so hard and long. I hugged her right back, until her friends shooed us out and into a waiting van.

[image: image-placeholder]

Three months later, we had a new home in the middle of nowhere again, different state. I missed my animals and my trees. Sagebrush was ugly. Just saying. Mama sent a message and apologized to Grandma, paid her some extra rent since we weren’t gonna be able to come back.

We looked different. Mama had her nose job, and I hated it. We’d stayed hidden in an abandoned house until it was mostly healed up. She said she had to get it so “facial recognition” wouldn’t work. As if we ever went anywhere there was a camera. Maybe the grocery store had one, or the post office.

Me, I wasn’t in any databases. Nobody catalogs poor kids in rural areas, even if they’re in public school. And I wasn’t, not anymore. Which was good, because I’d have fought a nose job. Mine looks like Mama’s used to.

But I knew some of Mama’s friends now. And I was practicing. Learning. Studying lots of stuff, not just the easy things I’d learned from Mama before. And part of that was history: how we’d been genetically engineered, what we’d been designed for. And how we’d been used to destroy the country in the name of saving it. How other countries stole the technology and had their own breeding programs in self-defense, so that now the whole world was just as screwed up as we were.

Because I had a mission now. I wanted my daddy, now that I knew I still had one. And I wanted my country back, the way it was in Grandma’s old books. However long that took. There were others like us, and together we were stronger than the government knew.

Someday, I might want to get married. And no way no how were my kids ever gonna live in hiding like their mama.


The Devourer’s Children
Rhiain O’Connell


I have consumed more of my children.

The cycle continues: he comes to me, and within days I give birth to our sons and daughters.

Only my daughters remain.

The boys serve as nourishment, stoking the internal fires of my next cycle.

I wish they did not have to die.
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The rescue party had just returned, and Kima hurried to the entrance of their hideout to greet them.

Tero, the party leader, managed to smile when he saw the expression on Kima’s face. “They’re getting careless,” he said. “Or you were right about hitting the smaller birth stations where not many of the mahis are.”

“Or both,” Kima replied before whistling between his teeth. “This is the highest number of kids we’ve ever recovered on a single mission.” He clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Good work, Tero. Any injured?”

Tero shook his head. “Thankfully, no. It would’ve been doubly hard having to carry someone who got careless, in addition to the kids.”

They watched other members of their group carry the fourteen baby boys recovered on this mission to the crèche. While he envied Tero for being able to return to the mainland time and time again on these sorties, every successful rescue meant having to find spaces for the new arrivals in their hideout, ensuring there was enough food in the kitchen, little details which made the rescues worth it in the first place.

“How many mahis were there?” Kima finally asked.

“Four,” Tero said. “No seniors.”

“Oh, thank the stars,” Kima said, his shoulders slumping in relief.

Tero regarded him intently, his face somber. “You realize we can’t carry out missions on this scale for awhile, right?” he said quietly. “That’s a lot of kids to steal from right under their noses.”

“And they’ll get wise to us,” Kima agreed. “I know, brother. We’re up to two hundred boys now, and I never imagined we’d be this strong.” He couldn’t help but smile. He still couldn’t believe Tero had managed to save fourteen babies this time around. That was a coup. “For now, let’s stay alert and deal with the people we have.”

“Solid,” Tero replied, nodding and smiling. “I’m off to get a bite to eat and some rest, and so are my boys. Contact me if something weird happens.”

After his friend had left, Kima stood at the entrance for a minute longer, watching the mist-shrouded horizon of their island. The sun was barely peeking over the wild ashberry trees surrounding his home in thick stripes, bordered by the untamed seawaters that cut off the island from the continent.

The continent he’d called home once upon a time.

The home dominated by the mahis, the women who protected his adversary.

He leaned against the chiseled stone that marked the entrance to their hideout and watched the sun creep higher in the sky. Once again, rest had eluded him the night before. He wondered how more sleepless nights he’d have to deal with before the deprivation caught up with him.

He also wondered where exactly the girl in his dreams was.
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Kiri allowed the attendant to finish applying the face paint before she pulled away and shooed the younger girl towards the door. “Thank you, but that’s all for now. Call me when it’s time for lunch.”

The girl bowed. “Yes, mistress.” She quickly left.

Kiri collapsed into the chair in front of her dresser and sighed. “Who would’ve thought this position would’ve led to so much fuss?” she muttered.

She heard laughter behind her and turned around to grin at the woman who had appeared near her bed. “You do not like the pomp and circumstance of your office?” the newcomer teased.

Kiri made a face. “I’m the heir, Mother. I’m not you.”

“A difference that I appreciate greatly,” the woman agreed. She maneuvered carefully around Kiri’s bed and came over to hug her, her swollen belly brushing against Kiri’s shoulder.

“How much longer?” Kiri caressed her mother’s stomach. She didn’t know how her mother could stand being pregnant all the time. It would drive her nuts. Would I be pregnant all the time once I take her place?

“A few more days,” her mother replied. “A week, at most.” She patted her belly gently, smiling softly.

“You rarely visit in this form nowadays.” Kiri kept her tone light, but when she looked up at her mother’s face, the guilt she found there told her she’d hit close to home.

“It taxes my strength.” Veera, The Mother of All, sighed and sat down on the edge of Kiri’s bed, facing her. “I do wish…” She paused. “I could use a break.”

“You could give me some of the load,” Kiri said, meeting her mother’s eyes.

“No!” She recoiled at the force in Veera’s tone, and her mother winced and leaned back. “I am…sorry, Kiri. I know you can handle the other duties I have given you, but what you are asking is impossible.”

“Please explain.” Kiri folded her arms across her chest.

Veera waved a hand distractedly. “When I am incorporeal, I do not have to devote so much attention or energy to the unborn children and myself.” She gestured at her body. “When I wear this, I tire easily. I feel the weariness from so many previous births.” She smiled ruefully. “You are young and have not yet borne children, Kiri. You will know what I mean one day.”

Kiri nodded. “I still want to help you, though,” she said. “Can I help you, somehow?”

Veera regarded her for a long, silent moment until Kiri began squirming in her chair. Then she held out her hand. Kiri took it and allowed her mother to pull her to her feet. “Let us go outside,” the older-looking woman said quietly.

They ignored the other women and girls outside of Kiri’s chambers, who all bowed and chattered excitedly at seeing The Mother of All. Kiri and Veera slipped away and made their way to the quieter gardens ringing the expansive property. The rose plot was the entrance to the palace gardens and led to the other areas, all separated by flower type.

“I cannot do this, given my condition,” Veera said. She clutched Kiri’s hand tightly. “Touch the soil, Kiri.” Kiri knelt next to one of the flourishing plants and laid her free hand on the ground.

She couldn’t remember what happened next. All she knew was Veera wouldn’t let go of her hand, and that her mother’s other hand had grabbed onto her shoulder with a strength that belied her eternally tired condition.

“Gently,” she heard Veera say. “Sit down before you hurt yourself.”

Kiri blinked. She was sitting among the rosebushes, her skin slick with sweat under the thin day gown she normally wore. “What happened?”

Veera’s green eyes were fixed on her daughter’s face. “I transferred some of my strength to you,” she said softly. The smile on her lips lacked humor. “If you are to help me, you shall know what it means to carry my burden—starting now.”
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Kima gave up on trying to sleep with a sigh. He kicked away the blankets and soundlessly rose to his feet, taking care not to wake the other occupants in the darkened space.

He and his brothers slept on roughly hewn cots in the network of caves they called home. Privacy was reserved for the bath pools and the privy, well away from the dugouts appointed as the sleeping areas, but beyond those domains, it was pointless to maintain any semblance of privacy when none of them had anything to hide from each other. The caves and the passageways between them were cramped, as it was, lit by the torches and lanterns they’d stolen from birth stations when rescuing other boys.

Kima crept out of his sleeping cave and followed his nose to the kitchen cavern. Their self-appointed cook, Travor, must have just taken the day’s ration of food out of the ovens, because the smell of freshly baked bread was wafting down the tunnel and making his mouth water.

The cook was too busy transferring breadrolls from the baking pans to the baskets where the food was normally stored to notice him standing in the kitchen doorway, at first. “Kima!” Travor exclaimed, when he finally saw Kima. “Come help me, eh? I have one more batch to bake before I can take myself to my bed.”

“Only if I can have some,” Kima said, but he was already grabbing the other prepared pans the cook had laid out and walking them to the ovens.

Travor waved a hand. “Be my guest. You don’t eat enough, anyway.”

Kima picked up a hot, steaming breadroll and bit deeply, chewing quickly. It took three bites for him to finish the roll before he started on his second. “I can’t blame my lack of appetite on your cooking skills, Trav,” he said around a mouthful. “I’m too busy to eat most of the time.”

Travor shook his head, but he was smiling. The crow’s feet at the outward corners of his eyes were accentuated by his silver-and-black hair, cropped short. Their cook was the oldest male on the island.

As far as Kima knew, he was the only male from the preceding generation who still lived.

“Why are you up?” Travor asked, wiping his hands on a towel.

“I can’t sleep,” Kima replied with a shrug.

Travor raised an eyebrow.

Kima sighed and perched on a corner of one of the cook’s worktables, where he prepared the dough each day and kept his ingredients. Besides the breadrolls he made fresh everyday, the edible root plants and fruit some of the boys brought in from their scavenging around the island were kept for turning into experimental dishes the cook thought his younger charges would like.

“I keep having dreams,” he said. “I wouldn’t call them nightmares, but they’re not good dreams. They’re strange.” He paused. “I keep seeing one of the mahis.”

If Travor’s eyebrows could rise any further, they would escape into his salty-colored hairline. “Which one?”

“I don’t know,” Kima confessed. “She looks to be my age. Might be a littler shorter than me. Slender, dark hair, golden eyes…”

Travor inclined his head to one side. “How do you know she’s a mahi?”

Kima snorted. “What else could she be?”

“The Mother of All has chosen an heir,” Travor said. “And it sounds like the girl you’re describing is her. The heir.”

Kima ran a hand over his scalp. “Do you know who she is? How she was chosen?” He blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know why I’m dreaming about…her.”

Travor regarded him steadily, his face expressionless. “When did you start having these dreams?”

“It’s been going on for the last three weeks.”

“Since she was announced as the heir, then.” Travor sat next to him, eyes on the ovens across the cavern.

Kima eyed him warily. “What do you know about her, Travor?”

It was the older man’s turn to sigh. “I’ve asked Tero and his team to keep their eyes and ears open regarding the heir. Her name is Kiri. She has never served as a mahi. She has always lived in the Mother’s palace, closely guarded by…” He trailed off. When Travor spoke again, Kima started at the bitterness he heard in the cook’s voice. “By the other women who landed on this damned planet with me.”

Kima stared at him, uncomprehending. “I don’t understand, Trav.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to.” Travor exhaled harshly. “You were born here, lad. I wasn’t.” He swung around to look Kima fully in the face, his mouth a hard line. “The Mother was already here, before our colonial ships landed. You and the other boys who were born here are her sons, yes, but I’m not. Like I said, I wasn’t born here.”

“You came from another…planet?” Kima knew his mouth was hanging open, but he couldn’t help himself. Travor had never told him any of this information before. And what did it have to do with the Mother’s heir?

“We came here to settle this planet,” Travor said, grimly. “We found the Mother instead.”
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Kiri bolted upright in her bed and clapped both hands over her mouth. She wanted so badly to scream, but the last thing she needed was overly worried attendants crawling all over her.

She breathed deeply behind her fingers, trembling. Abruptly, she felt Veera’s mental presence in her mind. If her attendants would have been tittering about her condition, her mother’s overbearing concern was even worse.

Daughter? Veera said softly. Are you all right?

I will be, Mother. Kiri slowly lowered her hands from her face. Whatever you were feeling just now woke me up.

Silence. Kiri wondered if her mother truly believed her. There were occasions where her fibs were outrageous enough to amuse Veera rather than anger her. There were other times where her mother had been too distracted to realize her chosen heir was lying. Then there were the times where Veera had seen straight through the falsity and disciplined her for it. At times a game and other times a necessity, it seemed like Veera had lost track of the instances where Kiri told the truth.

It wasn’t fun having an all-seeing mother all the time.

What were you dreaming about, Kiri?

She grimaced. That Veera wasn’t going to punish her for this particular lie wasn’t necessarily the gift Kiri had been expecting, but it wasn’t necessarily a punishment, either. On the other hand, Veera had treated her differently since the formal announcement about her heir had been released a few weeks ago.

I was in constant pain. She still chose her words carefully. Her mother had taught her how to build a strong mental shield in her formative years, and how to maintain it. Until she’d tasted Veera’s “burden” in the rose garden, she hadn’t known how strong her shield actually was. Now she was grateful for those strict lessons.

Kiri took a deep, shuddering breath before continuing. I…I was trying to push something out of me, and it wasn’t coming out. It hurt so much.

Veera’s compassion was like a thick quilt which she wrapped around her heir, but her guilt had returned with it. You were experiencing birth pangs. Oh, my dear, I apologize. You should not have felt that.

Are you in labor now, Mother?

No. Veera sounded uncertain. That was unexpected. Was her mother hiding something from her? I have experienced no contractions yet, but I regret you experienced the pain.

Kiri laid back down and pulled the covers over herself again. Her mother’s reassuring presence had calmed her. I can go back to sleep. Sorry for disturbing you, Mother.

No apologies are necessary, beloved. Tenderness crept into Veera’s voice. If the nightmare occurs again, reach out to me immediately.

Will do. Love you.

I love you, as well.

Kiri sighed under her breath and closed her eyes after Veera’s presence left. Her mother had either not picked up on the true nature of Kiri’s nightmare, or she’d managed to screen it successfully from her mother’s all-knowing gaze. She felt an involuntary shudder run through her as tears stung her eyes.

How could she convey to her mother the sensations of physical and mental violation which had preceded that unworldly pain?
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“This is a stupid idea,” Tero hissed.

“I would agree,” Kima responded in a whisper. “But this wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had stupid ideas.”

His friend responded with a snort.

The two young men crept quietly towards the Mother’s palace. Kima had to admit that this wasn’t just a stupid idea. He had no idea how any of the mahis would react if they found, much less caught, two males so close to the Mother’s headquarters. Stealing babies from birthing stations was one thing; catching the thieves in their midst was quite another.

Travor hadn’t raised the subject of the Mother’s heir since their discussion about her a few weeks ago, and if he had misgivings about sharing that information with Kima, he didn’t voice them. The seed had been planted, anyway. Kima couldn’t get the image of this girl out of his head.

The dreams had become more vivid every night, and he couldn’t understand some of them. A few of the dreams had caused him to wake up biting his tongue so fiercely that he sat in his cot breathing raggedly through his nose, his mouth filling with blood while he tried to forget the glimpses he saw.

Kiri was in danger.

He also didn’t know why he was going out of his way to help her. She couldn’t be aware of his existence, could she? It had been so long since he’d been on the mainland for any reason other than rescuing more of his brothers from being consumed by The Mother of All.

“Exactly how do you propose to find this girl?” Tero whispered. “Much less get close to her? We don’t look like passable girls.”

“You didn’t have to come along,” Kima pointed out, keeping his voice low.

Tero scoffed. “You don’t know your way around here, brother. If I wasn’t here with you, you probably would’ve walked right through the front door instead of staying hidden.”

Kima swallowed the retort on his tongue. “I just want to figure out what her routine is. I’ll come back later and—”

The scowl on Tero’s face stopped him. “You couldn’t have asked? I thought Trav told you he required regular reports from my team on this Kiri’s movements and whereabouts?”

Kima flushed. “Okay, this is stupid,” he admitted. “But—”

Approaching footsteps and chattering voices forced the two young men to stop arguing and withdraw deeper into the line of tall bushes that surrounded this area outside the palace. Kima vaguely remembered Tero mentioning this was one of the palace gardens.

“Please fetch me some water,” a tired, light voice said.

“Yes, my lady,” another younger-sounding voice replied, and one set of footsteps receded.

Tero jabbed Kima hard on the shoulder and pointed. Kima peeked around the curve of the bush they hid behind.

A young woman sat down on one of the benches in this section of the palace gardens, clothed in a light blue dress, a matching overrobe around her shoulders. When she turned around from examining one of the plants nearby, Kima exhaled softly.

Kiri.

“You only have one chance at this,” Tero warned. “Take it while you can.”

Kima nodded slowly, then turned around to face his friend directly. “You need to get out of here, though. It’s dangerous for you.”

Tero’s eyebrows rose, and his eyes flashed. “Is it any less dangerous for you? If you get captured here, we’ll be lost.”

“You have Travor,” Kima shot back. “He knows—”

“Excuse me,” Kiri said. “Why are you two hiding in there?”

Even as her eyes widened in shock and realization, even as Tero grabbed her arm and Kima grabbed her other hand, the ground beneath them abruptly opened to swallow them.

Kiri screamed.

“NO!” Kima could hear himself roaring, at the same time yanking on Kiri’s hand. She, in turn, grabbed Tero and heaved, and Kima’s brother leaped without thinking over the gaping hole that had ruined the rose garden, spewing smoke and a lick of flame, then hissing angrily when its victims successfully evaded its hungry tongue and teeth.

They could hear cries of alarm in the distance. “My lady?” the younger-sounding voice called out, sounding frightened. They heard rapidly approaching footsteps. Lots of them.

“Run,” Tero hissed.

Together, the three of them fled from the garden, from the Mother’s palace, from all the impending chaos without looking back.
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Kiri’s mind was screaming at her to stop and return to the palace. Why was she running with these…these creatures? Who were they?

They certainly weren’t palace staff.

They also weren’t female.

The authoritative one refused to let them stop until they’d reached a beach Kiri had never seen before. In the far distance, she could make out land across the water. If her already-stretched sanity was still intact, she could’ve asked her captors—rescuers?—so many questions.

They paused for a moment on the beach, and then the young man holding onto her arm tightened his grip and dragged her into the water. “Don’t breathe in the water,” his companion advised her, still holding her hand. “It’s not good for your lungs.”

“I don’t know how to swim!” She was on the verge of screaming again.

“We’ll tow you between us,” he assured her, and for the first time since they’d left the palace, their eyes met.

Why do you look so familiar?

“It’s going to be easier if I just hold her, Kima,” the authoritative one said, his voice grim. It was his turn to look at her. “Like he said, don’t breathe in the water, girl. Take a deep breath and hold it. Yes, good. Now hang on and relax.”

He snaked an arm under hers and around her chest, and before she could get a word out, she was floating sideways in the warm salty water while he scissor-kicked his legs behind her and used his free arm to swim towards the far land she had seen. Kiri decided it was better to hold her breath and wait until they’d reached their destination before opening her mouth. The water made her feel like a buoyant object bobbing on its surface, with no urgency to be anywhere or do anything.

The one called Kima swam beside them, using both arms and kicking his legs to keep up. Kiri craned her neck to look back at her home. She hadn’t seen anyone from the palace catch up with them on their flight to the beach, and now she was wondering if they realized she was leaving the land entirely.

She still couldn’t understand why she was willingly going along with these two. This was a kidnapping, wasn’t it? Why wasn’t she afraid?

Why had a gaping hole appeared in the garden to swallow them?

What would her mother do when she discovered her heir was missing?
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Kima flopped onto his back on the sand, gasping. Kiri and Tero were right next to him, doing the same thing. They normally used rafts to travel between their hideout and the mainland. The long swim had been invigorating, but now he was exhausted.

He turned his head to the side to look at Kiri, who was lying between him and Tero on the sand. “You all right?” His voice came out in a croaking whisper.

She nodded, weakly, but kept her eyes on his face. “Who…who are you?” Her voice was throaty, but for all he knew, she might’ve swallowed some water during their escape.

“Kima,” he replied, slowly sitting up. He pointed to his friend. “That’s Tero.”

Tero grunted and staggered to his feet. “It’ll be night soon,” his friend said, looking up at the sky. “We should get to the hideout and dry off.”

“Hideout?” Kiri repeated blankly.

“Not a good idea to bring her with us, is it?” Kima asked nobody in particular. When Kiri huffed indignantly, he held up a hand. “Look, you’re the first…girl who’s ever been on this island. We need to approach your being here practically.”

“You should’ve thought of that before you brought her here,” Tero called, walking in the direction of the hideout.

“I’m thinking of everything as we go,” Kima yelled at his back. He tried to ignore the fact that Kiri was glaring at him. “You seemed okay with it at the time.”

“Wait there,” Tero replied, shaking his head. “I’ll be right back.”

Kima regarded the young woman intently after his friend left, ignoring her scowl and flashing eyes. “I apologize for this,” he said, waving a hand at their surroundings. “I hadn’t intended to bring you here. I also hadn’t intended to lose my friend in your garden, either.”

At that, Kiri’s anger faded. “I hadn’t expected that,” she admitted. Her face, still damp from the swim, turned pale at the memory. “I didn’t know what it was.”

Kima still watched her, as her jaw worked and she fidgeted. “What’s wrong?” he finally asked.

Relief, panic, and something else he couldn’t quite define warred for supremacy in her expression. “I can’t sense her,” Kiri whispered.

‘That’s not surprising,” a cold voice said from above. Both of them looked up.

Travor gazed at the two of them in turn, raw fury and an inexplicable emotion of his own on his face. His voice was still calm, however, when he spoke. “The Mother has never been able to intrude on this island,” he said. “And she never will.”
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Kiri watched the three men draw away from her to talk amongst themselves further up the beach. The newcomer, who hadn’t bothered to introduce himself, was outright yelling at Kima, pointing everywhere and waving his arms. Tero stood nearby, a slight smile on his face, his arms folded across his chest.

She drew her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, staring at the waves gently lapping over the shoreline. She had certainly not intended to end up at a completely foreign place like this when planning her day that morning, but she also couldn’t return home. Not yet.

The moment she’d stepped onto this beach, a yawning emptiness in her mind and heart had made one thing clear: she couldn’t feel her mother anymore. Whatever this place was, it shielded her from Veera like an invisibility cloak, a thousand times stronger than her own mental shield.

Inwardly, she rejoiced. She wanted to yell in celebration, dance, run, something.

Instead, she shivered. Her gown, now tattered in places at the bottom edge and still saturated with water, stuck to her body like a second skin. She’d lost her overrobe and slippers somewhere between the palace and the beach on the mainland. Behind her, the warmth of the sun was drying her back, but dusk was near, bringing a cool breeze that gently nipped at her bare skin.

She looked up when a shadow crossed her line of sight. The newcomer was back, looking down at her. Kiri tensed when he knelt to look at her levelly, but he no longer seemed angry. Kima stood next to him, red-faced but stubborn. Tero was there, as well, his face expressionless.

“I’m Travor,” the man said, touching his chest with his left hand. He smiled faintly, but his gaze remained hard. “And you’re Kiri.”

She nodded slowly, stealing a glance at Kima. He nodded back at her, as if encouraging her not to be afraid.

“I didn’t expect these boys to bring back the Mother’s heir,” Travor continued, leaning in to look at her closely. “They told me what happened at the palace, however. I hope you don’t mind my bluntness, your ladyship, but this presents an opportunity for us.”

“Opportunity?” she repeated.

Travor nodded. “To end the cycle.”
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The ground shook. Kima steadied himself by placing a hand on the nearest cavern wall and waited till the tremor faded away. He soothed the scared younger boys who were in the cavern with him until they were calm again.

The earthquakes, as Travor called them, had begun the same day Kiri had arrived on the island. They struck sporadically, occasionally waking them in the middle of the night, or causing the gentle waves on the beach to become seemingly angry and frothful, throwing themselves against the sand and reaching with watery claws for their home. They never reached the hideout; whoever had built this network of caves had been smart about placing them far enough away from the sea so that they’d never flood.

“She’s getting agitated,” was Travor’s only comment about the phenomenon. “About not being able to find you.” He looked at Kiri.

The Mother’s heir looked at her hands and sighed.

She, Kima, and Travor were in the kitchen, helping to cook for the children and talking. They met there often, it seemed. Travor had set up a cot for Kiri so she could sleep there, and had banned everyone except Kima and Tero from the kitchen to give her privacy. There were only so many places on the island they could sneak off to for a quiet respite from each other. Travor had expressly forbidden anyone from returning to the mainland, even Tero and his team.

“The hole in the garden tells me she knows when a male is on the continent,” he’d explained, when Kima had questioned him. “Which means it’s not safe for any of us to go there for the foreseeable future, not even to rescue more boys.”

That saddened Kima: it would mean more of his newborn brothers would die. He hated it, but he understood.

“Who made that hole appear?” Kiri asked, juggling a ball of dough in the air.

“The Mother,” Travor replied, setting out more baking pans of bread dough to rise. When Kiri opened her mouth to object, the cook held up a hand. “Lass, they haven’t told you much about what it was like meeting her the first time, did they?”

Kiri shook her head and settled on a nearby bench.

Travor stopped divvying up smaller pieces of prepared dough to face her squarely. “Who exactly stands guard for her at the Palace?” His voice had taken on the quiet tone Kima had heard several weeks prior, when Travor had first mentioned the Mother’s heir.

“Jenna and Lali,” Kiri replied.

Kima didn’t like the twisted smile on Travor’s face, but the older man merely nodded. “As I expected,” he said.

“Did they come with you?” Kima asked. “To this planet?”

Kiri’s head whipped around as she turned to stare at him. “What?”

Travor nodded again. “They were members of the landing team,” he said softly. “As was my mother.”

“I don’t understand,” Kiri said, looking from Kima to Travor and back again. “Please explain?”

Travor sighed and covered the last of the pans of prepared dough with towels, then sat across from her on an opposite bench. Kima sat between them on one of the worktables.

The cook leaned forward, his elbows on his thighs, staring down at his tightly intertwined fingers for what seemed like eternity. “I dislike talking about what happened,” he said abruptly. “I…lost people I knew and loved during that time, including the women you mentioned. Your guardians.” He looked briefly at Kiri. “And I was only a boy then, about your age, Kima. I will relay this tale only once, so listen carefully, both of you.

“We were sent here to colonize this world. The planet I was born on is light-years away, and I don’t expect either of you to know about it or where it is. My family volunteered to come here, and by the time we landed, it was just my mother and myself left.

“The Mother had apparently expected us, even before we landed.” Travor’s smile was tight and disappeared after a moment. “She appeared to us as a normal human woman with red hair, green eyes, fair skin. She was beautiful. She welcomed us to this world and guided us to the continent you all live on now,” he nodded to Kiri, “and showed us where the best sources of potable water were. She told us about the tree and animal species that lived here, which ones were edible or dangerous, and so on. It made setting up temporary homes and community spaces easy.

“We were surprised, of course, that someone had already landed on the planet before we did. We never suspected that the Mother wasn’t who she said she was.” The corners of the cook’s mouth curled up. “Not even when all the males in the community began to disappear.”

Kiri looked too stunned to say anything. “Why just the males?” Kima asked.

Travor shook his head. “I didn’t find out till much later that they were considered undesirable.” His voice was bleak. “This was long after the Mother had taken a fancy to one of our male leaders, however. The next thing we know, she’s announcing that she’s pregnant with Nigel Preston’s child. Then he vanished. Left the community and never returned.”

“Did she do this with all of the males?” Kiri’s voice was a whisper.

“Most of the male leaders, yes,” Travor replied. “The women in the community were in her thrall by then. Obeyed her every word. Worshipped her like a goddess. She could do no wrong.” He shook his head. “When the younger men and boys began to disappear, their loss was dismissed as ‘moving on to other areas of the planet.’”

“How did you escape?” Kima asked quietly.

“My mother.” Travor got the words out with difficulty. “She was one of a handful of women who never believed the Mother, didn’t trust her. When some of my childhood mates who’d come with us vanished, she knew I’d be next. Helped me leave under cover.” The cook exhaled, harshly, and looked at Kiri. “I know very bloody well that the Mother had her killed for that.”

Kima looked at the Mother’s heir, as well, and started when he saw the tears running down the young woman’s face. “I didn’t know.” Kiri’s voice broke.

Travor reached out to take her hands in his, and squeezed them tightly. “Lass, you weren’t even born, then,” he said softly. The cook smiled wryly. “You’re one of the children the Mother had with the men who landed with me. Even then, there was something strange about that.”

“What do you mean?” Kima found a spare towel to give to Kiri to wipe her face, then turned to look at Travor.

“Only the girl babies were allowed to live,” Travor said. “The boys?” The small, tight smile had returned. “They disappeared, too.”

“I still don’t understand,” Kiri said, dabbing at her eyes with the towel. “Why keep just the girls and not the boys?”

Travor sat up straight and shrugged. He nodded to Kima. “You can thank that boy there for saving some of the Mother’s male children, but your guess is as good as mine.”

Kiri looked at Kima and didn’t speak for a long moment. “I know this will sound as strange and real as what Travor has just told us,” she said finally. “But why do you feel so familiar to me, Kima?” She sounded almost shy.

Kima shook his head, glancing at Travor. “We’re connected somehow,” he said. “I kept having dreams about you. That’s why Tero and I snuck into the palace.”

Kiri’s eyes widened. “How did you first escape?” she asked him.

“I don’t remember everything,” he replied, honestly. “I was about five years old when I was told I had to leave the Mother’s palace. I was led here, to this island. Travor was already here, and so was Tero, who’s my age. When we were a little older, the two of us began sneaking onto the mainland.”

Kiri frowned. “I’ve lived in the palace all my life,” she said. “Why didn’t we ever cross paths?”

Kima smiled. “Until I left, my name at the time was Lily and I wore girl clothes.”

Kiri shot to her feet and glared at him for a long moment before stalking out of the cavern.

Travor looked at her retreating back, then at Kima. “What just happened?”

“The woman who weaned and raised me at the palace disguised me as a girl.” Kima sighed. “That means I played with Kiri and interacted her when we were kids. Kiri just realized who I truly was.”

Before Travor could respond, Tero entered the kitchen, looking confused. “Are you trying to give her swimming lessons?” he asked Kima.

“No, why?”

“She’s in the water and it looks like she’s trying to head back to the mainland.”

Travor and Kima looked at each other, then dropped everything they were doing and ran out of the caverns.
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The water was up to her waist when Kima finally caught up with her. “You don’t know how to swim,” he said, grabbing her arm.

She shook him off. “This is wrong,” she said. It was difficult not to shout, but she swallowed hard and forced herself to stay calm. “Kima, I want her to tell me why we’re separated like this, why she’s made every man and boy disappear save for the ones you’ve rescued. I can’t get answers if I’m here.”

“Then I’m coming with you,” he said.

“Are you mad?” Travor called from the shore. “She’ll consume you, too.”

Kima rounded on the cook. “Somehow, I’ve managed to survive all this time just fine. Trav, you said so yourself that this cycle needs to end, that my brothers need to stop dying at her hand! I want answers as badly as Kiri does. If that means returning to the mainland and marching right up to her at the palace, then so be it.”

Tero had joined them by then, and he laid a hand on Trav’s shoulder. “He’s right,” the rescue team leader said. “I don’t know if she’ll consume Kima like she tried to do with me several weeks ago, but it’s worth the risk.”

“Kima,” Kiri said, grabbing his hand. “The water…”

In the space of a few seconds, the sea had risen to chest-level and was rapidly rising to her chin. Kiri tried to lift her feet in the water and found she was stuck fast, as if invisible hands had grabbed her ankles and refused to let go.

Tero and Travor started to enter the water to help free her, but Kima shook his head wildly and waved at them to stop. “Stay back! You will be consumed.”

“Kima—”

She was yanked underwater, dragging Kima with her.

She remembered trying not to breathe in the salty, cloudy water. She did try to break the water’s surface, but only managed to splash water in tiny, receding waves before a dark blanket surrounded her and tightened around her like a cocoon.

Kiri was still gripping Kima’s hand tightly when the darkness solidified and took them both.
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Kima was a five-year-old boy again. He wore a cloak to hide his face as his guardian led him through the palace by the hand, deflecting attention from passing girls and women with a friendly word or a smile.

When no one was in earshot, he whispered, “Where are we going?”

“You have to leave, Lily,” the woman answered softly. “It’s no longer safe for you to be here.”

“You’re not coming with me?” He almost stopped in his tracks, but the woman tugged on his hand to keep him moving.

“My place is here.” She sounded sad, but clearly her mind had been made up.

When they reached the island, she knelt to meet his eyes, gripping him by the shoulders. “Live, Kima,” she said, calling him by his true name for the first time in months. “Then come back and stop her when you’re ready.”

He tried to sit up, but instead rolled onto his stomach and vomited. He heard Kiri moan somewhere close, and opened his eyes and shakily rose on hands and knees.

“Kiri.” The cold voice stopped him in his tracks, but he managed to sit up and regain his bearings.

They were in the “throne” room of the palace. There wasn’t a throne in sight, but Kima knew from Tero’s team reports that The Mother of All preferred a stately chair on which to sit while receiving the adulation of her female subjects.

She occupied a chaise lounge in the center of the room, watching him. Kiri was pushing herself up next to him, coughing. Both of them were still drenched from the forced swim.

Arrayed behind the Mother were six of the senior mahis, standing guard, and two older women whom Kima vaguely recognized. His childhood guardian was nowhere in sight.

“I am disappointed in you, Kiri,” Veera said. “You were supposed to be my heir.”

Beside him, Kiri staggered to her feet. She looked down at him, then held out a hand. He accepted, ignoring the gasps from the mahis as Kiri pulled him up to stand next to her.

“If anyone deserves to be disappointed,” Kiri replied, turning to stare at her mother, “it’s me for believing your lies.”

Veera’s face stilled, and she raised her chin. “You dare to say that when I have bestowed upon you blessing and favor that I could have instead given to another?”

“Stop, Mother.” Kiri sounded tired, and angry. Kima glanced quickly at her. No, not angry: enraged. She reached up and touched her temple. “And don’t try to mentally shut me down.” Kiri let a small laugh escape. “You gave me your own strength, remember?”

The Mother gasped and flinched, as if Kiri had just physically struck her. Two of the mahis stepped forward, hands tightening into fists, but Veera raised a hand to stop them.

“I have questions,” Kiri said, moving to stand in front of Veera’s chaise lounge and staring down at her. Again, the mahis started to move towards her, and a gesture from the Mother halted them. “And I want you to answer them.”

Mother and daughter stared at each other for a long time. Minutes ticked by. The silence in the grand room thickened to almost unbearable levels. At last, Veera said softly, “Ask.”

“What did you do with the other males who first came to this planet?” Hissed whispers and murmurs from the other women in the room with them arose, but the Mother acted like she hadn’t heard any of it.

She seemed to shrink into herself in front of Kima’s eyes, her face slowly turning pale. “Their bodies were consumed,” the Mother said, her voice staying quiet.

“Are all of the boys you give birth to also consumed?”

“Yes.” Veera’s voice dropped to a whisper, almost drowned out by the shocked cries from the other women behind her.

“Why?”

The Mother sighed. She had turned her attention to Kima for the first time, as he came to stand beside Kiri.

“Who are you?” Veera asked.

“My name is Kima,” he said.

The Mother’s eyes widened, and she stood so quickly that he and Kiri skittered back from her, warily, like small prey finally recognizing the sort of hunter in their midst.

Before he could say another word and before Kiri could move, Veera grabbed her daughter’s hand and Kima’s in each of hers.

Lightning flared around them.

[image: image-placeholder]

Kiri floated, surrounded on all sides by a thundering heartbeat. She tried to say something, and viscous liquid flooded her mouth, choking her. Something or someone bumped into her, and she unconsciously reached out and held fast.

Kima? she cried.

Who’s Kima?

The expulsion from that space was so abrupt that Kiri barely had time to recover from retching the nasty, unidentified substance in the back of her throat. One moment, she was in a pink darkness, that reverberating heartbeat filling her head, and the next she was lying in a pool of blinding light, screaming at the top of her lungs.

Someone began to carefully remove her tiny, new fingers from Kima’s small body, and her grip tightened. No! He’s my brother! Don’t hurt him! Kima, don’t leave me!

Despite her loudly voiced objections, Kima disappeared, and a furious, newborn Kiri was picked up by one of the Mother’s attendants to be bathed and swaddled.

KIMA!

“Kiri,” he whispered. She could feel his hands on her face, and she opened her eyes to look into his own.

There was a tentative smile on his lips, an expression of stunned awe on his face.

“You’re my brother,” she said. “My twin.”

“You saved me,” he said quietly.

They tensed when Veera wrapped her arms around both of them. “My children.” The Mother’s voice cracked. “My…”

Kiri pulled away from her embrace. “I don’t understand. How was Kima saved?”

“One of her guardians took me from the birth station where we were born and hid me,” Kima told her. “Raised me as a girl until I was too big to be hidden in the palace anymore. Cory.”

They felt Veera flinch, and Kima’s gaze hardened as he regarded her. “You killed her, didn’t you? Like you did Travor’s mother.”

Veera withdrew from them and turned away. When she spoke again, she sounded resigned, defeated. “You cannot begin to know the scope of what has been undertaken since your forebears landed here.”

“Tell us!” When Veera didn’t answer, Kiri touched her shoulder, ignoring the soft tremor under her palm. “Mother, please…tell us.”

The Mother of All looked up at the sky, now veiled by stars and wisps of clouds. The sun had set hours ago, a waning gibbous moon trailing in its wake. They stood on the roof of the palace, where Veera had brought them after their swift departure from the throne room. Below, a swarm of mahis had begun an extensive search for their missing Mother across the palace grounds.

“When the humans first arrived, it was easy to take on their form,” Veera said. ‘They sent a scouting party first, years before the settlers arrived. I did not reveal myself then. I watched them. I discovered their origins and their reason for landing on this world. For coming to me.”

“You’re not human?” Kima asked.

Veera shook her head. She looked mortally tired. “I found this planet centuries ago, my child,” she said softly. “I was escaping from…” Her eyes closed, and the sigh that escaped her was profound, as if it was coming from the center of the world. “I was hiding from him.”

“Who?”

“Your father.” The Mother inclined her head upwards. “Your true father. You might be mortal, with flesh and bone to clothe your natures, and you may thank the colonists for that. If it was easy to take on human form, it was also easy to seduce some of them, and bear their children.” Veera looked down at her hands. “It was difficult, however, to acquiesce to your father’s demands about the males.”

“He wanted you to consume them?” Kima looked as horrified as Kiri felt. “Who is he?”

“He is a cosmic entity and my destined mate.” Veera was trembling. “He is…a terrible dictator with no room for rivals, even mortal ones.” The Mother covered her face with her hands.

“Why did he allow you to bear human children?” Kiri asked softly.

“Our children were always stillborn,” Veera whispered. “Cosmic entities cannot bear living children, not little ones with form and purpose. We discovered that the hard way. It was difficult for me already, with his insatiable appetite and constant demands, to give birth to babies who never breathed when they left my womb. After I had my first human child, I found that I could live with the colonists easily. I was comfortable with the idea of never returning to the stars in my true form…until your father found me again.”

The Mother wrung her hands as she talked, her slender fingers whitening with the effort. Kiri took one of her hands between hers. After a moment, Kima did the same with her other hand.

“When your father discovered the human baby boys I had been able to bear, then realized there were men and boys among the settlers, he demanded that I…do away with them. He would spare no rival to his affections for me, no matter how many times I pleaded with him and tried to explain to him that they were not his enemies. When I refused…” Veera closed her eyes, but tears still escaped to run freely down her cheeks. “He killed them in front of me. I could not even hide them, because he could still find them.

“It took our first human baby for him to realize that we could have children, and imprint upon them a little of both of our cosmic essences, but it was the only way for our children to live, truly live. They would be human, not formless entities who roamed between the stars.” The Mother slowly wiped her face with the hem of her robe, but the small, forced attempt at a smile she now wore was utterly devoid of all humor or joy.

She looked at Kima, her tears threatening to spill over again. “I cannot bear to lose any more of my sons,” she whispered. “I cannot do it, Kima.” The agonized expression on Veera’s face tore at Kiri’s heart. “But I will not watch him slay my sons, either.”

Awkwardly, Kima wrapped an arm around her shoulders, then met his sister’s eyes. Kiri nodded back.

“Mother,” she said quietly, “is there such a thing as fate in the cosmos?”

After a protracted length of silence, Veera looked up at her children. She smiled, sadly and slowly. “Not yet,” she said.
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Much later, when the world was quiet again, Kima would remember Kiri asking him about the island where he had hidden, grown into young adulthood, plotted, and brought his rescued younger brothers to live with him, Travor and Tero.

“I don’t know why he couldn’t see us there,” he answered. “Mother couldn’t see the island, or reach it, so it makes sense he couldn’t, either.”

Travor proposed the most logical, valid explanation for why the island remained untouchable, and he made it clear the twins didn’t have to like it. He certainly didn’t. “The Mother was an intrusive entity who overwhelmed this planet with her essence when it was still young and malleable,” the former cook said. “Maybe the island was the world’s way of protesting against her treatment of it, and his, too.”

He polished a short blade he always wore on his hip now as he spoke. Many of the mahis called it “The Mother Killer” when he wasn’t in earshot.

Is there such a thing as fate in the cosmos?

Veera, The Mother of All, decided to find out.

Without telling her heir or her son, while Tero, Kima and Kiri were helping to move the younger male survivors from the island to the mainland, she requested a private meeting with Travor in the palace throne room.

The ground did more than shake this time. It jerked this way and that, and amid the resulting panic and pandemonium, Kima saw his sister collapse. Tero caught her before she hit the ground.

“Kiri!” He rushed to her side. Kiri’s face was white; her eyelids slowly fluttered open. Then she was scrambling to her feet and running towards the palace, Kima and Tero on her heels.

Travor stood over their mother’s body in the dimly-lit throne room, gasping, blood running down the blade of the short sword he gripped tightly in one hand. He whipped around to face the twins, wild-eyed, panic-stricken. “She made me do it!” His voice rasped, harsh and too loud in the following stillness.

Kiri knelt next to Veera’s lifeless form, and touched their mother’s ashen cheek. For the first time since she and Kima had met face to face, The Mother of All looked like she was finally at peace.

Before their eyes, Veera’s physical body dissolved into millions of tiny, iridescent, and glittering particles, and dissipated into the world around them, and the cosmos beyond.
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My beloved is dead. Her remains are scattered across the stars.

Our children…they live.

They killed my beloved.

This will not stand.


Dago
JL Curtis


Diego Sandoval was halfway through his residency shift as the emergency department physican’s assistant as he sniffed the coffeepot in the Mimbres Memorial Hospital breakroom and grimaced. Crap, I wonder how long this has been cooking? Probably all damned day, but I’ve had worse on deployment downrange!

He poured a cup and slumped into a chair at the table as Doc Matthews came in, heading for the coffeepot. “Doc, that shit is older than dirt!”

Matthews nodded, but poured a cup, anyway, flopping down across from Diego with a sigh. “I’m sure the Navy or Marine coffee was fresher, if nothing else.” He took a sip and shook his head. “Second shift gets the leftovers for everything. Coffee, food, patients…”

Diego’s laughter was cut off as his phone deedled at him. He scrambled to get it out and signed in, then started cursing in a monotone as he saw the camera alert and what was showing on the game camera.

“Doc, I gotta call CBP—drug mules are coming across the ranch again.” Matthews nodded as Diego headed for the door, texting Lupe to make sure she and the kids were in the house. She replied immediately that they were, and she was watching the feeds, too. Once he was outside, he punched in the CBP sector office number as he lit a cigarette. When he got an answer, he said, “Circle S ranch manager for Chief Grenoille, please.”

He heard a thunk as they put the phone down, and it took almost a minute for it to be picked up. “Grenoille.”

“Kermit, Diego. Got a dozen mules crossing the west side of the ranch. Camera twelve, Carzilla Valley. Looks like two coyotes with them, carrying long arms that might be AKs. I’m guessing they are making for Highway Nine at Hermanas Draw.”

“Dammit, I may not…hang on.” Diego heard him talk to what must have been the dispatcher. “We got anybody working Nine between Arena and Hachita tonight?” A mumbled response caused Kermit to sigh. He said, “Going to take me at least a half hour to get somebody there. Had a big crossing down by Douglas. Unless… Tucker, how many people do we have here?” Another mumble. “Six? Tell ‘em to mount up: we’re going down to the Sandoval ranch. Diego, we’ll be there in fifteen or twenty minutes. I’ll see if I can get a drone diverted to track them.”

Diego heard more mumbles and said, “Lupe and the kids are locked in; she’s monitoring the cameras, too. If you need to, call her. I don’t think they can get to the house soon. Like I said, my guess is they’re getting picked up on Route Nine.”

“Yeah, that’s why I want a drone if I can get one. How long before you get off?”

Diego stripped the cigarette and flipped the cover off his wristwatch. “Half hour, if nothing else happens in the ED tonight, so I should be off by twenty-three thirty.”

“‘Kay, call me when you leave. We’re on the way.” Kermit hung up before Diego could say anything, and he sighed in frustration.

Before he went back in, he texted Lupe that the cavalry was on the way, and she sent back that the mules were continuing north. He went by the breakroom, but it was empty, so he continued to the ED, finding Matthews at the nurse’s station, charting the earlier calls. “Success, Diego?”

Diego rocked his hand. “Maybe. CBP has a big bust going on down by Douglas. Not sure they can get anybody up to the ranch in time to catch them before they get picked up.” He picked up the charts for the two patients he’d seen and quickly completed the required charting, then slid them across to Matthews. “Done and done.”

Matthews growled, “How the hell do you get them done so quickly? Much less remember everything you did?”

Diego laughed. “Ain’t nobody shooting at me while I work on them, and I don’t have a stack of serious injuries to triage at the same time.”

Matthews cocked his head. “Yeah, I keep forgetting you were a corpsman with the Marines, with a couple of deployments to Afghanistan.”

Diego leaned back against the nurse’s desk. “I’m also an IDC: certified independent duty corpsman. Add to that, I did my PA schooling at Fort Sam, under the Army inter-service program.”

Matthews looked at him curiously. “Why didn’t you go for med school, then? From what I understand, you’ve done everything but brain surgery already.”

Diego stretched and popped his neck, causing Matthews to wince. “I’ve already had practical real-world experience with traumatic, ortho, gunshot, ad infinitum injuries before I even started the program.” He shrugged. “But I have a ranch to run, and med school would have taken me who-knows-where for classes. Besides, I owed Lupe and the kids a break from following me all over the place.”

Matthews nodded and replied, “One more month and your residency is done. What are you going to do, then?”

Diego blew out a breath. “I plan on staying here if they’ll hire me. I’d like to do second shift. Again: ranch to run.”

Matthews glanced at the clock over the nurse’s station. “Speaking of that, it’s close enough for government work. Get out of here and go take care of the family, in case CBP is running late.”
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Twenty minutes later, he rattled over the cattle guard, the pickup’s headlights sweeping across the old adobe ranch house, and pulled around to the back, parking his truck under the shed as the outside lights came on. He looked around carefully before he got out, then hurried to the back door, key in one hand, his other on his pistol in its holster on his belt. The door creaked open after he unlocked it, and he took another quick look around before he stepped inside, sliding the inside bolt home as he pulled the door closed.

He knew Lupe would stand in the dark of the central courtyard, a shotgun in her hands, and he was relieved when she leaned the shotgun in the corner and came forward to hug him tightly. Diego returned her hug and kissed her softly.

“I’m sorry.” He blew out a breath. “I didn’t realize I was bringing us home to a warzone. It’s not fair to you, Jose, or Sonia to have to live like this. I didn’t spend twenty—”

Lupe put her fingers over his lips. “Diego, for better or worse! Remember that? And your folks wouldn’t have wanted you to let this place go. It’s been in your family since the 1880s!” She motioned with her hand. “This…this is a piece of living history right here. This house shows the battles your family has seen! What is one more to preserve that legacy?”

Diego sniffed. “One that I don’t want you in the middle of. The cartels don’t play games.”

Sonia, fourteen going on thirty, stuck her head out of the kitchen door. “Mom, Dad? What are y’all doing?”

Diego smiled impishly and smacked his lips. “I’m kissing your mother, and then we’re going to go have some—”

“Oh, yuck,” Sonia stammered. “I don’t…just no!”

Lupe playfully slapped him on the chest. “Diego, stop that. You know she’s growing up and thinking about boys now. You want something to eat? There are some tacos, beans, and rice left, if Jose hasn’t eaten them all.”

He nodded. “The locusts cleaned out the cafeteria at the hospital.” He flipped the cover off his wristwatch and glanced at it as they walked toward the kitchen door. “Shouldn’t the kids be in bed? It’s almost midnight, and tomorrow is a school day. And you have classes tomorrow, too, right?”

Lupe shrugged. “The kids will not sleep if there is something going on, you know that. And I’ve always waited on you to come home. I get enough sleep. Being a mother does that to you.” She smiled as she started pulling containers out of the fridge. “Jose left you some food!”

Jose and Sonia came into the kitchen, and Diego said, “Speak of the devil and he appears!” He looked up at his kids and marveled. At eighteen, Jose stood almost six feet rangy and lean, with broad shoulders and shoulder-length hair. Sonia was tall for a girl, almost five and a half feet, slim and coltish, but with the promise of being a beauty when she grew older. How did we get this lucky? he thought.

Jose leaned against the kitchen doorway. “Dad, somebody followed us home from school today. I mean, all the way to the driveway. It was…a black Ford pickup, but it didn’t have a front plate, and neither of us had ever seen it.”

Sonia added, “There was some older guy driving, and he looked Indian.”

“Indian?” Diego asked.

Sonia shrugged. “You know, Aztec Indian. Flat face, two pigtails, and he…looked short.”

Diego glanced at Lupe, and she said, “They’re studying the Aztecs right now. And I don’t remember seeing anybody like that around town, either.”

Shaking his head, he said, “maybe y’all should ride to school with your mother for a while. I don’t like the idea of somebody following you home, especially with neither of us being here.”

Jose sighed. “So no more baseball practice? I’m supposed to start the next game.”

Sonia said, “And what about my Spanish club?”

Lupe held up her hand. “We can work that out for both of you. I agree with your dad. Things are getting…more tense with all these coyotes bringing illegals across the border here, since Texas brought in the Guard and DPS. Sheriff Moore doesn’t have enough officers to patrol the county, and Miguel only has three officers for Columbia.” She glanced up at the clock over the stove. “And it’s time for bed. Good night, you two.”

The kids hugged them and trundled off to bed, griping at each other as Diego quickly finished eating. “Lupe, I want you to carry the shorty AR in the van besides your pistol.”
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The next morning, Jose carried the AR out with his backpack, slipping it in the scabbard mounted on the side of the console. Sonia was already in the backseat, and Jose continued to stand by the driver’s door as Lupe shook her head and got in on the passenger’s side. “You can drive to school, but I will park it in the teacher’s lot.” She rolled the window down and kissed Diego as he leaned in.

“Be careful! I’m going to go fix the fence, then see if I can meet with Kermit before I go to work.”

“You be careful, too.” She put a hand on his arm and said softly, “Maybe look at going to days?”

Diego nodded. “I’ll try. I’ve got a month left, so…”

“Try, okay?”

“I will.”

Jose said, “Can we go now before we’re late?”

Diego waved as they drove off, then walked over to the old ‘48 Willys Jeep, opened the big ammo can behind the seat and made sure there were gloves, fencing pliers, a hammer, bailing wire, and a coffee can of staples in it. Making sure his little cooler was in the passenger’s floorboard, he checked the fuel, oil, and water. Satisfied, he started the old beast and pulled it around to the barn, loaded a roll of barbed wire, and chugged down the old trail on the east side of Cox Draw. Opening the gate, he pulled out, stopped, got out, and closed the gate again. Never leave a gate open the cows’ll get out. Had that beat in my head and my butt as a child. He chuckled. Some lessons never fade.

He pulled across the highway, bumping down the shoulder until he saw the cut fence. Yep, Hermanas Draw. Fuckers. Pulling down in the ditch, he shut off the Jeep, hopped out, and pulled on the heavy gloves. At least they only cut two strands this time. Diego blew out a breath, heaved the roll of barbed wire out of the Willys and carried it over to the closest fence post. Spooling out a dozen feet, he clipped it off, then went back to the Jeep, got a handful of staples and the hammer, and nailed the end of the barbed wire to the middle of the post. Stretching it with the fencing pliers, he nailed the other end, then repeated that with the top strand.

An hour later, he’d repeated the evolution on the southern fence, just north of the fields they leased to the growers. He slumped back in the seat as he downed his third bottle of water, lit a cigarette, and drove slowly back toward the highway. Diego chuckled as he got to the highway and found a sheriff’s SUV and a trooper’s car sitting side by side. He hopped out of the Jeep and walked up. “Sheriff, you lost?”

Sheriff Moore laughed as he leaned back in his seat. “Not quite, Diego.” He pointed at the trooper. “You know Sergeant Weeks?”

Diego nodded as he stuck out his hand. “Know of you, don’t know that we ever officially met. Diego Sandoval, Circle S ranch.”

“Kenny Weeks. Heard you’re the one that called in the Yotes last night.” He shook Diego’s hand, then asked, “How’d you do that? You see them?”

Diego shook his head. “Nah, technology. Game cameras hooked to satellite feeds on the easy trails. Hey, did they catch those illegals last night?”

Sheriff Moore chuckled and pointed at the sergeant, who said, “Yeah, one of our newbies, Lehman, took a chance and ran east on nine. Caught them just east of Arena. He’s gonna have fun trying to beat his first drug bust! Twenty-eight mil of coke. Three hundred sixty kilos worth!”

Diego whistled. “Damn! That…”

The sergeant’s radio went off, interrupting him, and the sergeant said, “Oh lovely, another fucking traffic accident. Y’all take care.” He hit the lights and siren, peeling out and peppering Diego with dust and gravel.

As Diego hacked and spit dust, Sheriff Moore handed him a bottle of water and said, “You carrying?”

Diego nodded as he took a drink. “Always, these days. So is Lupe.” He hiked up his shirt. “Glock seventeen with a spare mag.”

“Good. Think about carrying heavy. I’m not liking what I’m hearing from across the border. The Cartel de Juarez is fighting with Sinaloa over this area, and apparently have a new…honcho up here that’s an evil man. All they know is he’s known as the Hombre Azul.”

“Blue man? That’s an odd name.”

The sheriff cocked his head in agreement. “Yeah, but this guy is, shall we say, fond of taking out anybody they don’t like…permanently.” He sighed. “I’d be carrying something that can reach out further than an AK, if you know what I mean, Diego.” He pointed to the floorboard of the SUV and said, “Got an M-14 over here, just in case.”

Diego bit his lip and nodded again. “Thanks, Sheriff. I’m looking at going to days for the last month of my residency.”

The sheriff nodded back. “Do it. I think things are about to go rodeo down here, and I’ve only got eight officers per shift to cover this whole damned county. I ain’t saying you’re on your own, but…”

“Gotcha.” He flipped the cover off his watch and added, “And I need to get moving, I’m going to meet up with Kermit before I go to work.”

The sheriff gave him a thumbs up as he backed the SUV onto the highway and headed west. Diego stood by the Jeep for a minute, biting his lip, glanced up at the sun, and smelled the hot mesquite. “Carry heavy, huh? I gotta make some calls.”

A half hour later, driving quickly up Hermanas Grade toward Deming, he dialed Kermit’s cell. When the other man answered, he asked, “Got time for lunch?”

“Yeah, La Rosa in fifteen.”

An hour later, Diego pushed the plate away and groaned. “I ate too much. I’m going to have a helluva time staying awake tonight.”

Kermit laughed. “Not after that nuclear salsa, trust me. It’ll get your attention in, oh, about three hours.”

Diego sniffed and blew his nose. “You might be right.” He glanced around to make sure there wasn’t anyone close to their table and asked softly, “What do you know about el Hombre Azul?” Kermit looked closely at him, and Diego added, “Sheriff Moore told me about him.”

Kermit cocked his head. “Not much at this point. New guy for Juarez, apparently brought in from down south to fight Sinaloa’s incursion into Juarez’s area. Apparently one mal hombre, and there are reports that worship of Santa Muerte is up south of the border all of a sudden.”

Diego blew out a breath. “Oh, just fucking lovely. Any idea which cartel was running the coke last night?”

Kermit grimaced. “Juarez. They hit Douglas with over a hundred illegals that ate up all our manpower and air assets. I figure it was designed to do that while they pushed the drugs across your place, figuring they were home free and were running for Texas.”

Diego flipped the cover off his watch and sighed. “Gotta go to work. I’m going to try to flip over to days for the last month of my residency. I’m getting worried, Kermit. I didn’t come home to get into another fucking war, dammit!” Pulling out forty dollars, he dropped it on the table. “Lunch is on me.”

Kermit put a hand on Diego’s shoulder. “We’ll do what we can. You call it in, I’ll get a response somehow.”

“Thanks, man. Maybe they’ll try Texas again and leave us alone.” Diego walked slowly toward the door as Kermit headed for the restroom.
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Lupe breathed a sigh of relief as she and the kids walked out of the grocery store, Jose pushing the cart as Sonia ran ahead of them. They had finished loading the groceries and Lupe said, “Jose, get the van started and cooling off, please. I’ll take the cart back to the corral.”

After she dropped it in the cart corral, she headed back for the van, then caught a vehicle pacing her out of the corner of her eye. Her hand went automatically to her purse as the black Ford pickup pulled even with her and the passenger’s side window rolled down. She looked up to see a pigtailed Indian staring down at her as he said, “Your hoosban, he call Border Patrol last night. He do that again, we kill you.”

He made a motion, and the pickup sped off before Lupe could draw her pistol as she processed the implication of what he’d said. I think Sonia was right. He looks like something out of the history books. She shook her head and trotted the rest of the way to the car, opened the driver’s side door and said, “Jose, passenger’s side. I need to drive. Reasons.”

Something in her attitude made Jose gulp and hop out. “Yes, Mother.” He trotted quickly around the car as she got in and put her open purse on the console.

When Jose went to move it, she snapped, “Leave it!” Backing out quickly, she scanned the parking lot and street as she debated which direction to go.

Sonia asked, “What happened, Momma? Was that the Indian? It looked like the same truck and maybe him.”

Lupe took the short route toward the house and glanced in the rearview mirror. “I don’t know, baby. But I don’t like people like that being around y’all.”

Lupe cursed herself as she drove home, realizing she hadn’t gotten the plate off the truck, and it wasn’t a Texas plate. She thought about calling Diego, but the Indian’s comment about monitoring the phones stopped her. She hurried the kids through their chores, then locked the house up tight as she fixed supper and sent the kids off to do homework.
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It was 2200 before Diego finally saw Doc Matthews come into the breakroom. “Helluva day, Doc.”

Doc Matthews poured a cup of coffee, loaded it with sugar and creamer, and slumped in the chair across from him. “Days like this, they don’t pay me enough! Between the never sufficiently damned ruptured and necrotic appendix, then the car wreck victims—nice job on the triage on that, by the way—I haven’t sat down in…shit…seven hours.” He took a sip of coffee and sighed. “You said you needed to talk to me?”

Diego sat up straight. “Yes, I did. I…need to flip back to days, if I could, for the next month. I’m not comfortable with Lupe and the kids being at home without me for six, seven hours, especially now. They’re coming across our place twice a week, armed, and I really don’t want them getting to the house without me being there.”

Doc Matthews scrubbed his face and sighed. “I really don’t want to lose you, but family comes first. If that’s what you need to do, I’ll sort it out with admin tomorrow. Do you think you can do the rest of the week until Thursday? That’s the end of the pay period, because you’ll lose the shift differential.”

Diego bit his lip. “I’ll figure something out, but no longer.” Diego leaned forward. “Doc, I’ve been to war. I didn’t want to come home to one, but I think we’re in one whether or not we want it.”

Doc Matthews sighed. “Go home, Diego. I’ve got it.” Knocking on the wooden table, he added, “It’s Tuesday, so it should be quiet the rest of the evening.”

A half hour later, Diego pulled into the yard, parked his pickup, and made his way into the house. Lupe met him in the courtyard, hugging him with an intensity that immediately made him worry. “What happened?”

Lupe mumbled into his chest, “We got threatened today.” She looked up at him. “They knew you called Kermit about the coyotes, Diego!”

He held her at arm’s length. “Say what? How?”

Lupe shook her head. “I don’t know, maybe they…I don’t know. The Indian in the black Ford said if we do that again, they kill us.”

Diego blew out a breath. “Fuck. Do the kids know?” Lupe nodded silently. “I need to reach out to some folks. Now the question is, if they have the cell phones tracked, do they also have the landline tracked? Probably…but.” He hugged her. “I’ll keep you safe, one way or another. I need to go get something out of my footlocker.”

Lupe bit her lip. “There is food, and the kids are in bed.”

Diego put his arm around her and pulled her close as they walked toward the kitchen. “We’ll handle this. I’m flipping back to days on Friday.”

“Thank you, Lord! What should we do now?”

Thinking back, Diego said, “I figure we’ve got probably a week, maybe two, before they make another run with the illegals, unless they’ve got them stacked up somewhere. I’ll make some calls tonight, okay?”

“Should we pull the kids out of school?”

As they walked into the kitchen, he asked, “What about you? Are you going to stay home?”

Lupe shook her head. “No, I have to teach. We’re shorthanded now, and no substitutes are available.” She slumped in his arms. “I guess the kids need to go with me. I don’t want to leave them here.” She started pulling food out of the fridge. “You need to eat. You look tired.”

Diego snorted. “Yeah, today was one of those days. That reminds me, I’ve got a set of scrubs that need to go in the wash tonight!”

Lupe smiled. “You know where the washer is. Now eat.”

“Yes, dear!” Diego said with a smile.
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An hour later, Diego sat in the kitchen, a cup of coffee in front of him as he waited for the Iridium sat phone he’d pulled out of his footlocker to charge enough to make a couple of calls. It finally showed two-thirds charge, and he walked out to the courtyard, set his coffee on the table and keyed the sat phone on. He turned in place until he got a strong signal, punched in a number from his cellphone, and waited. It cycled through the connection protocol and finally rang. He heard a curious, “Hello?”

Blowing out a breath, he replied, “Rocky, Dago. You got a minute?”

“Hey, man, go! What’s up, Dago? How’s retirement down on the ranch?”

“Um…could be better. You still got Bertha?”

Rocky laughed. “Of course! Got her a little sister, too! In three thirty-eight, even!”

“Can I borrow Bertha for a while?” Diego asked.

There was silence for a couple of seconds. Dead serious, Rocky asked, “Diego, what the fuck is going on down there that you need to borrow Bertha?”

Diego looked up at the night sky, smelling the mesquite and cedars. “The cartel has threatened us, and they’re monitoring our cellphones, and probably work phones, too.”

“Shit. Threatened how?”

“Ah, the cartel threatened to kill us if we reported their mules crossing the property again. Last week, we cost them twenty-eight mil wholesale.” Diego cleared his throat. “And the sheriff has eight officers per shift for the entire county.”

“Fuck! You want some help? I can round up a few folks—”

Diego interrupted as he shook his head. “No! Y’all have lives, and I got your asses through Fallujah and Afghanistan, more or less in one piece. Ain’t asking y’all to come down here to get shot at again.”

He heard Rocky spit and laughed. Still chewing. I’ll bet he’s got a spit cup in his other hand. Rocky said, “I’ll be there Friday, ‘bout twenty-two hundred. I’ll leave right after work; got a test I can’t pawn off on anybody else. I’ll bring Bertha and plenty of ammo.”

Diego looked up at the stars and sighed. “Thanks, Rocky! I just don’t have anything to really reach out and touch somebody.”

“Friday. Gimme the number… Wait, is this the same sat phone you carried when we were downrange?”

“Yeah.”

He heard a couple of beeps and boops, then Rocky said, “Got it. Friday.”

Diego heard the dialtone, clicked the sat phone off, and strolled back to the bedroom, smiling. Lupe looked up at him when he walked in, and he said, “Rocky’s coming down Friday night to loan me a big rifle.”

Lupe smiled. “I’ll make sure the spare bedroom is cleaned and clean sheets are on the bed.”

Rocky bit his lip as he stared down at his phone, spit into his cup and finally said, “Fuck it.” Pulling a green wheel book out of the desk drawer, he started making phone calls. An hour later, he hung up the phone and smiled. “Doc, help is on the way, whether or not you want it.”
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Tuesday and Wednesday passed quietly with no issues, and Diego was happy while he worked on Thursday afternoon. Last shift on nights, and a month left on my residency. Doc Matthews is flipping to days, too, so I’ll only have to deal with the different set of nurses, and most of them already know me. Guess I better get a haircut this weekend so I look pretty for Monday.

Just as it started getting dark, Diego stepped out to grab a smoke by the ambulance bay. He’d no sooner lit his cigarette when his phone deedled at him. “Fuck, now what?” he mumbled as he fished it out of his pocket. He stared at the video and shook his head. “Oh, damn, I really don’t need this.” He started to dial, then stopped. Fuck, if they’re monitoring my phone… He stripped his cigarette and rushed back into the hospital, stuck his head in the head nurse’s office, and saw it was empty.

Sliding behind the desk, he got an outside line, dialed the CBP sector office number, and waited. It amazed him when Kermit actually answered. “Kermit, Diego. Fourteen mules and four coyotes carrying AKs just crossed my south fence in Carzilla Valley. Looks like they are heading toward Hermanas Draw.”

He heard Kermit sigh. “And we’ve got no drone coverage again. I’ll get whomever I can headed that way. Where are you?”

“Working my last night shift. I don’t get off until twenty-three thirty.”

“I’ll swing by your place and make sure Lupe and the kids are okay.”

“Thanks, I’m going to call her now. Oh, and don’t use her cell or mine.”

“Gotcha. Gotta get some folks moving. I’ll get the sheriff and state troopers rolling in on this one, too,” Kermit replied.

Diego hung up and dialed the house landline. Three rings later, Lupe answered, “Hola?”

“It’s me. You watching the cameras?”

“Jose is. I was trying to find your office number there when you called. The kids are both in for the night, and the doors are secured. Can you come home?” Lupe asked.

Diego glanced up at the clock over the nurse’s desk. “Not for another three hours. Kermit said he’ll swing by.” He heard Lupe sniff and said, “Maybe I can get out a little early, if it stays quiet.”

“Please try, Diego. Please.”

“I will, love. I will if I can.” His thoughts were interrupted by the growl of a siren as an ambulance backed into the ambulance slot. “Gotta go, ambulance just pulled in. I love you.” He hung up and headed for the doors, mentally gearing himself up for whatever was getting unloaded.

Two hours later, Doc Matthews said, “Diego, go home. Your head isn’t in the game tonight, and I know you’re worried about the family. I’ll cover the rest of the shift.”

Diego nodded. “Thanks, Doc. You’re right.” Bolting out the door, he ran to his pickup, belted his pistol on, and sped home. He pulled behind the house to the shed, shut the pickup off, and walked to the back door, unlocked it, and walked into the house. He found Lupe sitting in the kitchen, nursing a cup of coffee. “What are you doing still up?”

She shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep knowing you were still outside. What are we going to do, Diego?”

“Hunker down, for now. Nobody leaves for any reason. Call the school and tell them everybody is sick tomorrow. That gives us the weekend to sort out something.” He yawned. “I’m whupped. I don’t think anything is going to happen tonight, so let’s try to get some sleep.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Diego sat in front of the computer, monitoring the game cameras as the sun set on Friday evening. I should have gone and fixed the fence today, but… He scrubbed his face, then grimaced. Didn’t sleep for shit, either. Every damned time I rolled over, I woke up, and Lupe woke up, too. At least she’s taking a nap now. It startled him when the sat phone rang; he jumped up, grabbing it, and ran into the central courtyard, finally catching a good signal as it continued to ring. He pushed Send and said, “Hello?”

“Dago, I’m in Deming. Where the hell do I go now?”

“Uh, Rocky, I’ll come to you—”

Rocky interrupted, “Stow it, gimme a route. Otherwise, I’ll have to ask folks.”

Diego looked up at the moon and sighed. “Come south on Hermanas Grade to County Thirteen, left there, one and a half miles, driveway on the right. Blue over red reflectors mark the driveway. I hope you’re carrying.”

Rocky chuckled. “Of course. See you shortly.” He hung up, and Diego shook his head as he walked back into the house.

Lupe, Jose, and Sonia met him, with Jose asking, “Who was that, Dad?”

“Rocky, Gunnery Sergeant Rhodes. You remember him. He’s coming by to drop off…a longer-range rifle for me. He’ll probably spend the night.”

Sonia smiled. “I remember him. He used to give me lollipops.”

Lupe laughed. “And you would always beg him for more. I guess I’d better get something started for supper.”

Twenty minutes later, they heard a horn honk, and Diego looked at the camera fronting the house. A Jeep with a trailer and a big Chevy 4WD pickup were pulling up in front of the house. He saw Rocky get out, and other doors opening on both vehicles as he headed for the front door. “Lupe, Rocky’s here and brought some friends, it looks like. We might not have enough for supper.”

He opened the door and stepped out on the porch as Rocky walked up. “Hey, man.” He stepped up on the porch and hugged Diego, then held him at arm’s length. “You okay?”

Diego nodded. “As good as I can expect to be, under the circumstances.”

“Good for you!” Rocky slapped him on the back. “I think you recognize these folks.” He stepped back as Diego looked around.

Almost in tears, Diego walked down the steps. “Billy, Tommy, Vinny, and Gunny? What the hell are you doing here? I thought you were still on active duty?”

The huge black man laughed. “It’s Gunner now, Doc. They fucked up and promoted my ass to W-Two. I’m running the ranges at Pendleton now.”

A little mousey man with thinning hair and coke-bottle glasses stepped out from behind the Gunner, and Diego laughed. “Mouse? What the hell? I thought you got out and went into the…electronics world.”

He walked over and hugged him as Mouse said, “Oh, I did. Got me a good job out of…Maryland working for some folks.”

Lupe, Jose, and Sonia stepped out onto the porch, and Rocky reached in his pocket, pulled out a lollipop and said, “Want some candy, little girl?”

Sonia squealed and jumped in his arms, snatching the lollipop as she hugged him. “Thank you! You remembered!”

Rocky set her down, hugged Lupe, and stuck out a hand to Jose. “You’ve grown up, Jose!”

Jose blushed as he shook hands. “Dad’s been working me hard, and Mom keeps feeding me.”

Lupe looked at them critically. “It’s nice to see y’all, but I don’t have enough—”

Vinny reached back into the Jeep and honked in a New York accent, “We knew youse wouldn’t have enough, so we’ns stopped and bought some meat and taters for the hoose.”

Billy came out with another bag. “And the stuff for a salad, since Mouse demanded it.” He shook his head as he looked at Mouse. “Boy don’t eat enough for a sparrow, much less a Marine.”

Diego laughed. “I guess it’s a good thing we still have a bunkhouse, and it should be fairly clean. Sheets might be an issue, though.”

Gunner laughed. “Sleep sacks, Dago. Ain’t like we haven’t stayed in worse!”
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Three hours later, Jose whispered to Lupe, “Mom, from what they’re saying, Dad saved most of their lives, is that right?”

Lupe nodded, a lump in her throat. “Yes, Jose. Your daddy was a Navy corpsman attached to the First Reconnaissance Battalion, Alpha Company, second platoon for six years. He…was in Iraq and Afghanistan with these guys, and that’s where he got his medals.” She chuckled. “They call him Dago because they originally thought he was Italian. And he bitched about having to drag the Gunner back into cover once. I remember that.”

Jose glanced out at the central courtyard as laughter erupted once again. “Daddy was a hero?”

Lupe sighed. “He doesn’t think so, but,” she waved her arm, “they do. And so do I. Your daddy’s got some issues, but we deal with it.”

Suddenly, all four of their cellphones rang almost simultaneously. Diego looked around and mimed answering them as he picked his up, hit Speaker and said, “Hello?”

A slurred Hispanic speaking relatively good English said, “We told you not to call the Border Patrol. We are coming for you. We will sacrifice your children to Santa Muerte in front of your eyes, then you, then all will burn to her glory!” A ghoulish laugh sounded as Sonia dropped her phone, backing away in tears, then the voice continued, “Don’t bother calling the authorities, they cannot help you and we would just have to kill them, too. We are coming…” The voice trailed off into laughter, then hung up.

Diego clicked the phone off and said, “Huh, that was interesting. Lupe, did you get the same thing?”

“I did.” It was obvious she was spitting mad. “Sacrifice my children? Over my dead body! I…I will make them burn in hell!”

Diego put his arms around her and whispered, “I know, but I think Sonia needs you right now. She…didn’t take that well.” She went to Sonia and Diego walked into the house, grabbed the sat phone and came back out. He did the twirl until he got the strongest signal and dialed the sheriff’s office non-emergency number. When Dispatch answered, he asked for Sheriff Moore to call him back on the sat phone from a landline. Disconnecting, he looked around. “What? You think I wasn’t going to report it?”

Rocky shrugged and took another swig of his beer. “We are probably better equipped to stand them off than the cops, and,” he waved at the others, “we know what to do on the two-way shooting range.”

Diego nodded. “Agreed, but I need to get Lupe and—”

Lupe interrupted, eyes narrowed, punctuating every word that followed by stabbing her husband’s chest with a pointed finger. “We are not leaving. This is my…our home. I will not be chased out by a bunch of criminals!”

The sat phone rang, and Diego held up a hand. “Let me take this.” He clicked the phone on and said, “Hello?” He smiled. “Yes, Sheriff, all four of us got a simultaneous call on our cell phones.” He paused. “No, they said they are coming.” Another pause. “Well,” he looked around, “I do have some friends here. Uh, huh.” He smiled and started rattling off the other’s real names. When he finished, the pause was longer. “Okay, I’ll call 911 when they hit us. Thanks, Sheriff.”

Tommy finally asked, “What the hell did you just do, Dago?”

Diego laughed. “You’re all now special deputies for Luna County, duly sworn and all. They will backdate paperwork to today.”

He quickly called Kermit and updated him, then cursed when Kermit told him all the drones had been pulled to Arizona.

Rocky finally said, “Time to rack out. Gunner, you want to run the watchbill?”

The gunner looked around. “Same as always. Rocky and Billy midwatch, and I’ll take Mouse for the dawn watch. Tommy and Vinny, y’all are the QRF with Dago.”

Lupe asked, “What about me? I can…”

Gunner’s smile wasn’t pretty. “No disrespect, Lupe, but let us shooters handle it. You and the kids can run ammo, load magazines, food, and water, or help Dago if we get hurt.”

Jose stood up. “I can shoot, too!”

Mouse shook his head. “No, Jose. You don’t need that on your conscience. Leave that up to us.”

Diego showed everyone how to run the various game cameras spotted over the ranch, and how to get up on the roof of the house for an overwatch position. Billy asked, “Why the roof opening in the kitchen’s ceiling?”

Sonia piped up, “Cooling. Granny told me they used to sleep on the roof in the summer when it was too hot in the house, and opening that…hatch helped keep the kitchen cool before they put in the air conditioning.” She motioned toward the back of the central courtyard. “The house is three feet thick, adobe over rock. Grandpa said it was originally a rock house. They added adobe to in the late 1800s when they got a lot of rain down here. And the doors are four inches thick post oak.”

Billy said, “Huh, didn’t realize that. Not like what we saw in the Stans; those were cinderblock with stucco. Barely stopped a 5.56, didn’t stop a 7.62 worth a sh…damn.”
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Friday night passed with no visits, and they spent Saturday scouting various places for ambushes around the house. Weapons were loaded, spare magazines were loaded, and Rocky pulled out two things he and Vinny had borrowed from the armory at Yuma, a Squad Automatic Weapon, and a M3E1 Gustaf with eight rounds. Mouse’s eyes lit up at the Gustaf, and he said, “Mine, mine!” as he grabbed for the case and weapon.

Rocky shook his head. “Mouse…really?”

“You know I can shoot it,” Mouse said defensively.

Gunner sighed. “Give it to him. I’ll be the ammo monkey. And try to keep him under control.”

Vinny chuckled. “Yeah, right. Didn’t work last time, did it?”

Gunner grimaced. “Shaddap.”
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Lupe and Sonia had just finished serving supper when Jose said, “Dad, I don’t know what the hell this is!”

Diego bolted up from the table and ran into the office. “Shit, that’s two technicals coming through the fence.” He glanced up at the monitor. “Carzilla Valley again.”

Rocky leaned over and asked, “How long to get here?”

“If they come by road, twenty minutes; if they come up the draw, a half hour. I’m more worried about who else is coming and where they’re hiding.”

Billy, on overwatch, came sliding down the ladder into the kitchen in a hurry, yelling, “Drone in the air, inbound!”

Rocky said, “Everybody inside, now!”

They all crowded into the house, and Diego said, “Glad we got the truck and Jeep into the barn. I better call the sheriff and let him know it’s going down.”

Just as he went to grab the sat phone, the landline rang. He picked it up. “Hello?” He blew out a breath and said, “Gotcha, Sheriff. There are also two technicals coming up from Carzilla Valley.” He paused. “Yep, as ready as we’re ever going to be. I’ll call when it’s over, if we’re still alive.” He hung up and turned to everyone. “Three SUVs sitting at the corner of Hermanas Grade and thirteen. That’s gotta be the rest of them.”

Tommy slid his plate in the sink. “Guess we better gear up. What are we going to do about the drone?”

Lupe said, “I will go out and shoot it down. I am good with a shotgun.”

Rocky said, “Or we wait twenty minutes, then it’s dark.”

Lupe snorted. “What if it has infrared? Then what?”

Diego smiled. “Go ahead, dear.”

Lupe marched out, shotgun in hand. Thirty seconds later, there was a boom as she fired the twelve gauge, and then she stomped back in. “Done.”

Gunner clapped his hands. “All right folks, let’s get geared up and get in position. Radio checks in fifteen.”

Rocky and Diego sat behind the parapet on the roof as Diego checked the game camera they’d placed down by the draw. “Here the technicals come, maybe ten minutes,” he said softly. He heard double clicks over his headset, and Mouse said, “Going hot. I’ll be ready.”

Five minutes later, the power went out. “They cut the power. Probably the landline, too,” Diego said. Scrambling over to the back of the roof, he said, “Sonia, be ready to flip that breaker when you hear the first gunshot. Then go back in the kitchen.”

She looked up and said, “Yes, Daddy.” She hesitated. “Be careful, Daddy. I love you.”

“Love you, too, baby.” He crawled back to the front of the house and slid the M-82 to the top of the parapet. Glancing over, he said softly, “Who’s going to start it? Me or you?”

Rocky spit in his cup. “Whichever one of us has the best shot at the gunner on the technical.”

Five minutes later, three SUVs came sliding to a stop in front of the house, headlights lighting the front of the house, as the two technicals rumbled up from behind the barn. Through the glare, they watched one man get out of the back of the middle SUV and casually saunter over to the back technical, climb into the bed, and pick up a bullhorn. “You have one minute to come out with your family, Señor Sandoval, or I, El Hombre Azul, will blow your house down.”

“I want that muthafucker,” Diego said.

Rocky said, “You got that one, I’ll take the other one.” Shooters started piling out of the SUVs, some lining up as others started circling the house, and Rocky laughed. “Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.”

The man said, “Your time is up, Señor. You have made a serious—”

Diego rode the recoil of the Barrett as the gunner and the man with the bullhorn fell off the back of the pickup bed. “No, you did, muthafucker.”

There was a stunned moment of silence. Sonia threw the breaker and the generator started, flooding the front and sides of the house with lights, as the cartel gunnies opened up with full auto, spraying the front of the house, even as Rocky took the other technical’s gunner out. That was followed moments later by a whoosh and the technical exploding when the HE round from the Gustaf hit it, closely followed by the second technical going up in flames. Vinny and Billy were working one side of the group of gunnies that were trying to get around the side of the house, the SAW snapping out five or ten shot bursts. Rocky was shooting down into the ones out front, and Tommy was cursing in a monotone on the radio. “One at a time, really? You punks can’t do any better than that? Really? Geez…”

The most distant SUV went up in a massive explosion, then the next, as the third SUV made a break for the driveway. Diego swung the Barrett and put a round into the body as he saw Gunner stand up and take the SUV under fire from the side. It slowed and drifted off to the side, bumping to a stop against the old horse trough.

Five minutes later, Gunner came over the radio. “Ceasefire, ceasefire! Sound off! Anybody hurt?”

The round robin started. Tommy was the last to check in. “I caught a fuckin’ ricochet,” he said.

Diego said, “Crap. On the way!” He left the Barrett on the roof, went quickly down the ladder, and grabbed his med kit on the way out the front door, 1911 in hand. It surprised him to see an Indian lying on the porch and quickly checked him. One round to the head had stopped him cold. He went around the side of the house and saw Tommy drop to the ground from the top of the shed. “What the hell, Tommy?”

Tommy rolled over and groaned. “Shit, that hurts.”

Diego saw that the front of Tommy’s shirt was bloody. He quickly cut open the shirt and blew out a breath as he realized it was only a shallow cut across the chest, angling down to his belly. “That’s, what, the third one, Tommy? How the hell did you take one under the vest like this?”

He quickly cleaned the wound with Betadine, slapped a set of quick-clot squares on it, and lifted Tommy up enough to wrap gauze around him to hold the squares in place. Tommy groaned again and said bitterly, “I was set up perfect. Fucker musta got off one more round as he was goin’ down. I think it hit the corner of the house and came straight through the sheeting.”

Rocky and Vinny got him up and helped him back around the front of the house and into the living room, as Mouse came up, still carrying the Gustaf. “I got two more rounds. What else can I shoot?”

Rocky shook his head as he snatched it away. “Nothing. We’re done, Mouse. We’re done!”

Diego looked around and realized Lupe was sitting in a chair, an AR between her legs, staring at the floor. He went over and knelt beside her, gently took the AR, and handed it off to somebody behind him. “Lupe? What happened?”

She gripped his hand and stared into his face. “I…” She waved her hand toward one of the murder holes in the front wall. “I knocked that one out with a broom and looked out. I saw the Indian running toward the door and…I yelled at him, asking him if he wanted to burn… And then I shot him in the face.” She sniffed and straightened up. “And I’m glad I did it!” Diego hugged her so she wouldn’t see his tears of joy as the kids crowded around them in a group hug.

“It’s over now. All of us are alive, and they aren’t,” Diego whispered. “Now we just have to deal with the Sheriff, and I need to call him now.” He picked up the sat phone, walked out to the central courtyard, got a signal, and dialed 911. “Dispatch, Sandoval, out at the Circle S Ranch off Thirteen. Tell the sheriff it’s all over and we’re all good. One minor injury. I just need him and CBP to come pick up the pieces of the cartel hit squad.”


Broken Promise
David R. Birdsall


“You’re a little early for our meeting,” the middle-aged man on the other side of the rough-sawn table said.

“I didn’t see any options other than speeding up the inevitable,” I answered.

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” he said as he sat down on a bench across the table from me, with a nearly overflowing earthenware cup of what looked like wine.

I looked down and started fidgeting with my hands as they laid on the top of the table. “I broke a promise.”
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“I’m telling you, Daddy, I probably just fell again. That’s it,” my daughter Claire said with a trembling lip. “I’ve gotten really clumsy lately.”

Her words were hard to understand through the swelling and bruising of her face. My gaze took in the condition of my little girl. Black eyes and a lip with fresh stitches dominated the features I remembered she took such pride in when she was learning to do her makeup as a teenager. When she talked, I caught glimpses of at least one missing tooth and multiple broken ones—the same teeth I watched her endure years of braces to straighten for the smile she used to love to flash. Claire was actually twenty-eight, but it was hard to remember that right now. When I looked at her in that hospital bed, all I saw was my little girl huddled under a thin blanket.

“You don’t have to lie to me. I know beatings. I’ve received them, and Lord knows I’ve given them.” I pointed at her face. “That is a beating. What happened?”

She looked away from me, out the window of the hospital room. The numerous pieces of medical equipment sitting around the room were beeping different rhythms. “Well, it was my fault.”

“How can this be your fault?”

“He told me that I needed to clean out the garage.”

“How does this—” was all I got out before she cut me off.

“Let me finish, Daddy.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. Go ahead,” I replied with a gulp.

She turned her head to look at me again. “The city told us that he couldn’t have his classic car in the driveway while he finished restoring it. And you know how much that car means to him, so we had to put it in the garage. To get it in there, I had to clean out the garage.”

“Okay, so you were cleaning out the garage, but I still don’t understand how it caused all this.”

“Danny didn’t want to get rid of his stuff because, you know, he had such a rough childhood,” she explained. “You know about his drug-dealing dad getting himself killed during that drug bust, and his mom struggled for so long trying to support him on a waitress salary.”

“I heard his mom is dating that lawyer, Andrew Spurgle, the one that defended Danny’s dad all those times in court,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s right,” she answered.

“From what I heard around town, the lawyer was having an affair at the time with Danny’s mom.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Claire stated. “The fact is that there’s finally another source of good steady income in the family besides mine.”

“I’m sure it’ll come in handy for them to have. Lord knows they can always use a lawyer,” I added.

“Daddy,” she said while holding my eyes with hers, “they are planning on suing you or pressing charges if you cause any more trouble for them.”

“They can threaten that all they want, but I’m not going to stand for them abusing you.”

“You don’t get it, Daddy,” she groaned. “They told me they already have papers drawn up and Andrew has a deal with one of the judges that he has dirt on. If you or Mom do so much as look funny at any of them, they’re going to take everything you and Mom have. You’ve got to be smart and stay out of their way. Please.”

“Anyway, how does this all end with you in the hospital?”

“What few things he has from his childhood, he doesn’t want to give away or give up, and I don’t blame him. I really don’t. It wouldn’t be fair to ask him to give up the good memories. He has so few of them.”

“I can understand that, honey, but it is his project car he wants in the garage,” I explained as patiently as I could. “It means he may have to let some things from the past go to make room for the stuff going on now.”

“No, it doesn’t. I need to give up even more to make as much room as he needs. It’ll help him heal from his past.” She turned and looked back out the window as tears started to roll down her cheeks. “That’s why this is all my fault.”

“I still don’t understand,” I said as I rubbed my face with my hands.

“It meant I had to get rid of all my stuff from the garage. I started going through it,” she said as she turned to look back at me. “Some of it I just couldn’t part with, and well, the garage didn’t get cleaned out enough to fit his car in before he got home from his friend’s house.”

“He beat you because you didn’t clean out the garage?”

“You don’t understand.”

“No,” I said as I rose from the chair. “I don’t understand.”

“He counted on me. He really counted on me, and I didn’t follow through. I just didn’t do it.” She began sobbing harder.

I was at her side in a few steps, and I took her hand in mine. With my other hand, I pulled one of the old cloth handkerchiefs from my pocket and handed it to her.

“I tried,” she cried, and tried to wipe the tears from her eyes. “I really tried, but you know, I came across Jenny’s baby clothes.”

She broke off in midsentence and looked up at me. “Where’s Jenny? How is she? What’s going on with her?”

“Don’t worry. Mama’s got Jenny at home,” I reassured her. “She was at our house playing just like we planned. When we saw the ambulance rush by the house, I saw that they were stopping outside your home. Mama just told Jenny that we were going to have an unexpected sleepover for a couple of days and have loads of fun. Jenny’s been okay with that.”

“Thank you.” My daughter said, “Thank you so much. Jenny’s so brave, for only being five.”

“I agree. She’s a brave kid. It’s not right that she hasn’t gotten to see her momma for three days, though.”

“Anyway— Wait a minute,” she said, as a confused look spread across her face, “have I really been in the hospital for three days?”

“Yes, you’ve been in a coma for two of those three days.” I motioned with my free hand to her face and body. “This is not acceptable for any reason.”

“You gotta let me finish. When he came home, he was mad that I didn’t clean out all my stuff and get rid of it. I tried to explain, and I told him about Jenny’s baby clothes and when I found my wedding dress. I just couldn’t let it go. It was Mom’s dress first, and then I wore it when Danny and I got married. One day, I kind of hoped maybe Jenny will want to wear it at her wedding.”

Tears had begun streaming down her face again, by this point. “I tried to explain all that, but he just got so mad. He took the dress out on the lawn with a bottle of lighter fluid and started trying to set the dress on fire. I grabbed his hand to stop him, and you know how he gets when somebody tries doing something like that.”

“Yeah, I remember.” I said, “I grabbed his arm when he tried to smack you at the house.” “And you remember how mad he got, right?”

“Yeah, and I remember how that turned out for him.”

“I’m still paying on that hospital bill. By the way, he said if you ever tried anything like that again, he’s gonna press charges. Now that his mom is dating his dad’s old lawyer, they could do it really cheap on their side. They’re just waiting for you to do something so they can sue you and take everything. He really doesn’t like you.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “He’s sitting out in the waiting room right now with both of them.”

“Oh, he is?” she asked, her eyes opening wider, “and you were out there. Did anything happen?”

“No, no,” I replied while slowly waving my hands in front of me. “We’re staying on opposite sides of the waiting room. The police are there, too. They’re waiting to talk to you. I still really don’t like any of this.”

“No, no, no, no, it’s fine. It’ll be fine. I’ll talk it through with him. It’ll be fine. You don’t need to worry about it, I got this. Don’t worry. Okay?”

“What happened when you tried to stop him from burning your wedding dress?” I asked as I sat down again.

“It kind of gets blurry after that. I think he grabbed me and was choking me. I remember he smacked me a couple of times. Somehow, I got away. I remember stumbling up the stairs between the garage and the kitchen. My phone on the counter inside the door is really clear in my memory, it was plugged in charging. Then I don’t remember anything else.”

“When I got to your house, the EMT said you were found unconscious in the garage at the bottom of the stairs leading to the kitchen. Danny says you fell down the steps, knocked yourself out, and did,” I motioned with my hands to her face and body, “all of this.”

“That’s probably what happened, then,” she said. “That makes sense. I probably tried going up the stairs and slipped and fell. Yeah, yeah, it was a fall. I’m sure I just fell.”

“Honey, it’s only three steps from the garage into your house. There’s no way this much damage is done in a fall.”

“It’ll be okay, Daddy, I know he’s sorry. Every time he’s done this, he gets really sorry, and things are good for a while,” she said as she dried her eyes and sniffled.

“I know he says he’s sorry, but he keeps doing it again and again,” I said, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my knees. “What’s he going to do to Jenny?”

“Oh, no, no, he’ll never touch Jenny,” she said, shaking her head. “Jenny is his kid. There’s no way he’d hurt her. He loves her. And anytime he starts to get mad and Jenny’s around, I send her to her room, or I call you guys to come get her and I set her out on the porch.”

“I know that’s what happens, honey. We’re the ones who pick her up off the porch. She knows something is wrong. She talks about how when she gets home, you’ll be hurt, and she doesn’t understand why.”

“As long as she doesn’t know what’s happening,” she sniffed again, “then things are okay.”

“That still doesn’t make it safe. You can’t keep doing this. It’s got to stop.”

“Oh, I’m sure this will be the last time,” she declared as she handed the handkerchief back to me. “I’m positive. He’s really sorry, I know. I’m sure he won’t do it again.”

“The police are here, and they’re gonna want to talk to you and get a statement. Please tell them the truth. Get a restraining order. That would force him out of the house, or you and Jenny can move home with Mom and me. Either way, the order would make it so he can’t come around anymore. This is for your safety and Jenny’s; you can’t keep doing this. It’s gonna go bad. Real bad, really fast.”

“Oh, Daddy, I don’t think it’s gonna get that bad. When he’s not mad, he’s a great guy and a good father.”

“No, no, honey, I can see this. You were in a coma for two days. What’s gonna be the next thing? How’s he going to stop himself from hurting you or Jenny? He’s got an anger problem and he’s not doing anything about it.”

“That’s not true,” she responded. “He went to see that counselor.”

“He went twice, and then never went back again because he said she was an idiot. That he wasn’t going to take any advice from a woman. Is that what you want to be living with? Is that what you want raising your daughter?”

“Daddy, I know what I’m doing. You don’t need to protect me all the time. I’ve got this under control.”

“Honey, please. There’s a better way. You and Jenny can move back home. I’ll go have a serious talk with Danny. This must stop.”

“No, Daddy,” she said, pleading in her eyes and voice. “Promise me you won’t do anything.”

“Honey, please.”

“Promise me!”

“Okay, honey.”

“Say it!”

My eyes fell to the floor between my feet. “I promise I won’t do anything.”

“Thank you, Daddy. Can I see him now?”

“No, the police want to see you first and get a statement. They don’t believe that you fell,” I explained. “Then they’ll talk about letting him see you. Please tell them the truth of what happened.”

“I’ve got it, Daddy. Go ahead and go.”

“Okay, honey. I love you.”

She looked out the window. “I love you, too.”

I went out to the waiting room and sat down across from Danny and couldn’t help but glare. The young man couldn’t even bring himself to look at me. He looked everywhere else.

His mom sat next to him, arm over his shoulder, trying to whisper in his ear and talking to him. Andrew Spurgle, one of the shadiest lawyers I’ve ever met, sat next to her.

Danny’s leg was bouncing up and down. It looked like he was trying to play a bass drum for a heavy metal band.

I looked at his fists and could still see the fresh damage to them. Danny hit my daughter. I knew what hands looked like after they’ve punched people. I’ve been in fights and knew what happened when your fists hit bone, flesh, and teeth. Your knuckles and fingers told the story. It was written in the lost skin and cuts across your hands.

Reality sank in like a lead balloon that he hit my little girl so many times and so hard that he tore up his own hands, and continued doing it until she was unconscious. It burned me up inside, looking at him and knowing what he did.
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The nurse ushered the police into my daughter’s room. A few minutes later, certainly not long enough for her to have told the whole story, the two police officers walked out.

They walked over to Danny and his mom and said a few words. Danny nodded and reached over as his mom took him into an embrace.

They sat there hugging each other, an act that he nearly prevented me from ever being able to do again with my daughter. That settled it.

I saw his mom look up at the sky and could read her lips saying, “Oh, thank God.” I couldn’t imagine God would have anything to do with keeping that man from justice, not after what he’s done so many times.

“I’m sorry, honey, but for the first time,” I said to myself as I dropped my face into my hands, “I’m going to break my promise to you.”

The police officers turned and walked towards the exit. Their path brought them by me. They both had a sullen, disappointed look on their faces. One of them just shrugged and shook his head as they walked by.

I heard one of them murmur, “Sorry.”

Danny got up and started to push his way past the nurse. I assumed it was to go back and see my daughter.

The steely-eyed nurse, her silver hair pulled up in a bun so tight it made my own scalp hurt looking at it, stepped into view. It was her force of will more than her frame that blocked the doorway. Her voice was quiet, so I couldn’t make out what she said, but “NO” was the clear message she conveyed.

“That’s bull!” Danny shouted. “I said I want to see her now!”

His mom took him by the arm and led him back to the couch. Spurgle sauntered to the nurse. They exchanged low words, but when he turned sharply, pulled his phone out of his pocket, and stormed out of the waiting room, it was apparent he didn’t get his way, either.

Danny sat on the couch next to his mother. He still looked everywhere in the waiting room except where I was at.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the monster that sat there. His mom comforted him and rubbed his back.

“I’m going to go talk to Andrew for a minute,” Danny’s mom said. “Will you be okay here by yourself?”

Danny nodded. When she made it out of the waiting room and into the hallway, he rolled over onto his side with his back facing me and pulled his coat over his head.

I’d been in several waiting rooms recently. This one wasn’t large by any means, maybe ten long paces across. The closed door to the ICU was to my left. Beyond it was my daughter, who was being kept safe for the moment by the kind but stern nurses. An open double doorway to the hall was in the center of the wall to my right. Beyond it, I could see Spurgle and Danny’s mother talking. Away from them, the police officers were still standing in the hallway and talking together. It wasn’t clear what they were discussing, but it really didn’t matter anymore. I couldn’t let this continue.

The monster that had been abusing my little girl for years laid mere feet away, hiding under a coat. His mother, someone who was responsible for raising him, and the lawyer who used the legal system to protect them, stood outside.

My family was in danger physically, emotionally, mentally, and now legally. I tried to think of something better to do, but nothing came to mind. I was the father, the one responsible for protecting my family. I had to do it.

The weight of the decision was far heavier than the weight of the weapon in my pocket. It was a little lightweight thirty-eight caliber with a five-round cylinder, but it would be enough for this task. I’d had the weapon for years. Long ago, I’d grown fond of shooting the awkward little thing, so much so that I had a local gunsmith adjust the trigger and put some custom grips on it so it would be easier to control. Originally, I got it for protection from the aggressive animals that people would leave running loose in the neighborhood. It was going to fulfill its purpose by protecting my family from the aggressive animal lying on the couch across from me.

I crossed the room while pulling the little snub-nosed revolver from my pocket. When I reached Danny, I ripped the jacket off him. His head jerked toward me. The fear was plain to see in his eyes as his body froze. I buried the muzzle of the weapon in the crease under his nose.

“Lord, forgive me,” was all I uttered before I pulled the trigger.

The sound was deafening, and my ears rang. There was no need to keep pulling the trigger. I knew one shot right through that area just took the back of his head out. He wasn’t going to hurt anybody anymore.

As I turned towards the door, I saw his mother had reentered the room with her lawyer boyfriend right behind. She had raised this creature. As a parent, you were responsible for the actions of your offspring. You needed to teach them what’s right and just. When that failed, you needed to do everything to correct the mistake, or at least allow society to keep the innocent safe. My daughter and granddaughter were innocent people that she helped her son abuse. She and that lawyer bullied my little girl into being nothing more than a punching bag by threatening to sue my wife and me. There was no excuse for her allowing this to go on. Not to my baby.

Whether it was right or wrong, I leveled the gun at her. She turned to run, but Spurgle had frozen in place, blocking her escape. The sight fell easily on the back of her head. I pulled the trigger twice, and the gun bucked.

She careened face-forward into Spurgle. He extended his arms to push her back as the reality of the situation sank in.

Spurgle was the last perpetrator in this crime against my child. He used his legal influence on my daughter just as much as Danny used his fists. I didn’t know for sure, but I wanted to lessen the chances of any legal fallout on my wife. She didn’t know I was doing this. If she had known, she would have stopped me. She’s that good of a woman; she deserved better.

As Spurgle’s mouth gaped open, the small white bead at the end of the barrel centered in the middle of it. Then I pulled the trigger two more times, and the gun danced in my hand.

My ears rang and my eyes were swallowed with white dots as the police charged into the room. This was the final step, the part I hated the most. Not about what was going to happen to me, but what it would surely mean to them. I couldn’t help but believe most people who agreed to have a badge pinned to their chest genuinely hoped they would never have to stare down the barrel of a gun. I was going to have to ruin their day.

I knew the gun was empty when I swung it toward the police officers. To make sure they did their part, I stood broadside to them. Rolling my shoulders back to make sure my chest was as wide open as possible, I brought my gun down in a straight line from my face to just lower than my chest.

The one thing I knew was how the mind worked in a fight. It really didn’t matter if it was with fists, knives, or in this case, guns: the brain would still focus on the immediate threat. In this case, it would be the gun in my hand. They wouldn’t be able to tell it was empty now. Keeping it close in line with my torso, the place where I knew most of the vital organs were, would improve my chances of not living through this.
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“The last thing I remember seeing was fire erupting from the barrels of their guns,” I said as I stared at my hands. “Using those officers that way is something I’m truly sorry about.”

Tears started flowing down my face. I couldn’t hold my voice steady anymore.

The man across the table from me took another sip of his wine. “Here, I think you could use a drink,” he said, sliding the cup to me.

“Thank you, sir.” I picked it up and took a sip.

It was sweet, with the slightest hint of cinnamon. There was no trace of bitterness or the usual mouth-drying effect that I’d come to expect from wine. In fact, it left my mouth feeling quenched. A slight warming spread over my body, pushing all the tension away.

“Well, son, you’ve just confessed to committing murder. I can understand the reasons why. The Lord knows how strongly I feel about my family, but it’s still murder.” He reached out, gesturing for the cup back again.

I looked down into the cup, but the sip I took must have been very small, because the level of the wine in the cup didn’t appear to have gone down at all. Shaking my head, I handed it back to him.

He took the cup from my hand, lifted it in a brief toast, and took a large drink from the cup before setting it back down. It still appeared to be nearly overflowing when he set it back on the table between us.

“Do you have anything left to say?” he asked. “Something you want me to pass on to the Powers That Be before they pass final judgment?”

Something welled up inside of me like a fountain, and I broke down in tears again and sobbed like a baby at my father’s knee. “I’ve got no excuses. I can’t justify what I did. All I can say is I didn’t really see any other way to protect my family. I’m so sorry. Lord, have mercy on me, please.”

The man took another sip from the cup as I buried my head in my hands on the table and continued to sob. After what felt like an eternity, I heard the cup lightly thump on the table in front of me. I lifted my head and saw the man smiling softly, his hand still on the cup.

“I think you could use another drink,” he said, as he lifted the cup up slightly for me.

“Thank you,” I said again, as I took another sip of the wine. The second sip was still just as wonderful as the first.

“Gratitude is a heavenly quality of yours,” he said as he rose and swung his legs one by one over the bench he had been sitting on. “Still, I don’t make the final call on situations like this,” he explained as he looked over his shoulder at the pearly white gates that stood just to the side of the table where we had been talking.

Turning back to me, a little smile twisted the corners of his mouth. “But mercy is kind of our business around here.”


The Monster Under The Bed
Brennen Hankins


“Auntie Annie?”

I looked up from the mess of papers gathered on my brother’s coffee table to see my nephew standing in the hallway, face all but hidden behind his stuffed moose, and paused the music I was playing while working. “What’s wrong, kiddo? You’re supposed to be sleeping.”

“I can’t,” Daniel said. “There’s a monster under the bed.”

I raised my eyebrow at that. Most adults would have assumed such a worry to be a figment of the child’s imagination.

However, I was not most adults, and I knew better. More to the point, I had insider information on the matter. I promptly consulted her. “Notice anything, Meridia?”

“Nothing I’ve detected,” replied the monster residing in my head.

Welp, the shadow demon knew best. “I dunno, Danny. It seems like we would have noticed a big, scary monster under the bed.”“Rhiannon, we fit under the bed.”

“Do you want the poor kid to never sleep again? Because that’s what’s going to happen if I introduce the two of you.”

“You’re not doing him any favors by coddling him. He’s going to have to learn about what lurks in the dark sooner or later.” A mental image of my brother’s son, peacefully sleeping before the darkness beneath him fanned out and swallowed both him and his bed whole, flashed across my subconscious. The sounds of crunching wood and bone rang between my ears as whatever ate my nephew wiped its mouth with the remains of the bedsheet.

Cute.

“The chance of that happening is nil, and I don’t have to scare the bejeezles out of Daniel to prepare him to handle whatever comes his way. I just have to show him how to confront it. Watch and learn.” So saying, I tuned out my personal backseat auntie and looked back at the six-year-old burying his face in the top of his stuffed moose plushie. Daniel’s worried eyes were watching me from over the top of the toy’s antlers. “Do you remember what Auntie Rhiannon does?”

“You’re a privy investing-tater.”

I was treated to a sudden visual of a potato in a business suit, buying shares in port-a-potty companies. I had to bite down hard on a chuckle, and decided to let Meridia, based on the howling in my head, do the laughing for us both.

My imagination needed therapy.

“Yep, that’s right, I’m a private investigator. What do private investigators do?”

Daniel burrowed his face further into the moose plushie. “Find out things for people?”

I gave him a reassuring smile. “Exactly. Take what I’m doing right now.” I lifted a folder sitting next to me. “Right now, I’m trying to find a gang of burglars that keep getting into houses undetected. But I can’t do that unless I look for clues that tell me how these people work.”

“But it’s scary,” Daniel whined, burying his face into the neck of his moose plushie.

“Well, that’s the time smart private investigators call for backup. I could use a short break, anyway. Let’s go find out what’s really under your bed.” Setting my case files on the couch next to me, I picked up my cane and hobbled over to the kitchen. “First, let’s get some tools.”

My brother’s house was a lot bigger—and nicer—than my little apartment down in the Mountain View neighborhood. Somehow, Alex had managed to swing a small spread up in Rabbit Creek, one of the last bastions of the Anchorage Bowl that had yet to see heavy development. It was also largely missed by the upper crust folks who snapped up properties like this to build huge houses in the hills, just for the sake of being able to be close enough to town without having to rub shoulders with us plebes closer to downtown and the waterline. He, or should I say his wife, kept this place immaculate, but this was my brother’s house, and I grew up with the guy.

I found what I was looking for quickly.

“Who keeps a drawer full of tools in their kitchen?” Meridia asked.

“People who fix all their stuff themselves and keep a clean set in the house, rather than use the same grease-covered ones they use to fix their cars,” I said, digging for a flashlight. “Trick we learned from our dad.” I fondly remembered the argument he had with my mother about it: “Kitchens are just workshops with tool storage. House tools, cooking tools, what’s the difference?”

“How come you don’t keep tools in our kitchen, then?”

“I live in a rented apartment. The owners hire a maintenance guy to fix all my stuff.”

I found an old-school Maglite at the bottom of the drawer and hobbled over to Daniel’s bedroom, my nephew trailing behind me. My hand gripped the edge of the bed as I eased myself down—something the pins and screws in my left leg did not agree with, as I tried not to wince in front of the boy—not when I was trying to inspire confidence in the kid. “All right, let’s see what’s under there.”

“Isn’t this normally the part of the movie where the side character gets eaten?”

Instead of dignifying that with a response, I shined the flashlight under the bed and waved Daniel over to look around. “See anything, bud?”

Daniel took the Maglite from me and shined it around. The light hit a lump under the bed—and the poor kid froze. “There! See?”

I chuckled knowingly and grabbed the thorned end of my cane, close to the tip. “Hang on, Daniel. Let’s see what it is.”

A flick of my wrist, and my cane hooked what appeared to be a fleece blanket that had ended up under the bed. I pulled it out and set it on the floor between us. “See? Nothing to worry about. Take another look. See anything else under there?”

Daniel cast a worried glance over to me and peered back under the bed. Another quick scan, followed by a sigh of relief. “Nothing, Auntie Annie.”

“Good deal. Now that this case is solved, let’s get you and Mister Moose back in bed.”

A few moments later, I had the fleece blanket folded and put away, Daniel safely back under the covers, and his plushie tucked in next to him. I started to leave with cane and flashlight in hand. I went to pick up the flashlight, right as Daniel spoke up again. “You’re not going to leave me, are you, Auntie?”

I turned back around. “No, Danny. I’m not going anywhere until your parents come back.”

“When are they gonna be back?”

It was kind of tough to explain to a five-year-old why his mother had to fly down to Seattle just to give birth, or the intricacies of pregnancy complications. A short, honest answer would have to do. “Your dad said that if everything goes well, he and your mom will be home by the end of the week. Either way, I’ll be around until they make it home.”

Tears welled in Daniel’s eyes.

Okay, maybe “Simple and Honest” wasn’t the best answer. I turned the flashlight over in my hands, and then got an idea.

“I’m going to leave his here,” I said, putting the light on his nightstand. “This way, if any monsters appear while I’m not in here, you’ll have something to investigate and scare them away with. Okay, bud?”

“Okay,” Daniel said, sinking into the covers. “Thanks, Auntie. Love you.”

Now, if that didn’t warm the cockles of my cold, jaded heart. I bent down and kissed him goodnight. “Love you, too, kiddo. See you in the morning.”

Hobbling back to the living room, I said to Meridia, “See? That’s how it’s done.”
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“Rhiannon, wake up.”

I bolted up from where I had fallen asleep on the couch, spilling my papers onto the carpet. The lamp on the end table I was using for light was still on, and Calexico’s Feast Of Wire album was still playing on the wireless soundbar under the TV. I killed the lamp, swiped the remote for the soundbar off the coffee table and stopped the music. I had learned early on that when Meridia spoke a warning, you’d better listen. “Whatcha got?”

“Four people, approaching from the east.”

I frowned, trying to get my brain into gear. The house’s front door faced west, towards the rest of town and the shore of Turnagain Arm further downhill. Rabbit Creek Road formed the southern end of a climbing loop that peaked in the foothills of the Chugach Mountains and back down to town. The only notable things to the east of me were an elementary school and Glen Alps State Park, neither of which would be seeing any kind of relevant traffic at two in the morning.

“How far out?” I asked, grabbing my cane.

“About halfway between the house and the treeline they came from. One of them walks with a limp, similar to you. Want me to greet them?”

“Stand pat for now,” I said, hobbling over to the laundry room and watching carefully through the vertical blinds out the window. “Let’s see what they do first, then hit ‘em.”

Just as Meridia had told me, four men, each dressed in dark fleece jackets and bundled against the cold October evening, shuffled through the snow covering the backyard up to the sliding glass door that led into the dining room. One of them stopped to light a cigarette, while another, the one weirdo in the group who was completely covered up, all the way to the point of wearing sunglasses at two in the freaking morning, reached for the door and did something I wasn’t able to see.

“Sunglasses the one with the limp?”

“That’s the one.”

The door latch popped open with a familiar click, and the gang calmly walked in, as if they were dropping in on a buddy instead of a house they were clearly intending to rob blind—if the duffel bags they were carrying were of any indication. The smoker—apparently the leader of the bunch—made a few hand signals to the group, and they began to fan out through the living room and the kitchen.

I pulled a cigarillo and my Zippo out of my shirt pocket and lit up myself. “Okay, now we roll out the welcome mat.”

As soon as I said that, a familiar inky blackness crawled up from the floor and over my socks, clinging to my legs. It spread like quicksilver, covering my clothes and forming to my body like flavoring on a dipped ice cream cone. As it did, I could feel my senses expanding, my vision becoming clearer, despite the lack of light. My body also began to feel less heavy, like I was lighter than air.

In less than a second, I had gone from my usual appearance—a tall, raven-haired woman with skin just a few shades too dark to be called pale—to a humanoid-esque, fluid-looking creature with skin dark as anthracite coal, skin that reflected a slight purple sheen where the moonlight coming in from the window caught it. My hair, which somehow always managed to appear darker than it did normally, began to fan out and move of its own accord, forming tendrils, splitting apart, and merging with neighboring ones seemingly at random.

Meridia’s true form.

“Am I driving, or you?” she asked.

I puffed on my Swisher and made sure I had my cane in hand. “I’ll handle it. If this goes sideways, I’ll at least be able to better explain the damage to Alex.” So saying, I dropped into the shadow cast by the blinds and into The Void.

Meridia was a member of a race of interdimensional guardians known as the Oche. Ever since she’d decided to take residence in the back of my head, I’d been able to assume her form and utilize the talents said form was capable of. One of the handier ones was the ability to shadow-hop via The Void, an interdimensional plane accessible only through the shadows cast throughout our world—and, according to Meridia, other worlds—worlds the Oche were tasked with keeping separated from each other. The Void was a pitch-black expanse of nothingness, broken up only by jagged shapes of light corresponding to the shape of the shadows on the opposite side, in the material plane. Shadow-hopping was as simple as entering The Void, finding the corresponding shadow I wanted to exit through, and stepping back into the material plane.

That second item tended to be the most challenging.

Stand in a lighted room sometime, and count the number of shadows you see inside of it. You should be able to find at least half a dozen without really trying. Now try counting the shadows in the next room over. Then try the whole house. The whole neighborhood. There can easily be over a million shadows contained within half a city block, and the further out you go, the more you add to the pile. How could you possibly pick a single one out of that mess?

Our solution thus far had been to keep it simple: the more limited your travel radius, the less shadows you had to choose from—and risk, oh, ending up at the peak of Flattop Mountain instead of the office building you worked at in Downtown, traveling fifteen miles away when your intended commute was less than four.

That’s the kind of mistake you tended to only make once, by the way, before you decided not to cheat your way out of the morning drive to work anymore. Try explaining to your boss that you were late because you hopped through the wrong shadow. Go ahead, and let me know how it goes.

With practice, and a lot of patience, Meridia and I had managed to get our effective hop radius expanded to four blocks during the day and about two or three blocks at night, when the artificial lights came on and, ah, “spoiled us for choice.” Traveling to neighboring rooms inside of the same building? At this point, it was second nature to me.

Two of the thieves were hard at work, silently rifling through my brother’s belongings and bagging things they deemed valuable. The leader continued smoking his cigarette, while the Corey Hart impersonator watched silently.

“Boss!” one of them hissed, waving him over towards the coffee table. “Check this out!”

My future fellow cancer patient walked over, where Thing One picked up one of my manila folders. “Look at this shit,” Thing One whispered.

Cigarette Guy flipped through it, and lifted an eyebrow. “These are all places we’ve hit. Looks like somebody’s tracking us, or trying to.”

“Tracking us?” said Thing Two, trying to pack up the soundbar under the TV. “This place belong to a cop?”

That was as good a line to enter on as any. Time to round up these shitbirds.

I came up from the shadow of the couch, close to the center of the room, and pulled my Swisher out, holding it in my right while leaning on my cane with my left. “Not exactly. I do appreciate you coming to me instead of making me track you down.”

A lot of things happened then, all at once.

The two men on the other side of the coffee table looked like they wished they’d’ve put the brown pants on today. They scrambled for the sliding glass door out back, screaming. “Jesus Christ!”

Thing Two fell on his ass and struggled to pull a pistol from his coat. I took advantage of his nervous fumbling and sent a series to hair tendrils forward to hold him down and secure the firearm.

And because I was busy focusing on doing that, I was caught completely off guard when Sunglasses At Night rose up through the damn floor and pulled me back into The Void.

I barely had time to think, That shouldn’t be possible, before the ass tossed me back into the material plane through a shadow cast by a hallway night-light, and through the wall on the opposite side.
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I came to a moment later in a wash of bright light, buried in what felt like half a ton of rubble. The air was thick with dust and a burnt smell reminiscent of burning metal and recently launched fireworks. In the rubble with me were other dead or dying bodies, my fellow Security Forces personnel, all partially buried in a manner similar to me. I could feel hot blood running out from underneath my helmet, and I couldn’t feel my left leg at all.

“Hang in there, Sergeant Douglas,” said a voice above me. I couldn’t turn to see who it was, but the voice sounded familiar. “Just hold on. We’re gonna get you out of there, okay?”

“Get up, Rhiannon!”

I tried to move my left arm and wipe at my face, but it was pinned in the fallen debris. I’d had to make do with my right. What the hell just happened?

“You need to get up, Rhiannon!”

I turned my head to the right, the only direction I was able to. What was once the wall around Checkpoint Charlie was now a mess of scattered concrete and masonry. The guard shack was gone, as was the motorcycle I saw pull up to the gate before everything went dark. Fire crews came from further inside the base, spraying water with their trucks to put out the fires that had started. Other Security Forces personnel poured through the hole in the wall to secure the breach. Did we just get bombed?

“Rhiannon! We don’t have time for this!”

A segment of the wall that had been standing up to this point began to tip inwards—right over the top of me.

“Oh, shit,” called the voice. “LOOK OUT!”

“RHIANNON!”

The wall collapsed on top of me, and I snapped out of Kandahar, the day Meridia and I had met, and back to reality with a shout.

I had ended up coming through the wall into my brother’s kitchen, landing on my back. I must’ve dropped out of Meridia’s form at some point, because instead of passing harmlessly through the wall like I should have, I instead left a massive gaping hole in it, along with a dent in the bottom refrigerator drawer where I must’ve rebounded off. A dull ache thundered through my shoulder and hip, the side held together with baling wire and medical screws. The cabinets on the wall apparently got torn off the studs they were screwed to, and had fallen to the ground between the kitchen counter and the other side of the island bar from me—which probably saved me from getting crushed to death. Drywall and broken dishes were everywhere.

And the worst part? I lost my damn cigarillo, just when I needed it the most.

“Look behind you,” Meridia warned me.

I tilted my head back to see Sunglasses and Cigarette Guy standing in the dining room, talking animatedly in a language I didn’t readily recognize at first. Thing One and Two had apparently deuced out for greener pastures.

Was that…Spanish?

“¿Qué estás haciendo? ¡Estás poniendo en peligro la vida de mi hermano!”

Yep, definitely Spanish. Now that my head was clearing up, my ears were able to parse it, even if I couldn’t understand a lick of Spanish. Whatever he was saying to Sunglasses, Smoker Boy was pissed.

Then it dawned on me. Sunglasses was the cause of all this. Sunglasses had pulled me into The Void and thrown me out again. Sunglasses could enter The Void.

Sunglasses was Oche. Or at least bonded to one of them, like I was.

In that moment, I didn’t know who was angrier: Sunglasses, yelling at his brother, or Meridia, yelling at Sunglasses for daring to use Oche powers in the service of petty theft, or me.

Given that I immediately elected to skip from scaring the burglars away or harmless peaceful apprehension straight to make the Canadians at the Razing Of Friesoythe proud, I thought in that moment, I probably held the crown.

Near my foot, my brother’s tool drawer had opened. The knife block had also fallen near my left hand and was in easy reach. And Sunglasses and Smoker Boy were distracted.

I shifted back to Meridia’s form and used my hair tendrils to plunder the tool drawer and the knife block while I disappeared into the shadow of the kitchen island, reemerging from the grandfather clock in the dining room…and taking Sunglasses down at the legs, hitting him like a Mack truck.

We tumbled into the living room and into the shadow of the coffee table, falling into The Void in a flurry of knives and screwdrivers. The bastard shifted before I could plant one into his kidney, but that didn’t stop my hair tendrils from trying to slice him into confetti.

Fighting in Meridia’s form was…weird. I didn’t know how they’re able to do it, but the Oche, when paired with a being in the physical world, was able to alter their mass from being solid as flesh and bone to being incorporeal enough to harmlessly pass through solid objects—or better yet, allowed solid objects to pass through them, seemingly at will. Meridia once said it’s simply a matter of balancing how much of us was me versus her at any given point while wearing her form. I had no idea what that means, but apparently, normal Oche, unbonded to other creatures, cannot do what she and I were able to do.

In the years that Meridia and I had been together, I’ve used this ability to ruthless advantage in combat, winning fights I would have no business surviving in my normal state, much less be victorious, and completely unscathed, to boot. It wasn’t until I got into it with somebody with identical abilities that I realized just how ridiculously unfair it was to fight someone like that.

After the fight, that was. At the time, I was too busy trying to pass a Number-Two Phillips through Corey Hart’s ocular cavity to give a damn about trivial things such as a fair fight.

We crashed in and out of The Void, bouncing off the walls of several different parts of the house before ending up in one of the bedrooms. Sunglasses managed to kick me away from his person, and attempted to make a dive for the window. I caught his ankle in my hand and hauled him back down to the ground. Having lost most of my implements of killing during the tussling and the moving around, I subconsciously reached for the first thing within reach——A Maglite flashlight.

The one I’d left on Daniel’s nightstand.

That poor kid was hiding under his bed, terrified tears pouring down his face, and holding his moose plushie in what was less of a hug and more of a desperate chokehold. I was so Hulked out on rage, I didn’t hear him until I realized we’d ended up in his bedroom.

Aw, shit.

Sunglasses took advantage of my distraction and attempted to steal the flashlight I was about to beat him over the head with—and mistakenly turned the damn thing on.

When the hell did Maglite come out with a variant with UV bulbs?

If the Oche have a weakness, it was pure, unadulterated ultraviolet light. Something about their physical makeup didn’t agree with it. The closest analogue I can describe would be taking a bath in a deep fryer—not only will this kill you, it will hurt the entire time you are dying.

I didn’t know if the Oche actually could be killed, but I could make a guess on it, listening to the way Meridia and Sunglasses were howling in pain when that flashlight came on.

Pain—white, hot, omnipresent pain—wracked through my entire body. It caused me to drop the flashlight—and Meridia used the reprieve to get us out of there. Apparently, Sunglasses had the same idea, because when I tumbled out of The Void back into the kitchen and shifted back to my regular form, he didn’t come after us.

“Is he gone?” I panted aloud. The left half of my face felt like I had just received the world’s worst sunburn.

“Yeah. All of them are.” Meridia didn’t sound any better than I did.

“I thought you said you didn’t have any friends out this way?”

“On my honor, I swear I didn’t know.”

“AUNTIE ANNIE!” came a terrified wail. “TH-THERE ARE M-MO-MONSTERS IN MY ROOM!”

Sigh.

Why me, God?
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“What the hell happened out there?” Tom demanded as he came in through the door. Two others followed behind him.

I flashed him an iodine and morphine-laced smile. “Good to see you, too, Tom.”

Sergeant Tom Vincent was an Alaskan State Trooper I’d worked alongside off and on for the past several years. He moved up here from northern Texas shortly after I received my private investigator’s license, and somehow, he’d ended up assigned to headquarters for Detachment C as part of the Alaska Bureau of Investigation, acting as an inter-agency liaison for the Alaska Fugitive Task Force. This meant he was the point of contact for everybody ranging from the FBI, the Marshals, DEA, Homeland Security, even Interpol and the DOD criminal investigative agencies. It also meant that whenever the Troopers decided to bring on consultants, he was the guy who coordinated with them.

We, um, coordinated really well together.

For once, the case I had been working hadn’t been one my agency had received from Tom—it came from the Anchorage Police Department, which was interesting. APD rarely had anything to do with us on a good day.

On a bad day, such as, oh, days I ended up in the Emergency Room of the Alaska Native Medical Center with bone fractures and radiation burns after they hired me for a case…they didn’t have a lot of nice things to say about me at the moment.

“How in the hell do you get radiation sickness from a home invasion? Especially when there was zero evidence of radioactivity at your brother’s house, and your nephew doesn’t exhibit a single symptom of exposure?” said another voice in the room.

“Good question, Nordheim. When you figure it out, be sure to tell me the answer,” I said tiredly. Detective Nordheim may have been the one who hired me, but that didn’t mean I had to take his shit.

“Damn it, Douglas, I hired your agency to investigate a theft ring, not cause a radioactive contamination scare!”

“Her radioactive contamination is only a theory, mind you,” said the third man in the room, holding a Styrofoam cup of coffee snagged from the waiting room in his hands.

“Big Ben” Herschbach was a friend of mine with a big brain, who was currently working on a Ph.D in Optical Science and Engineering. He spent most his time doing research at the University of Alaska’s Plasma Physics Laboratory, and occasionally tried to figure out how Meridia’s abilities worked and the effects on my body in his spare time.

“Per the ER doctor, Rhiannon’s white blood cell count was consistent with exposure levels slightly higher than a standard chemotherapy treatment. Where it gets weird is instead of levels dropping over seven to ten days like that of an actual chemo patient, her white blood cell levels bottomed out within an hour of receiving the burns, and have been steadily improving over the last seven. The burns on her face are also healing, and without any scarring or hair loss, to boot. That’s not normal for radiation exposure.”

Nordheim jerked a thumb at Big Ben. “Somebody want to tell me why a physicist is consulting on an ER patient’s medical case?”

There was a very short list of folks that knew about Meridia’s existence, and Detective Sven Nordheim was not on it. Going public with the fact that you have what was effectively a shadow demon riding shotgun in your head and giving you crazy shadow demon powers either got you dissected in a government laboratory or shacked up in the wacko basket for the rest of your life. For that reason, I disclosed that information only on a need-to-know basis, which was why poor Daniel got the scare of his life when my fight with Sunglasses spilled into his bedroom.

Tom and Big Ben were on the “in-the-know” list, and were exchanging nervous looks.

“The fact that he’s an expert on radiation that happens to live close by?” I asked. “Who else are you gonna call?”

Tom pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Sven, can we have a minute?”

Nordheim squinted hard at Big Ben, before turning back to me and my boyfriend. “The Troopers may have the lead on the assault on her, but the theft ring case is still APD’s. You find something out about my case, I want to know about it. Ditto to you, Douglas.”

“Long as the check from APD clears.” I smiled tiredly. “Still on the clock.”

Tom gave Nordheim a nod, and the detective left, closing the door behind him. After a beat or three, he finally said, “All right, he’s gone.”

“How’s Daniel?” I asked.

“Literally scared of his own shadow.” Tom sat down and removed his trooper hat. “Poor kid absolutely refuses to go anywhere that isn’t lit up like Mardi Gras and has at least one adult present. And he didn’t want to be left alone while you were in surgery. He finally went to sleep after we laid a cot out for him behind the receptionist’s desk. And he’s still got a death grip on both his toy moose and that flashlight.”

“Shit.” I felt like crap, a feeling that had nothing to do with rebreaking my bad leg, the broken left arm, or the radiation poisoning. “That’s my fault. I got into it with one of the burglars, and didn’t notice where the fight ended up until it was too late.”

“Which brings me back to my original question,” Tom said, leaning forward. “What the hell happened? It literally looks like a bomb went off inside of your brother’s house.”

I looked down at the dark spot under my hospital bed. “Hey. You feeling up to handling this one? S’alright if you aren’t, but I was out for part of that fight.”

The darkness under the hospital bed darkened and spread out, climbing the wall in an unnatural fashion, until a silhouette vaguely in the shape of me appeared. “Not really. I’ll give it a shot,” Meridia said aloud, and nodded towards the other two in the room. She sounded as tired as I felt. “Thomas. Benjamin.” They gave her a nod, and she proceeded to explain everything that happened, from the time she initially warned me that intruders were present up until Daniel found Auntie Rhiannon unresponsive in the kitchen.

“So there’s more of you, huh?” Big Ben asked excitedly.

My shadow crossed its arms. “There’s an entire race of us, you cretin.”

Wounded she may have been, but it was good to see her default temperament was still stuck on the Spanish Inquisition setting.

Ben held up a hand in a pacifying gesture. “I apologize. I mean, is there more of you that, ah, are in the same situation as you and Rhiannon?”

Meridia’s silhouette relaxed. “To my knowledge, no. However, it’s possible. If it can happen to one of us, it can happen to any of us, I suppose.”

“I wonder if he got burned to the same extent you did,” Tom wondered aloud, stroking his mustache. “You said the UV flashlight was pointed at the both of you, right?”

“That’s right,” I said. “That was my mistake. Held the damn thing by the business end when I went to beat the jerk with it. I didn’t know the damn thing was going to burn me, though.”

“I have a theory on that—” Big Ben started to say, setting down his coffee.

I couldn’t physically see it, since Meridia was hiding in my shadow and we could only see her as a silhouette, but I was pretty sure she rolled her eyes at Ben. “How did I know you were going to say that?”

“He’s predictable as clockwork,” I said solemnly.

At that, Tom pinched the bridge of his nose again, Ben chuckled, and Meridia let out an audible groan. “That’s it, no more painkillers for you. You’re cut off.”

“If only you were capable of manipulating physical objects without my help. Go ahead, Ben.”

“That’s just it, though,” Ben said. “Remember the theory Meridia came up with as to how you’re able to switch between being corporeal and incorporeal?”

“The ‘her to me’ ratio, yeah.” I tried to sit up straight, and failed. Stupid morphine drip. “What about it?”

Big Ben spread his hands. “I think you two accomplish it simply by somehow converting and redistributing the matter in your body, when wearing her form. Human skin is largely solid matter, right?”

“Sure,” Tom said. “Holds everything else in.”

“When we were all in school, it was commonly taught that there are only three forms of matter: solid, liquid, and gas.” If Ben wasn’t careful, the smile creeping across his face as he spoke was in danger of stretching from Ketchikan to Nome. “In recent years, though, high school curriculums are finally starting to catch up to the rest of the physics community in covering the fourth state of matter: plasma.”

“Based on what I’ve seen of your abilities,” he gestured towards Meridia, “if I had to hazard a guess, I’d put my money down on the Oche’s base state of matter being some kind of complex or ‘dirty’ plasma. When Rhiannon’s using your abilities, you’re not changing her mass, you’re changing the state of her matter, and moving her mass around as needed.” Ben waved a hand at me. “That’s likely how you’re able to do things that are impossible for normal human beings, like pass through shadows, use your hair as extra appendages, allow foreign objects to pass harmlessly through your body, and so on. That’s also how Meridia is able to physically interact with material objects she wouldn’t normally be able to, as well as keep your matter together enough to avoid killing you. That’s why you have to wear her form to be able to do all this.”

I looked over at Big Ben appreciatively. “Huh.”

“Damn, I wish I could put that in a research paper.” Ben leaned back, stroking his beard. “My colleagues would shit a collective brick.”

“Ben…” My voice took on a hard edge.

“I know, I know, I can’t, and I wouldn’t—you’ve already made it perfectly clear what would happen if I did,” Ben said wistfully. “Still, fascinating implications for the physics community, if this is all true.” He waved a hand. “Sorry. I’ll stop geeking out over this, I promise.”

“What’s that got to do with Rhiannon getting radiation burns from a flashlight?” Tom asked.

“Remember how molecules in differing states of matter move,” Ben replied. “Solids tend to hold their base matter compact and together, meaning solid matter will naturally retain its base shape. It keeps its native particles together, and foreign particles out. Watch.”

Ben pulled a sugar packet out of his coat pocket, opened it, and poured some of the grains into his open palm. “The particles in liquid matter can move around enough to fill the shape of their container, but don’t have enough base rigidity to have a structure of its own. That same lack of rigidity also allows foreign particles to mix in with the native particles of a liquid—such as adding creamer and sugar to a cup of coffee.” Illustrating the point, he tipped his hand, and the sugar grains he held fell into the Styrofoam cup below him. He lifted the cup and stirred it with a little red straw. Extending the cup out towards me, he said, “See how you can’t see the sugar grains anymore?”

“Sure,” I replied.

“The pattern continues with gas and plasma,” Ben said, taking a sip of liquid nirvana and resuming his explanation. “In general, the more space and kinetic energy between particles of a substance, the easier it is to move, and the easier it is to mix foreign particles of a similar matter state into that substance, or harmlessly pass through it. Now—” He stood up and pointed at the shadow his large frame cast over the wall. “Shadows are normally areas that are shielded from, and consequently largely devoid of, light particles, yes?”

“You’re the physicist, here. We’ll take your word for it.”

“The shielding is caused by a physical object with enough density to distort or outright block light particles. Most of the time, that’s going to be something solid. The denser the blocking object, the greater the blocking effect is, the darker and denser the shadow becomes. Have you ever stopped to consider why you’re still able to walk around in daylight, as yourself, without Meridia facing significant harm?”

“Not really,” I said. “I just know she’s sensitive to UV light, so I don’t wear her form when I’m out in direct sunlight. Never questioned it beyond that.”

“I don’t really care about how my abilities work.” Meridia shrugged in a very humanlike gesture. “All I care about is that they do.”

Ben nodded to Meridia, then turned back to me. “Your body is a refuge for Meridia’s. Your skin—a form of solid matter—blocks ultraviolet light particles, a form of plasmatic matter, from making contact with her particle matter—which is also plasma. It’s a protective shield.” He sipped his coffee again and leaned forward. “What happens if you reverse that dynamic?”

I leaned back and tried to kick that thought around. Tom, whose mind was not currently numbed by painkillers, figured it out before I did. “Meridia’s natural state is as a form of plasma. When Rhiannon wears her form, Rhiannon’s matter becomes plasma, too, and loses that outer protection.”

“Got it in one.” Ben tipped his cup in acknowledgement. “Instead of Rhiannon’s skin blocking and repelling UV light particles, now she—and Meridia—are absorbing them. And since ultraviolet light is radioactive…”

“Ben, I’m tired and zonked out on opiates. Fifth-grade explanation, please,” I said, trying not to sound as irritable as I felt.

“You remember the Blade movies, back when we were kids?”

“Yeah?”

Ben spread his hands. “Congratulations. You’re effectively a vampire in the Blade franchise.”

I parsed that for a minute. “Wait. You’re saying UV light could kill me?”

Ben nodded and sipped his coffee. “Given enough exposure time in Meridia’s form, yes, and not just you. Absorb enough UV particles, and you both could end up resembling the firefighters who initially responded to Chernobyl.”

Now there was a cheery thought.

“What’s Chernobyl?” Meridia asked.

“Trust me when I say you really don’t want to know,” I replied.

Tom stared off into the distance for a moment, lost in thought. After a few moments, he turned back to me. “Meridia, didn’t you say the other Oche feller got hit by the UV flashlight, too?”

“That is correct,” Meridia replied. “I think he got the worst of it, actually. The light mostly shined on him. I only caught a portion of the flashlight beam.” A hand of her silhouette reached up to touch her face in roughly the same spot the burn on my cheek was, to illustrate the point.

Tom looked between Big Ben and me. “Wouldn’t he be all burned up, too?”

I simply looked at him. My mind began racing, following that thought down the rabbit hole. “Oh my God. You’re right,” I laughed. “That’s how we find these assholes, or at least one of them. Sunglasses is going to have to seek treatment for radiation poisoning. That’s not going to be something he can have treated by some back-alley doctor, either. This spells ‘Emergency Room’ in big, honking letters. Ben, you’re a freaking genius!”

“I accept my thanks through grant money.” Ben grinned.

“And all it took to figure that out was a little harm to our person.”

“Bitch all you want, this is one hell of a silver lining,” I said.

“Just don’t make it a habit,” Meridia sighed.

“Believe me, I’m not planning on it.” I turned to face Tom. “Have your people or Nordheim’s people check the hospitals for someone with acute radiation sickness. The guy was bundled up pretty good, so I don’t have much of a physical description to go off, but how many people are going to show up to the hospital with those symptoms, outside of a nuclear accident or bombing?”

“I’ll do that,” he nodded. “Small problem, though—if he can do what you do, how am I going to stop him from running away into The Void?”

“Happy lights,” Ben pointed at the ceiling.

“Come again?”

“I forget, you didn’t grow up here,” I said to Tom. “You ever hear of Seasonal Affective Disorder?”

“People getting depressed in winter, that sort of thing?”

“Yeah, that,” I said. “Part of what causes it is a lack of sunlight exposure, results in a lack of Vitamin D. We naturally get it through the sun, but as you’ve learned since moving to town, we don’t get a lot of sunlight in winter. That’s why the whole milk section at most of the grocery stores up here is usually double or triple the size of what you’d see in the Lower Forty-Eight.”

“What are happy lights, then?”

“Lamps that emit UV rays to mimic daylight,” Ben said. “Turn it on, sit in front of it for about twenty minutes a day, and it’ll help keep your Vitamin D levels up. It’s just another method used to treat SAD.”

“They come in all kinds of sizes, and up here, you can find them in pretty much any store that sells home lighting products,” I said. “Set up a few in an empty patient room, turn them on, have the doctors move him to that room, and then arrest him. Long as those happy lights are shining on him, he won’t be able to shift, and at that point, he’s just another vanilla criminal.”

“I’ll make some phone calls,” Tom nodded, pulling a notepad out of his uniform’s breast pocket and jotting down some notes. “I got to get moving. You gonna be okay, here?”

“Doctor already reset my femur and braced it with more screws,” I said. “Burns have been treated the best they can. Arm’s in a cast. Once the swelling goes down a bit, my leg will be in a cast. I’ll probably be on doctor’s orders to rest up at home afterward, and I definitely won’t be able to drive, but I should be out of here in an hour or two. Ben, mind driving Danny and me to my apartment, if Tom’s not able to?”

“Not a problem,” he said without skipping a beat.

Tom nodded to Ben in thanks, kissed my hair, and turned to go, stopping at the door. “Hey, what did the ringleader say to the guy who attacked you?”

“Something in Spanish. I don’t remember.”

Meridia sighed. “¿Qué estás haciendo? ¡Estás poniendo en peligro la vida de mi hermano!”

“You remembered that?” I said incredulously. “How the hell did you remember that?”

“I live in your subconscious, Rhiannon,” Meridia said. “I get to watch your memories in high definition, even the ones your conscious mind doesn’t recall.”

“Fascinating.” Ben was watching me with an almost clinical intensity.

“No research papers!” Meridia and I turned to face him, our replies simultaneous and firm.

Ben held up his hands in surrender, while Tom frowned, concentrating. “Mi hermano is ‘my brother,’ vida is ‘life,’ pellegro is ‘danger.’ ‘My brother’s life in danger?’”

“And suddenly you know Spanish.” I looked back at Big Ben. “What about you? Do you have some unknown super-relevant skill you’d like to share?”

“I can play a real mean trombone,” Ben said soberly.

Tom grinned. “Just remembering bits of high school Spanish,” he said innocently. “Might be worth trying to figure out who the ringleader’s brother is, and why his life was suddenly in danger in that moment.”

The man wasn’t wrong. “I’ll look into it.”

Ben smiled and followed Tom out, presumably to get another coffee. “See what happens when you ask a physicist to sit in on an ER patient’s medical case?”
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After a brief stop back at Alex’s house, where Ben was kind enough to help Daniel pack some essentials and lock up the place, and a stop at a pharmacy in Midtown to scoop up the myriad of medicines the ER doctor prescribed me, we’d finally made it back to my apartment in Mountain View.

It was a three-story, split-level building, and my building had no elevators, so Ben and the maintenance guy, Justin, had to physically carry the wheelchair I had been consigned to up the stairs, then wheel me to my unit on the second floor. Justin was even kind enough to pull out and set up the hide-a-bed on my couch, so I could get a break from the wheelchair without having to leave poor Danny alone in the living room.

Poor kid was still petrified. He’d finally fallen asleep, curled up next to my good side on the hide-a-bed. Still clutching that toy moose, still clutching the flashlight.

How was I going to un-traumatize my nephew?

“Nothing you can do,” Meridia told me, while the local evening news flashed across the television screen. “He’s going to have to figure out how to work past it on his own.”

“I just wish there was something I could do for him.” I had just finished calling in a delivery from Moose’s Tooth Pizzeria. After the effort it took to get me into my apartment, I had zero desire to leave it again so soon. “I feel like it was my fault.”

Something on the TV caught my eye. My internal conversation was promptly forgotten as I turned up the TV volume.

“…Police have arrested two men in connection with a burglary ring that has terrorized over three dozen homes across Anchorage and the Mat-Su Valley over the past month. Forty-two-year old John Pulliam and thirty-six-year-old Ivan Prigozhny, both of Anchorage, were arrested late this afternoon by a joint team of officers from the Anchorage Police Department and the Alaska State Troopers. Each man was charged with multiple counts of grand larceny and breaking and entering, along with multiple other charges stemming from a botched home invasion in the Rabbit Creek area that left one occupant of the home in the hospital…”

Glad to see they got the flunkies, at any rate. I recognized Thing One and Thing Two from the pictures the newscast displayed.

The footage switched to B Roll of the exterior of Providence Hospital. APD was everywhere. Did they find Sunglasses?

“The remaining suspect, thirty-two-year-old Felix Alvidrez, is still on the run, and wanted on similar charges. Police have reason to believe he may be seeking out his brother, Diego Alvidrez, a patient in the Extended Care wing of Providence Hospital. Diego has remained in critical condition as the result of injuries received in a multi-vehicle collision on the Glenn Highway back in July. Residents in the area are advised to be on the lookout…”

That detail made me raise an eyebrow. Fortunately, I still had my phone nearby. “I’m going to call Tom, see if they got him.”

“Cool.” Meridia’s reply sounded bone-weary. “I’m going back to sleep.”

After a couple of rings, Tom picked up. “How you feeling?”

Of course those were the first words out of his mouth. “Like Timmy Treadwell at the end of Grizzly Man. You find Sunglasses?”

“In the last place we’d’ve ever thought to look. Were you aware that ‘Sunglasses’ is paralyzed?”

That was the last place I would have ever looked. “News to me. I saw the news report. I take it ‘Sunglasses’ is really Diego?”

“Unless you have any other ideas as to how somebody who can’t move from the neck down or talk managed to acquire acute radiation sickness overnight. Furthermore, he has weird burns on his face, similar to yours, around the bridge of his nose, his upper cheekbones, and the left side of his face—kinda like he was tanning in a booth with a thick pair of sunglasses. Did he have a covering on the lower half of his face?”

“Sunglasses had a scarf-like thing wrapped over his mouth when I saw him. You going to arrest Diego Alvidrez?”

“Can’t,” Tom said. “Despite the burns, I have no way of proving Diego assailed you in court without exposing you and Meridia, and the court probably would laugh a report accusing him of such right out of the room if I tried.”

That made me grit my teeth. I was not keen on the idea of that asshole running loose. “He just gets to walk?”

“He can’t move his legs, Rhiannon.”

“You know what I mean.”

Tom chuckled. “Relax. I said I couldn’t arrest him. I never said we weren’t sitting on him. Got a judge to sign off on a protective order allowing us to keep him under supervision, in case his brother Felix shows up. Supposedly, he visits often. If he shows up, the lights will be on, and everyone will be home.”

Translation: Tom got the happy lights up in Diego’s hospital room and had officers present. Perfect.

“Anything useful you can tell me about the brother?”

“Felix was behind the wheel of the car when Diego got injured,” Tom said. “Drunk driver in the lane next to them, northbound on the Glenn, swerved towards the shoulder, then overcorrected and tagged two other cars. Felix’s car spun around and tagged the end of the guardrail sideways on the approach to the Eagle River Bridge. Popped the car airborne and over the cliff; the car landed on the passenger side on a gravel bar below.”

I winced. That drop down to the bottom of the Eagle River canyon was easily over fifty feet. “Anything else?”

“Other than a history of petty theft before managing to not get arrested for awhile, and that he has no other family left in the state, no.”

No other family, huh? “How’s he paying for Diego’s care?”

“The drunk was uninsured, as I understand it.” There was a slight break where Tom’s voice got rough, and if I didn’t know better, it could have just been brushed off as a bad cell signal. Tom was a widower; the death of his wife and little girl after an accident with a drunk was the main reason Tom had moved out of Texas. I didn’t find out until after we’d been dating for quite some time. “Felix only had liability, and lawsuits are still ongoing. Beyond that, no idea. He’s covering it somehow, though.”

“You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Big Brother goes straight, gets back into the life to pay for brother’s medical expenses?”

“The simplest explanation usually is.”

Tom grunted in agreement. “On that note, where does the Oche figure in? That’s the wild card in the bunch.”

“That’s a good question. Gimme a minute, I’ll ask.” I set my phone down. “Hey. Tall, dark and scary,” I said to Meridia. After a minute of no response, I tried again. “Meridia!”

“WHAT?”

“Need to pick your brain. Any idea why one of your people would bond with a cripple?”

“I don’t even know why I’m bonded to a cripple,” she replied acidly. “When you figure it out, let me know. I’d like to trade my human for one whose life is much more mundane.”

I frowned. Normally, when Meridia and I would quibble, we kept the banter fun and light. Here, she just sounded tired and grouchy. She probably didn’t mean what she said, though.

Did she?

“It’s all right. We’ll figure it out,” I reassured her. “Get some rest.” Turning my attention back to the phone, I answered Tom. “Meridia’s not really up for a conversation. I think she got really messed up during the break-in. I gotta let her rest.”

Tom grunted. “Well, we have a net out for him, in any case. I’ll call if I have any updates.”

“Good luck,” I replied. “Watch your six, cowboy.”

“Can’t look at yours if I leave mine unprotected.” I could practically hear him smiling through the phone—or at least, imagine him smiling. “Get better, Annie.”

I hung up and went back to watching the news while waiting for the pizza to arrive. Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door.

Huh. Usually, they take longer than that. It’s only been about fifteen minutes since I called.

I gently scooted out from Daniel’s grasp, off the Hide-A-Bed, and into the nifty little wheelchair the hospital gave me. Been a while, but driving a wheelchair is like driving a bike; the rims are comically large and moving gets easier as you go, with sufficient expenditure of applied physical strength. Took a minute, but I finally made it to the door. As I reached for the doorknob, I thought it odd that the guy got to the door before Meridia alerted me of his presence. How badly was she really hurt?

I didn’t even get the door open before our visitor pushed his way into my apartment. My wheelchair rolled a bit, caught the lip of where the linoleum in my entryway met the living room carpet, and fucking tipped over. I let out a shout, and Daniel bolted awake, screaming to beat the band. In the time that it took me to roll over, Smoker Boy—Felix Alvidrez—had my nephew by the shirt and was lifting him off the bed.

I didn’t even blink. I normally don’t carry in the house, but after last night, I made sure to keep my carry weapon nearby. I fired off two rounds of .40 S&W at Felix’s torso from less than five feet away.

My aim was perfect. My timing was not. Immediately after my first shot rang out, Felix disappeared—with Daniel.

My mind was still processing that when the fucker came out from behind the TV stand and kicked me in the head, and everything went dark.
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“Rhiannon…”

I awoke, sitting upright in my wheelchair. Both my cane and the handle for my broom were shoved through the wheels, my gun was missing, and my arms, torso, and legs were all taped to the chair.

I looked around. Daniel was lying on the bed, trussed up and sobbing, his cries muffled by the duct tape over his mouth. Felix was leaning against the wall with calm tension, my pistol in his paws, with his shadow looming unnaturally large on the wall. The blinds had been closed, the TV was off, and my phone was set on top of the TV.

And in a cruel symmetry of what we had done to his brother, the son of a bitch had set up happy lights on my coffee table, pointing them in my direction.

“Oh, good, you’re awake.” Felix remained still at his post, but his shadow began moving of its own accord. And the voice was familiar.

Sunglasses.

“Clever idea, trying to pin me down with the lights at the hospital. The only problem was assuming I stayed with Diego,” Sunglasses continued.

“No, the only problem is you’re holding my fucking nephew hostage.” I had so much tension in my jaw, my teeth were grinding.

“Your nephew is fine. He’s in no more danger from Felix here than my brother is under the watch of the Troopers. And, if you do what we say, we won’t have to hurt your nephew at all.”

“How’d you find me?”

“The case files you had at the other house.” Sunglasses sounded smug. “After we lifted your name from those, it was just a matter of sifting through the phone directory.”

“Upgrading from petty theft to kidnapping and assault. Your family must be proud, Felix,” I said.

Felix’s eyes flashed with pure hatred. “Here’s what is going to happen,” he said, his voice holding an edge of its own. “You’re going to call the Troopers. You’re going to tell them to leave my brother’s hospital room, and the hospital staff is going to perform his surgery as planned. Post-surgery, as soon as he is fit to fly, they are to LifeFlight him to Seattle. Once he is in the care of the doctors there, you two will be released.”

“You really think you’re going to be able to hold us in my apartment for the next week or so, Felix?” I said. “You think you’ll be able to rejoin Diego in the Lower Forty-Eight? I doubt you thought this through.”

“I don’t need to rejoin my brother,” Felix replied. “I need my brother to be back. I need my brother to be the way he used to be.”

“He sure seemed to be in fine form last night.”

“He was.” Sunglasses spoke up. “He was in fine form because I was in control.”

“That’s not possible,” I said. “Once bound…”

“Let me stop you right there. Who told you I was bound to anybody?”

My brain was in overdrive. Sunglasses wasn’t limping last night. He was trying to animate the muscles of a body that no longer responded to its owner’s whims. He was using Diego as a meat puppet.

More details fell into place. This was why he was constantly covered up, why he wore sunglasses at night. This was why the robberies only took place at night. It was the only time they could sneak Diego out of the hospital. But why bring Felix’s injured brother out of the hospital at all?

I was trying to figure out how to respond to this revelation when I saw the clock on my living room wall, and got an idea.

“Hey, Meridia.” I kept my eyes on Felix. “You alive?”

“Currently wishing I wasn’t,” she responded.

“I’m going to buy us some time. I have a plan, but there are…risks.”

Meridia sighed. “What kind of risks?”

I told her.

“You’re insane,” she replied.

“The only way this works is if you’re ready to go as soon as you get the cue,” I said. This was going to traumatize that poor kid, but I didn’t have a choice. “You’re the lynchpin in this whole arrangement. Without you, this doesn’t work, and I don’t have any other options. I know you’re banged up, just like me, but can you do this?”

“Theoretically, sure.”

That answer didn’t inspire confidence. “Will you do this?”

Meridia started to speak, then hesitated.

“Meridia, this isn’t just about putting a criminal away,” I pleaded. “This is for my nephew. I can’t leave Daniel to these assholes, and I’m perfectly willing to put myself in harm’s way to save him. But I can’t do that without your help, and yes, helping me means putting yourself at risk for serious injury again, too. Pretty much guaranteed you’re getting hurt. I can’t make you help me, though, so I’m asking. Will you help me?”

After a long moment, the guardian spirit sighed. “Dammit. Don’t worry, I got it.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her, and meant it. “If there was another way…”

“I may fit under Daniel’s bed, but I am no monster.” The steel in her voice reverberated inside of my head. “I don’t leave the helpless to the demons. That is not the way of my people. And while this creature may be of my kind, through his actions he has shown himself to not be true Oche. Besides—” A mental picture of a winking eye flashed across my subconscious— “I have to live with you. You would never let me live it down.”

A grin crept upon my face. “Fair enough. Thank you, Meridia.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just make it count.”

I turned to look at Sunglasses again. “I already figure Felix’s motivation in all of this is paying for his brother’s medical care. What’s yours, Sunglasses?”

“My name is Sopwhael,” the shadow on the wall snarled. “And I get to live my life freely in the material world, free from the obligations of the Oche.”

“Whatever you say, you Corey Hart-wannabe.” I rolled my eyes at him. “That’s the deal? Felix gets to hang out with his brother again, and you get to use his brother as a meat puppet?”

“It’s not like that,” Felix snapped.

“Sure. Because you absolutely don’t let Sopwhael put your brother’s life in danger.” Hoo boy, I was striking nerves. And if either of these two believed I was going to stop just because I was pissing them off, I had a Million-Dollar Bridge over the Copper River to sell ‘em. “I have to ask: is your brother a willing participant in all this, or is he just along for the ride? Do you even know? Does he even know?”

“If it was your brother, what would you do?”

I gave him a solemn look. “That’s not the question you should be asking, Felix.”

“Oh?”

“The question you should be asking is, if my brother knew what I was doing in his name, would he still see me as his brother? Would he still be proud to call himself my brother?”

Felix blanched.

“There’s another question you oughta consider,” I said quietly.

Sopwhael’s silhouette crossed its arms. “And that would be?”

While my arms were taped to the armrests on the wheelchair, my hands were free enough to point. I raised a finger towards Daniel. “What would you do, if that were your nephew?”

“That’s enough out of you,” Sopwhael said. “Felix, the next time she speaks without permission, shoot the kid.”

Daniel’s eyes went wide. He looked at Felix, then back to me, eyes full of tears.

Hang on, little buddy. Auntie’s coming.

Silence reigned for what seemed like an eternity, crammed into the span of about a minute, before Sopwhael spoke up once more. “Time to choose, Miss Douglas. Comply, or young Daniel will suffer the consequences.”

Before I could respond, there was another knock at the door.“Moose’s Tooth! Got a delivery for a Rhiannon Douglas!” came a voice from the other side of the door.

Every head—excluding mine—turned toward the entryway.

“Now, Meridia!”

Meridia took over and shifted to her form. Her skin started burning the second the transformation began.

Sopwhael let out a cry, and surged towards Felix.

Pain, white, hot, fiery pain, washed over both Meridia and me.

And Meridia, free from the duct tape wrap binding me to my wheelchair, made a dive out of the beam of the happy lights, suffering hideous burns to do so—right towards Daniel.

I scooped up Daniel on the fly, bouncing off the Hide-A-Bed in a roll—right as Felix fired a shot from my own damned pistol. He missed hitting me by mere inches. I continued the roll and fell off the side, dropping through the shadow of my couch to tumble into The Void. Sopwhael was just coming through in pursuit when I came back into my apartment through the shadow of my TV stand.

I dropped Meridia’s form as I tumbled out and made a grab for the door handle. I had just enough time and momentum to shove poor Daniel, still trussed up in duct tape, out onto the breezeway outside my apartment. My large “Elf on a Shelf” made the ultimate sacrifice as Daniel tumbled into the legs of the delivery driver, who dropped my pizza over the railing to catch the boy.

I barely had time to shout, “Get out of here! Call 911!” before a shadowy tendril grabbed my leg and hauled me back into the apartment. The door slammed closed as I tumbled back across my bed and over the coffee table, knocking the pair of happy lamps onto the floor. My flight aboard Human Frisbee Airlines continued until it was abruptly and rudely halted by the far wall of my living room.

Something rolled and fetched up against the leg with the cast. I rolled over to grab it, just in time for Felix, wearing Sopwhael’s form, to reappear in front of me.

I don’t know which one of them was in control at the moment, but whoever it was did not look happy.

Leastways, that’s the impression I got, based on the fact he was raising my pistol to fire at me again.

There was a point in every crisis in which something happened, something so notable that it stood in for all the other memories you had of that event. The imprint of that moment was so clear, so vivid, so rooted in the back of your mind, that from that point on, when you thought of that disaster, you immediately flashed back to that memory. Time always slowed, details became sharper, and you swore you could hear the heartbeats and breathing of every single person in the vicinity, if only just for a moment.

The moment where life-altering choices were made.

I remembered this exact moment. My own gun, bought for my protection, stolen by a common thief and a manipulative alien deserter, being used to do me in. Seconds seemingly raced by in the span of minutes as the barrel of my M&P40 came up. An idle thought passed through my mind that there was no way Meridia was going to get me clear in time to avoid being shot.

I picked up the dropped item and raised the business end to point directly at his face.

This was the moment I chose to bring a UV flashlight to a gunfight.

Fast as his reflexes were, the speed of light flew quicker. Ultraviolet particles spread out in a cone of flame as they made contact with Sopwhael’s face.

Screams. Thrashing. Lines of fire ripping Sopwhael’s form apart. The shade tried to crawl away, but I scooted around him in a sitting position, dragging my injured leg and pushing off with my good one, still keeping Daniel’s flashlight on him. Wounded and panicking, Sopwhael scrabbled over to the corner, which was the absolute dumbest thing he could have done.

That set him up perfectly for when I lifted one of the free-standing happy lights, found in a storeroom at a local grocery store, back upright to shine onto him.

Now, I really only needed less than a minute of UV exposure to take the fight out of him. Any longer than that could be considered cruel and unusual punishment.

That was before he threatened to shoot my nephew. Cruel and unusual was kind of what I was going for, here.

The memory of Sopwhael burning to death in a torrent of purple-tinted light, of the layers of Felix’s skin burning, blackening, and sloughing away after Sopwhael burned away into non-existence, was probably the defining moment of this whole affair. I didn’t turn the happy lights off until the cops showed up fifteen minutes later.

A lesson was learned by everybody involved in this fight: don’t touch my nephew.
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“Feelings aside, Rhiannon, this is his battle…”

Four weeks after I torched Sopwhael to death and inflicted second-degree radioactive burns on Felix Alvidrez, I was finally released from the hospital—again, after another round of surgeries, which were complicated by another round of fresh radiation burns. They weren’t nearly as bad as Felix’s, but they were pretty substantial. The doctors (at the VA hospital this time, since they were closer to my apartment than ANMA) opted to forego repinning my tibula and fibula and instead wrapped it in a plate—and then put in in traction until it had healed enough to where “you probably aren’t going to re-break it right away.” The doctor mercifully left the “you dumbass” off the end of that sentence.

Meanwhile, across town, Felix had apparently told the doctors who treated him at Providence (before sending him to jail) that I had locked him in my tanning bed until the police showed up, which was really funny, considering that given my physical state at the time, would have been impossible, and I don’t even have a tanning bed.

I wasn’t expecting that big of a favor from him, much less any favors, and I paid it forward by signing over the bulk of the check I got for closing the APD’s case on the theft ring to cover Diego’s spinal surgery. Hopefully, the kid would walk again—and not do the same stupid shit his brother got up to. Hopefully.

The rest of the check went towards giving the delivery driver from Moose’s Tooth a hefty tip as a thank-you for helping Daniel. Kid had earned it and then some.

Tom, God bless him, was kind enough to drive me home in my car, so I could smoke on the way home. Good thing, too: I hadn’t had a cigarillo in weeks.

I wasn’t smoking just because I was jonesing; the nicotine buzz was helping ease my anxiety about seeing Daniel again. With me in the hospital and Alex’s house still needing repairs, I agreed to let him and his family crash at my place. I was looking forward to heading home, but not confronting my nephew. This was going to be the first time we spoke since he found out Auntie was secretly one of the monsters he saw fighting in his bedroom, and I didn’t know how he was going to react. Hopefully, he hadn’t told his parents.

Like I said, the list of folks who knew about Meridia was small.

“I dunno,” I said silently, puffing on my Swisher and blowing the smoke out of the open window. My leg was still in a cast from toes to hip, so I had to sit in the back. The cool night air felt lovely, compared to the stuffy sterileness of the hospital. “I really enjoyed getting to be the ‘cool aunt.’ I can’t be that anymore if he’s too terrified to talk to me.”

“Give it time.” Hearing Meridia be this compassionate was a little odd; ordinarily, any personal advice she gave was offered via an air of clinical detachment, with a dollop of sarcasm. I was accustomed to hearing more empathy from the navigational app on my phone. “What is it you say? ‘You can cart a horse to water, but cannot make it drink?’”

“That’s putting Descarte before the horse, but close enough.”

“Are you making fun of me?”

“I think; therefore, I am,” I replied solemnly.

“Seriously, you saved his life, and he knows it.” Meridia’s voice was sober. “That sounds like a cool aunt to me.”

The tower lights along the Glenn Highway blurred a little. I felt something hot in my eyes for a brief minute, a minute that passed by in silence while I regained my composure.

“Thank you for risking yourself to help me save him,” I told her. “You really came through for me.”

“Not a problem,” she said. “Who else are you going to risk your life for, if not family?”

Damn onion-cutting freeway ninjas.

When we got back to my apartment, everyone was already asleep. Alex and Sam were sleeping with their newborn in my spare bedroom, whereas Daniel was back on the Hide-A-Bed.

Tom quietly wheeled me past him and helped me into my bed. “I know you’re worried,” he said. “Just give it time. Daniel will come around.” He kissed my forehead, closed my door, and left to go back to his place.

“Dammit,” I said aloud.

“What?”

“Forgot to grab a water bottle before Tom got me settled. Gonna need it in the morning to take my meds. You mind?”

Meridia sighed as we changed to her form. “Hurry up. I’m tired.”

“I’ll be quick,” I said, rolling off the bed and dropping into the shadow of my nightstand. A moment later, I appeared in the kitchen. Light poured out of the fridge into the dark room as I opened the door, and when I shut it, water bottle in hand, Daniel was standing there in the darkness.

I froze.

He still was holding his moose plushie, but this time, it didn’t seem like he was trying to hide behind it. He also wasn’t holding the flashlight like he had been since the initial robbery.

“Auntie Annie,” he asked pleadingly. “Are you going to be under my bed again?”

No sense being cute about it. “Uh, I wasn’t planning on it…”

He squeezed the moose plushie tightly. “Please, pretty pretty please, could you be the monster under my bed?”

Huh.

That was a new one.

“You, uh, want me to be a monster under your bed?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“Yeah, ‘cause you scare all the other monsters away. You’re a good monster. Pretty, pretty please, will you?”

“See, Rhiannon? Told you.”

That brought a smile to my face. “Sure, kiddo. But first, you gotta go back to bed.” I rounded up a pillow and blanket, and emerged from the darkness under the Hide-A-Bed. After I got settled in again, I called out to him. “Night, Danny.”

He poked his head over from over the side of the mattress. “Night, Auntie! Night, Monster!”

Inside my head, Meridia chuckled. “Good night, child.”

There wasn’t much that could be done to force a child to get over their fears, especially with children who’d experienced trauma. I couldn’t take away the horrors of the home invasion, his house getting destroyed, the bad guys beating me up a bit, or trying to kidnap him. But I could show Daniel that not everything that looked scary was a bad thing, and the only way to find that out was to be willing to confront it, head-on, and find out for himself.

Of course, already having an “in” with the neighbors below him was always a help.

My name is Rhiannon Douglas, private investigator, and I am the Monster Under The Bed.


A Mother’s Curse
Oliver Bogert


“Ihope one day you end up with a child just like you!” I never knew my mother was a gifted sorcerer, but somehow that curse followed me for two decades.

Granted, I still had to make some questionable choices to help along the way. I could have followed my younger, wilder heart and kept chasing after Ramone, but after he was caught on film walking through that clearing, the superstardom just went to his head. I instead chose to follow my brain, and went with the more dependable choice. Billy had mediocre hair, a smaller frame, was a bit slow on the uptake, but he had a cave of his own and could make me laugh. I am sure that constantly being referred to as Mrs. Bigfoot or answering, “Is your husband the guy in that Patterson movie?” would have been tiring, anyway.

Those first couple years with Billy were spectacular. We raided human campsites and passing the blame off on the grizzly bears. We howled back at the cryptozoologists who were constantly trying to mimic our mating calls. We constantly posed just out of the focusing range of the cameras they thought they “hid” in the woods. How the human bigfoot searchers thought we wouldn’t notice a dangerous creature setting up equipment in our woods, I will never know.

One of my favorite memories was holding hands while walking along the riverbank, just to finish the night laughing hysterically as we watched the sasquatch hunters struggle to make plaster molds of our footprints before the water washed them away.

As it tended to happen, all good things must come to an end. Our finale came one night after drinking some sour apple mash and being more carefree than we should have been. Two hundred fify-nine days later, we welcomed Farrah into our lives, and everything changed overnight.

Motherhood was easy enough in the beginning stages. When the choices were feeding, changing, or rocking to sleep, even Bill’s simple processing center could find the right option a majority of the time. He even helped changed her dirty rabbit fur wraps, even though he did seem to take an unusual amount of pleasure in shaking out her droppings in places humans would find them.

“Look, honey, those humans are poking it with a stick. It smells so bad, they think it’s from a skunk!” He claimed it was to keep our relationship light and full of laughter, but he seemed to be the only one laughing.

The toddler stage changed everything. The great wilderness god Gaia put increasing levels of stink into Farrah’s droppings, and training her to not go in the cave proved more difficult than it should have. Bill went as far as ensuring that he was out of the home when the worst accidents seemed to happen. Feeding choices went from the one option that I carried with me everywhere to having to constantly carry fish, multiple types of berries, and even stealing chicken nuggets from high-end campers just to keep her shrill screams from alerting everything nearby that had ears to our presence.

“I think we should get Farrah a cat to play with,” I told him one evening after I spent the afternoon scrambling to find anything that might hold her interest. “It would give her a plaything, and if any humans walk by, they will assume it is the lynx crying and not her.”

“I will never allow such a creature in my home.” Billy puffed up his chest and proclaimed his dominion over the home.

Naturally, the next night he came home and found Gizmo gleefully running around Farrah’s legs. “He is an orphan, and she found him while we were out on a walk earlier. What did you expect me to do?” I feigned innocence in the matter. The tiny, golden furred kitten with black spots ran over and rubbed up against Billy’s legs.

“I suppose we can care for it until it gets big enough to live on its own.” My plan turned the tough, rock-hard king of the mountain to soft clay in my hands.

When Farrah skipped walking and went straight to the running stage, the stress in my life accelerated at an exponential rate. How do you keep a three-foot tall, dark brown sasquatch from being recorded as it’s running through the woods without a care of who or what may be out there? I could only trick her into playing hide and seek so many times before she got bored, forgot she was supposed to be hiding, and ran off to try some new adventure.

“Look at me, Mommy! I can swim just like that white and black bird does,” Farrah told me one sunny afternoon while she was supposed to be hidden.

“That’s great, honey! You have fun swimming in the lake,” I replied while constantly scanning the shoreline, pretending to look for her while really looking for any sign of the human menace.

I should have put two and two together and realized what she meant with her boasts. The loon dive-bombed below the surface of the water, and my little pumpkin decided to follow. Farrah struggled to understand that the bird she was playing copycat with could hold its breath for five minutes, while she could maybe manage sixty seconds. She also failed to realize she couldn’t breathe underwater, which had to come from genetics on her father’s side of the family, Thankfully, I heard her splashing as her body instinctively recognized her failed attempt before physical damage could befall her.

“I did good, didn’t I, Momma?” she bragged to me as I pulled her, dripping wet and coughing, onto the shoreline.

“Magnificently!” I replied, thankful she hadn’t learned the art of sarcasm yet.

That was the moment I heard the memory of my mother’s voice cursing me in my head. Society now expected me to keep this demon happy, alive, and hidden from the view of predators. Now I had to add trying to keep her safe from herself and her own foibles, and I realized the tortured existence that I had signed myself up for.

Of course, not all the memories are bad ones. There were those times when the little monster sprouted a halo and was found sitting at the end of the rainbow. One such night highlighted her transition from precocious toddler to spongy-brained child of neverending questions.

“Why did the humans run away when we sat down to watch their movie with them, Momma?”

“I suppose they thought the creature coming through the trees holding shed deer antlers above his head was a wendigo instead of your father playing a prank on them.” I tried to supply an explanation while signaling to her father that I was less than impressed with his performance that night. He risked a human encounter just to be seen as a funny hero to our daughter.

“Why would they be afraid of the Spirit of the Woods?” came follow-up question number 8,642 for the day. “The spirit would never hurt anyone.”

It was daunting to grow angry at her as she snuggled up under my right arm to reach into the bag of chips that I had confiscated from the picnic table we rested on. She appreciated the sweet and salty combination of ranch corn chips as much as I did.

“The Spirit of the Woods would never hurt us, because we belong to nature, just like it does. In the past, it hasn’t been as friendly to the humans that come through pillaging and destroying everything along their way.” I supplied the least bloody answer I could. No need for her to have nightmares tonight about a creature that would never hurt her.

Her father came back and joined us, sitting down to the right of Farrah, with his back up against the picnic tabletop. The humans were watching one of their monster films tonight, with the biggest black yeti I had ever seen climbing up the side of a tall building and swatting at flying machines. I had told Billy that I wanted to watch the fireflies tonight, but he had noticed these campers setting up the screen when he passed by earlier. I didn’t have the heart to crush his excitement, and to tell the truth, the chance to chow down on human snack food was probably worth the risk.

“Why did he climb up the side of that building?” The question was directed at her father this time.

“He was trying to get away from the humans.” Her father’s inflection was meant to signal her to be quiet and watch the movie.

“Why did the humans chase him?” Miss Oblivious continued with her line of questioning.

“Don’t you see the humans screaming at him? Why do you think they are doing that?” He tried to answer her question with one of his own to break her pattern of inquisitiveness.

“They look scared of him. Why are humans scared of everything?” She continued her questioning by taking the bag of salty goodness from me and offering it to her father.

“I don’t know, dear. Perhaps one day, one will stick around long enough for us to ask them.” Billy sounded exasperated, but I just covered my mouth to hide my laughter. I was happy to see her focused on making someone else’s mind race for answers after hours of mental jousting with her all by myself. “Why don’t we stay quiet until we see how he gets down and then we can get out of here before they come back with something that we would need to be scared of?”

“I don’t think you and Mom would ever be scared of anyone.” Farrah had to get the final word in before seeming to accept the hint to keep silent as she filled her mouth with a large handful of chips from the bag. I hugged her a little more tightly to my side, and I hoped that she would never know just how fearful the life of a parent could be.
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“I will never resort to bribery to influence the decisions of my children,” I remembered proudly declaring to my mother while rubbing my massive, rounded belly lovingly. That statement was a direct result of pregnancy brain, and I no longer accepted any such self-imposed restrictions on negotiations with my little tyrant. One such set of negotiations came about trying to convince the young despot that even though the rocks were purple like the berries she enjoyed, they were, in fact, not an edible option for a snack.

“If you stop crying about the rock I took from you and threw into the river, I will take you to see grandma.” I turned into a salesman, like those that I had seen on the light screens while peeking through the windows of the house on the edge of the nearby town. “I am sure she will have treats for you that you can actually eat.”

“Grandma’s House!” Farrah’s cheer, followed by her version of a happy dance, let me know that I had won this round of negotiations. Knowledge that I would soon have to convince her of how far she could really walk without “dying” was pushed to the back of my mind for a later version of me to deal with. This version of me had to run inside and quickly pack up the massive bag full of trinkets that had to be brought with us everywhere to keep her from being bored while travelling or visiting anywhere outside of the home.

Grandma’s excitement matched Farrah’s as I lugged the squirming child and our large deerskin duffel bag up the hill to my mother’s place. I was momentarily jealous to see the woman who raised me with an iron fist suddenly melted into a giant candied teddy bear, but I more pleased to be able to point the fiend towards a new target. Sure enough, Grandma brought out a bucket of her favorite juneberries, and I was vindicated as I heard, “Momma, these berries really do taste better than the ones you threw in the river.”

“Looks like you had rough day,” my mother said to me when Farrah was finally able to be convinced to play by herself in the back of the cave.

“She has a way of wearing a person down,” I grudgingly admitted while sipping the strawberry wine my mother had offered me after convincing Farrah it was medicine so she wouldn’t like it.

The older woman chuckled, and her eyes glazed over. “I remember when you were that age. You were much the same way.”

“You would have worn the hair off my backside if I would have acted like that.” I took a deeper draw from my wooden cup and held it out for a refill from the leather canteen she still had in her hand.

“Oh, really, now? All we did was beat and discipline you constantly?” My mother facetiously tried to pass herself off as the victim during my childhood upbringing. “You only made it to adulthood through your own perseverance and will to survive against all the horrible odds stacked against you,” she added dramatically, with a wave of her arms around my childhood home.

“Maybe it wasn’t all that bad,” I admitted after a pause to consider my own upbringing through the lens of my own time spent as a parent. “But you are certainly softer with her than you ever were with me.” I indicated Farrah with my finger, as the child was digging a hole in the freshly swept floor—an offense that would have earned me time spent locked in my room, but was now being blatantly ignored by whatever saint had taken over the body of my mother.

The older woman smiled a wolfish grin while draining her own cup. “Benefit of hindsight and knowing that I need to cherish the moments more this time around.” She shared her wisdom with me. “One day, you will be the grandmother, and not be stressed out daily while trying to keep them fed and alive. Then you will realize the silence of a clean and empty house does nothing but haunt you with all the memories of the laughter and chaos you had when it was messy.”

This time, I recognized a curse when I heard it. Whether she was using her fortunetelling gift or if it was actually just a benefit of hindsight, I didn’t know enough to judge. I pondered her sitting here all alone while Dad was off doing whatever he was doing to stoically pass off his own loneliness. How she had a bottle of wine out before we had arrived and was sitting here, drinking it alone in the early afternoon. Life was inherently lonely as a cryptid, but this seemed to be excessive, even by our standards.

“Where is Dad at today?” I asked, stuck on the melancholy thoughts.

“He noticed a television camera crew walking around the trails on the other side of the mountain. The big dufus went up there to watch and play around with them, to see if he could get himself on some blurry footage.” Mother responded with more than a slight touch of ire in her voice. “I swear he still thinks he’s a teenager, and not a gray-haired fool that would need an out-of-focus picture to still be mistakenly identified as a bigfoot.”

We both laughed at the notion of him coming home bragging about his trip. Partially from the consideration of how unbearable he would be to live with after his newfound superstardom, and partially from the fear of what being discovered this close to our home would mean. The woods would be filled with even more people, as everyone flocked to the area hunting for more proof. Trying to keep a young inexperienced sasquatch undetected through all the scrutiny would force us to move away.

We had seen it happen after Ramone’s incident. Human glory hunters showed up in droves, beating on trees and howling in the woods. Their cameras were never able to get a clear shot of us, and sitting around their campfires after they bolted at every little noise they heard was a source of recreation. That was always balanced against the knowledge of what their other tools could do. We had seen their guns take down dozens of bears and deer over the years. So far, they had only aimed their cameras at us, but one false step would escalate the relationship.

“How about Billy?” She turned the question back on me. “Where is he at?”

“He manages to find himself hunting and gathering most of the day. He is doing his best to provide, but I know that he also uses it as an escape from the chaos that occurs at home.” Typically, I left out the parts about him doing his best to be away from the madness, but I didn’t feel the need to hide those frustrations fully when discussing them with my mother. I suppose I was still happy with the arrangement, but I never expected “stay-at-home mom” to be my only title in life.

“The men never do seem to understand how to handle the smaller children. Trust me, it will get easier for him as Farrah grows past the troublesome toddler stage, and eventually she’ll be an indestructible copycat following him everywhere he goes,” my mother said. “Remember that first hunting trip you went on with your father? The one where you chased the rabbit right through the thorn bushes, and left more fur on the branches than you had left on yourself?” Her laughter warmed me as much as the memory did.

“I wasn’t much older than Farrah is now, was I?” I rhetorically asked. “You covered me in willow leaves and got extremely upset that Dad didn’t watch me closer.”

“Yes, I did, but it never deterred you in the slightest when it came time to follow him out the next time.” She added, “You two were inseparable all the way up until you hit puberty.”

I couldn’t help but smile as all the memories flashed through my mind. All of the hunting trips where I spent hours absorbing every little nuance, he was trying to teach me. I chuckled to myself as I remembered how I went from hugging stuffed bear replicas while playing in my room to chasing fierce actual forms of the creatures through the woods.

“Remember the time I sent you out to the woods with him, with your hair all done up in bone berets to keep it out of your face?” She continued down memory lane. “Then you came back home without the berets, but a head full of cock-a-burs stuck in your hair, but you were so excited at catching the skunk that I didn’t have the heart to be upset about it or the horrible smell you were spreading around the house.” She finished her memory with wet eyes, and all I could muster was a nod yes.

“Why don’t you leave Farrah with me tonight while you and Billy have a night out as a couple?” My mother ended my nostalgia with a generous solution. “I could use the company, and you look like you could use a night out under the moon with your mate.”

She had sasquatchsat Farrah for us a couple times before, but I always felt guilty placing the burden on her. The thought of reading a non-picture book all by myself or a night out in the grove under the moon made difficult to give the responsible answer. The glorious thought of sleeping in the next morning was enough to break through the apprehension I had at leaving Farrah somewhere without me.

“I wouldn’t want to be a bother.” I tried not to sound too eager at possibly accepting her solution. “She can really be a handful, and I wouldn’t want to intrude on your evening.”

“Drop the passive-aggressive act, say goodbye, and get out of here while she is still preoccupied enough to barely notice you left. Grandma will fatten her up, your father can teach her some bad habits, and you can have her back home with you tomorrow morning.” She dismissed it all with a big sip from her canteen, and a nonchalant wave of her hand.

A quick kiss, hug, and a reminder to be good for her grandparents, and I was scampering out the door. Feelings of remorse were quickly overridden by missing her, and that emotion lasted all the way until I got home to my dirty house. Picking up all her toys and putting them in her room created a sense of accomplishment that brightened my duller mood. The house would stay clean for an entire evening. The tallest heights of motherly success had been achieved.

The sense of accomplishment lasted just long enough for Billy and Gizmo to come rushing in, dripping wet, and dropping clumps of mud from their filthy feet. A sudden rain shower had caught them outside on the way home, and both he and the cat must have hit every mud puddle possible on the way into our cave. I wasn’t sure if it was the musky, wet-fur smell, or just the freedom of worry from prying eyes and eager ears, but I just couldn’t manage to stay as angry as I should have been at him for messing up the areas I’d just finished cleaning.
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“Mom! Mom! You won’t believe what Grandma let me eat for breakfast!” The shrieking voice and enthusiastically bouncing girl arrived back home a bit earlier than I would have liked the next morning.

“Oh, really?” I raised an eyebrow towards the woman who had fed me bland oatmeal every morning. I wrapped my arms around Farrah in a welcoming hug, and waited for what I was sure to be an interesting explanation.

“Grandpa found a chocolate cake, and Grandma said that we could eat it for breakfast, since I was such a good girl. It was my reward for sleeping the entire night through all that thunder and lightning outside.” She was vibrating with barely contained excitement, and ran away from my hug to forcefully share her joy with the cat. Gizmo’s yowl of displeasure at the vigorousness of being held in such a manner came back through the cave entrance as she took him outside to play.

“I see the grandmother’s prerogative spreads to dietary choices.” I shared my troubled observations while giving her a quick hug. “Thank you for watching her last night, and for the sugar rush that I will be having to deal with for the next couple hours,” I added with a touch of my own scrying abilities.

“My pleasure, dear,” she answered. Sarcasm ran deep in our family, but it did help keep us from taking each other too seriously.

“Do I even want to know where or how Dad found a cake?” I indicated for her to sit in one of the three rough-hewn log chairs we’d set up near the cave entrance. I wouldn’t have been upset if they had brought some of this cake to share with me this morning. Human food was always interesting, compared to the natural items that we typically ate for sustenance.

“He followed the videographers all the way down the mountain to the town. He says he acquired the cake from the pile of food the humans tossed out the back of that big building they have down there.” She waived her hand to signify the unimportance of where or how it was acquired. “They are always tossing food back there, for those brave enough to go down there and take it.”

Humans were interesting creatures. They created massive structures to live in instead of using what was available naturally. They hunted more than they could eat, and had wonderous tools to bend the environment to their will. I wasn’t going to lie: the light boxes that displayed their moving picture stories would have been great to have available to keep Farrah from being bored all the time. Billy had even tried to bring one home one time, but it didn’t work the same in our cave as it did in human homes. Bless his heart, he never was the brightest lightning bug in the bunch, but he kept trying to make us happy.

We spent the next half hour enjoying the peaceful view before the silence triggered warnings in the both of us.

“Have you seen or heard Farrah in the last couple minutes?” I asked my mother.

“Not since she ran out chasing that poor cat,” she replied.

We both got up quickly and started checking all the usual hiding spots. She wasn’t in the nearby stick fort she and her father had built. She wouldn’t respond to either of us calling for her. We even searched up and down the small creek bed, to see if she was trying to give the unfortunate creature a bath again.

“I am not seeing her anywhere,” the older woman stated.

“I didn’t find any blood or fur down by the rocks, so she isn’t playing with Gizmo down there again,” I replied frantically. As much as I would hate to see her scratched up again, I was partial to hurt versus vanished.

I wished that Billy hadn’t left when his mother-in-law had arrived this morning. I really could have used his support at the moment. The terrified emotions seemed to freeze me in place, as every horrible scenario flashed through my mind all at once. Had she been captured by the camera crew that my father had seen yesterday? Had she fallen in the river and been flushed the thousand miles it stretched to the sea? Had the faerie sucked her through one of their portals to someplace that I couldn’t follow and I would never get her back?

“You follow the river down the mountain, and I will run up the mountain and find your husband and father to help us.” My mother took charge of the situation.

Swearing off ever letting my child out of my sight again, I started following the meandering creek tributary down to the riverbed that continued towards the village below. I began a reassuring mantra in my head. I repeated to myself that there is no way that she could make it all the way down to the village before I caught up with her. As I progressed further, dripping wet from splashing water and bashing every joint of my body on exposed rocks, I switched the “She’ll be safe if I can get to her” reassurances to the “When I find you, I’m going to kill you myself” positive reinforcement I needed to keep me going.

My mother caught up to me with the male reinforcements several hours later. They had followed behind me, spread out on both sides of the river, looking for any signs of Farrah or the demented cat that I now wished I had never gotten for her. It had taken most of the afternoon, and we were now in sight of the tall tower that was stuck in the middle of the town with a grotesque smiley face on it. The dark blue face with a grin and a wink plastered on a dirty white background seemed to be staring directly at me, reminding me of my failure as a mother.

“We didn’t see any sign of her before we got here.” My father shared his observations while pointing at the massive footprint he had found on a path winding down the cliff face. The river took a more direct shorter route down the incline, creating a beautiful waterfall that ended in the sharp-faced rocks below.

“At least we know she didn’t jump.” Billy tried to supply a supportive answer, but my mind had already pictured the thousands of ways my little girl had slipped, fallen, and been ground up by the stones below.

We were all following down the cutbacks the path used to ladder its way down when we had our first glint of hope. A sharp squeal sounded from the small, wooded area just a few dozen meters to the left area below us. That had to be either Gizmo or Farrah, and I berated myself further for not being able to immediately tell which was which. That mimicry was part of the reason I had wanted the cat to begin with, but now that fact was camouflaging what could be my precious baby calling for help.

All four of us sped up the pace at the sound. We plowed through the thicket where we thought the cry had come from, but found nothing. Stopping at the far edge, where the short grass butted up against the taller trees, we took a moment to re-evaluate our plan.

“There is no way she made it past here without being noticed.” I could no longer prevent my worst fears from slipping out of my mouth.

“She is still small enough to sneak by unnoticed,” my mother stated while placing a comforting paw on my shoulder. “And if she’s following the lynx, its instinct is going tell it to remain hidden from the humans.”

“This far down in the valley, it’s already getting dark. The early sunset here will play into our favor.” My father offered some encouragement that Farrah would be tougher to spot in the darkness.

A crunching sound came from the fourth person in our group. “These apples are pretty sweet for this early in the year.” Billy said, before adding, “It looks like someone only took a single bite out of this one.” He indicated the red and green-skinned fruit on the ground, with teeth marks clearly present in half of it.

I picked up the discarded snack and made note of Farrah’s lingering scent. She had been here. She had been smart enough to find something safe to eat. Now if we could just get her back up the mountain before she ended up in a cage or mounted on the wall of some hunter’s lodge, maybe she would live long enough to put that intelligence to use.

I indicated to the group that we should follow the edge of the clearing angling away from the buildings. I was counting on my girl to not go running up to the human’s directly, and figured Gizmo wouldn’t be one to do it, either. The darkness and the trees behind us would protect our silhouettes from standing out enough to be noticed by anything that wasn’t looking directly at us.

“The building with all the food is right over there.” My father pointed to the red stone building that was to the right of us, along the black stone path we came upon. The smiley-faced tower was just on the other side of that building, and there were smaller buildings with lights on all along the path. There were no more clumps of trees to move through or along. If we stepped out from where we were now, we would no longer have any natural cover.

“Right there!” Billy pointed halfway up one of the legs of the tower. “What in Persephone’s Garden is she doing crawling up there?” His shocked whispers were controlled enough that they wouldn’t be heard by anyone outside our small ring of people.

Sure enough, there she was, just high enough to be seen against the darkening blue horizon behind her, my daughter was crawling up one of the legs of the megalithic structure. She wasn’t progressing very fast, but even over the fifty-meter distance, in minimal light of evening, you could see her going hand-over-hand up the smiling tower of death.

I kept myself from calling out to her, but couldn’t stop myself from instinctually stepping out from our cover to try and get to her. My father followed me out, but pulled me off my direct course to lead me away from the path and the illuminated windows, towards the less obvious, less occupied route on the other side of the building.

“Humans use that black stone path all the time. I sneak back here when I come gathering, and no one has noticed me yet.” He held up a hand to prevent my husband and mother from following us on what I assumed to be our path to destruction.

I trotted up and peeked around the rough stone corner of the building without any alarms sounding. I could smell the food rotting in the large green metal bucket ahead of us. I could hear the humans talking on the other side of the wooden door we scampered past. The smells and background noise kept me from noticing the man coming around the corner of the second building until he turned left around the corner and we were face to face.

His eyes went from small slits looking down at his feet to the size of plums as he followed my long, brown furry legs up to take in my full height. I stood a solid head taller than he was, and my father, who was right behind me, was another six-inch forehead taller than that. It took an extra second for him to start hollering, and I noted he reeked of the sour apple punch that my husband and I used to drink. Judging by the spreading dark spot on the front of his pants, and the horrible scent that followed him to the ground as he fainted, the drink had much the same effect on him as it did Billy.

My father pulled me away from the scene at nearly a full run. The yell had been a short one, but it would have been loud enough to draw attention from someone. The area on the back side of these buildings were unlit, so we wouldn’t need to go far to not be practically unnoticeable. Mixed with us approaching the bottom of the leg that Farrah was climbing, I was experiencing the first moments of hope that we would get out of this situation unscathed.

“Farrah, you get down here right this instant!” I called to her as loud as I dared. “Someone is going to see you climbing up there. Didn’t I teach you better than this?”

“I need to find Gizmo. I lost him around here and need to see where he went.” She provided a horrible excuse while looking past her left arm at me. “I am responsible for taking care of him.”

“There is no way your cat climbed up a metal post.” I could barely contain my anger at her stupidity. “If he did, he would get himself down faster than you could by climbing up there to get him.” I tried to point out the obvious, but she was bound and determined that she would find her cat up there. Stubbornness was obviously something else she got from her father’s side of the gene pool.

“Don’t worry, Momma. I am just like the monster ape in the moving picture story. The humans will be scared of me, and the ones here don’t have any planes to fight me with.” Farrah supplied her own flawed logic to the situation.

The fear and frustration inside mixed with the anger and helplessness I felt at seeing her ten feet above me, and put a very strong motherly tone in my voice. “Farrah Tenderfoot, you get down here this instant.”

“Geez, Momma. You don’t have to yell at me like that,” came the reply from above me. I am sure her facial expression would have infuriated me more if I could have seen it. Thankfully, in the darkness, all I saw were eyeballs and teeth. She switched her hand-over-hand motion to one that would bring her down from where she was currently at.

“You sounded just like your mother for a moment there.” My father spoke in hushed tones while he maintained his lookout for any other signs of intruders. I glanced back for a brief moment and noticed the snarky smile on his face, but knew he was right, so I only blushed instead of adding further to my embarrassment.

It only took a couple steps down for Farrah’s feet to reach my outstretched hands. I used an open-fisted grip and slid her the rest of the way down from the metal support beam. I never allowed the soles of her feet to hit the ground and caught her in a full hug while she was still chest high. My father reached around her back and took us both into his longer arms.

“Not to step on this heartwarming moment, but we really should be getting out of here,” Grandpa added after holding the hug for a long three-count.

We headed back to where we left the other two members of our family. With the increasing darkness, I could barely make out the small grove of trees while looking around my daughter’s head. I assumed the taller figure that reached out to catch me was Billy, and relinquished the added weight of our child to him. All three of us took the briefest second wrapped in each other’s arms before we put Farrah down. She didn’t seem to understand what all the commotion was about, but willingly took her father’s and my proffered hands to swing between us as we retraced our steps.

The five of us just had to make it back around the buildings to the trail that led back up the waterfall, and we would be home free. The only humans in the wilderness at this time of night would be sitting around a fire, and every creature in the woods would be able to avoid that bright orange beacon.

Luck was not with us tonight. We got all the way back to where the trail led up the cliff face before disaster struck.

A tiny human was chasing lightning bugs in the area where the short grass met the trees. I heard the shrieks of laughter moments before I saw the small form run by on the other side of the low hanging branches.

While I froze in place, Farrah, ignorant of the danger, let go of my hand, and stepped out from under the branches.

“Fun! Lightning Bugs.” My daughter clapped her cupped hands together, just like I had taught her to do when trying to catch the blinking insects.

Time froze solid as I stepped out to pick her up and prevent her from chasing them further. The smaller human’s mother noted the flash of movement in the trees and responded just as quickly to snatch up her child.

There we were: two mothers, our children in our arms, faces contorted in nearly matching expressions of fear and amazement. Even at two-thirds my size, my motherly intuition told me this creature was as dangerous as anything I had ever met.

I could have smashed her head in between my thumb and forefinger with not much more thought than I gave to picking red raspberries. She knew it, too, but twisted to keep herself between me and her child.

I imagined the horror that would come from her side: the hunters with their brightly colored outfits and loud weapons, and the woods filled with humans, and the destruction they would leave behind them in the hunt for us. I cupped the back of Farrah’s head, tucking her closer into the nape of my neck, so she couldn’t see the horrible creature.

A loud metal crashing noise came from the side of the house. Both of us mothers twisted to put our own bodies between the new threat and their offspring. Crawling out of a silver metal can came Gizmo, with a fish head clasped tightly between his teeth. Trotting between both families, completely oblivious to the trouble that he’d caused, he carried his supper under the branches, and off into the wilderness to eat alone.

“Kitty!” the human girl squealed, and stretched her arms out from under her mother’s grasp.

“Gizmo!” Farrah squeaked out from my shoulder, and matched the human girl’s movement with her own arms.

I wasn’t sure what the human mother heard or understood, but when she turned back to face me, there wasn’t the same level of fear on her face. She slowly backed away from me while whispering in her little girl’s ear. I followed her lead and backed away, letting the branches obscure us before looking away.

I didn’t bother putting Farrah down as Billy helped me climb my way back up the steep path that twisted back and forth beside the rushing water. At the top, I didn’t stop to look down at the town or back at the smiley face of doom reflected against the background of the white tower. We started running as fast as we dared. Silence would be unattainable with four two-meter-tall adults running through the underbrush, but we sacrificed some sound for speed.

We didn’t stop until we reached the split in the trail. My parents would head off in one direction to their place, and I would take my family up the other route to our house. The adults were barely decipherable shades of blue and black in the darkness, and I finally felt secure enough to put Farrah down in the center of the group.

“Are you okay, honey? Are you hurt anywhere?” I asked while patting her down. I hadn’t seen or felt any damage while I was carrying her, but it was too dark to see anything but her outline right now.

“I’m fine, Mommy,” she groggily answered. “We need to go back and get Gizmo,” she added while rubbing her eyes.

“We don’t need to worry about the cat right now.” I tried to remain calm and explain the situation to her. “We just need to get you inside, and then we will have to play a really long game of hide-and-seek for the next couple days. Do you think you could help Mommy with that?” I wasn’t sure how best to tell her that there would be people looking for us, without scaring her as badly as she had just scared me.

“Grandma told me I had to learn to be more responsible and help you to take care of things. That’s why I couldn’t let Gizmo get away. Grandma says that big sisters like me need to know how to take care of people.” Farrah was almost sleeping standing up, at this point. I was, too, but her words jolted me wide awake.

I looked at the silhouette that was my mother. I could see her shaking slightly as she tried to control her laughter. My father just put his arm around her and started leading her up the trail to their house.

“Perhaps we should leave them alone for the rest of tonight. Guessing they have some things to talk about.” His voice teased that he was smiling more than I could see in the darkness.

“‘Big sister’…what did she mean by saying that?” Billy asked me as he picked up his daughter and headed up towards our cave.

I was still getting over my own shock at her premonition. The gray-haired mystic who never had any magic in her when I was a child had just cast another spell on me.

“You’re lucky you’re cute, honey,” I told Billy while sweeping the hair away from the precious face that was already sleeping on his shoulder. “When we get her inside and put to bed, I will explain how babies are made again for you.”

Even in the dark, I could see the comprehension spread across the features of his face. “She can’t mean… I mean, there’s no way… How could she?”

He was flabbergasted but I just told him, “A mother always knows. It’s our curse.”


In Flagrante
K Anders


“Choose your battles, AJ.”

That’s what they said, but that’s when they thought I’d let their bullshit go unanswered. They never expected me to choose this battle. They should have. If they’d read their Sun Tzu and bothered to ask my ex, my co-workers, or my neighbors, they’d have known who they were up against. I chose every battle that came my way.

At twelve, I was diagnosed with oppositional defiant disorder, and I overheard the shrink tell my old man if I didn’t receive treatment, I’d be a real psychopath when I grew up. Anti-Social Personality Disorder, he called it.

Turned out, he misjudged me. I turned out mostly normal. I just really had this thing about being told what to do. Ask for my help with something and I’ll take the day off, pop a few Motrin—Army candy as we called it in the Unit—and drag my backpain over to help you move furniture all day until I couldn’t stand up. Tell me I had to eat an ice cream cone and I would yeet that bitch into next week, but only after giving you an earful of cliches about why “ya’ll cain’t make me do nuthin.”

I had a theory about why I was like that, and I didn’t mean this as an excuse, but it was a reason, and I thought it was a pretty damn good one. You see, when I was in third grade, there was this kid, Geoffery William Godsall Jr., in my apartment complex who was about a foot taller than me, thirty pounds heavier and had six inches of reach. Not that he was big: I was just really small, for my age. Anyway, about once a month this toad would knock me down, sit on my chest, and turn my face into a Jackson Pollock of blood, spit, and tears.

For two years, it went on this way. Let’s be honest: my mouth—the only defense I had—wasn’t helping the situation. I had a real problem even then with keeping the damn. Thing. Shut. But while I was popping off and getting my butt kicked, I was also taking karate.

The summer between fourth and fifth, I was feeling my oats after a neighborhood baseball game and started talking trash. Sure enough, Geoff Jr. decided he wanted a piece of me. Only, I’d learned a thing or two, and when he came in, I threw a couple of arms and legs at him. I couldn’t really call them punches or kicks, because that would be an insult to fighters everywhere, but boyo, didn’t I think I was hot stuff? Well, he must have thought so, too, because the little twatwaffle picked up a baseball bat and went to town on me.

If that wasn’t enough to make you hate bullies from the deepest, furthest reaches of your heart, bit of toenail on your pinky toe to the top of your shiny balding scalp, and your name wasn’t Jesus of Nazareth, there is something seriously wrong with you.

So when my sixteen-year-old son, Sam, came home from school, tissues wadded up each nostril, looking like he’d dipped his brand-new Dungeons & Dragons T-shirt in a vat of red paint, and dropped the name Geoffery William Godsall the Third?

I lost my shit.

After three parent-parent-teacher conferences, four meetings with principal Didler, two failed attempts at getting a protection order against “Trey” and nothing to show for it except another beating, I’d had enough of “The System” and decided to take matters into my own hands.

I know what you’re thinking: AJ, even as bad as all that, should you really be on a roof with a tricked-out Remington 700 looking through a high-powered scope at your childhood nemesis? Truth was, I didn’t see anything wrong with it at this point, but I had no intention of putting a synthetic tipped .308 into his brainpan. I was two stories up on a stranger’s roof, suited out in black, peeping on the mayor. For recon purposes only. I didn’t even have a round in the chamber—just in case I forgot why I was there.

The problems with shooting the man were these: I had motive, opportunity, and ability.

I don’t want to say they had a parade for me when I returned home triumphantly after my fourth tour in the sandbox, but they had a parade for me when I got home from my fourth and final tour in the sandbox. Pretty much the whole of Breakneck, Texas: population 2,387, showed up to cheer for me. Not me, specifically, since they would’ve showed up for anyone representin’ what they considered the “patriotic ‘Murican dream.”

I remembered making eye contact with my old psychiatrist as the F150 pulling my float rolled by his office. He didn’t have to say it, but I could see the accusation in his eyes: killer.

I did say, mostly normal, right? While I didn’t have any desire to harm another one of God’s children, neither did it bother me to deep-six a few of ‘em when they had it comin.’ After the hero’s welcome, things kinda went back to normal, but anytime I was at the VFW—and I mean anytime—some old-timer would ask me what it was like to look at haji through a Nightforce optic a mile away and then regale me with stories about what he did with an M16 back in the ‘Nam.

Bottom line: everyone knew I hated Junior. Everyone knew his kid had roughed mine up. And everyone knew I could shoot. So unless I wanted to turn gray on death row waiting for the needle, my solution had to be somethin’ new. Somethin’…unique. But there was also this: as much as I knew it was a bad idea to get too close to an op, the incoming hellfire needed to be personal.

I adjusted the long-range microphone to follow Junior into the kitchen, where he struck up a conversation with his son. Like his father, Trey was built for the role of local town bully: good-looking, athletic, not dumb, but not smart, either. He had the coolest car, played first base on varsity, and dated the cutest girl in school. I hated him already.

You’d think a kid like that would be satisfied, but no. They also had to pick on the other kids who were born with less. And here we were.

“Sally Jo would have a meltdown, Dad. There’s no way.”

“I’m not asking. Look, you don’t have to take her to Breakneck’s Prom. Just her own school dance. No one at Excelsior knows you.”

“She’s a retard.”

“It’s just a date. It’s not like I’m asking you to marry her! Her dad is the biggest donor to my gubernatorial campaign. For Pete’s sake, he asked for one favor. Janie thinks you’re cute. She has one Senior prom. Would it kill you to take her?”

“I don’t want to show up in pictures with a retard twenty years from now!”

Wow, what an asshole. I thought kids stopped calling special-needs kids names like that years ago. Just makes what I’m about to do that much easier.

“Look, just tell Sally Jo your mom and I are taking you out of town for the weekend. She’ll never find out.”

“If she does find out, she’ll kill me.”

“I know Sally Jo is savin’ herself for marriage, so you haven’t got past third with her. Don’t act surprised. Your momma told me. You thought she wouldn’t?”

Junior snorted and shook his head.

“You’ll be Janie’s first date. She’s a retard, so with a little coaxing, she’ll probably give it up for ya. Come on, son.”

And just like that, Junior dropped his downfall on my doorstep.

I went home that night and used my Google-Fu to figure out who Godsall was talkin’ about. According to official campaign donation records, his top donor was one Simon French. With a little more research, I found Simon’s kid: a twenty-two-year-old Poly-sci major at A&M.

Hmmm. Things just got interesting.

I decided to go about it a different way. I went to Facebook and did a search for Janie, Excelsior Preparatory Academy, Class of 2024. Turned out it was a high-end private school near Midland. It also turned out the Homecoming Queen and darling of Class of 2024 was a cute little girl with Down Syndrome named Janie Sofanello. It may not surprise you to find out there were no donors on Junior’s list named Sofanello. Things were getting really interesting.

From there, everything sort of fell into place. With a month to get ready, I picked up some TTL tech. Not as easy as walking into HQ and asking the Blackbird rep to get me what I wanted, but everything I needed was available for cash in Houston. Anyone could buy an Airtag, but those were easy to find and it would be hard to buy and use one without leaving a trace.

Unless big brother had a bigger umbrella than I thought, none of the stuff I bought could be traced back to me—which was the important thing. Part of my training as a D-Boy involved procuring useful items anonymously, a skill I continued to make use of.

I didn’t start tracking Trey’s car right away, in case someone got lucky and found the hardware, but I spent a lot of extra hours following him around, learning his schedule, and figuring out when I would have access to his car, his phone, and his home. I already knew the whole family was planning to be out of town on May 17th, because that was Prom night and Junior was taking his wife out of town as part of the ruse. With any luck they’d be gone the day after too, but I couldn’t rely on that so anything I needed to do in their residence would have to get done Friday or early Saturday.

Buying a prepaid burner phone was next on the list. Once acquired, I left my own phone at home and went out to Midland to scout the Odessa Event Center and Dance Hall, where the Prom was being held. Then I called around the local restaurants asking what time the Godsall reservation was for—until I got a hit. The only thing I didn’t know was where the little prick was gonna take her for the afterparty, which was why I bought the tracker.

From there, I did a little math and guessed what time Trey would leave town to pick up his date. An hour later, I dropped my ass on a stool at Hank’s Place. Three in the afternoon was a little early to start drinking, for me, anyway, but it was ten after the hour when I ordered my first beer. I usually hit the VFW when I was thirsty for amnesia, but Breakneck Senior High School’s teaching staff preferred Hank’s. And when goin’ huntin’ for big game, one started with the watering hole.

For the next four hours, I shot the shit with anybody who would listen, talkin’ about anything and everything I could think of, from fringe politics to the sad state of affairs that was Breakneck High’s chances at a winnin’ season on the gridiron next year. My words slurred more and more as the afternoon settled into evening, despite the fact I’d only had two beers since arrival. I’d managed to collect a handful of empty shot glasses from my conversationalists and stacked them in front of me on the bar, like they were my own. When the shift changed from day staff to night, the newcomers all assumed I was the one who emptied the shooters.

An hour later, the man I’d been waiting for walked in. That’s when the drinking started in earnest. I started calling for whiskey, and not the cheap stuff. I wanted everyone to remember I was here. My bank account was gonna feel like a horse with a broken leg tomorrow, but then, so was my head.

“Barkeep!” I said, tossing my credit card onto the polished cedar. “Two bottles of Pappy for my friends here.”

“Twelve or fifteen?”

“Make it twenty-three, my good man!” Cheers went up from the bar, until the old-timer had to admit they didn’t have the good stuff. Oh, well: fifteen was still good whiskey, and my objective was accomplished. Besides, it would save space on my Mastercard for what was coming next.

After a series of toasts from the freeloaders, I decided it was time. Bumping into principal Didler, I “accidentally” spilled my drink down the front of his cheap tan suit. Didler scowled at the mess.

“Ohhhh, maaan, sorry.” I pulled a bandana out of my back pocket and started to wipe his suit. I had a whole routine planned. I’d picked out a few low comments, the kind you didn’t make in public, whether it was in polite company or not. None of that had been necessary as the head teacher, forgetting himself, shoved me against the bar.

It was all the excuse I needed to get the party started. It took three guys to pull me off Didler, and it would have taken more if I hadn’t wanted the brawl to end. In the movies, a tough bouncer tossed you out the door and the barkeep says something original and clever like, “Don’t ever come back.” All I got was, “I think you’ve had enough tonight, AJ. You okay, or you want me to call someone?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I stuttered, and stumbled out the door with far fewer sheets to the wind than my appearance suggested. Mumbling and shuffling into the parking lot, I dug in my pockets and found the set of keys I’d lifted. It wasn’t hard to locate the car in question, since its owner, Principal Didler, had been bragging about the powder blue 1963 Stingray Corvette all evening. Which was why, after I put a tight left hook into his jaw, I took the fight to the ground and helped myself to his keys.

It was obvious why the guy was having a wet dream over it. The car was gorgeous, and it purred like no car I’d ever owned. The ride was a marvel of human engineering. I drove it straight into a new model Lexus and started laughing hysterically when the cacophony of discordant alarms pulled half the restaurant’s occupants out the door. Nobody, and I mean nobody in Breakneck would have any doubt where I’d been tonight.
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Being in lock-up gave me a great alibi, but it didn’t go very far to taking that shithead off the streets, which was what this whole thing was about, and right now you’re adding up the cost of all the damage I’d done and wondering how the hell it was helping my kid by spending his future on bail, bourbon and body work. This was how.

You’ll have to give me a little leeway on the next part of the story, because I’m telling it secondhand. I’m trying to get the details right, as best as possible, but you understand. I also have to admit I haven’t been completely honest with you and left this part out of the story until now. For dramatic effect.

The answer was Tyler Hemick. When I finally met Tyler, I already hated him. What did he do to earn my enmity? Just this: we were so alike, even our friends sometimes mistook one of us for the other, unless the lighting was good and they were stone sober. Which happened in the military, but not as often as you might think.

Only, after we kicked the shit out of each other a few times, we became inseparable. Tyler got himself reassigned to my Unit, and he was the reason I re-upped a third time, even though it cost me a marriage.

A few days after the plan started coming together, I realized a few things: I didn’t want to go to prison, and I was going to need help. Tyler was the friend I could call, regardless of the hour or the favor.

“Hey, Ty,” I texted to his secure chat app. “Remember that time we talked in Tabriz?”

“Sure, can I call you back in a minute?”

“No rush.” I texted my burner number and waited. A minute later, the phone rang with a number I didn’t recognize.

“AJ! How the hell are ya, brother?”

I tried to sound cool, but I was sweating guilty bullets for what I was about to ask. “Hey Ty!” Part of me wanted to put off the ask by making small talk, but we weren’t that way, so I just pulled the pin. “You still look like me?”

“Let’s see: tall, bearded white guy, ugly as sin? Yeah, I think I got it.” We both laughed.

It was good to hear his voice. It’d been too long. Nothing for it but to dip right in. “Remember when you said you’d help me bury the bodies?”

I tried to laugh, but it came out as smooth as a three-legged-dog. The pause lasted longer than I’d hoped, and I was about to laugh it off as a joke, but just like he had in Iran, Ty came through.

“What are we into?”

“Couple felonies? Everything goes according to plan, you don’t have to kill anyone.”

“Huh.”

“If you don’t want to.”

“I kinda like having the option. When’s the op?”

And that was it. I told him what I needed and why, and by the end of the call, he wanted to bury Trey as bad as I did. And that’s why after doin’ all the plannin’ and makin’ all the preparations, Ty was the one who would actually get to press the trigger. Or not. Dependin’.
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Ty sat on Interstate Twenty behind a five-car-pile-up. There was no way he was going to make the rendezvous on time unless he called a Blackhawk in for evac. There was some contingency time built into AJ’s plan, but not much. Normally, he’d have come down yesterday, spent some time in recon, worked out the likely routes and chosen some ambush points, but his daughter’s engagement party was last night in Dallas, and he wasn’t really fit to drive after that.

“Shit.” He smacked the steering wheel of the rental with his palm and the whole car seemed to shake with his frustration. He looked at his watch. There was still time to call the mission off before AJ got himself arrested, but not much. “I can still do this,” he told himself.

The sun sank slowly toward the horizon, ticking off the minutes until mission failure. It seemed as reluctant as Ty was to let vital time slip into the past. It was dark by the time the Staties opened the road back up and started waving people through. Prom would be letting out soon, and he still wasn’t close enough to the TTL to get a signal.

Problem was, he had no idea if the HVT, callsign Rapist, had already gone mobile. The idea was for him to pick up the signal at the Event Center and follow from there, but if Rapist was gone, Ty had no idea where to start locating the tracker.

The hybrid sounded as whiny as he did when he pressed the Start button and started moving toward the objective. Back on mission, Ty switched from his audiobook to satellite radio. Nothing like Five Finger Death Punch to get a guy’s head on right.

When he arrived at the Prom, there were kids everywhere in the lot, headed to cars or waiting on limos. Ty opened his laptop and started looking for the signal. Nothing. He strung a stanza of curses into poetic profanity even the boys at Five Finger Death Punch would’ve been proud of. There was no way to contact AJ at this point. His friend would already be cooling his heels in the local slammer. That left him with complete operational discretion. Not his best skillset, but he was a highly trained professional, so he went back to the basics.

Ty pulled out of the lot and started making concentric squares, widening out from the Dance Hall until he was on the outskirts of town. Still nothing. AJ’s last instructions were a twisting knife in his chest: whatever happens, even if you have to ditch the mission, don’t let him hurt that little girl.

“Think, Ty, think! If I were a high school rapist, where would I take my victim?” He can’t be seen. It’s gotta be somewhere private, where the other kids aren’t going. Cheap motel, maybe? Someplace that takes cash and doesn’t care about fake ID…

A quick internet search gave three results. Ty chose the cheapest of the three. “Lord Jesus, if you want me to save the girl, let this be the one.”

Ten minutes later, he pulled the hybrid up next to a red Mustang, walked over to it and pulled the TTL out from under the bumper. The sports car was parked in the last spot in the lot, and the light to the corresponding motel room was still on.

“This better be it,” he whispered to himself. A few seconds with his picks was all it took to defeat the cheap hotel lock. Ty cracked the door open to see a young man trying to jerk a turquoise chiffon dress off a girl who seemed passed out on the bed.

“You can stop there,” Ty said, closing the door behind him.

“What the hell?” Trey jumped and stumbled away from the bed.

“You roofie that girl?” Ty walked over to the bed to get a better look at her face. Her eyes were glazed. “Or get her drunk?”

“None of your business.” Trey was almost as big as Ty, and having regained his composure, walked toward him menacingly. He stopped when the big muzzle of Wilson Combat .45 got shoved into his face.

“Take your pants off, boy.”

“What? No way, you perv.”

“You were about to do it, anyway. What’s stopping you now?”

“We’re not gonna do it in front of you.”

“I really don’t think she was planning to ‘do it’ at all. Now do what I said and take your pants off.”

“You don’t think I recognize you, even using that voice distorter? You’re Sammy’s dad.”

“Just shut up and do what you’re told, boy.” Ty waited impatiently for the kid to drop his trousers. The cops were already on their way. There wasn’t much time for dilly-dallying. “Underwear, too.”

“Pervert. You’re never gonna get away with this. I’ll tell my dad and he’ll mess you up, asshole.”

“Please do. Make sure you get my name right. It’s an A, then a J. You think you can spell a word that long, dumbass?”

Trey glared, covering himself with his hands. “You’re dead.”

Ty snorted. “Pick up your phone. Get up next to her and take a selfie.” Rummaging through Janie’s tiny formal purse with gloved hands, he found her phone and opened it with her face. “Take a few, actually.”

The boy complied. A 1911 aimed at your dick could be a quite a convincing argument. Ty had used the method on-mission and found it far more effective than pointing at the head. “Good. Now send them to her. Done?”

A defeated nod.

“Good. Leave the phone on the bed.” Ty checked her phone to make sure the photos came through, turned off facial recognition, locked it, powered it down and put it back in her purse. Then he picked up Trey’s phone.

“Who’s your best friend?”

“I’m not telling you anything.”

“Who?” Ty snarled, and stepped closer and made like he was gonna pistol-whip him.

“Sally Jo.”

“Bullshit. Guy friend. Someone you’d tell shit to.”

“Uh, Wade, I guess?”

“Wade, it is. I bet he’d like to see these, don’t you?”

Trey groaned.

“What’s wrong? You don’t think he’s gonna show Sally Jo, do you?”

“I’m so gonna kill you.”

Ty laughed. “Sure, kid. Now here’s what happens next. You’re gonna stay right where you’re at. I’m gonna watch you through that window with a thermal scope, and if you even breathe wrong, like you’re going for the phone—” He tossed it on the floor at the foot of the bed. “If you look like you’re going to put a hand on her—” Ty nodded at Janie to avoid muzzling her with the pistol still pointed at Trey. “If it seems like you’re trying to get out of bed for any reason… Understand?”

Trey’s narrowed eyes said he did, but Ty wanted to hear it out loud.

“I said, understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good. Cops will be here in a minute. Save your revenge for later, and you might live through the night.”

“Screw you.”

“With that little pecker? No thanks.” Ty laughed and backed out of the room. A few seconds later, the quiet hybrid was flying down the interstate, headed in the opposite direction of the sirens headed toward the motel.
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When Ty first told me the story, I had a sick feeling when he told me he got delayed. All the guilt of being able to prevent that girl from getting raped but not intervening sooner so I could use her in my operation hit me like a fifteen hundred-pound longhorn.

“The look on your face…” He laughed.

“Asshole.” I almost gave Ty the same left hook as Didler ate, and he would’ve understood why.

Other than the near-miss on saving the damsel in distress, my plan went off without a hitch. Before I went to the bar, I’d snuck into Junior’s house and doctored his hard drive a little. If anyone did any serious forensic work with his computer, they’d find a history of porn sites featuring all kinds of especially kinky stuff, some of it illegal. Trey’s hard drive had search histories of past high school active shooter events, research about buying guns online, and making pipe bombs.

I didn’t plan to tip anyone off right away. These were more like an insurance policy, if the Godsall boys somehow found their way out of the ambush I’d already set.

From Mrs. Godsall’s email, I sent an inquiry to the one and only divorce attorney in town asking why he hadn’t responded to her previous attempt to contact him. She “accidentally” hit print before she logged out. Since it was well-known Junior’d had a vasectomy—he was literally the poster boy for the local urology clinic—I left a couple condoms in her nightstand just for fun. Size XXL.

You can probably guess what happened next. Trey got picked up by the local boys in blue before Ty hit the city limits and he raved all about me, which the arresting officer dutifully wrote down and forwarded to the chief for follow-up.

How did I find out about it? They showed up on my doorstep. I let the officers in and led them into my man cave: the one room in my house over-saturated with army memorabilia.

“What brings you boys by?” I opened the dialogue as innocently as possible. “This isn’t about my little—” I pretended to cough in my hand. “—Accident the other night, is it? I already pled guilty to that.”

The out-of-town detectives glanced at each other, confusion evident on their faces.

“You were army?” the younger one said. His partner ignored us and walked around the small room and pretending to be more interested in the décor than what I was about to say to his junior partner.

“Yep.”

“Delta?” he asked, studying one of the photos on my desk, but by the sound of his voice, he already knew the answer.

“How’d you know?”

He tapped his head. “Helmet.”

“Ah.” Delta wore a different top than regular army. “You’re a vet, then?”

“Corpsman. Eight years and out.”

“No kidding, doc. My best friend was an Eighteen-D.” It was a lie, of course, but I was playing the other half of the interrogation game. My primary goal here was to come out of this interview as the likable, wrongfully accused guy.

“Hmmm. How about that.” Doc was not impressed.

“For sure. Ya’ll want a seat?”

“Heard your son had some trouble with the Godsall boy a while back,” the balding senior partner I’d nicknamed “Surly guy” in my head said out of nowhere. Probably trying to catch me off guard.

“If by ‘trouble,’ you mean ‘got his ass kicked by,’ then yes. Twice, actually.”

“Piss you off?”

“You a dad?”

Surly guy grunted. “Not much of one, according to my wife.”

“Been there. You know, before the divorce.”

“Left you, huh? How come? You get a little too physical with her? I’ve seen that in ex-mil guys. Come back from the war, can’t get back to normal. Wife doesn’t understand…”

Nice try. I wasn’t gonna fall for that bait. “I’ve seen it, too, but no. She actually left because she didn’t want to be home when the army came knockin’. I never laid a hand on her, or my son, in anger.”

“Boy lives with you now?”

“On and off. Every other week.”

“So your boy, he comes home, face all messed up. Tell me you didn’t want to march over and give that little shit a what-for.”

“Of course I wanted to, but I’m a grown-ass man. I took my grievance to the system.”

“Which failed you.” Doc jumped in. “Then what?”

“Then nothing. I started looking at private schools. You wanna see the fliers?” It just so happened information about a handful of private schools, conspicuously excluding Excelsior Prep, sat in clear view on the table, where I’d offered them a seat. If they asked about Janie’s school. I’d tell them I ruled it out as too expensive, but I’d prefer not to bring it up at all.

“Trey Godsall says,” his mouth formed a pensive frown, “you showed up at his hotel room after the prom, made him drug his date and then take photos of him in flagrante.”

“In flagrante.” I laughed. “Didn’t need that image in my head. Thanks.”

“Any of that ring a bell?”

“No bells,” I said curtly, brow furrowed like I’d taken offense at the accusation. “Do I need a lawyer?”

“Depends. Are you guilty?” Surly asked, his mole eyes boring into mine.

“Where were you the evening of May 17th?” the doc asked.

“The seventeenth?” I snorted. “I can save you boys a whole lotta trouble.”

“How’s that?”

“As I told you, my wife left me. May 17th was the day she told me she was done.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. When that day falls on a weekend, I tend to get pretty wrecked. And while I don’t remember any of it, it’s bein’ told I was in rare form this year. If you want to know any more than that, you’ll have to talk to the Sheriff’s office.”

“That bad, huh?”

“So I’m told.” I winced.

“I see. I don’t suppose you’ve got a copy of the arrest paperwork?”

I did. I’d put it into a nearby desk drawer, just so I could pull it out dramatically when they asked. “Here you go. I can make you a copy, too, if you want one?”

“That won’t be necessary. It’ll just clutter up my car. If I need one, I’ll get an official one made.”

I shrugged and started walking out toward the front door to indicate I thought the interrogation was over.

“One last thing,” Surly said as he stepped onto the porch. “How do you suppose the police found out the boy drugged her?”

“And where to find him?” Doc added.

“No idea. I’ve heard some local church groups watch the hotels for tipsy girls getting dragged into a room on nights like Prom and Homecomin’. Maybe it was somethin’ along those lines.”

“Maybe.”

“Let me know if there’s anything more I can do for you, Officers.” I closed the door, grinning like the day I passed selection.

My original plan was to get Trey in enough trouble to keep him out of town until my son graduated, and if his comeuppance lasted a little longer, then hey, bonus. The rest of my activities had been meant solely to sow chaos as a distraction. If I could plant dissent and turn their friends against them…cause the mayor to lose the support of the community, that sort of thing, they’d have more trouble keeping Trey out of jail.

But where I’d really underestimated the fallout was where Mr. Sofanello was concerned. On paper, the guy owned a couple small businesses: a dry-cleaning company, a car wash, and a junkyard. He made good money. If I suspected he wasn’t entirely honest with where he got the rest of his income and I’d deliberately antagonized the local mafia boss, that wasn’t really my fault, was it?

Unsurprisingly, the Don was just as pissed at Trey as I was, maybe more. It didn’t help that a recording of Junior convincing his son to take Janie to bed made an anonymous appearance in his mailbox a week after Prom. I wasn’t really worried about the tape getting out or anyone worrying about where it came from. People like Sofanello tended to clean house without involving the authorities.

A few days later, the headline in the local paper read, “Godsall Campaign Denies Campaign Donation Scandal.” The story went on to describe how an upstanding local citizen was shocked to find his donation was never recorded on the books and he’d never gotten a receipt from Godsall’s office as promised.

The politician’s office was quoted as saying, “Mistakes happen. We are confident the oversight will be corrected.” Sure, it would, but in the eyes of public opinion, the damage had been done. The Republican candidate who was already using Trey’s arrest to make hay must have thought the sun never shined brighter, as he wasted no time demanding an official inquiry into Godsall’s books.

The inquiry turned up trips to Vegas, Tijuana, and San Jose del Cabo on the campaign’s undocumented dime. Legitimate campaign donors dried up. If that wasn’t bad enough, heroin, cut with an unhealthy mix of fentanyl, was found in the back of the “Godsall for Governor” campaign office, which I assumed was also a gift from Sofanello and his business associates south of the border. That incident, and who knows what other grease on the wheels, resulted in the feds freezing all Junior’s personal assets until further notice.

With no money to pay fancy lawyers, Trey’s case was handed over to the public defender. As many—if not most—public defenders went, ours was not a friend to the Good Ole Boys Club. He normally put heart and soul into defending the little guy from the big bad government and anyone he considered a cabal. Only, when his client represented everything he hated, I expected he would do his ethical duty as demanded by the Texas Bar and no more.

Unless something derailed the runaway train I’d sent careening down the track, little Godsall was headed for the slammer, in the big house where he belonged. As a previously rich white boy accused of trying to rape a special-needs girl, I was sure he’d get all the best treatment. It was nothing he didn’t deserve, though I almost felt a pang of guilt over the lovin’ he was about to enjoy. Almost.

If Godsall ever found out who was behind the utter ruination of his bourgeois life, there could be consequences down the road. I didn’t think it was likely he’d discover the whole thing was planned. That would take trusting his wife and son again, which was unlikely to happen. And all before any evidence I’d unknowingly left behind melted into the landscape, my son had graduated, and the two of us moved away from this Godforsaken dustbowl? I’d take those odds.

I heard through the grapevine a few years later that Trey took a shiv, and although they got him to the hospital, he didn’t make it. The death of their son was the last straw for Mrs. Godsall, and she walked out, leaving Junior hanging by the neck in his garage.

Some people might think it was all my fault, that I’m somehow to blame for choosing this hill to die on. But the more I think about it, the more obvious it was: I didn’t choose this battle. They did. I was just a force of nature with no more choice than a Texas tornado, opening the door for Karma to visit justice upon the deserving like a divine wind.

Maybe one day the tables will be turned, and fate will come looking for me. If that day comes, and it rides in with the fury of the Four Horsemen of the apocalypse, I’ll fight that battle, too. In the end, I may have to make my peace and turn my face toward Valhalla.

But let it be known that if they come for my son, I will grab them by the hair, pull them off their mounts, and burn their world to ash before I let go.


The Countess in Ebon
Justin Watson


The battle unfolded not quite a league distant from where Magda and the other women went about the business of the camp.

The elder women washed and mended clothes and boiled great pots of broth, turned spits over fires upon which were impaled pigs, chickens, and even a few sides of beef. The campaigning season had been fat with looted livestock. The younger women tended to the wounded and drew tubs of water from the nearby well for scrubbing blood and muck off the men and their armor and equipment after the battle. Others rolled out captured kegs of ale and wine and hefted them onto tables to be tapped. Children, mostly bastards of the mercenaries, wheeled about underfoot, helping or hindering the womenfolk’s work according to their ages and temperament.

Once Magda ensured the rest of the women were on track to complete their tasks, she and her daughter, Ioanna, carried a heavy wooden bedframe into the most opulent tent in the camp. Ioanna was ten now; she had been five when the mercenaries had abducted them both. She was blooming beautifully, despite the ragged cut Magda had given her black hair and the drab peasant garb she wore. The girl toiled alongside her mother without complaint.

Mother and daughter set the bed down with a grunt. The floor of the tent was covered by a green and gray rug, the colors of the mercenary company they followed, the Scytalish Green. Nearly every other bit of luxury in the mercenary camp was loot from previous campaigns, but these flourishes had been handmade to specific purpose, not opportunistically pilfered. Their Condottiero, Stronzore, had paid handsomely for them.

“All right,” Magda said. “Set the table and make sure the cushions and pillows have been beaten. I’m going to take a look outside, then we’ll get the mattress.”

“Yes, mother.” Ioanna grabbed a pillow and started beating the dust off.

The chill wind of late autumn cut through Magda’s ivory and green dress and sent her hair flying about as she stepped out onto the hill. She pushed her jet-black tresses out of her face and pulled a marten-fur shawl more tightly around her shoulders. As the mistress of the Condottiero himself, Magda’s clothes were always the finest in camp. Stronzore wanted his favored trophy as ornamental as possible to inspire envy. The finery also concealed her bruises from any potential employers who might be troubled by them.

For the thousandth time since her abduction, Magda cursed Stronzore’s arrogance. From the small rise upon which she and her daughter had pitched Stronzore’s tent, Magda could judge the deployment of forces well enough to know that the rebels opposing his employers were likely doomed, but they were still too close to the camp.

The rebels had chosen to meet the combined mercenary and ducal regiments in the field, rather than fighting from the city walls and subjecting their city to storm. It was a noble, selfless decision that would likely lead to their slaughter. Magda’s father would’ve said this whole affair could be settled by decent archery with no need of any melee, but the duke employing the Scytalish Green had few bowmen.

Magda’s sympathy for the rebels was a distant thing, like a faded memory from another life. Her real concern was that if the rebels somehow defied fate and broke through the lines, the mercenary’s camp with its accumulated loot, provisions, and women would be within easy reach of the enemy. Stronzore hadn’t even ordered his men to conduct the hasty fortifications usual to a marching camp.

Fortunately for Magda and the other camp followers, the Divine Host didn’t seem to have any miracles in store for the rebels today. The distance was too great to make out individual pikemen, but it was a simple thing to discern the tide of battle. The rebels held for mere minutes before their lines started to crack.

The duke and his mounted bannermen had positioned themselves in the reserve behind and left of the footmen. The sharpened steel points of seventy knights’ lances glinted orange and pink in the fading twilight sun. Their destriers pawed impatiently at the yellow grass. As the rebels crumbled and began to flee, a trumpet sounded and the knights galloped forth, into the flank of the now disorganized rebel infantry. Dozens died upon the points of the lances. Those weapons lodged in the backs of fleeing rebels, the knights drew swords and began hacking away, their weapons rising and descending in arcs of flashing steel and gushing blood.

The slaughter lasted perhaps an hour, until the blood-soaked fields outside the meager walls of the town were bathed in the gray of early evening. It was impossible to see details, but the Duke’s forces entered the town through the front gate. The mercenary companies marched away from the walls, back to their encampments.

Among the duke’s forces were a handful of Reverend Brothers of the Host. Even priests could not have stopped troops from rape and massacre, should the battle have ended by storming the town. But the battle had ended on the field, and the town, Nimal was its name, seemed to have accepted the reassertion of the Duke’s authority without further resistance. That being the case, the mercenaries wouldn’t be able to indulge in their orgy of violence today without incurring the wrath of the Church.

Enough of Magda’s humanity remained to be glad that the women and girls of this town wouldn’t be subject to the horror she’d witnessed…experienced…since the Scytalish Green had captured her. That gladness didn’t lessen her dread at what the lack of catharsis after the battle would mean for her and the other women in the camp.

“At least they won’t get to hurt the women and children.”

Magda turned to regard her daughter. The girl had slipped silently from the tent and joined her mother on the rise without so much as a sound until she’d spoken. Her bright blue eyes, a gift from her father, were far too old in her unlined, young face.

“Yes, at least there’s that,” Magda agreed, looping an arm around Ioanna’s shoulders.

Magda had a trickling handful of seasons left to get Ioanna out of the camp before she became the property of one of Stronzore’s officers. Some of the whoresons were already sniffing around her, seeing in her the makings of a woman as fine as their Condottiero’s chief whore. If she didn’t escape soon, Stronzore would hand Ioanna out as a prize, or sell her, or decide that Ioanna was old enough to become his alongside her mother.

She could try to run to the Reverend Brothers traveling with the Duke’s forces, tell them her tale of woe, but she had no idea which of them she could trust, no idea if any would believe her or even care. The Church’s official position against rape was loudly proclaimed in scripture and doctrine, but she’d been cohabitating with her rapist for years—and there were thousands of women such as her travelling in the wake of armies.

If the Church really cared, the clergy would’ve done something for women forced into whoredom already.

If God cared, she and Ioanna would still be in Ardylvenia, and Magda’s husband, Ioanna’s father, would still be alive.

For the thousandth time since that first black day, she forced back her tears and forced a smile for her little girl.

“Come, Ioanna, let’s make sure everything is perfect, then you need to get to bed.”
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Magda waited, still and silent, at the entrance to Stronzore’s tent as he conferred with his officers at the foot of the hill, on the edges of the light thrown by the torches illuminating the camp. She understood, with no need to hear their actual words, their bleak mood. A decision on the battlefield had forestalled an atrocity—it also emaciated the Scytalish Green’s profit margin. Instead of looting the town dry, they would receive only their agreed-upon payment from the Duke, which would put them just above break-even for the campaign. They would need another job before they went into winter quarters—a dubious prospect this close to the end of the fighting season.

Stronzore ended the conversation with a few emphatic gestures. The company’s officers dispersed. Stronzore removed his helm and stalked toward his tent. Magda steeled herself. Ioanna was already in bed in a curtained off compartment of the tent. Probably not asleep, but Magda’s daughter had long learned to feign sleep even as her father’s murderer took her mother on the other side of a thin curtain of leather night after night. As much as the arrangement disgusted Magda, the alternative was making Ioanna sleep elsewhere, where she was easy meat for any of Stronzore’s drunken bastards.

Stronzore stood well over six feet, dwarfing Magda, who was a tall woman. The lantern hanging from the tent’s awning revealed the greenish tinge of his blunt face, evidence of his orcish blood. Cold, icy gray eyes were separated by a large convex nose under a sloping brow. He wore his hair and beard neatly trimmed, though now they were matted with sweat and blood. Magda flicked a curtsy appropriate to a Count or Baron, hoping to salve his bruised pride.

“Hail, victorious Captain.”

Stronzore grunted.

“Bathe and service me. Then I want to review the contract.”
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Magda took deep shuddering breaths as she re-laced her bodice, then ground her teeth, refusing to emit any other audible sign of her anger. He’d brought her to climax tonight. Stronzore wasn’t concerned with anyone’s pleasure but his own, but his sadism took subtle forms as well as gross. Occasionally, he made her orgasm to remind her that she was no longer a God-fearing wife and mother, but his whore. He’d grin viciously into her face afterwards, savoring the self-loathing she was unable to conceal, following the waves of physical release.

“The contract,” Stronzore said, stretching in the bed.

Refusing to look at Stronzore’s fanged smirk, she crossed the rug to a heavy wooden chest. She retrieved the key from a nearby writing desk and unlocked it with a click and a creak. The important papers laid upon a built-in shelf on the top right of the trunk. She shuffled for only a moment to find the contract Stronzore had signed upon undertaking the current campaign.

Magda sat at the writing desk and waved her hand over a large diamond-cut topaz held in copper wire over the surface. The gem emitted a bright yellow light onto the page, allowing her to see the words much more clearly than by lantern or torchlight, and without the risk of setting the paper on fire. That magical bauble had been another bit of loot from the same noble family that had involuntarily donated the trunk.

“Which part do you wish to review, my lord Captain? Or should I read the entire text?”

Stronzore was, like most of the men he commanded, illiterate. When she’d discovered this, she’d quickly secured the role of scribe as well as mistress. Magda knew that her usefulness to Stronzore was Ioanna’s continued protection; thus, she’d served the bastard well and faithfully, even as her hatred festered.

“Read the whole thing.”

Magda cleared her throat and began to read:

“Condottiero Stronzore the Green, slayer of Herera, liberator of Kladel, commanding the Free Company of Scytalia known as the Scytalish Greens, hereby commits himself and the men under his command to Duke Lorenzo d’Alonre for the suppression of the rebellion of Nilam for a period not to exceed—”

As Magda wound through the terms and conditions of their service to the duke, some stirring interrupted the revels outside. Stronzore held up a hand, signaling her to pause in her recitation. The flap of the tent opened, and Stronzore’s lieutenant, a red-bearded Fjalwegian behemoth of a man named Hakkon, spoke from outside.

“Captain, we have a visitor.”

“Tell him to fuck off,” Stronzore growled. “I’m busy.”

“It’s someone important—”

“I don’t care if it’s the duke himself. Our contract doesn’t include any clause for social niceties past midnight—”

“Sir, he claims to be an inquisitor.”

Stronzore’s jaws snapped shut on his next sentence. Magda’s heart thudded. An inquisitor, here? Why would an inquisitor come to this third-rate duchy of a fourth-rate kingdom? An impostor, perhaps?

“Are you serious?” Stronzore snapped.

“He wears the black armor, Condottiero.”

“Please inform the Lord Inquisitor I am dressing to receive him,” Stronzore said, then muttered, “and if this ‘Lord Inquisitor’ is not in earnest, I’ll feed him his own cock.”

Magda straightened her dress and began to arrange her wavy hair more carefully. Stronzore sneered.

“Want to look pretty for the zealot?”

Magda maintained a placid expression despite her annoyance.

“I merely assumed the first among the Condottiero would want his woman to look presentable before such a guest as an inquisitor.”

“Hmmph. Get my gray hose and the forest green doublet, along with the snake-skin boots and the peacock hat.”

Bedecked in finery the wealthiest clothiers of Orlead might have envied, Stronzore stepped outside to greet the alleged inquisitor. Magda followed him into the late-night cold.

A man in black armor sat astride a great, dappled gray destrier. He was clean-shaven, with a strong chin and prominent, straight nose. He gazed at Stronzore with measuring cobalt blue eyes. His expression was confident and open, not the chilly menace Magda would’ve expected. The Scales of the Divine Court were etched into the center of his black cuirass. This armor design was forbidden to anyone outside the Order of the Holy Inquisition on pain of death. If he was an impostor, he was certainly a bold one.

Stronzore swept a courtly bow.

“Hail, Lord Inquisitor. I am Condottiero Stronzore, Captain of the Scytalish Green, slayer of Herrera, Liberator of Kladel. I welcome you to my camp. Will you join my wife and I for vittles and wine?”

Stronzore often presented her as “wife” to clergy and nobility who might find the presence of a mistress awkward. In many principalities, their cohabitation did constitute a common-law marriage, a fact which twisted Magda’s guts, if she allowed herself to consider it.

“Hail, Condottiero Stronzore. I am Lord Inquisitor Vital du Bronze. I accept your hospitality.” The black-armored warrior’s voice was deep, with the euphonious cadence and soft vowels of Orlead. He dismounted with ease and handed the reins of his horse over to Hakkon.

“Hakkon, see that the Lord Inquisitor’s horse is fed, watered and groomed,” Stronzore said.

“Yes, Condottiero.”

Stronzore stepped aside and gestured for the inquisitor to proceed him into his tent. Magda curtsied and invited him to a chair near the writing desk, observing the magical shining topaz in its frame from the corner of her eye. As soon as Vital du Bronze stepped within a few feet of it, it winked out. It was true, then—the inquisitors were said to armor and arm their number with cold iron.

More valuable, measure for measure, than rubies or platinum, cold iron was the rarest metal in the world, and only a handful of smiths in the human world possessed the knowledge and skill to work it properly into arms and armor without ruining it. Its mere presence disrupted the ley lines necessary to sorcery in all its forms, pushing them away the way a magnet pushes away a similarly charged magnet. Vital’s cuirass alone was likely worth more coin in labor and material than the annual pay of the entire Scytalish Green.

Magda caught Stronzore’s eye for just a moment, and he quirked an eyebrow to signal that, yes, he’d noted the extinguishment of the gem-light, as well. They were dealing with the genuine article.

“Wine, please, Magda, and retrieve cheese, bread, and some of the roast boar from the kitchens.”

“Yes, my lord Captain,” Magda said.

Magda made her way through the camp to the kitchens. She tasked two of the older children to carry the requested fare back to Stronzore’s tent with her. For the wine, she selected a small cask the company had taken while on campaign in Orlead.

When she returned to the tent, Stronzore and Vital were chatting amiably about arms, armor and how most commanders in the current state of war made such poor use of both aerial and horse cavalry. Her helpers departed as soon as the table was set. Magda herself tapped the cask and filled two crystal goblets with the deep purple vintage, setting one in front of each man.

Vital du Bronze swirled the wine, sniffed, and then took a sip. He allowed the wine to linger on his tongue for a long moment, then swallowed and smiled at Magda.

“Marvelous—from Orelad, is it not? The Prospere Valley?”

Stronzore answered.

“Yes, we acquired it while on contract for the Church, actually—there was a heretical cult that had murdered several of the local clergy and lords, whipped up the peasants to revolt. Peasants got more than they bargained for, though, since the cult brought in a cohort of orcs. A gratifying fight, that.”

Magda knew Stronzore was in earnest. He did not talk about his own past with her, ever, but she knew whenever the Scytalish Green found itself fighting monstrous humanoids instead of humans, his ferocity and sadism suddenly towered over his default day-to-day cruelty. She assumed it was in connection to his own orcish blood.

In the Prospere Valley, he’d impaled alive every last orc they’d captured. The Church hadn’t objected, and neither had the townspeople of Kladel, who had been subject to orcish depredations for almost a year under the occupation of the cult. The local prelate had even commissioned a stone statue of Stronzore to sit in the town square, though the company had needed to move on before it was complete.

“Yes, I’ve heard of this campaign,” Vital said. “This is why I am enlisting your aid in the name of the church in accordance with your Writ of Acceptance.”

Operating in the lucrative wars of the continent without being hunted as outlaws required a Writ of Acceptance from the Church. The Writ of Acceptance, in theory, held the mercenaries to certain codes of conduct. It also subjected them to conscription en masse by the church, at a fixed rate of pay.

Were they about to be sent to the burning deserts of Khemtagra to support the Crusade there? Or, maybe worse, to the eastern wilds to man the posts against the monstrous impurit tribes?

When Stronzore spoke, his voice was calm and glacially cold.

“What service does the Church require of the Scytalish Green?”

“I am mounting an expedition into Ardylvenia. I require an armed escort to ensure my way is not blocked by bandits or unnatural beasts and to provide a show of force when I treat with the local lord. The Church has heard rumors that one of the Vampire Lords has violated the treaty.”

Ardylvenia, land of the Vampire Lords. Magda’s homeland—though she hadn’t seen it since she’d fled a decade ago. Following close on the heels of her surprise, the glimmering of a plan and a hope formed in Magda’s mind. If she could make it back, her uncle would surely shelter his niece and grand-niece—even as a matter of pride, if not affection. Hope, like the sharp thorn of a blooming rose, pricked her heart for the first time in years.

“Forgive me, Lord Inquisitor—which Vampire Lord, and which fiefdom?” Magda asked.

Stronzore’s head came around at her words, a dangerous scowl on his face. The Inquisitor raised an eyebrow.

“I do apologize for the interruption, my lords, but Ardylvenia is my homeland, though it has been many years since I was home.”

“The rumors are confused,” the inquisitor said. “But it is the westernmost fiefdom, Hospodar, that is allegedly affected by the incursion, and it is Baron von Umbrak we suspect.”

Hospodar. Her home! If von Umbrak had invaded—no, God, no. Magda fought to prevent her emotions from showing. She nearly missed Stronzore’s response.

“Lord Inquisitor, the way to Ardylvenia is difficult even in fair weather, and we are dangerously close to winter. Might it not be wise to delay this journey until spring?” Stronzore asked.

“Wise, but quite impossible, I’m afraid.” Vital’s tone was airy. “But don’t worry, the terms of our treaty with the Ardylevenian lords require they provide winter quarters at their expense for an inspection force; if I find no wrongdoing, the Church will compensate them. We will winter there, complete our inspection tour in the spring, then be back onto the Sctyalish side of the mountains in early summer in time for you to resume your normal campaigning.”

“My Lord, my men are not equipped to combat vampires—”

Vital waved a hand.

“I do not expect to have to fight. Should the need arise, I strongly recommend you all watch my back and let me take care of any vampires.”

There was no arrogance in the Oreleadan inquisitor’s tone, merely pragmatic tactical diagnosis. Magda kept her eyes fixed on Stronzore. She willed him to accept the command; it solved the problem of how he was going to afford winter quarters, which meant that even if there were no looting on this trip, he’d have sufficient coin to pay his troops and keep them in fighting trim for next year’s wars.

Once they were over the mountains, Magda and Ioanna would have somewhere to run. Her welcome might not be warm—but life under the disapproving gaze of her relations was infinitely superior to their twisted captivity with Stronzore.

But if Baron von Umbrak had really invaded Hospodar—well, she had an inkling of a plan for that, as well.

“We are, as always, honored to serve the Church,” Stronzore said.

Dinner conversation dropped off sharply. Vital politely refused the offer of Stronzore’s tent, pitching his own humble canvas near the stage, from which he rallied the camp followers for a midnight mass. Once the inquisitor had a crowd gathered, Stronzore summoned his officers to his tent to discuss their new mission. Stronzore brought them quickly up to date.

“We should kill him,” Hakkon said. “He dies here with his throat cut. How’s the Church to know he even reached us?”

Magda stifled a snort of derision, Stronzore had chosen his right-hand man for ferocity in battle, not intelligence.

“Don’t be an idiot. Duke Alonso surely knows he’s here,” Stronzore said. “That alone would cast enough suspicion to see our Writ revoked.”

“Are we sure he’s even really an inquisitor?” This question came from the youngest cohort commander, a man named Dieter with a horribly disfigured face and greasy yellow hair.

“His presence disrupted the magic of my gem-lamp, and I felt it pushing on me. I’ve been in the presence of cold iron before—he has the armor of an inquisitor.”

“So we either comply or we go outlaw,” Dieter said.

Stronzore looked pensive for several moments, and then his eyes settled on Magda, realization dawning visibly in their cold depths. While not lettered, Stronzore was no fool.

“You’re from Ardylvenia, Magda. What say you to this expedition?”

Magda chose her words carefully.

“The way is difficult, as you pointed out, my lord Captain. But Ardylvenia is a rich land, and while the winters are cold, food is abundant, or it was when last I was there. The harvests are always rich, livestock is plentiful. It would likely make a more pleasant winter’s quarters than this portion of Scytalia.”

“If it’s so wonderful, why did you leave it?” Dieter asked with a sneer.

“My parents were devoted to the Church, the Divine Host, particularly. My husband worshipped the Old Gods. They never accepted our marriage.”

Stronzore chuckled at the mention of her husband.

“A heathen? That explains why he gave us some fight. Still wept when he saw you underneath another man, though.”

Magda’s guts twisted with despair and hatred. She forced her face into catatonia. Her anger would only garner punishment, and he fed off her sorrow.

“If he hadn’t killed three of my men, I wouldn’t have made him watch.” Stronzore said, malicious glee in his eye. “I feel better knowing he was a pagan. Maybe we can drop in on your parents if we go to Ardylvenia? I’m no heathen, after all. Maybe they’d like me better.”

The assembled officer laughed crudely at the offhand remark.

“I have given you my advice, my lord Captain.” Magda’s voice was empty.

The laughter died. Stronzore’s annoyance at her lack of reaction was plain on his blunt face, and she steeled herself for another beating. He was, apparently, marginally more interested in information tonight than in tormenting her, though.

“How many vampires are there in your homeland, really?”

Magda shrugged, chaining her rage and despair in the back of her mind.

“I’ve never met one—at least that I know of,” Magda answered honestly. “It is common knowledge that King Iulius is a vampire and that he turned many others long ago, some of whom still serve him. His treaty with the Church forbids Iulius and his followers from turning more humans into vampires. Whether he has honored that treaty is a matter of speculation.”

Stronzore nodded.

“And this Baron von Umbrak?” Stronzore probed further.

“Lord of the lands adjacent to my home,” Magda said. “He has a fearsome reputation, but what Vampire doesn’t?”

“Your home was not ruled by a vampire?” Dieter asked.

“No, there are many human families amongst the Ardylvenian nobility.”

“Your homeland is wealthy?” Stronzore asked.

“It is, my lord Captain.”

His officers still exchanged skeptical looks, but Stronzore clapped his hands together and rubbed them eagerly.

“It’s settled, then. We will obey the Church in all things—and once the inquisitor has done his business, perhaps we’ll find a few more dark-eyed beauties like Magda here for the rest of you.”

That brought another bout of coarse laughter from the assembled officers, but their stooped postures and weary expressions did not mirror their commander’s confidence.

“Come on, men, we must be prepared to march at first light. Magda, you may retire. Should I desire you again, I’ll wake you.”

Stronzore’s officers filtered out of the tent. On the threshold, Stronzore stopped and turned back to her.

“Not a word, not a tear for your dead husband, eh? You’re turning into a cold bitch, Magda. I like it.”

Then he was gone.

Magda waited several heartbeats until she heard them shouting orders and busied about the tasks of preparing their mercenary band and its followers to move. Then she pushed aside the curtain, and joined Ioanna on their small cot, holding her girl close.

Her daughter gave a small choking sob.

“Shhh, it will be all right,” Magda whispered, pulling Ioanna tighter.

“Mama, why does he hate us?” Ioanna said between her tears. The girl kept her voice as quiet as her mother’s. “How can God allow him to do this to you night after night?”

“I don’t know, my love, but we will endure, and we will live to see better days, I swear to you.”

“Should we tell the inquisitor? He seemed nicer.”

“No, dearest. Many seem nice for a time—even Stronzore seems nice, when he wants to. We don’t know if we can trust him. But I have a plan.”

“What is it, Mama?”

“I can’t tell you yet, but Ioanna, you must trust me. I’ve kept us alive this long. I will see us free soon, I promise.”

“I love you, Mama.”

“I love you, too.”

“I want to kill him, Mama. I want to kill him so much.”

“We will.”
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It took the troops and camp followers four days to make their way from eastern Scytalia into the Heldemer Pass, the only route into Ardylvenia wide enough to accommodate such a large band. Magda huddled with Ioanna on the driver’s bench of Stronzore’s wagon. She wrapped herself and her daughter in furs and held the reins with leather-gloved hands. The temperature plummeted as they ascended the pass through the mountains.

Despite the cold, the jagged white peaks of the range brought a smile to Magda’s face. This was the closest she’d been to home in ten years. Stronzore rode at the head of the column with a small detachment of light cavalry. The inquisitor, Vital, usually ranged up and down the column astride his dappled gray warhorse.

Presently, Vital cantered up to ride parallel to Magda. He managed to bow gracefully from the waist while saddled, and offered a dazzling smile to both Magda and Ioanna.

“Good afternoon, ladies. The Condottiero tells me we are approaching your homeland, I can see why you smile—this vista is magnificent. Is all of Ardylvenia like this, as beautiful as the womenfolk it produces?”

Ioanna giggled at the compliment and huddled shyly into her mother’s side. Magda’s own smile became more subdued.

“The Condottiero speaks truly. Ardylvenia is my home, and yes, milord inquisitor, she is very beautiful.”

“What brought you across these beautiful but formidable peaks?”

Magda appraised Vital’s tone and expression. She could find nothing but polite interest in either.

“My first marriage was to a man from the foothills on the north end of the range. We lived there until he died.”

Vital’s friendly grin vanished, replaced with a frown of sympathy.

“I am sorry, milady. I did not mean to broach a subject of distress to you.”

Magda tilted her chin.

“Forgive me, milord inquisitor, but you are not what I expected.”

Vital actually chuckled, and his smile returned.

“My Order’s reputation for severity isn’t unearned, but it is somewhat overstated. Some of us are quite amiable fellows.”

“That doesn’t interfere with your calling?” Magda asked.

Vital shrugged, a very Orleadan gesture of nonchalance.

“Some of my brethren find it desirable to maintain an austere persona at all times. I think this robs us of the chance to know God’s Children, whom we are charged to safeguard against the depredations of evil.”

Magda frowned and fixed her eyes back on the road.

“I seem to have upset you?” Vital’s voice conveyed genuine concern.

Despite Vital’s friendly manner, a false word around an Inquisitor of the Divine Court could mean death. They wielded final judicial authority wherever they stood in any realm that recognized the authority of God’s Divine Court, Chorus, and Host. There existed only a handful of their order in the entire world, perhaps as many as a hundred, but likely no more. She’d been taught that each of them submitted themselves to the Question yearly to screen out any corruption or weakness in their order.

Still, something in her couldn’t let his aplomb go without comment.

“Lord Inquisitor, I find talk of good and evil in such anodyne terms to be overly simplistic. The world is painted in shades of gray.”

Vital shook his head.

“Gray is not the true color, but the result of our limited sight. God’s Truth is absolute. A question may be morally complex, but that does not mean that morality itself changes any more than sunlight changes based upon the surface it illuminates. It reflects and refracts, revealing the multifarious truths of that surface, but the light itself is unaltered.”

“I’m sure that’s a very comforting filter for your actions when you wield the power of summary execution.”

Ioanna looked up at Magda with wide, incredulous eyes, as if her mother had lost her mind. What was she thinking, challenging one of the Church’s executioners to a debate?

“Milady, I have never taken a life on a whim.” Vital’s voice was stiff, offended. It was not, however, threatening. Magda had lived so long around base men that she heard the difference in his anger, like the clang of a pure silver symbol amid a steady drumbeat of cruelty.

“I did not mean to imply you had, Lord Inquisitor. Forgive me—sometimes the vagaries of mortal existence make appreciation of matters of faith and doctrine more difficult.”

“But no less important,” Vital said.

“I am but a simple camp follower trying to secure my child’s future. I mean no offense to you or to the Church, but I’ve little time to ponder theology.”

Vital coughed softly, and his expression was suddenly sharp and appraising.

“You are not a simple anything, milady. I’ve traveled with many armies, met many camp followers. Not even the richest of mercenary captains warranted women possessing your facility with language or refined taste. To say nothing of your beauty.”

Ioanna was beaming now at the compliments paid her mother, but Magda’s pulse quickened, and beads of sweat formed at her hairline, despite the chill. Damning herself for a fool, she dreamt up and discarded a dozen explanations for the clues Vital had detected. She settled rapidly on the most credible she could fabricate that would contradict nothing Stronzore already knew about her.

“Really, milord, I’m glad you enjoyed the wine, but you flatter me. As far as my speech, my father was a scribe. He insisted on literacy for all his children.”

“And that’s how you detected my Orleadan origins, from books?”

“There are mercenaries from Orlead in this very company, milord. Recognizing your accent was hardly a feat of linguistic deduction.”

Vital urged his horse closer to the cart.

“Milady, you are not in earnest with me, and I think I know why. Are you in distress? Does the Condottiero hold you against your will? Perhaps with threats against you and your daughter?”

Vital’s eyes flicked to Ioanna, then back to hold Magda’s gaze. His cobalt blue irises reflected the snow and ice of the peaks towering over them, but in their depths was an undeniable compassion.

Magda was suddenly furious. Where had this man been when he might have done some good?

“Milord, your imagination has taken hold of you.” Magda ignored Ioanna’s stricken expression as she spoke.

“Has it?” Vital asked.

“Are you an inquisitor or a knight-errant?”

Vital smiled.

“All inquisitors are knights first, then priests, then inquisitors. I suppose I am both, milady.”

“If we require rescuing, I shall certainly enjoin your aid, my dear Inquisitor-Errant.” Magda leaned over on the bench and lowered her voice. “For the moment, perhaps this conversation isn’t appropriate in the midst of several hundred armed men who do not share your chivalric impulses?”

Vital exhaled sharply, his breath a jet of frost. He bowed once again in his saddle.

“Your servant, milady.”

[image: image-placeholder]


They camped that night a half-league short of the summit of Heldemer pass. The air was thin, and all were exhausted. As Stronzore inspected their hasty fortifications, Vital sat around the fire, with the women and children. As he had from the first night, he recounted for them tales of the Primarch Saints from the scriptures. He was an engaging storyteller, and his version of the tales matched Magda’s recollection of her girlhood religious instruction. That night, he told them tales from the Book of Matild.

“Matild is a saint dear to me personally,” Victor began. “She was raised in the faith from her earliest days. She was the daughter of royalty, but this was before my homeland of Orlead had been united into one kingdom, before it even bore its current name. Petty chieftains and princelings vied over every river and pasture. Matild’s father, though a good and fair leader himself, as well as one of the faithful, found himself with no options to save his people other than to promise his daughter’s hand in marriage to the Barbarian Chieftain Orlain.”

Magda leaned in closer. Where was Vital going with this? She remembered the tale of Matild’s marriage, and its import was potentially incendiary here.

“Orlain was a hard man, and no stranger to violence, but his reputation for honesty and evenhandedness had won him many admirers amongst both the pagans and the faithful. Even so, Matild’s father might not have agreed to the betrothal, save that Matild, with great love for her people, insisted that he seal their alliance with Orlain and the protection of his mighty warband for them all.”

Vital’s melodic voice held his flock spellbound. Children sat quietly, huddled into their mother’s laps, listening. Ioanna leaned her cheek against Magda’s shoulder, and Magda embraced her daughter tightly.

“Orlain was enamored with his new betrothed, at first with her beauty, then with her cleverness and wit. A year into their marriage, she was one of his closest advisors, as well as the love of his life. Together, husband and wife charted a wise course. They were victorious in war, yes, but increasingly, they found prosperity and security though trade, talk, and reconciliation. Ten years into their marriage, Orlain’s power was such that he could call himself king, with no other chieftain bold enough to challenge him.

“The High Priest of Wotan grew jealous of the Queen’s influence on Orlain. Wotan, like many of the so-called old gods, demands blood sacrifices, rather than sacrifices of service and alms. Desperate, the High Priest cast a heathen oracle of bones and foretold that Wotan would turn his face from Orlain’s people if he did not lay his queen upon the altar of sacrifice.”

The children’s eyes were wide and round with worry, and even their jaded mothers appeared solemn at this turn of the story. Firelight glinted off moistened eyes.

“Orlain had followed Wotan his whole life, calling upon the Storm Lord in battle, and attaining victory and glory in his name. The High Priest’s words shook the newly crowned king. Matild gazed calmly at her husband and king and said, ‘My Lord Husband, I have loved and stood by you in all things, and I will do so unto death—but consider what this heathen god asks of you, compared to the gifts the True God has already bestowed upon you.’

“Hearing love and faith unwavering in his wife’s voice, gazing upon her beloved face, Orlain found he could not bring himself to harm her. Drawing his sword, Orlain sundered the altar to Wotan and declared that he and his people would follow the True God, forsaking all others. The High Priest and several of the men attacked the king for the affront to their idols, but many had already come to the Faith by Matild’s example and teachings, and many more were loyal to their King. The High Priest, empowered by his dark false god, summoned demons to the aid of the would-be usurpers, but Matild called on the True God for aid, and Orlain was invested with the Might of the Divine Host. They defeated the dark beings and slew the high priest and his followers. Together, they brought about a golden age for their new kingdom, and it is the house of Orlain that rules Orlead to this very day.”

A murmur of appreciation rippled through the crowd. Magda didn’t share the general sentiment. To her surprise, Ioanna spoke up from her side. Her tone was curious, not challenging, but her question cut right to the heart of Magda’s own.

“Lord Inquisitor, what are we supposed to learn from this tale?”

Vital smiled.

“Aside from the history of it, you mean? For Matild’s tale is verifiable, and the priests who pray for her intervention find her a ready ally in the service of God.”

“Yes, Lord Inquisitor. What does Matild’s tale mean for us?”

Magda could not bring herself to shush Ioanna, despite the attention she was drawing. She wanted to hear Vital’s answer, as well.

“I have some thoughts, of course, dear Ioanna, but first, what do you think Matild has to teach you?”

Ioanna frowned.

“It seems to me God gave Matild a lot of help, from a husband who actually loved her to angelic power when she needed it. A lot of us must get by with far less.”

There was another murmur at Ioanna’s words, but it wasn’t angry. More than a few heads nodded in agreement—other women and older children being brought back to their own circumstances.

Vital did not lose his patient smile.

“You are starting in the right place, dear one, but let us keep walking this path. Before her husband bent his knee to our Lord God, Matild still had to endure living amongst heathens, had to endure the hardship of the camp life as you all do. Moreover, as we see in the tale, to speak of her faith was to risk her very life; to steer her husband in the ways of God, against the advice of his own priests, was to court intrigue and betrayal.

“It is easy to look at Matild’s tale and see only the Sainted Queen ruling from on high, but she was a mortal woman, who suffered all the fears and travails you here suffer. Every step she took following God’s will could have ended her life in pain and fear, but she followed nonetheless.”

“And how many other women’s lives did end in pain and fear, Lord Inquisitor?” Magda could no longer remain quiet. “How many women died, violated, alone, and forgotten by your Church because they tried to follow Matild’s example and God did not provide them with a strong sword arm to defend them, much less the strength of the Divine Host?”

Vital’s smile vanished, but, to Magda’s fury, there was no anger in his expression, only sorrow. How dare he pretend to sympathize with her?

The camp followers gathered around the fire waited in absolute silence for his response. The only sound was the crunch of boots on snow as some of the soldiers came to the edges of the crowd to join their women and children at the fire.

“Milady, countless women have died, violated and alone. But none of them, even those whose names will never be known to us, are forgotten by God. We do what we can, and we inevitably fall short. Faith gives us the hope that justice denied here is given in the hereafter. Thus, the Saints and the Prophets teach us.”

“Hope isn’t a strategy, Lord Inquisitor.”

“I beg to differ, milady. Sometimes Hope is the only available strategy.”
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The nightly sermons continued all the way through Heldemer Pass and down the other side, much to Stronzore’s visible irritation. They lost a wagon on the descent and had to slaughter two of the mules who broke legs on rocks, which increased his already foul mood. Magda kept her enjoyment of his distress firmly to herself. With Vital’s tent pitched so near Stronzore’s, the Condottiero couldn’t even release his stress with his favored activities of raping and beating her, but she didn’t want to provoke him and potentially end the respite.

Vital was unfailingly kind and polite to Magda and her daughter, and Ioanna was increasingly infatuated with the handsome, black-armored knight. When not delivering sermons, he often rode alongside them, regaling them with tales of his homeland and the other realms he’d visited. Ioanna listened with shining eyes as Vital described the marble and bronze majesty of King Orlain XXIV’s court.

The inquisitor was always appropriate in his manner and conversation, but Stronzore must have hated the attention he paid Magda, though he said nothing, not even in private. The Condottiero’s lack of action troubled her. Brutal and savage as he was, Stronzore was viciously clever, and if he was concocting a more elaborate punishment for her, it would likely be far crueler than his usual, base torments.

Finally, on the eighth day of their journey, the ground levelled. They entered a wood well known to Magda. Vital looked about, an expression of curiosity on his face as he examined the forest.

“Something troubles you, Lord Inquisitor?” Magda asked.

“Not exactly, milady. It’s just that I have traveled much of this continent, and I don’t believe I’ve seen this particular kind of tree before.”

“Ah.” Magda nodded. “That is because we are in the Ebon Forest. To the best of my knowledge, no other realm in this continent is home to Ebony trees. They usually grow in hotter climes. King Iulius encountered them on crusade in Jakarmesh, and found their wood so lovely he brought hundreds of specimens home and had them planted across a wide swath of Ardylvenia’s western border.”

“Fascinating,” Vital murmured.

“How do they survive here if they’re not meant for the cold?” Ioanna asked.

“I’m not sure, love,” Magda admitted. “Some speculate that Iulius had his wizards alter the seed of the tree somehow to thrive here, but my lessons didn’t include a definitive explanation.”

The road branched several times, as Magda knew it would. The column took several wrong turns, and turning the entire formation around to double back was an affair that took an hour or more each time it happened. Magda said nothing and kept her smile to herself. She did not volunteer to help, waiting on Stronzore to command her aid, or for Vital to force him to do so.

They were still lost when the sun set on their first day in the Ebon Woods. They found a defensible rise upon which to make camp. Vital now delivered two sermons a night: the first, just to the women and children, the second, by popular request, to those of the mercenaries who wished to attend after their labors were concluded. Stronzore gritted his teeth and said nothing at the corruption of his men by Church Ideals.

When Magda and Ioanna retired for the night, Stronzore joined them in the tent shortly after and tossed a heavy coat and riding breeches at her.

“Tomorrow, you will ride at the head of the column with me. You will get us out of these accursed woods.”

“Yes, my lord Captain.”

Stronzore leaned in close and grabbed her arm with bruising intensity, his voice was a low, lethal whisper.

“I’ve seen you batting your eyes at the inquisitor. Best not forget that one way or another, he will be gone, and I will not. And if you’re thinking about telling him anything, keep in mind that before I die, I’ll make sure I take you and your little cunt of a daughter with me. You understand?”

Magda forced her expression into something pale and near catatonia again.

“Yes, Condottiero.”

Stronzore glared into her eyes for several seconds before turning to disrobe.

Magda smiled another vicious smile at her tormentor’s back. She’d heard it. For the first time, thank the long silent True God, she’d heard it.

Stronzore’s fear.

The trail was wide enough here to ride three abreast; thus, Magda trotted atop a chestnut mare between Vital on his dappled gray and Stronzore on his jet-black stallion. It took Magda only a couple hours to turn them aright. As the sun set, they approached the flagstone bridge over the River Tarvan. The Tarvan bisected the Ebon Woods and was, by the terms of the treaty, Ardylvenia’s proper border.

The sun sank below the horizon as they made the river crossing. As the last of the camp wagons trundled across the stone, a sepulchral voice called out to them in the night.

“You have trespassed into the realm of Baron Dregator von Umbrak. Turn back, foreigners.”

A man, tall, in shining breastplate and black cloak, stepped from the woods on the far side of the bank. As the last echoes of his words died, a chorus of howls pierced the night, a dozen black wolves trod from the forest, fangs gleaming in the light of the newly risen moon. Magda felt fear and wonder—it had been so long since she’d seen a wolf of von Hospodar.

Where a gray wolf encountered anywhere on the continent might be as long as a man and come to his waist at the shoulders, these beasts were half again as long, and their piercing yellow eyes were level with a tall man’s.

“These are not Baron von Umbrak’s lands,” Magda shouted back. “This the fiefdom of the von Hospodar family.”

A cold laugh answered her. The man strode forward with unearthly grace, moving easily in his plate armor. As he approached, the moonlight shone not only off his armor, but off deathly pale skin, and fangs to match the wolves. A vampire.

“These were the lands of von Hospodar, but Count von Hospodar broke his word and forfeited his title and lands. Now they belong to von Umbrak.”

Magda’s stomach lurched, and her heart raced. It was true then, and it was her fault—

“Regardless of what lord currently rules this particular fiefdom, we invoke the Treaty of Arad. I am Lord Inquisitor Vital du Bronze, and I am here to inspect Ardylvenia’s compliance. You will stand aside and allow our inspection.”

Another cold laugh, followed by more howls.

“No.”

Vital dismounted his horse, and his sword draw was so fast that, to Magda’s eye, it was as if his blade had manifested from thin air. The long, tapered blade was the same onyx black as his armor. He leveled it in challenge at the vampire.

“Abomination, you exist at the sufferance of the Divine Court. If you persist in your defiance, I will gladly send you to hell in the name of Saint Miles and the True God.”

The vampire drew his own sword, a curved blade of shining steel.

“Does not your god warn you against pride?”

Vital and the vampire each moved with inhuman alacrity, but where the vampire’s motion was unnatural and unsettling in its rapidity, Vital’s swiftness was that of the diving peregrine, beautiful and terrible at once. The clash of their blades rang out like steel-tinged thunderclaps again and again. The cuts and parries, thrusts and counters between man and monster were too quick for Magda’s eyes to follow.

With another blood-chilling howl, the wolves loped forward, circling the column as if it were a pack of elk. To Magda’s right, a wolf darted in to snap at a pikeman. The mercenary thrust the sharpened tip of the polearm at the beast’s muzzle, but with an agility defying its massive size, the wolf crouched, avoiding the spear thrust without backing away. Coiled now, it sprang forth, its massive jaws clamping down on the man’s neck. He gave a gurgling scream that ended abruptly with a crunch.

“Men, form up, the beasts cannot take us in formation!” Stronzore screamed.

While the Condottiero rallied his men, Vital continued to duel the vampire alone. Screams from the rear of the column drew Magda’s eyes away from the titanic duel. More black lupine shadows loped across the snow, bound for the women and children.

Bound for Ioanna.

Still mounted, Magda wheeled her horse around and dug her spurs in.

“YAHHH!” she screamed, and the chestnut mare, despite her fear, galloped full bore through the snow.

A massive wolf with a jagged scar across its muzzle was crouched in front of Ioanna, who held a spear in her hands, trying to ward off the animal. Though its coat was still silky and black, scars and age made the coat more uneven than some of its younger packmates. Magda urged her horse between the beast and her child, but just as she closed the gap, her mount decided she’d had enough of her rider’s insanity and reared and bucked.

Magda lost her seating, and slid off the back of the saddle, falling to the snow with a painful thud that bruised her lower back and sent shots of pain from her rear up to her neck. Disregarding her injuries, Magda scrambled to her feet and stumbled to place herself squarely between her daughter and the old wolf.

The wolf’s yellow eyes locked onto Magda’s. It crept forward, still snarling, leg muscles coiled to pounce. Magda stood up, spine straightened, and from her full height, she fixed the enormous predator with an imperious glare. Slowly, the black wolf’s posture relaxed, its snarl slackened, fangs disappearing. The wolf stood up straight and cocked its head at Magda.

“Go,” Magda commanded.

The yellow eyes hovered on hers for one long moment as the din of battle continued all around them. Then the beast lifted its head to the sky and howled with all its might. All across the column, the pack ceased its predations, lupine heads turning toward the sound. Then, as suddenly as they attacked, the black wolves retreated into the forest. The old wolf looked at her one last time, dipped its head, and then turned and sprinted back into the Ebon Woods along with its packmates.

Ioanna stared at her mother with wide blue eyes, wonder and respect playing across her face.

“Mama, how did you—”

“No time to talk, Ioanna. Keep that spear in hand, just in case.”

Vital still battled the vampire. He’d worn only his cuirass while travelling, not his full plate, so his legs and arms were vulnerable to cuts, and his blood traced the path of their duel across the snow. Neither party showed signs of tiring, but while man and monster were dreadfully matched in strength, skill, and speed, they did not wield weapons of equal craft.

The vampire’s blade intercepted a vicious two-handed slash and the strength of Vital’s cold iron shattered his enemy’s weapon. The black blade cleaved into the vampire’s neck at an oblique angle, catching on the rim of his breastplate and eliciting a hiss and a spray of black blood. Vital gripped his own blade at the halfway point with a gauntleted hand and, using the leverage to adjust the angle of his thrust downward, he forced the blade down through the creature’s collarbone into its chest, parallel to its breastplate. He pressed the sword blade down, down until the vampire stiffened, suddenly immobile.

“I’ve pierced its heart! I need a weapon to take its head!” Vital shouted.

Hakkon pressed his own axe into Vital’s hands. The inquisitor took up a two-handed grip and swung with all his might, severing the cold dead flesh and bone of the vampire’s neck with one mighty swing. The head rolled in the snow for a dozen paces, its long black hair whipping through the snow. It came to rest only a moment before both the head and the decapitated body fell to ash.

Stronzore approached at the same time as Magda. Hakkon, Dieter, and the other officers, those still alive, started to gather around the ashes of the vampire, now intermingling and blackening the snow.

“Formidable, Lord Inquisitor. It is clear the reputation of God’s chosen isn’t overstated in legend,” Stronzore said, gazing at the ashes that had once comprised a nightmare of legend.

“The glory is His and His alone,” Vital replied, his voice thin.

“Indeed. I wonder why the wolves broke off the attack? We killed but two of the twenty I counted,” Stronzore wondered aloud.

Hakkon spoke up.

“Magda did something—some witchcraft! She spoke to one of the wolves and it howled, then they all ran away.”

Stronzore scoffed.

“Hakkon, you’ve been struck on the head.”

Most of the men chuckled with Stronzore and Magda exhaled, relieved. Until Dieter spoke up.

“Wait a moment, Condottiero, I saw her confront the wolf, as well. She held no weapon, merely stared it down until it ran. I know nothing of witchcraft, but it was the damnedest thing I ever saw.”

Magda swore internally.

“Is this true?” Stronzore turned to her.

She licked her lips, suddenly chapped in the dry cold of the foothills.

“It is true that I stood between the wolf and my daughter, as any mother would. But witchcraft? No. I merely stood as tall as I could make myself and tried the same intimidation you would against any predator. By God’s grace, I got lucky.”

Stronzore stared at her with cold, disbelieving eyes. Even Vital looked suspicious. The rest of the officers murmured to themselves.

“You’re lying.” Stronzore said.

The shock and stress of Ioanna nearly having been killed, the pain in Magda’s legs and back from her fall, and the rage and helplessness of five years in brutal captivity boiled to the surface.

“If I commanded sorcerous powers, do you think I ever would’ve submitted to your vile attentions?”

Stronzore’s green pallor grew paler than the moonlight, his hand twitched on the sword sheathed at his side. His officers looked nervously from Magda to Vital, who had just retrieved his sword from the pile of ash. The inquisitor’s eyes held none of his normal humor or compassion. Here, then, was the executioner. Now, in this moment, Vital was no longer a gentle, good-humored minister or an idealistic knight-errant, but the razor-honed instrument of God’s Vengeance.

Magda’s own eyes flicked to Stronzore’s sword hand. She willed him to draw it. If the confrontation came now, Vital would surely kill him before allowing him to harm an unarmed woman. She knew the inquisitor well enough to know that. The Condottiero must have retained enough sense to come to the same conclusion. Slowly, he unclasped the hilt of his sword.

“If my attentions are so vile…” Stronzore affected a refined accent. “You needn’t trouble yourself with them. Ours was a common-law marriage, unbound by the Divine Court and unheralded by the Divine Chorus, and therefore, I dissolve our union. I cast you out of my household and my protection. Lord Inquisitor, do you recognize the legality of this action?”

Magda’s soul soared with the pronouncement of her freedom, only to descend just as rapidly. Stronzore’s public renunciation would leave her vulnerable to the whoresons who comprised his troops.

“I do, Condottiero.” Vital did not return his sword to its sheath. “I also recognize that you are likely guilty of abduction and rape, among other crimes. I have never condemned a man to death without a trial unless he forced my hand by combat or flight, but should you or any of your men attempt to harm Lady Magda or her daughter, I will kill you like the diseased animal I suspect you are.”

Stronzore’s face set in granite lines.

“Lord Inquisitor, as strong as you may be, you are still one, and we are still many.”

The expressions on Hakkon and Dieter’s faces indicated they did not share their commander’s tactical judgment, but they said nothing. Vital smiled.

“Indeed, and you may overwhelm me with sheer numbers—if your men will still fight for you after I’ve cut down the first dozen or so. If they’ll keep fighting once they know,” Vital raised his voice, “that any dying by my blade would be surely damned for their sin. Whilst I may lose my life, and you may murder those under my protection, our souls would proceed to the mansions of rest, while yours would suffer the eternal torment of God’s wrath.”

Stronzore didn’t blink at the threat, but his officers and men started to murmur. Even those unimpressed by the threat to their allegedly immortal souls had witnessed Vital’s duel with the vampire.

“There’s no need for threats, Lord Inquisitor. Of course, Magda and her brat have safe conduct, as do you.”

The moment of crisis past, they turned to the aftermath of the battle. Sixty-five men, three women, and five children lay dead in the snow. Another half-dozen men were unlikely to survive their wounds. Magda counted thirty-four men, women and children who were in danger. Vital recited the prayer for the dead over the fallen, and comforted those mortally wounded in gentle tones, heard their confession, and assured them of their place in the hereafter. For two days, Vital did not sleep, but spent day and night laying hands upon the wounded, channeling the power granted him by the Divine Court to try and aid their natural healing processes.

Magda had seen both priests of the True God and heathen holy men perform healing tricks before. She had never seen any of them work as tirelessly as Vital did to save the lives of the innocent and the unworthy alike. Those saved by his ministrations looked upon him with reverence, kneeling to receive his blessing. Those who slipped away while under his care at least did so in relative peace, not screaming and clutching their wounds.

As she and Ioanna hustled about the healing tents with him, fetching water, cleaning bandages and whatever else he required, a needle of worry pierced Magda’s growing admiration for the inquisitor. If this terrifying, noble fool taxed himself too greatly, Stronzore might convince some of his most loyal to risk an attack.

The thought was unworthy, and filled her with guilt, but she could not banish it. Her life and her daughter’s life were now poised on a razor-thin fulcrum, as close as they had been in years to both salvation and doom.

At dawn on the third day, Stronzore found Vital and Magda in the healing tents.

“We are retreating to Scytalia. I’ve already lost too many soldiers on this fool’s errand.”

Vital drew himself up to his full height and glared at the mercenary captain.

“Your obedience under the Writ of Acceptance isn’t optional.”

“So have my Writ withdrawn. If you survive this madness, that is. You barely defeated one vampire because his sword broke, and now you intend to go provoke another. I would wish you luck, but I’d be lying. For all your power, you’re just a zealous fool, and soon to be a dead zealous fool.”

Vital drew his sword. Stronzore made no move toward his.

“I have no intention of fighting you, Inquisitor. But if you attack me, I have enough loyal men to finish you off. Oh, we’ll pay a fearful price, as you said, but you will still be dead, and so will they.” Stronzore nodded at Magda and Ioanna. “You may be sanguine about your death, but are they as eager to shuffle their mortal coils as you?”

Vital did not sheath his sword, but he did not move to strike.

“The pass will be closed by the snows in mere days,” he said. “And even if it weren’t, your wounded, women and children would never make the ascent without rest.”

“We know—that’s why we’re leaving them.”

“Bastard,” Magda hissed. “Foul, misbegotten bastard.”

Stronzore smiled.

“That I am. I know your Order aren’t permitted carnal pleasures prior to marriage, Lord Inquisitor, but I recommend Magda here as an exception. God knows I’ve taken my pleasure with her enough to know.”

Before Magda responded, Vital leveled his blade.

“You are vermin, Stronzore,” Vital said. “Take those degenerates who are still loyal to you and flee, but you will offer the choice to your men. Those who wish to stay may do so.”

Stronzore’s chin tilted up imperiously.

“The Scytalish Green is my command. I’ll not be told—”

“The Scytalish Green is no more.” Vital cut him off. “You are not a professional soldier; you are nothing but a brigand. You may keep none in your service unwillingly, should they wish to avoid the fate that eventually befalls all brigands. And you had best pray that our paths never cross again, because I will make you a bloody monument to God’s Justice.”
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Of Stronzore’s men who were still fit for battle, twenty volunteered to stay. Magda recognized among them some of the least vicious of Stronzore’s troops. Many were men with common-law wives and children among the camp followers, who treated their dependents with far more humanity than Stronzore had treated her. A large fraction of those who stayed had been saved by Vital’s prayers.

Stronzore marched away with three hundred and six troops.

That evening, after Magda put Ioanna to sleep in a tent without the fear that she would have to listen to Stronzore abusing her mother, Magda joined Vital, only a few feet away at the embers of one of the cooking fires. The inquisitor’s eyes were troubled as he regarded her. Magda curtsied formally. When she spoke, she didn’t have to feign the crack in her voice.

“Lord Inquisitor, I can never repay you.”

Vital frowned.

“I did my duty to God. I do not need thanks. I do need truth, milady. Why did the wolf not kill you? And how did a lady such as you come to be the captive of a beast like Stronzore in the first place?”

Magda shuddered, but she owed Vital her freedom, her daughter’s freedom. The least she could do was tell their tale. She took a deep breath and began.

“The wolves of von Hospodar are bound to the lords of Hospodar, thus decreed King Iulius, and his word is law here in a way most sovereigns can only dream. My full name is Magdalena Valentina Sovonar von Hospodar, and if my uncle is dead, as I suspect he is, I am now rightfully Countess von Hospodar.”

Vital’s eyes widened.

“Your Father was Count Gregor von Hospodar, then?” he asked.

“Yes.” Magda smiled at the memory of her father. “He was a great man, and a loving father to me. My mother died in childbirth with me, and he refused to remarry. Since you recognize the name, I assume you know of his deeds.”

“Yes,” Vital said. “Of course. He defeated the Khemtagrans at Salusa on the Seventh Crusade. Without him, there would’ve been a necropolis on the very doorstep of the continent.”

“And he fell doing so. With my mother and father dead, rule of Hospodar fell to my uncle, Serge. He proved unequal to the task. Bad investments, some bad luck with the crops, and every year, his standing with King Iulius slipped. Our lands were vulnerable.”

Magda stared into the fire, the pain of years past bringing swift tears.

“Distracted, Uncle Serge allowed me much latitude. I consorted with all sorts, including the son of my father’s chief huntsman, a boy a few years older than me named Mihai. We developed a deep affection, though I knew my duty would be to wed another noble.”

Vital stirred the fire with a long branch. He said nothing, merely watched Magda thoughtfully as she spoke.

“Beset by rivals, with our family’s debts rising day by day, Uncle Serge sought to leverage my betrothal. I was beautiful, which always helps, but by the time I was of an age, the Hospodar name was already much weakened. Only one noble showed interest—one of the vampire lords.”

At this, Vital finally reacted.

“Surely not! The marriage of human to vampire—”

“Is an abomination, yes.” Magda’s voice was weary. “Though sometimes, I wonder if my lot could have been much worse than it has been.”

“I do not presume to know all you have been through, milady, but at least you still have your soul,” Vital said, his tone stern.

“Do I?” Magda asked with a laugh that became crystalline fog upon the chill night air.

“Yes, you do. This is why you struggle to survive, why you fight so fiercely to protect Ioanna. That is the True God at work within you. You are still a good woman.”

Magda smiled sadly.

“You are a kind man, Vital, and that is something I never thought I would say to an inquisitor.”

“I have done what God requires of me as best I can, but I’ve interrupted your story.”

Vital quieted again, waiting for her to continue.

“It may be hard to believe, but I was once devout, as well. I had thoughts of becoming a Reverend Sister of the Chorus. When my uncle agreed to marry me off to Dregator von Umbrak, I was horrified. The idea of allowing a monster to make love to me filled me with such revulsion that I went that very night to find Mihai, and we ran. We ran far and fast. He was skilled at woodlore and tracking, the best in our realm. We evaded our pursuers.”

She laughed bitterly at the memories of being cold, frightened, but driven by love and faith over the mountains to strange new wilds.

“We made it to the Scytalish side of the mountains. We built a cabin near a stream. It was a struggle just to survive for years. We lost our first baby, but then we had Ioanna, and she was healthy and strong. It was a hard life, but a good one.”

Magda’s stomach wrenched as she braced to relate the next part of her story.

“We would have gone on, contented with our labors and pleasures forever, had not a Condottiero named Stronzore led his men searching through the foothills, looking for a route by which he might surprise his enemies. When his scouts made plain their intentions for me, Mihai killed three of them. But Stronzore and his men overwhelmed Mihai. They didn’t kill him, not at first. Not for a while.”

Tears flooded her sight, blurring the campfire and Vital’s face. All she could see was Stronzore’s hideous grin.

“They made Mihai and Ioanna watch while Stronzore raped me. Then Stronzore had Mihai hanged from the roof of our cabin, the slow way—he kicked and gasped for a long time. Then he used Ioanna as a hostage to make me submit to him and prevent me from killing myself. For five years.”

Vital’s face could’ve been carved from marble.

“Magda,” he whispered. “True God, I’m so sorry. I wish you’d told me.”

“I didn’t know if I could trust you,” Magda said, wiping the slowly freezing tears from her cheeks.

“Of course, you could’ve trusted me. All inquisitors are priests, above all else—”

A harsh laugh tore its way free from Magda’s throat.

“And the priesthood has done what, exactly, for women like me? My story isn’t unique, Vital. Do you think all those women came here willingly?”

She tilted her head at the rest of the camp, where all the other women now rested, some with their menfolk. Vital’s eyes widened, and it occurred to her, for the first time, that despite his dread office, the inquisitor was still a young man.

“Did it never occur to you to think that the camp followers you’ve seen following the armies you order around might be victims? Did you think that rape and degradation was something unusual to war?”

“No soldiers I’ve ever fought with have committed rape,” Vital protested.

Magda made an exasperated noise.

“You mean that none of the troops you’ve pressed into service of the Church were willing to rape a woman in front of an Inquisitor? Well, I must be inventing all this misery, then. Perhaps I just enjoy the drama.”

Vital’s expression was wounded.

“None of the others showed signs of distress the way you did.” Vital’s normal, confident voice was gone.

“Not anymore, no,” Magda said. “Their men were only the normal type of bastard, and tired of sadism, eventually. Stronzore is something else entirely. His soul is a black pit, and he can never inflict enough pain to fill it. But about a third of the women of this camp were taken from their homes by the mercenaries.”

Vital stood up straight.

“You will show me which women are being held against their will. I will dispense justice this very night.”

“Oh, sit down and stop being a fool.” Bone weariness seeped through Magda’s voice. “None of the others are here against their will anymore. You would kill their men now and leave them without protection or a means of support only after their torment is over?”

“Rape is a sin against God. It must be punished.”

“Well, Inquisitor, you’re too damned late. The worst of the lot left with Stronzore.”

Vital started pacing back and forth in front of the fire, the snow crunching under his boots.

“I will find him, and every last one of his men, and execute each and every one of them.”

Magda sighed and shook her head.

“A laudable goal, but it doesn’t address our immediate concerns.”

Vital stopped in his tracks, lowered his head, and closed his eyes. His lips moved, probably in silent prayer. When he opened his eyes again, he had regained his composure, though his blue eyes still smoldered with anger.

“You are right. I must continue with my mission, and yet I cannot lead these people into further danger. It is a quandary.”

Magda pondered their predicament for a few seconds.

“Danger lies in every direction,” she said. “You were right: we cannot make it through the pass until the snow melts, and therefore we are quite thoroughly stuck in Ardylvenia. We will need to secure food and shelter. The town of Tulcea lies just outside Castle Hospodar, where we are likely to find Baron von Umbrak. We can quarter the people there while we confront the vampire who has usurped my title.”

“I cannot allow you to confront him, it is too dangerous.”

Magda laughed, long and loud. Vital’s flush was obvious even in the dim firelight.

“I’m sorry, Vital, but my life has been defined by danger.”

“I cannot guarantee your safety, should von Umbrak refuse to honor the terms of the treaty,” Vital said. “It may come to violence.”

“No one can guarantee anyone’s safety, my dear Inquisitor-Errant.” Magda’s tone was gentle. “But I like our odds better with you.”

Vital exhaled.

“As you wish. A question of a native to this land—do you think Von Umbrak is acting alone, or would King Iulius countenance a vampire lord invading a human lord’s fiefdom?” Vital asked.

Magda started to answer, then paused. She looked down at her boots before continuing to speak.

“He might if there had been provocation.”

“Such as an abrogation of a marriage alliance without recompense?”

Magda nodded.

“Yes.”

Vital put his hand under her chin and gently lifted. When their eyes met, Magda saw only compassion.

“Your uncle should never have promised you to an abomination, milady. You were right to flee. What happened afterward is not your fault.”

Magda caught Vital’s hand with her own, held it fast to her cheek for a moment, but then she dropped it and stepped back.

“It doesn’t matter if it’s my fault or not. We will starve if we stay out here, and the mountain pass is certain death for the wounded and the young ones. Our only way out is forward.”
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At Vital’s insistence, the soldiers compensated the wary villagers with loot from the wagons Stronzore had left behind for lodging and succor. Fortunately, they were able to barter for warm places to bed the young and treat the wounded. Tulcea looked much the same as it had when Magda had fled all those years ago, but the villagers’ posture and attitudes were much grimmer. Magda said nothing, and kept her face covered with a scarf. She did not know if her people would rise in rebellion against Baron von Umbrak, or if they would turn over the last surviving von Hospodar heir to protect themselves. She wished desperately for information, but she dared not ask.

Once the others were settled, Vital managed to convince Magda that leaving Ioanna under the care of his most faithful converts, with multiple redundant guardians, was safer than marching her into the lair of a Vampire Lord. Separating from Ioanna tore at Magda, but the same love that agonized her forced her to look at the facts arrayed against her. That she could see Ioanna wouldn’t actually make her safer, and if things went poorly in the castle, Ioanna would have some chance for survival in the village.

Looking at the fervent expressions on the faces of Vital’s converts, Magda felt marginally lighter. Ioanna accepted the situation unhappily, but without a tantrum. Magda charged the wisest of the camp followers, a stout woman in her forties named Helga, to tend to Ioanna while she was away.

Magda and Vital rode on to the hall of Magda’s forebears.

They rode on to Castle von Hospodar.

The gray stones of her home were bathed in twilight as they approached, and the moat around the thick stone curtain wall was frozen solid. The walls and battlements looked in better repair than she remembered, but no one manned them. No halberdiers paced back and forth; no archers peered from between the crenulations. The silence pressed on Magda like a leaden blanket in the cold winter air. Next to her, Vital, resplendent in his full black plate armor, stared at the castle without expression.

The drawbridge laid open over the mote. Magda exchanged a grim glance with Vital. They cantered over it and through the open front gates. Magda glanced upwards nervously, remembering that the portcullis had not been in the best repair.

A tall man emerged from the massive oaken doors of her great hall in the center of the courtyard. He was uncomfortably handsome, with an aquiline nose, wavy dark brown hair, large vividly green eyes and pale, pure white skin. He was dressed in a maroon surcoat over a night-blue doublet and breeches with a beret of the same shade. The rich clothes and masculine beauty did not conceal the raw predatory menace well enough, and Magda’s soul recoiled as she laid eyes upon the man…the creature her uncle had intended she marry.

“Milady, milord Inquisitor.” Von Umbrak swept a courtly bow and doffed his beret. His voice was a pleasant tenor with aged iron in his timbre. “Welcome to Castle Hospodar. I am Baron Dregator von Umbrak. I apologize that I have not a proper retinue to host you. I only recently discovered you were coming and had to make haste to greet you here.”

“My Lord Baron, I apologize that we were unable to send a herald in advance, but I am drawn here by urgent and disturbing reports that you have violated the Treaty of Arad.”

Von Umbrak replaced his night-blue beret and faced Vital with an expression of challenge.

“Indeed, I see you come here in full harness, apparently prepared for combat. One might find such a gesture offensive, especially since my annexation of these lands was entirely legal.”

Vital took the veiled threat with his custom aplomb. Magda held her tongue.

“Forgive any perceived insult, milord. You see, we were accosted on our way here by a vampire, and a large pack of wolves. I appear in full armor because I was uncertain what reception might await us.”

“An understandable precaution, then,” von Umbrak said. “In that case, I extend you the hospitality of Castle Hospodar, and apologize for the assault upon your person here, in my realm.”

“Forgive me, milord, but are you certain this is your realm?” Magda spoke for the first time. She removed the scarf from the lower half of her face.

The vampire’s brilliant green eyes flared in recognition.

“It is you, my betrothed.” Von Umbrak’s lips curved in a smile. “After all these years. Welcome home, milady. Please, while understaffed, our larders are full and the cook I have brought with me is my best. Join me for dinner. You may refresh yourselves and remove your arms and armor, Lord Inquisitor. As you know, I am bound not to harm either of you after having extended hospitality, save in self-defense, of course.”

Vital shifted in the saddle and looked to Magda. She gave a small nod; everything she had learned about the vampires as a child indicated that such niceties bound their bloodlust in a strange manner not entirely dissimilar to mere human convention. Something like what bound fey agreements, though darker.

Von Umbrak smiled again.

“Come, then. We have much to discuss.”
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Dinner was a grand affair for a mere three people. The long, polished ebony wood table was just as Magda remembered. The hall was lined on either side with suits of von Hospodar armor bearing halberds. Von Umbrak’s few servants placed silver goblets and cutlery with finely craft handles of antler before them. Places set, guests seated, at a clap of von Umbrak’s hands, the kitchen staff began to place dish after dish before them.

Despite the absurd danger that faced them in the form of their immortal, human blood-drinking host, Magda couldn’t help but savor every morsel of roast pheasant, prepared just as she remembered it from girlhood, and fragrant loaves of bread, seasoned with garlic alongside nuts and winter berries, each course served with a glass of an excellent local vintage.

“My lord, folk tales indicate garlic is disagreeable to your kind,” Vital said, tearing a hunk of bread from a loaf.

“A base canard, I’m afraid,” von Umbrak said. “Among my kind, there is a jest that Scytalish vampires promulgated the idea to convince victims to season themselves properly.”

Vital chuckled politely, and even Magda smiled.

“Are you not dining, my Lord?” Magda asked, pointedly. The liquid in his glass was too purple to be blood.

Von Umbrak smiled indulgently.

“I’m afraid that many humans find our dining habits disagree with their digestion. The wine is enough for me for now.”

“And when it is not enough?” Magda pressed.

“When it is not enough, I slaughter an animal.” Von Umbrak allowed a touch of irritation to enter his tone for the first time since their arrival.

“Never a rarer vintage?” Vital asked. “Such as that coursing through our veins?”

Von Umbrak smiled at the verbal attack, not with the gentle curve of the lips he’d greeted them with in the courtyard, but a fanged, superior grin.

“If I have, I assure you they were properly convicted criminals, or else willing participants who were unharmed by their donation, in accordance with the terms of the Treaty of Arad.”

“Was my uncle one such convicted?” Magda asked.

The brilliant green eyes tracked back to her again. Magda remained firm under the impact of von Umbrak’s gaze.

“No, though by law, he could’ve been. I’m afraid your uncle hanged himself in shame after you ran off with the huntsman’s son,” von Umbrak said. “Terrible thing. I would’ve spared him, of course, but he didn’t give me the chance.”

Magda put her antler-handled cutlery down and folded her hands in her lap, guilt and despondency having diminished her appetite where fear had failed to do so. Her family was gone, and Hospodar would never be the haven for Ioanna she’d dreamt it to be.

“Since the passes are closed, you are welcome to winter here,” von Umbrak said as he turned to face Vital. “The rest of my retinue will be here in a week or so. I trust a full season will give you enough time to affirm for yourself that my annexation of the Hospodar Lands was legal.”

“Even if all is as you say, there remains the matter of a newly discovered living heir to this fiefdom,” Vital protested.

“We can discuss the finer points tomorrow, Lord Inquisitor, but you will find that while Lady Magdalena is welcome here in her ancestral home as a matter of courtesy, my claim to these lands is affirmed by the laws of King Iulius. His Majesty’s sovereignty is assured by the Treaty of Arad.”

Vital frowned, but said nothing in return. Von Umbrak was right. Magda’s gut twisted. Having fled an agreed-upon marriage, she’d effectively defaulted the lands of Hospodar to her jilted fiancée. However, there was one peg upon which to hang an argument.

“Yet I have returned, unmarried,” Magda said into the thick burgeoning silence. “You have already taken my dowry and more. There remains a task left to you to truly rule Hospodar.”

Vital stared at her, his expression aghast, but Magda saw this only peripherally. She refused to make eye contact with him, instead keeping her eyes focused on the vampire lord sitting at the head of her family’s table. Von Umbrak’s expression was intrigued. He leaned forward in his chair.

“You wish to marry me? Truly?” The surprise in his voice seemed genuine.

“I wish to remain in my home as more than a guest. I wish to protect my people and create a safe haven for—for those who have traveled here with me.”

“Ah, yes, your band of mercenaries and camp followers,” von Umbrak said, disdain coloring his voice.

“The soldiers are fighting men of decent quality, and the women and children are all hard workers,” Magda said. “They will serve our land and people well as new subjects.”

“Magda, you can’t do this,” Vital interrupted. “You fled rather than be wed to an abomination—”

“Manners, milord Inquisitor, please,” von Umbrak interrupted, smirking.

“And I was wrong to flee,” Magda said, sparing only a quick glance at Vital. Where the dread will of the vampire hadn’t cowed her, she dared not linger on the dismay in the inquisitor’s eyes. “I failed in my duty. I intend to rectify that error and erase the stain from my family’s honor.”

Von Umbrak finished the last swallow of his wine before answering.

“This is, indeed, an unexpected and fascinating turn of events. However, before I respond to your proposal, take a night’s rest. It is apparent you have endured much in your travels, and such weighty decisions should be made clear-headed and rested. I have rooms prepared for both of you.”

Von Umbrak’s majordomo led them to Vital’s room first, then took Magda to hers. They had no chance to speak alone before their separation, and Magda was glad of that. Vital would not understand, would not approve of what she must do.

The room the graying, bloodless man ushered Magda to was her own childhood room, but either Uncle Serge or von Umbrak had rid the room of any relic of her youth. Instead, there was only a bed, a writing table and chair, a vanity and a chamber pot.

With a sigh, Magda sat down in the cushioned chair of the vanity. She knew there was little point in trying to sleep.

As she’d expected, a mere minute past midnight, a tall figure detached itself from the shadows in the corner of her room. Dregator von Umbrak regarded the fully-clothed, wide-awake Magda with an amused smile.

“Is there something wrong with the bed?” he asked as he bowed.

“Nothing at all, milord Baron,” Magda said, her voice level. “I merely anticipated that you would want to speak privately sooner, rather than later, and felt the process of undressing for bed unnecessary, perhaps even inappropriate, given your imminent visit.”

She stood and curtsied. Von Umbrak chuckled, a dark noise in the moonlit chamber.

“You have endured much, have you not, dear Magdalena?” von Umbrak asked, fascination clear in his cold, pale face.

“Yes, milord. Much.”

“Your travails have hardened you, made you cunning, yet your heart remains,” von Umbrak said. “You care for the inquisitor. You care much more for the child you sought to hide from me.”

Magda inhaled sharply, but clenched her jaw against further reaction.

“You’d hoped to hide the fact of her existence from me, afraid it would somehow lessen the appeal of marrying you. I assure you, it doesn’t. Believe me, when you’ve lived a few centuries, things like virginity matters very little in a prospective wife.”

“What does matter to you, then?” Magda asked.

Von Umbrak smiled, a melancholy expression. His gaze went to the window.

“What we vampires crave, what I expect what all immortals derived from human stock crave, is a richness of soul. When we die and are reborn, our life, our essence does not replenish the way yours does. It is merely stretched through the ages.

“The youngest among us think their hunger for life is sated when they drink the blood of a thinking being, but that only assuages the physical need. The spiritual need, though, that is only met by intimacy with one such as you.”

“One such as me?”

Von Umbrak stepped closer and brushed his cold fingers gently against Magda’s cheek.

“When you left, you were but a slip of a girl. Pretty, yes, but ultimately little more to me than a means to expand my realm. Now…now, you are magnificent. You have suffered immensely, but held true in your heart to your daughter, to your dead husband, even, though you protest otherwise to the inquisitor, to your God.”

Anger roiled in Magda’s stomach, but far from upsetting von Umbrak, his smile grew wider, revealing his fangs.

“You stand before me and do not tremble or quaver, nor shrink from my touch. Truly, you would be a formidable wife.”

“Then you view my proposal favorably?” Magda asked.

“Perhaps, but first, you have a matter to resolve from your old life.” Von Umbrak waved a long-fingered hand at the looking glass set in the ebony frame of her vanity. The reflection, which showed only her, not von Umbrak, shimmered for a second, then resolved into an image of a road through the forest. Upon that road, Stronzore rode in full-plate, illuminated by a burning torch in his hand, his company in formation behind him. They were marching through the night, east, back to Tulcea.

“As you predicted, the pass was closed. Stronzore has no choice but to turn and fight.”

“My Lord Baron, as your Intended, I request of you this boon,” Magda said, a pleading note entering her voice. “Send forth the wolves of Hospodar, lead your own fighting men against these brigands, and slay them utterly. Do this, and I shall make you a fine and faithful wife.”

“The wolves will not answer my call, for some reason,” Von Umbrak said. “And my legions, both the living and undead, are still a two days’ march. I did not lie when I said I had to make haste to greet you here at Castle Hospodar.”

Magda’s heart raced, and sweat slicked her palms.

“My lord, were you to ally with Lord Inquisitor Vital, even three hundred men might not stand before you.”

Von Umbrak tilted his head, considering.

“Perhaps, but the two of us alone against three hundred men is no certain wager. It is an unnecessary risk.” His voice was cold once again.

“Stronzore and his men are animals. Unrestrained, they will inflict death and suffering upon Tulcea, and every other settlement in Hospodar,” Magda said, her words spilling forth in a desperate torrent. “Surely you will not countenance such an offense against your sovereignty?”

Von Umbrak made a negating gesture with his left hand.

“I have no intention of allowing these mongrels to maraud about my fiefdom,” von Umbrak said. “Once my forces are assembled, I will strike and destroy them. Sadly, they will likely sack Tulcea, but that should give me the time I need for my troops to arrive. Unless…”

Von Umbrak trailed off, a dark smile curving his lips.

“Unless what, my lord?” Magda asked, impatient with the vampire’s games, as Stronzore and his men drew nearer with every minute.

“Unless I give you the power to clean up your own mess. You and the inquisitor led these men here. You should deal with them.”

“How?” Magda asked, though she suspected the answer.

“Accept the gift of undeath. Allow me to turn you. Then you may hunt these men yourself. The wolves will answer your call, and I’m sure the Inquisitor will help you, as well. With the strength of the pack to aid you, the two of you should make short work of Stronzore and his bastards.”

“No.” Magda recoiled in horror. She had been willing to accept this unholy union, but to sacrifice her very soul, to actually become a vampire—

“You would warm my bed, but not share my fate?” Von Umbrak’s tone wasn’t angry, but patronizing. “Come, Magdalena: you’ve endured all these years for Ioanna’s sake. Will you fail her now, at this last trial? You know what Stronzore will do to her, what he’ll have his men do to her, for your defiance.”

Von Umbrak waved at the mirror again, and the image shimmered once more, resolving into a room where little Ioanna slept under the watchful eye of Helga, who hummed a shapeless lullaby for the girl. The soldiers Vital had converted looked resolved, but they were so few. Stronzore’s horde would carve through their old comrades in minutes.

Hot tears welled in Magda’s eyes, then began to slide down her cheeks as she looked upon Ioanna. Dear Ioanna, who had been her only joy, who had endured and survived alongside her mother, never losing the sunlight of her soul, despite being immersed in darkness. The vision of what the mercenaries would do to her didn’t appear in the mirror, but it was seared into Magda’s own imagination.

She would do anything, give anything to stop them.

What was her soul against her daughter’s life?

Magda shut her eyes against the tears and took seven shuddering breaths. Her eyes were clear, her expression steady when she turned back to Von Umbrak. She lifted her chin and tilted her head, exposing the ivory skin of her throat.

“Do it.”

Von Umbrak slid up to her, the graveyard chill of his body drawing the warmth of her own through her dress.

“This will hurt,” he warned. “The bite, and the draining, and then the turning will hurt as the fires of damnation. You will drink some of my blood to seal the transformation. Are you prepared?”

True God, forgive me, but I have no choice.

“I am.”

As Von Umbrak promised, his fangs pierced the skin of her neck, inflicting sharp, searing pain. As he began to drain her lifeblood, a sense of sleepy euphoria clouded her senses. She was so light, floating. The cares of this world were below her, her body was falling—she could rest, she should rest. Her father and mother, Mihai, they all waited for her beyond the veil—

No—she could not rest. She had to stay, for Ioanna.

Magda fell, her body convulsing spasmodically against the rug that covered the stone floor. Pain and fear greater than she’d ever known in a lifetime of pain and fear wracked her body, mind, and soul. Her heart hammered frantically inside her chest, trying to pump what remained of her blood to her limbs, but it was unequal to the task.

At the aphelion of agony and terror, her frantically beating heart stopped, a last gasp escaped her lips. All stilled, and Magda hovered on the razor-thin edge between life and death. As if from a great distance, Von Umbrak’s voice came to her.

“Take, drink.” His wrist appeared before her. “Taste of my blood and join me in immortality.”

Magda bit into Von Umbrak’s cold flesh. His black, icy blood filled her mouth, leaving the taste of frozen copper on her tongue. It slid down her gullet into her stomach, where it roiled against the natural contents it found there. The pain of the bite, the pain of death had been mere preamble.

Her muscles contorted and hardened, her organs burned cold, and biting frost coursed through her arteries. The calcium of her bones hardened into something more akin to stone, and sinews lengthened, constricted, and snapped into new positions to accommodate her new muscles and bone structure. Magda felt every ounce, every inch of the transformation in excruciating detail.

But the physical torment was nothing compared to the severance of her soul from her body. Von Umbrak had said the turn would hurt as the fires of damnation—that was an insufficient description. Her soul was passing into the fires of damnation, and she could feel it happening.

Then there was stillness again, Magda took a deep breath—and realized she had no need of breath. Her heart no longer beat in her chest. Her blood flowed only sluggishly, like a half-frozen river. Magda rose from the floor, stretching and feeling the raw power of her new body. She cast no reflection to see, but she felt taller, stronger, faster.

And empty—cold and empty. The warmth of Ioanna in her arms, the tenderness of her husband’s love, Vital’s compassion for her. All of it seemed encased in ice, locked away from her forever by the veil.

Von Umbrak smiled at her.

“This, your final sacrifice, was well done,” he said, his voice trembling with eagerness. “Truly, your suffering is a masterpiece.”

Black hatred for her sire warmed her for a moment, shocking her in its intensity. Her anger and surprise must have been visible on her face.

“Yes, exactly,” von Umbrak said. “You will begin to understand why I sought you out. The blood that is our sustenance soon grows cold in our bellies, but those flashes of passion, of pain and ecstasy—they can make the centuries worth living.”

Magda’s eyes rested on the looking glass again—and she could see the ley line, like a violet cord from the glass to von Umbrak’s hand. Instinctively, she reached out, grasped the ley line, and pulled it out of von Umbrak’s hand. The magic of the mirror was hers to command, and in keeping with her thoughts, it showed Stronzore’s column once again.

There were many hours left until dawn…

“Wake Vital—tell him to go to Ioanna and ensure she is safe.” Magda barely recognized her own voice. “I shall return to you once I have dealt with the matter.”
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Magda ran, ran faster than she’d ever run before. She shed her shoes and her skirts, annoyed at their constraints. Her unnatural muscles rippled under her chamise, but no sweat soaked the fabric. The thorns and thistles of the forest found no purchase on her marble-smooth skin.

She threw back her head and howled unto the golden moon. Dozens of lupine voices responded from the Ebon Wood in a chorus of fierce, predatory joy. The wolves of Hospodar had always been hers to command by right, but tonight she had become more to them. As the wolves joined her in her headlong flight toward their prey, she felt their love, their eagerness to share the thrill of the Hunt with their mistress—their Pack Mother.

They circled and fell upon the trail of the column first. The gnarled old male who had obeyed her at the River Tarvan took the first kill. The staggering Scytalish footman didn’t even have time to scream as the massive black wolf sprang from the undergrowth and clamped down on his neck with jaws powerful enough to sever a tree trunk. The old wolf dragged his prey off the road into the bush. A troop of the Scytalish Green died under the fangs of the pack this way, before one of Stronzore’s officers saw what was happening.

It was Dieter riding toward the rear of the column. The hideous man raised a horn to sound the alarm, but before he could blow into the instrument, Magda herself was upon him. Leaping with inhuman strength toward Dieter, she knocked the horn from his hand—it broke in two against the trunk of an ebony tree. With her other hand, she grabbed hold of his mop of straw-blond hair and pulled him from the saddle, slamming him into the snow-covered ground.

Magda rammed her knee into his chest, denting his breastplate so far inward that his sternum cracked audibly. Dieter screamed in pain and tried to roll away, but Magda pinned him to the ground. She ripped away the cloth and chainmail gorget protecting his throat with her right hand, the steel links of chain snapping under her inhuman might. With her left hand, she jerked his head to the left, exposing his neck and the vessels there, through which flowed his living blood.

Dieter’s eyes were wide with terror. A part of Magda knew that mere hours ago, she would’ve felt empathy for his terror, even knowing how vile a man he was. All she felt now was joy—and hunger.

Magda struck, burying her teeth in Dieter’s throat and filling her mouth for the first time with warm, living blood. Dieter screamed and thrashed but for a moment, then stilled and moaned piteously as Magda satiated her hunger with his life.

Dark ecstasy filled her mind, as even greater strength flowed through her limbs. She drained every last pint of Dieter’s blood, save the splatter that laid upon the snow and across her chamise. A slashing blow to her left shoulder blade penetrated her unholy euphoria. She stood and screamed in frustration more than pain. An axe was embedded in her left shoulder blade, severing tendons, muscles, and bone, and red-bearded Hakkon was galloping toward her, another axe raised in his hand to strike.

It was an awkward angle, but thankfully, her flexibility had also increased alongside her strength, speed, and endurance. She yanked the axe free with her right hand, and the wound started sealing immediately, the flesh spreading over the wound, the muscles closing, even as her bones knitted themselves back together. The pain of the process was exquisite—she favored her assailant with a death’s head grin.

Hakkon’s eyes widened at the sight of the former camp whore, taller, paler, soaked in blood, having just pulled his axe free from a mortal wound. Magda sprang at him, lopping off his right hand with his own axe, then swinging the haft back around to knock him free of the saddle. Hakkon fell to the snow, bellowing and clutching his stump.

Magda prepared to drain Hakkon, as well, but Stronzore’s bellowing voice came over the night air.

“Stand, you bastards!” he screamed. “Form a square, the wolves cannot pick you off if we form a shield wall!”

Most of the column was still panicking under the repeated assaults of the pack, but Stronzore was correct: if he managed to rally his surviving men into a cohesive square shield wall, the wolves would not be able to drag off his individual infantrymen and would face the long pikes when they tried to close to attack.

She couldn’t allow that. With only a pang of regret for the loss of a meal, Magda planted a foot on Hakkon’s pauldron, pressed firmly into his shoulder, then grabbed hold of his head under the jaw with both hands, daggering her fingers into his flesh to assure her purchase. Flesh ripped, arteries severed to spray blood everywhere, and vertebrae cracked, then broke apart as Magda ripped Hakkon’s head free of his neck.

A dark chuckle escaped her lips as she regarded the look of horror and shock on Hakkon’s severed head for a moment before lifting it over her head in both hands and hurling it with all her might at Stronzore. The gory projectile impacted Stronzore’s breastplate with a wet thud, nearly knocking him from the saddle.

The Condottiero turned his horse to face her, their eyes met across the carnage. She saw, she smelt, she bathed in Stronzore’s terror, her bloody grin widening. Stronzore ceased all attempts to rally his men; pulling fiercely on the reins, he wheeled his mount about and dug in his spurs, galloping as fast as he could away from Magda.

No mortal steed could outrun a vampire. Magda ignored the panicking mercenaries as she pursued Stronzore through the Ebon Woods.

Stronzore spurred his horse up to the top of a hillock—a mistake. As he crested the rise, Magda intercepted him, not slowed by the slope. She tackled him out of his saddle to the ground, then picked him up by his breastplate and flung him against the massive trunk of a tree with bone-crushing force, sending a shower of snow and dead twigs and leaves to the forest floor. The steed continued on, galloping into the night in uncontrolled terror.

“Fuck you, cunt,” Stronzore said as he fumbled with his sword. “Vampire or not, you’re still my whore, and I’ll teach you a lesson.”

Magda allowed him to free the blade from its sheath. He thrust at her, but his movements were so pitifully slow now, that dodging the thrust was like avoiding a blow from a toddler. Grinning, she allowed him a few more pathetic swipes with the weapon before she seized his wrist, crushing the joint with the strength of her grip.

His fingers slackened, and the sword fell from his ruined hand. Magda caught it before it hit the snow, and, careful to avoid lung and heart, rammed the blade through his right shoulder into the tree behind. The half-orc screamed in pain and rage. Magda pulled a long dagger from its sheath on Stronzore’s harness, then seized his left hand with hers and yanked his arm back away from his torso to follow the curvature of the tree trunk.

Stronzore’s arm popped out of its socket, his humerus broke in two and the tendons and ligaments in his elbow joint snapped as she forced the arm beyond its range of motion with inhuman strength. Once she had his left hand flat against the trunk, she thrust the dagger into his palm, sinking it to the hilt and pinning his left arm in place.

“You bitch,” Stronzore howled. “You bitch, I’ll kill you… I’ll kill you.”

His words trailed off into inarticulate cries of pain, and Magda’s grin widened as she heard the sobbing desperation in his voice. She put a hand on his chin and wrenched his face up to meet her eyes.

“Poor, little Stronzore,” she said in a cooing, eerie voice. “Abused and abandoned by the world. You thought you could hurt it back badly enough that you would never feel fear again. But the fear never left, did it?”

“Fuck you,” Stronzore said between sobs. “Just kill me already, bitch.”

“Oh, no, Stronzore. You see, it’s important to me you understand how wrong you were. For all your sadism, you were still just that scared, powerless little mongrel, and that’s how you’ll die, too: afraid and powerless and small.”

With her free hand, Magda grabbed hold the edge of Stronzore’s breastplate. She pressed his head back against the tree, his nose breaking under the force of her palm and ripped the breast plate free, the leather straps holding it in place snapping. She repeated the process for the rest of his armor, then, changing her fingernails into razor sharp claws, she shredded his undergarments until he stood, naked, shivering, and bleeding, pinned to a tree.

“Magda, please, just kill me,” Stronzore said through chattering lips.

Her laughter echoed over the treetops for several seconds, mocking and chill.

“Not that quickly, Stronzore. Not that quickly at all.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Two hours later, all that remained of Stronzore were unrecognizable hunks of meat and bone pinned to a tree by his sword and dagger. Magda licked her tormentor’s blood from her claws with relish, just as she would continually relish the memory of his blubbering, screaming death. She wondered if the woman she’d been before the change could’ve relished her vengeance so fully without a pang of conscience.

Not long until dawn—she should return to the castle, but first—

Ioanna!

True God, in her bloodlust, she’d forgotten her own daughter.

Magda’s eyes darted back to the village. Unconsciously, her claws returned to the shape and proportion of her normal fingernails, and her incisors, while still pronounced, shrank to something approximating human teeth. She rushed to a nearby stream to rinse off the worst of the blood; she didn’t want to terrify her daughter. Her transformation would be enough of a shock; she didn’t want Ioanna to see her like this.

Somewhat more presentable, she ran to the village, powered by the blood of her tormentor. Behind her, the wolves howled as they hunted down the fleeing remnants of the Scytalish Green. The sound made her smile in vicious glee.

The door to the house she’d left Ioanna in was ajar. Panic seized her still heart as she burst into the simple hut. The soldiers were all asleep, as was Helga. Ioanna was nowhere to be seen. Magda crossed the room to Helga, yanked the woman violently to her feet and slapped her. Not hard enough to harm her, but hard enough to hurt and end her rest.

Helga gasped, and her eyes flew open.

“Magda, dear God, what happened to you?”

“Never mind that,” Magda snapped. “Where is Ioanna?”

Helga’s eyes flew to the straw mattress where the little girl had been sleeping.

“Oh, no,” she moaned. “He appeared, he sang some honeyed tune and all of us fell asleep. He must have taken her.”

Von Umbrak. Magda dropped Helga to the dirt floor and turned to leave.

Vital du Bronze stood before her in the doorway, resplendent in full, black armor, sword in hand. The cold iron of his weapons and armor now hurt her even to gaze upon. For the first time in her undeath, fear leavened her rage. His sword could severe any ley line of magic, including the necromantic bonds which secured her consciousness to her lifeless but superhuman body.

His cobalt eyes widened, then welled with sorrow as he took in her pale skin, her increased height, and the abyssal emptiness in her eyes.

“Magda, no,” he said, as he raised his sword to guard position.

“Vital, Von Umbrak has taken Ioanna. What must be reckoned between us can wait.”

The inquisitor hesitated only a moment, then nodded.

“Agreed.”
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Von Umbrak awaited them, seated on his throne in the Great Hall of Castle Hospodar. To his left, Ioanna slumbered peacefully on a couch with maroon cushions—Magda could make out the rising and falling of her breath from the entryway.

“Magnificently done, Magdalena,” von Umbrak said. “Truly, you are an inspiration.”

Vital kept step with Magda as she approached the throne.

“Thank you, milord,” Magda said. “If you please, I wish that the Lord Inquisitor Vital should escort my daughter from these lands to a place of safety, and then we may discuss our pending nuptials.”

Von Umbrak smiled coldly.

“Not all affections survive the change—your love of your daughter was truly pure. And you, Lord Inquisitor, how interesting…”

Von Umbrak turned his gaze on Vital.

“You allowed yourself to love my betrothed, did you not?”

Vital’s face was a stone mask of fury.

“The Prophets and Saints teach us that God requires us to love all sapient beings with a soul,” he said.

Von Umbrak tsked.

“Such an unworthy evasion. You loved Magdalena as a woman, not as a lost lamb of your flock. She and her daughter represented your chance for the family so few of your Order have, did they not?”

“None of your words matter, von Umbrak,” Vital said, his hands tightening on the hilt of his sword. “Countess Magdalena has made her request. Place her daughter in my custody and I will leave.”

“Oh, but it does matter, my Lord Inquisitor,” von Umbrak said, his voice tinged with cruel mirth. “Your pain is the dusting of sugar atop this confection. Your misery is the perfect flourish to the drama.”

Magda’s eyes flicked to the couch, where Ioanna still slept. She must resolve this before harm came to her, or her damnation was for naught.

“My Lord.” Magda stepped in front of Vital and held up a hand to forestall further comment from him. “Please—grant the Inquisitor and my daughter safe passage from your lands, as a wedding present to me.”

Von Umbrak’s smile did not slip, but grew more vicious.

“I’m afraid not. You see, I have violated the Treaty of Arad in turning you. Once Vital has your daughter to safety, he would be bound by holy duty to gather his brethren to return and slay me for my trespass, and you, as well, I might add. I’m afraid your friend must die. Take Ioanna to your quarters, and I shall attend to it.”

Magda exchanged a look with Vital. He nodded, then slammed down the visor of his helmet.

“Please, Magda, do as he says,” Vital said, his voice tinny through the visor.

Magda walked to the couch and gazed down at her daughter. Weakened from wounds, exhausted by travel through the cold and snow, and even with the aid of the Divine Court, Vital stood no chance against a vampire as old as von Umbrak.

Vital had been the first man since her husband to treat her kindly, to attempt to fight for her and not merely over her. Her eyes closed, and she envisioned her life at von Umbrak’s side. In creating her, von Umbrak had earned the ire of not merely the Church, but also the inevitable reprisal of King Iulius for doing so without his permission. The only logical course of action would be a coup.

And amidst the intrigues and bloodshed of that coup, her daughter would grow just as cold and vicious as Magda herself had become—or she would die, futilely. Though sealed in a cage of ice, her love for her daughter and her admiration for Vital were both still there, both still a part of her. All paths stretched through death, but only one held freedom for her daughter.

She struck.

But not fast enough.

Von Umbrak’s arm shot out and seized her by the throat, stopping her cold. He ignored the raking of her claws on his arm as he lifted her off the ground.

“Amazing, that so much of your humanity survives,” von Umbrak marveled. “But I’m afraid you are no match for—”

Vital’s black blade arced toward von Umbrak. The vampire lord flung Magda aside and leapt away in time to avoid a mortal blow, but the blade carved a wicked cut through the night-blue doublet and down his right arm. Black blood spilled from the gash, and it did not immediately begin closing.

Von Umbrak hissed in fury. Drawing his own blade with his uninjured hand, he charged at Vital. Centuries of war had honed the vampire’s swordsmanship to a finer edge than even the Inquisitor was capable of, but unlike von Umbrak, Vital was in his full plate. Every time von Umbrak’s steel struck the cold iron armor, the ringing sent a spike of pain through Magda’s head, and she noted that von Umbrak, too, grimaced with each blow.

Ignoring her own discomfort, Magda sprinted to one of the suits of armor and seized its halberd. She snapped the haft of the weapon so that she now wielded a poleaxe in one hand, and a stake in the other. Leaping over the throne, she brought the poleaxe down upon von Umbrak.

He deflected the blow with his sword, but in so doing, left a gap in his defense. Magda rammed the broken haft through his doublet, his icy skin, between his ribs and into his black heart. Instantly, von Umbrak stood paralyzed, immobilized by the stake in his heart.

Vital swung his sword in a beautiful backhand slash. Baron Dregator von Umbrak’s head separated from his neck, hitting the floor with a thunk before disintegrating with the rest of his body.

Vampire and Inquisitor faced each other over the ashes of their mutual foe. Magda held the top half of the halberd while Vital maintained his sword at the ready. Beneath his visor, Vital’s eyes were wide, his breath rattled, and rasped through the metal of his helm.

Magda straightened and threw the axe on the ground with a clatter.

“I won’t fight you, Vital.”

“I don’t wish to harm you, even as you are, but my duty—”

“Consider, Lord Inquisitor,” Magda said, cutting him off. “The Treaty of Arad has been satisfied. The vampire who violated it is dead, and I shall observe its statutes in my reign as countess. The population of vampires has not increased.”

Vital slowly lowered his sword and raised his visor.

“Magda, why would you do this?” he asked, heartbreak dripping from his words.

“You know why, Vital,” Magda said, her voice cold and steady. “To save her.”

“But your soul, Magda, you should have had faith—”

Magda did not answer, but walked silently to where Ioanna, miraculously, still slumbered upon the maroon couch. She reached out a hand to stroke her daughter’s hair, but pulled back short. Magda’s hand fell limply to her side.

“I still want you to take her from this place,” Magda said.

Vital clearly wanted to argue further, but Magda put a pair of icy fingertips on his lips.

“Please, my dear inquisitor-errant, your words cannot ease this pain. We can only endure it.”

His eyes closed, grief etched onto his noble features. Vital looked much older when he opened his eyes.

“As you wish, my lady.”

“Take what is in the larder here to feed the village and yourselves for the winter. When the spring thaws the pass, take Ioanna and find her a place where she will be loved and provided for, away from this darkness. See to it yourself, Vital. She will need you.”

“I will,” Vital said. “What will you do now?”

“I will hunt down the rest of Stronzore’s men, ensure that none are left alive, save those that swore themselves to you,” Magda said. “After that, I will travel to the Court of King Iulius and present myself as the new Countess of Hospodar and Umbrak. You will not see me again.”

“What shall I tell Ioanna when she wakes?”

Tears, icier than her blood, slid down Magda’s pale face.

“Tell her the truth. Tell her that I gave my life for hers.”
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