
        
            
                
            
        

    Second String Savior

False Icons – Book 1

R. E. Carr

Rick Gualtieri





Copyright © 2019 Rick Gualtieri / R.E. Carr



No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author. Your support of authors’ rights is greatly appreciated. 


All characters in this novel are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The use of any real company and/or product names is for literary effect only. All other trademarks and copyrights are the property of their respective owners. 


 
Edited by Megan Harris:
www.mharriseditor.com
Cover by Mallory Rock at
www.rocksolidbookdesign.com
Published by Freewill Press



Freewill-press.com



 




Contents

 
Title Page
Author’s Note
Chapter Zero: Ubiquitous Prologue
Chapter One: A Crank Call from Destiny
Chapter Two: The New Guy
Chapter Three: I had to Ask
Chapter Four: Nerd Herding
Chapter Five: Maybe She’s Born With it, Maybe it’s Destiny
Chapter Six: The Hair Dye of Doom
Chapter Seven: Origin Story
Chapter Eight: Bibbity Bobbity Boo Hoo
Chapter Nine: Everything’s Fine
Chapter Ten: The Blessing of What?
Chapter Eleven: Fast Times at Pennacook High
Chapter Twelve: Busted
Chapter Thirteen: Back to the Beginning
Chapter Fourteen: Chosen…Crap
Chapter Fifteen: The Magic of Montages
Chapter Sixteen: The New Normal
Chapter Seventeen: Two Places at the Same Time
Chapter Eighteen: Big Trouble in Little Chinatown
Chapter Nineteen: The Outlaw Jessie Jameson
Chapter Twenty: A New Face Joins the Philharmonic
Chapter Twenty-One: How I learned to Stop Worrying and Date my Nemesis
Chapter Twenty-Two: It’s Always Darkest before Dawn . . . Duh
Chapter Twenty-Three: Grounded
Chapter Twenty-Four: Time Off for Bad Behavior
Chapter Twenty-Five: The Magical Mystery Tour
Chapter Twenty-Six: Hairy Prattle and the Hot Tub of Wonders
Chapter Twenty-Seven: Meet the Neighbors
Chapter Twenty-Eight: It’s Ancient Greek to Me
Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Kegger of the Gods…
Chapter Thirty: Dionysian Disaster Strikes
Chapter Thirty-One: The Quest for Peace
Chapter Thirty-Two: You Have to Fight for your Right to Party
Chapter Thirty-Three: Azkaban Would be so Much Scarier With
Chapter Thirty-Four: Kushtaka Rhapsody
Chapter Thirty-Five: Party Favors
Chapter Thirty-Six: Universal Education
Chapter Thirty-Seven: Freewill is an Illusion too
Chapter Thirty-Eight: More than Meets the Eye
Chapter Thirty-Nine: The Moment of Half-Truth
Chapter Forty: Flower Power
Chapter Forty-One: It was all Going so Well
Chapter Forty-Two: Until it Wasn’t
Chapter Forty-Three: Peace Finds a Way
Chapter Forty-Four: Alea Iacta Est
Chapter Forty-Five: Falling Forever
Chapter Forty-Six: Sick Day
Chapter Forty-Seven: Homecoming
Chapter Forty-Eight: The Last Dance
Chapter Forty-Nine: Can’t go Home Again
Bonus Chapter
About the Author – Rick Gualtieri
About the Author – R.E. Carr




For our Norn Iron King, Bite Club Member, and gallant friend. You shall be missed, Don.





The authors would like to thank everyone who made Second String Savior possible. They would like to give a big shout out to Megan Harris for editing and Mallory Rock for her brilliant cover design. Both of you managed to even make two crazy urban fantasy authors look good.

 
This book is only possible with the help of our amazing beta readers: Kristi, Simon, Michael, April, Chris, Ron, Ruby, and Terry; as well as R. E. Carr’s bite Club: DJ, Hezzo, Walter, Deb, RH, Emmers, and Don.

 
Furthermore, Rick would like to give a big shout out to his Patreon peeps: Vikki H, Nicole J., Lee, AJ H., Patrick, Shari L., Michael L., Tina H., David H., and Kenny R. Your support means to the world to me!

 




Author’s Note

Welcome to Second String Savior, the first new story in what I’m calling the Tome of Bill Universe. I realized a while back that this world I created some years ago has a lot more tales to tell aside from that of a nerdy, foul-mouthed vampire – more than I could ever possibly hope to tell by myself. And I believe it's high time we started to explore some of them.
I’m privileged to have along with me for this adventure R.E. Carr, author of the excellent Rules Undying series. If you haven’t checked it out yet, please do so. It’s quite the wild ride. Together, we’ve crafted a new beginning, one that I believe stands on its own yet, at the same time, should feel familiar to those of you who’ve joined me for Bill Ryder’s adventures through the paranormal.
The story you’re about to read takes place roughly concurrent with the events of The Mourning Woods, for those of you who’ve read my Tome of Bill series. If not, no worries. Jessie Flores’s tale is perfectly capable of standing on its own two feet, as is she.
Welcome to a world of vampires, witches, and giant hairy monsters – a world of infinite possibilities. It is my sincere hope you enjoy reading this story as much as my co-author and I did writing it.
Rick G.




Chapter Zero: Ubiquitous Prologue

“Excuse me, but I don’t think you have a hall pass.” The creature by the trophy case turned slowly, eyes solid black and claws extended. Somehow I’d hoped that my first encounter with a vampire would involve sparkling and smoldering glances, but alas, I had to make do with a goon in a trench coat who looked intent on ripping out my tasty throat.
The monster cocked his head at me and gave one of those fangy smiles straight out of Hammer House of Horror. My grip tightened on the makeshift stake in my hand. Technically it was just a drumstick I’d snagged from the band room, but beggars can’t be choosers. It then occurred to me that I had absolutely no idea what to do next.
The creature of the night paused as well. He inclined his head at the weapon in my hand. “Cute. Band practice run late, little girl?”
I wanted to quip the perfect witty comeback, worthy of my favorite heroes in comics and the silver screen, but instead let out an awkward giggle and shrugged.
The monster rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for this shit. How about this? I’m going to ask you some questions. Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll make your death mostly painless.”
“Not really motivating me, Nosferatu.” The vampire raised a brow. I’d finally found the perfect bit of shade to cast in his general direction. “Maybe if you sparkled—”
That seemed to push a button. I blinked, and the vampire was practically on top of me, and not in any fetish fantasy way. I shoved the drumstick upward and discovered exactly how effective the human ribcage was in protecting the delicate inner stuffing. The monster laughed and knocked it out of my hand.
“You know, you’re kind of cute,” he said with a snarl. “Maybe I’ll fuck you before bleeding you dry. How’s that sound?”
I hesitated, stuck between the horror of what he’d suggested and wanting to point out that I was only sixteen, but even mid-fight, I realized how ridiculous that was. This dude wanted to kill me. I somehow doubted that being jailbait would dissuade him.
The vampire shoved me away with contempt, reinforcing the stereotype that I was “fighting like a girl.” I crashed into the lockers opposite of Mrs. Paczkowski’s homeroom. Stars swirled around the fluorescent lights, and I could smell nasty, metallic breath as the monster leaned in to get a good, old-fashioned gloat.
“Aww, did that hurt?” he teased before slamming me against the metal with enough force to dent some poor schmuck’s cubbyhole. “Now, tell me, have you seen a ginger bitch around here?”
“I really, really hate that word.”
“What . . . bitch, little bitch?”
“No, ginger,” I deadpanned as I yanked the brown wig off my head. Finally, a decent comeback! Well, okay, not really, but that was fine. I found myself at a loss for further banter as my big reveal turned out far more dramatic than I anticipated as my Day-Glo red locks quite literally glowed. Note to self: shiny one was not a metaphor.
The vampire hissed and went hardcore for my jugular, my only response being a not so heroic cringe and a desperate lunge to rack him in the balls. I seriously hoped vampires had balls. I hadn’t thought to ask in my rapid-fire briefing from Gary and Phil. On the upside, the high-pitched wail erupting from my enemy confirmed that one useful fact—vampires certainly had nuts.
Speaking of nuts, a toasty aroma filled the halls as smoke puffed out from under my target’s collar. Maybe I ate too much garlic, or the stake really did hit him. No, the smoke clearly poured out of a wound on the side of his neck, a burn in the pattern of a plait. It was at that moment I felt quite a bit of warmth radiating from my skull. Oh God, was I on fire, too?
“Holy shit, Jessie!” Gary’s familiar voice called from the end of the corridor. “Are you on fire?”
I so hated being right.
“What are you?” the vampire cried, his previous snark gone. He clawed at his own throat as the smoldering wound began to burn. “I . . . I—”
“That’s quite enough,” another familiar voice said.
The monster was engulfed in a pillar of flame the moment the raspy voice spat out those words. I gulped as the vampire exploded into a pile of ash. Amidst the flames a cigarette snapped into the center mass, and as the flareup died out, the lanky, exaggerated silhouette of a woman I’d come to fear filled my view.
“You know, smoking isn’t allowed on campus, Aunt Phil,” Gary said, running towards us.
Philomena Bates—Phil, as she insisted on being called—rolled her eyes and gave a wry smile. “What are you gonna do, Gare-bear, report me?”
“No, but you might wanna run,” I replied as the fire alarm blared and the sprinklers dropped their load. I could hear her rapid-fire swearing as we made a beeline for the west exit. Phil glowered as we burst into the parking lot.
“Why exactly are we running?”
“You set off the sprinklers!”
She let out a deep sigh, then grabbed both my arm and Gary’s. The world started to shimmer and get all swirly, like we were in a movie flashback.
“You have so much to learn, girl,” Phil said before everything got even weirder. Yes, weirder than fighting a vampire in my high school, or having hair that glowed, or even seeing a fireball turn said creature into nothing more than an annoyance for the new janitor.
In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from homeroom to the rooftop of a warehouse, and boy, it took all my effort to keep my pre-skirmish bag of pork rinds from spewing all over the tar paper.
“Did we just go bamf? Holy Nightcrawler, Batman. That was not pleasant.”
Gary plopped onto the ledge at the edge of the roof, shaking his head while Phil continued to give him a withering glare. She then turned to me, her runny makeup and limp platinum hair further amplifying her severe look. Unfortunately, I had no ability to teleport off the roof—that I knew of anyway—and somehow doubted glowing hair would protect me from a five-story drop. Mercifully, her face softened and she actually smiled as she approached. “Congratulations, Jessie, you survived your first tussle with the supernatural.”
“She probably wished it was Sam and Dean,” Gary muttered. I did the only mature thing and flipped him the bird.
Phil proceeded as if nothing had happened. “You might be the chosen one, but believe me, you still have a lot to learn.” She lit a fresh cigarette, this time using a flame that flicked off the tip of her index finger.
“Well, could you at least tell me one thing first?”
Phil smiled as warmly as she could considering the obvious amounts of Botox plumping her features. “Anything for you, dearie.”
“If I’m the chosen one, who exactly chose me?”




Chapter One: A Crank Call from Destiny

I never expected to end up bruised and shaking on the roof of a warehouse, with neon hair and a higher calling, but then who wakes up one day and checks off “superhero” on their bucket list? I know when it all started—well, at least when I finally noticed the weirdness—and no, it was not some puberty thing.
It all began in a rather innocuous fourth period AP physics class, although at the time I was far more concerned with the dashing profile of our varsity quarterback.
Tony Castorini was that rare combo of brawn and brains, an all-star on the field who could write a lab report without beating up some freshman nerd to do it for him. Throw in dark, wavy hair and broad shoulders, and he set an unrealistic expectation of what a high-schooler should aspire to be.
Unfortunately for me, hordes of busty, brainless cheerleaders surrounded him at all times, except for in his advanced placement classes. There, and only there, I had a snowball’s chance of him noticing me. It’s not like I was a toad or anything, but while Mother Nature had blessed me with long legs, clear skin, and a glossy mane of shoulder length brown hair, she had forgotten to tack anything more than a short stack of pancakes onto my chest region.
“Flores?” That’s my name, but I had no idea why it was being called at that particular moment. I made a quick assessment of my notes, the teacher’s mildly perturbed face, and hedged my bets. “Um, ten meters per second.”
“Very good,” Mr. Turner replied. “It’s nice to know that some of you can pay attention while looking like space cadets.” He turned his focus to someone clearly doodling in the front row. With my hormonal haze interrupted, I finally noticed another set of eyes locked on to me.
While new students weren’t entirely unheard of at midterms, usually they didn’t show up in the AP classes. This guy looked at home with the ‘Borough rich kids that filled Pennacook Regional High School—polo shirt, khakis, and floppy, but not too emo, hair. I tried not to stare at the row of zits dotting his forehead, or how he kept sneaking looks at me, then scribbling little notes in his binder. By the time the bell rang, it was starting to creep me out, even as I tried to concentrate on jotting down our assignment.
I was ready to make a mad dash for lunch. After all, the sole redeeming aspect of Mondays happened to be fresh tater tots and nachos, lending itself to one of the greatest culinary traditions of the Pennacook Tomahawks—Tot-chos. Sadly, even the freshmen had discovered the crispy, cheesy goodness, so speed was of the essence.
“Um, hi,” the new guy started, but I was already on the move.
The entire defensive line was already heading for the caf, so I had to pick up the pace. Lucky for me, I had a secret weapon. Unlike either the big dudes or the average Joe’s filling the hall, I worked weekends at the Worcester Ninja Gym teaching small children how to get into all sorts of trouble. The new guy was left in the dust as I slid under a linebacker, skirted around a locker door, and barely avoided a sideswipe from an excited gleek. The exertion paid off as I managed to snatch cheesy delights mere moments before the lunch lady decreed the jalapeño stash had been depleted.
It’s the little things, like processed cheese spread slathered on crispy golden potato nuggets, that get you through high school. Of course, the moment I managed to shove a solid cheekful into my mouth, the less enlightened jock-squad decided to make their presence known.
Now, I preferred to eat alone. I had a perfectly comfy table by the windows. It had a wonky leg, which drove most away, but I’d mastered its mysteries and, so long as my drink wasn’t too full, I was golden. Problem was, the bigger dudes had formed a semi-circle around the new guy.
“Hey, fuck-face! Going somewhere?” the biggest one—Harry or Larry something-or-other—growled.
The new guy, however, despite his slim build, seemed unfazed. He tried to push past them, seemingly determined to head toward my lunchtime fortress of solitude with a lunch bag in one hand and a pair of sodas in the other. One of the other guys, another Larry or Harry, stepped in and glanced my way before starting in the harassment. “Dude, fuck-face here is making a move on Backdoor Jess. He must’ve heard. . .”
I took a deep breath, willing myself to stay calm despite wanting to scream. On the one hand, the new guy might be a creeper but, on the other, here were three obvious bullies making the school a douchetastic paradise. Fortunately, I had a few more tricks up my sleeve, such as molten cheese.
I picked up a tot and flicked it with my finger. Bingo! Houston, we have neck contact on one of the Larrys. He let loose with a quick scream, probably higher pitched than he’d ever admit to, then narrowed his eyes as he turned to face me. I had the decency to kick my feet up on the next chair over and give my ponytail a defiant flip.
“Stay out of this, you backdoor bitch,” Tot-Wearing Larry warned.
“You know, I have a better idea. How about I tell Counselor Flake how threatened I feel right now?” I stated in my most innocent voice. The mere mention of our infamous guidance counselor’s name was enough to make them pause. The third in their merry trio, who was actually a Brian, decided that discretion was the better part of valor and waved Larry and Harry (or was it Barry?) onward toward easier targets, although Tot-head couldn’t resist shoving the new guy on the way out.
“Counselor Flake?” the new guy asked, intruding upon my personal table space and setting his lunch down across from me. I barely compensated for the wobble in time. Far too much of my fried goodness had been sacrificed this day already.
“Her name is Mrs. Blake, but no one calls her that. I think she was raised in some sort of commune, possibly on another planet. Anyway, she jumps in the moment she thinks anyone is triggered. Trust me, twenty minutes of her sensitivity training is far worse than waterboarding . . . or Nickelback. The football team already had to endure her after the duct tape incident with the Chess Club, so it’s a valid threat. They also know she watches me like a hawk.”
“Sounds truly terrifying.” The new guy had one of those nasally, upscale voices, like the villain in an eighties coming of age drama. Combined with his nice shoes and gold watch, he was one Porsche away from being a pimpled James Spader. He gave me an awkward smile. “I’m Gary, Gary Bates.”
Huh, another “ary” name to keep track of. What were the chances?
He kept looking at me expectantly. Guess it was my turn for an awkward grin. “My name’s Jessie. Not short for Jessica or anything lame like that.”
He chuckled. “Gary isn’t short for anything either.”
“Good to know. New here, or just an expert at hide and seek?”
“Definitely new. I could lose hide and seek to my five year old nephew.” He gestured at his pair of sodas. “May I offer my knight in shining armor a frosty beverage?”
“I never turn down free food or drink. Nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bates. Anyhow, the locals here are pretty tame, other than the ’roid squad during football season. Just give it time, you’ll do fine.”
I was just getting back to my jalapeño action when Gary said, “Nice shirt.”
I had to look down to see which of my multitude of t-shirts graced my chest. Today’s winner was Captain America’s shield. I beamed and continued snacking, hoping he got the hint, but Gary kept talking.
“I saw The Avengers. It was . . . entertaining.”
I gave him the politest response I could—I remained quiet. Still he remained there, sitting at my table and expecting some sort of discourse, but the best I could manage was not chewing with my mouth open. “It was.”
“So, you like comics and stuff?” He clearly wasn’t leaving my table without more words, so I took a deep breath and weighed all my options. They always say honesty is the best policy, right?
“I work at my uncle’s comic book shop. I subscribe to pretty much every A-list Marvel title and even a few DC ones, so no one can say I’m a biased fangirl. I learned to read on graphic novels, and I wrote my sophomore English final on how the Dark Phoenix saga had the potential to wipe away gender bias in comics but ultimately failed. It’s the long way of saying yes, I do like comics.”
Gary blinked a few times. I waited for his hasty retreat from my tidal wave of weirdness, but instead he simply cracked open his soda and replied, “Cool.”
He didn’t leave, but with that at least we’d reached an understanding. He didn’t pressure me for anymore, puttering around on his phone and finishing his lunch like a civilized human being. I did make a point to ask him about the rest of his schedule. Fate had apparently conspired to give us eighth period together. “Oh, you are gonna love Mrs. Dubowski. She showed up in a toga last month for our lecture on the fall of the Roman Empire.”
Luckily Mrs. Dubowski didn’t decide to dress up for today’s lesson on the Black Death. My afternoon had gone by uneventfully, with only one sour glare from Larry the Linebacker. I’d managed to rack up lot of homework, so it was a massive relief that Mrs. Dubowski was too enthralled by rat fleas to give us more than a reading assignment. Unlike my Physics teacher, though, she decided to make a big deal about the new student.
“Please tell us about yourself, Mr. Bates.”
“Yeah, tell us about yourself, Fuck-Face-Bates,” someone whispered from behind me. Poor Gary. Looked like the Larrys had already dubbed him with an unfortunate new nickname.
Gary looked uncomfortable being put on the spot. He shrugged and shuffled back and forth. “Um, I’m Gary Bates. I’m originally from Connecticut, but don’t worry, I’m not a Yankees fan. I went to boarding school in Amherst for a while, but my family thought I needed some public school experience. That’s about it.”
“Hi, Gary!” Twenty teenagers answered unenthusiastically.
Once we’d survived the last lecture of the day, I took pity and decided to approach him. “So, boarding school, huh? I thought that was only for wizards and mutants nowadays.”
Gary’s eyes widened more than I expected for such a lame joke. He tripped over his own feet and we had to endure some snickers as I helped him straighten himself again. I thought this level of awkward meet-cute only happened in rom-coms, and here I was enduring it in the west hallway. Gary blinked a few times, transfixed on the Captain America shield on my chest, before finally smacking his forehead and muttering, “Harry Potter, of course.”
“Duh.” I trailed off as Gary looked rather righteously indignant.
“You do realize real wizarding schools would be nothing like Hogwarts,” he said. “I mean, for one thing, there wouldn’t be any magical creatures. They would be far too rare and dangerous to keep around novices, and Dumbledore, well, he would be fired by the PTA for all the crap he pulled endangering students. Plus, it’s the twenty-first century and there are these things called iPads and . . . I sound like a crazy person, don’t I?”
“If it makes you feel any better, I once argued for two hours straight about which of the X-men would be able to take a pee if Thor set Mjolnir on the only working toilet in the X-Mansion.”
We shuffled uncomfortably towards the parking lot. Several eyes lit up as Gary led me straight to a brand-new Audi in a lot full of older Japanese sedans. He chucked his backpack into a backseat stuffed to the brim with binders, books, and a bunch of little bags that smelled like they came from a head shop. “They didn’t let us out much at Amherst,” he finally said. “And I didn’t have any close friends really, just people who knew my folks were loaded.”
“Well, I don’t care if your folks are loaded or not. I am, however, somewhat intrigued by your theories on Harry Potter, so if you ever want to talk some more, lunch is, you know, in the caf, and stuff.” I wasn’t entirely sure why I was rambling. Guess I wasn’t used to talking to anyone at school. People are confusing. “Anyway, I need to get going. Four tons of homework await and I have to help out at the Hall of Justice. Later.”
I think he said something about offering me a ride, but I wasn’t giving up the last part of my weekday routine. The way from school to Route Twenty consisted of shady paths and a few boulders I could vault over if I got bored. Fall was fading fast, and it was only a matter of time before I’d be fighting the demon snow. Today, however, it was still perfectly pleasant in a hoodie and jeans. I’d even worked up a bit of sweat by the time I slipped into Justice Comics. I held my breath and counted to three as the bell announced my arrival.
“Jessie girl!” I waited for it. Three . . . two. . .
A bear of a guy in a Hawaiian shirt snatched me by the waist and twirled me before handing out his classic noogie chaser. It apparently never got old to remind me that I was the only member of my immediate family under six feet and two hundred pounds. “How you doin’?”
As always, I slithered out of his bear hug and gave him a fist bump. “Doing fine, Uncle Jimmy. Got anything for me, or can I get cracking on my homework?” I already knew the answer. Mondays were typically dead until he opened the back room for the RPG crowd at seven. Usually nothing more exciting happened than him popping on Telemundo and occasionally shouting “Gooooooooooooal!” while I tried to fight through pre-calc.
As it turned out, the universe had different plans for me this day. My favorite snack of a peanut butter and banana sandwich, coupled with whatever seltzer water flavor Uncle Jimmy had found on sale, awaited me by the collectable figurines and overstocked graphic novels. However, just as I settled into a little Shakespeare, the front bell dinged again.
Uncle Jimmy gave a booming “Hiya, welcome to the Hall of Justice,” telling me it wasn’t one of the regulars. My jaw dropped as I saw none other than my dream man, Tony Castorini, in the flesh and in my comic shop. What could he possibly be doing here . . . other than keeping me from finishing Henry V?
I peeked at my reflection in a collectables case, adjusted my ponytail to make sure it was even, checked my teeth, and took a deep breath to psych myself up in the unlikely event—
“Hey, Jess.”
He noticed and spoke to me. I hadn’t formulated a response yet, so all I could do was stand in the corner, blinking. To make matters worse, he started walking towards me while Uncle Jimmy beamed. “Oh, is this one of your friends, Jess? Why don’t you help him out?”
Oh God, this was my worst nightmare come true. Uncle Jimmy had no sense of subtlety. He was totally winking at me as Tony approached.
I could only breathe in the intoxicating mix of his cologne mixed with good, old-fashioned sweat. So hot! Speaking of which, shouldn’t he have practice or. . . ?
“I was wondering if you could help me out.”
“Um, sure. Were you looking for a comic book?” I asked with a high-pitched chipmunk voice and an accidental giggle. God, I’m so pathetic!
Rather than laugh, Tony did what I least expected and blushed. He looked over his shoulder and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Not exactly. Hey, can we maybe keep this on the down low?”
“I would . . . I would never!” Suddenly finding my big girl voice again I continued, “I mean, it’s not like I’m a priest or a bartender, but the Flores family believes in the sacred confidence of your local comic shop. It would be like asking me to post spoilers about a new release before Wednesday.” Yeah, I was rambling.
It was Tony’s turn to blink. “Never thought of it that way. That’s . . . actually kinda cool, Jess. So, um, you’re into cartoons, right?”
“Cartoons?”
He looked over his shoulder again, as if expecting the coolness police to burst in at any moment. “I meant like Japanese cartoons and stuff.”
“Anime?” I asked, slightly incredulously. Tony’s face lit up, his smile totally making my head swirl.
He gave a little shrug. “Yeah, that. I want to learn something a little different. I have a . . . friend, and I don’t want to look like a total, um, what’s that word?”
“Noob?” I offered.
He nodded and gave me an energetic right-on-the-nose finger point that turned the remainder of my spine into jelly. “I tried sneaking some Adult Swim while the old man was out for poker, but I got lost. Can you like tell me where to begin?”
“It’s a pretty wide spectrum. Are you looking for silly, ultraviolent, or make you cry ugly tears?”
“I have no idea. I just need something, um . . . accessible, maybe?”
Anime has been called many things, but accessible wasn’t the first word I’d use. Even so. “You know what? Try Cowboy Bebop.”
“Is it any good?”
“Never bet against a show with a super-intelligent corgi, trust me. It’s on Adult Swim, but less shouty, or if you want to read it . . . I think we have the manga, um, the graphic novel version.” It occurred to me that this was the single longest conversation I’d had with Tony, and I’d used the words “super-intelligent corgi” unironically. I could think of very few ways where this could possibly get any worse, so I darted over to our international corner and grabbed the books for him before I could say anything else stupid.
He flipped through the first few pages and his eyes lit up. “Yeah, this’ll work. I’ll take them. Thanks so much!”
“Well if you want any more recommendations, you know where to find me, and trust me, mum’s the word!”
“You are awesome.” My heart leaped out of my chest while I walked him over to Uncle Jimmy to check out. “I’m totally gonna impress her now.”
And with that my heart plummeted. Tony was willing to learn about geek culture to impress some other chick, and I’d been his enabler. Way to stab yourself in the back, Jessie. To my credit, I kept my best fake smile on my face until he headed out the door.
“So, he’s cute and he likes Cowboy Bebop. Did you ever think—?”
“Nope, not once. Um, I have a lot of homework that I need to get back to.” I slunk back to my corner. My week was starting out with a night worthy of chocolate ice cream and maudlin K-drama, and I had serious doubts it was going to get any better.
Sadly, whatever higher power I’d offended wasn’t done with me yet. It was game night at the shop, meaning Uncle Jimmy was staying open late. That left me to walk home after dark—usually not a problem as Northborough, Massachusetts wasn’t exactly a hotbed of crime.
Tonight was no different . . . at least until I reached the hill leading to my duplex. All at once, a twig snapped and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.
Don’t stop. It’s probably just a stray cat. Leaves crunched and I slipped my hands into my pocket as subtly as I could. If some jerk was looking for an easy mark, I had a nasty surprise waiting on my keychain. I kept one foot moving in front of the other, my eyes on the shadows and my heart racing all the while.
And . . . nothing happened.
I was just about to laugh at myself for being silly when a hand snapped over my mouth. Oh crap. Instinct took over and I drove an elbow back into something softer than I’d guess a mugger to be. My heel slammed down on a foot, allowing me to break free so I could draw my keychain out. “Eat pepper—”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I lurched to a sitting position, my heart thundering and my cheeks flushed. I bolted from my bed and ended up falling to the floor as my feet got caught in the sheets. “Oof!” Nothing more terrifying than the dust rhinos under my box spring awaited me from this angle. What had happened? Here I was, tucked in my bed, in my PJs, with my laptop streaming Coffee Prince, yet my heart wouldn’t stop racing a mile a minute.
“What the heck?” I stepped to the window, but there were no muggers, crop circles, or anything else strange in my yard—only a dead patch where our jerkface neighbors had decided to spray enough herbicide to wipe out Nebraska in a single setting. Am I losing my mind?
Then I noticed something—a bruise on my neck, barely visible in the reflection cast from the window. Something had happened to me, but I had no idea what. I made my way downstairs and found the door locked, the windows shut, and everything in order.
Dismissing the weirdness as nothing more than a stress dream brought on by a broken heart, I tried to get back to sleep. I obviously needed it.
Just as I was closing my eyes, however, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up again. Though I was safely in my bed, for the briefest of moments I could once again feel that hand over my mouth and pressure against the side of my neck.
“Not so rough, you idiot. She’s the chosen one!”
What the? I curled up under my blankie, covering my head, overwhelmed with the sudden childish desire to hide from monsters. If I was gonna crack up, at least I would be cozy.




Chapter Two: The New Guy

“Wait . . . what?” The words came out of my mouth as it occurred to me that I was totally not paying attention. Somehow my lunchtime routine had completely upended itself over the last few days and Gary was now a regular at the wonky table. Although two thirds of our conversations consisted of nothing more salacious than who played the best Joker, our routine caused some of the bored masses to whisper in our general direction. Rather than let them win, I merely smiled. After all, it was a perfectly viable distraction from Tony Castorini, who I’d managed to not think about for a record seventeen minutes.
“I said, I got stuck with the quarterback with the physics-defying hair as a lab partner.”
I reset my mental counter. Wow, Tony was smart enough to take on double sciences. Wait, that meant Gary was a STEM junkie too, which was cool, but back to Tony. . .
I rolled the image of him in a lab coat around in my mind. He could totally pull off a Tony Stark look in a few years. Mmm, goatee. . .
“My socks are on fire.”
“That’s nice.” I plastered on my best bland smile and rolled my eyes for extra aggravation. Gary let out a deep sigh. My work here was done. Sure, I had no idea what had transpired, but all was well.
“I can’t help but notice every time I so much as mention that Tony guy you zone out. Could it be that you possibly have feelings for this meathead?”
“Tony is not a meathead.”
“Ah, so that you pay attention to. He spends the better part of the week getting trampled by large, sweaty dudes on a football field. It’s not exactly rocket science.”
“He’s also in four AP classes, on the Academic Decathlon team, and he played Biff in Death of a Salesman last year. I did the lighting, by the way, and can attest that even in stage makeup, his olive complexion glows.”
Now it was Gary’s turn to roll his eyes. “Stalker much?”
I sat up a little straighter, a blush creeping onto my cheeks. “Despite what my flannel shirt and bootcut jeans might suggest, I am a red-blooded, heterosexual teenage girl, and I will not be ashamed of my natural feelings for a perfectly attractive, eligible and, hopefully single, male.”
Gary rubbed the hints of scruff on his chin. “And have you made your perfectly natural feelings known to said hopefully single male?”
I began tactically studying my main course of thermos Ramen while Gary ate his yogurt with a distinct aura of smugness. Apparently my face said it all.
My newfound partner in crime inclined his head toward his left shoulder. I followed the motion to see none other than Tony reading a manga while the rest of the offensive line blathered amongst themselves.
Gary leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “He’s been asking me about manga and other geek stuff all week. Maybe he’s going to—”
“Don’t finish that sentence, or I’ll do things with these chopsticks that are potentially irreversible.”
“Hit a nerve, perhaps?”
“You don’t know me,” I muttered. Luckily there were only fifteen minutes left till the back half of the day and Gary, like me, couldn’t handle Mrs. Dubowski’s class on an empty stomach.
“Oh, I think I do. You’re practically drooling. Even a meathead would have to be blind not to notice, unless that’s what you want. . .”
It was amazing how much conversation could be avoided by loudly slurping one’s Ramen. My companion finally took the hint and I managed to finish my week in relative peace. As I was walking out of last period, I even caught a glimpse of Tony heading off to the locker room, where he would soon be changing out of his clothes and stepping into a steamy. . .
“Hey, Jessie!”
My brain instantly shut down upon hearing him speak my name, and I froze like a deer in headlights. Tony Castorini, my Tony, walked over to me and got within personal conversation range. He even leaned in so that his intoxicating sweaty-cologne aroma filled my nostrils. “Thanks for the recommendation. I really liked it.”
Say words, Jessie. Why don’t you say words? Instead, I stood there like an idiot while the most eligible man in school struck up a conversation. He looked so nice and I . . . was totally locked up. Come on, words. Come on.
“I started watching the series. There was another show on before it, Inuyasha, and it seems pretty cool, too.”
“I think every girl dreams of a guy who’ll sit on command,” I blurted out. Why were those the words that finally showed up to the party? Instead of backing away slowly, Tony . . . laughed? I reluctantly joined him.
“You’re kinda funny, Jess.” His words didn’t exactly leave me warm and fuzzy, but I think it was a compliment. “Say, are you working at the comic store this weekend?”
I almost said yes, but my head reflexively shook no. “I help out at my grandpa’s gym on the weekends.”
“Wow, two jobs, huh? Saving for a car?”
“College, actually.”
Tony’s smile changed a bit. Great, now he knew what the rest of the school probably suspected—I was from a different income bracket than the typical Tomahawk. He gave a tiny shrug. “Okay. I’ll stop by Monday, then.”
Stop . . . by . . . Monday—did he really just say those words? Pure terror twisted in the depths of my gut. He liked the manga I recommended, didn’t mock me, and wanted to see me again. On the flip side, it was probably just to impress some other girl.
Make that definitely. Tony waved goodbye then walked away, stopping at the far end of the corridor where a completely stacked girl in a skintight sweater and plaid skirt was twirling one of her curls. Lindsey fricking Stallings from the drama club, the ride-share of the thespians. I mean, could she even freaking read, much less enjoy manga?
“Hey, Jessie.” Gary leaned around the lockers. Did he have a homing beacon on me, or what? He cocked his head. “Earth to Jessie. You look like you’ve checked out.”
“I, um. . .”
Gary looked down the hall, her royal skankiness flitting her eyelashes so furiously it was a wonder that her contacts didn’t end up on the linoleum. “So, I kinda found out a few things about Ton—”
I whirled around, and grabbed him by the jacket, probably looking none too sane in that instant. “What exactly did you find out?”
“I was gonna grab some froyo. If you want to come along, I’ll tell you everything I learned about the meathead.”
Come along? I’d have gladly climbed into an unmarked white van with Free Candy printed on the side to hear what he had to say.
We ended up at a top-your-own froyo bar in nearby Shrewsbury, parked terribly, and got ready for gossip. Gary went through the agonizing motions of recapping school first, obviously dragging it out. I was just about to dump my double swirl cone, topped with Fruity Pebbles, into his lap, when he finally put me out of my misery.
“Look, you probably don’t want to know this, but your meathead—”
I shot him the glare of death.
“Um, Tony that is, he has a certain type.”
“Actors?”
Gary shook his head.
“Size double-D?”
Gary looked a bit askance. “Double-D? I don’t know, she didn’t strike me as that large in the . . . um, what I meant was no.”
I impatiently gulped down a mouthful of yogurt. “What is it, then?”
Gary smiled sheepishly. “He has it bad for redheads.”
I blinked a few times, trying my best to process this nugget of information into my Friday-addled brain. He did go out with Chrissy Mendelsohn before she transferred to Assabet, and she had auburn hair, but that was hardly an overwhelming sample size. “Redheads, really?”
Gary did a salute. “Scout’s honor. We ended up having the talk during lab.”
I almost choked on a mouthful of yogurt. “Excuse me?”
“You know, the talk. It’s a commonly known fact that there are only three types of guys in the world—those who like Daphne and those who prefer Velma.”
I stared at him, slightly confused. “Daphne and Velma?”
“You know, Scooby Doo?”
The mental lightbulb finally went on as I made the connection. I probably should’ve gotten the pop culture reference, but my brain was far too addled with the possibility that Tony had a type to process much else.
“Guys either like the pretty girls with the tiny dresses and scarlet tresses, or they prefer the clever girl-next-door with the glasses and turtleneck sweaters. He’s a Daphne guy, plain and simple. Personally, I always thought Velma would be way more fun in the. . .” He trailed off with a slightly disturbing smile, then nodded as if he’d shared some great wisdom of the Y-chromosome.
“Hold on. You said there were three types of guys?”
“Oh? Yeah, well, some dudes prefer Fred. Though I think if I batted for the home team, I’d be more into Shaggy. Ascots don’t really do it for me.”
“That’s not the dog, is it?” I kept enough of a poker face for him to raise a brow before we both broke out into giggles. Eventually, I let out a deep sigh. “So, problem number one. I’m a brunette.”
“Frankly, my dear,” Gary said, putting on his best Rhett Butler impression, “I don’t think you should give a damn. You do know you can do something about that, right?” He pointed toward the drugstore across the street.
I shook my head. “Not gonna happen. My dad would have kittens if I dyed my hair. I mean, I might be able to get away with some reddish highlights, but he’s a stickler for anything permanent. He didn’t even let me get my ears pierced till I was twelve.”
“Twelve? Quite the monster, isn’t he?”
I punched him in the arm. “I’m serious. He’s all ‘don’t do anything you’ll regret when you’re older.’ It’s one of his mantras.”
“But isn’t it every teenager’s solemn duty to defy their folks?”
He had a point. I could possibly do a color rinse just to check the ridiculous notion that something as simple as hair color was the key to the quarterback’s heart. It was hoodie and hat season, and as long as I went subtle or temporary, I’d probably be fine. My dad would grumble, but so long as I was still getting good grades, what could he really do? Yeah, it might work, and even if it didn’t, I’d be no worse off than I was before.
“I just need to do it before Monday, and it can’t be too drastic.”
“Don’t you want him to notice it?”
I sighed. “Just enough that he’ll notice. You’re sure about this, right? You know I’m not one to normally trust the advice of a dude I met a week ago.”
“But you’re gonna do it anyway because your desperate?”
“Jerkface,” I grumbled under my breath. Still, I had to share a sly smile. Gary was a pretty good sidekick, if I did say so myself.
We finished our froyo while debating whether Hayden Christensen had more acting range than a pastry. I made sure to text that I was hanging with friends so that Dad wouldn’t freak. That bought us just enough time to take a detour to that drugstore.
As I found myself confronted by row upon row of smiling women on little boxes, it occurred to me that there was a downside to being raised by a passel of guys. I had no idea where to start with choices like permanent, semi-permanent, temporary, and all-natural to select from. Most made sense, but what the heck was semi-permanent? Did the color decide if it liked you and then moved in, or what?
Gary had little to add except finding a placard with little loops of fake hair to give me a sense of what it might look like.
“Did you need some help, dearie?” a raspy but otherwise pleasant voice asked. I turned to see a woman straight out of an eighties sitcom, complete with bright makeup and a mountain of stiff, bleached-blonde hair. Her eyebrows had been plucked into oblivion, giving her a perpetually bemused expression, and I noticed multiple nicotine patches peeking out from under her sleeve. Even her cloud of perfume couldn’t mask the smoke clinging to her.
“Um, I was looking for—”
The shop lady pointed to the section behind me. “Hair color, maybe?”
I nodded sheepishly. Gary, meanwhile, had disappeared down the drink aisle just when I needed my wingman most.
“I need something to make my hair a little . . . reddish, but that washes out quick.”
“Are we talking a wash or two, or a few weeks?” She waved off the question. “Probably doesn’t matter anyway. Your hair is pretty dark, honey. If you want the color to show, you’ll have to use bleach and a permanent color.”
I shook my head in desperation. “Oh no, it has to be temporary.”
The shop lady clucked her tongue. “Well we’ve got this spray color, but all it’s good for is stiff ends and looking fake. Save that crap for Halloween, I say. If you want something gentle, we have a new line of one-hundred percent botanical hair coloring. There’s a henna-based auburn that would make your hair as shiny as my manager’s head.” She pointed to a chrome dome working at register two.
“It’ll make me bald?” I asked a little too quickly.
“Oh, hon, you are just too adorable!” The lady walked over to the cosmetics counter and pulled out a box with an Indian girl on the front. Her hair looked glossy and just a tad bit red with a little extra at the roots. “This one, Cinnabar Princess, has all-natural essences of rosemary and eucalyptus, so it’ll smell nice, too. I’d use it myself, but the henna doesn’t react so well with hair like mine. The best part is it washes out within a week, although might last a bit longer if you’re one of those every-other-day shower folks.”
“Eww.” I looked at the label proclaiming it both vegan and gluten-free. Wow, even hair color was marketing to that crowd. Maybe it was for celiac sufferers who liked to chew their hair.
Whatever the case, I flipped it around to look for a price tag, but the shop lady leaned in and gave a wink.
“It’s a free sample, kid.”
“Wait, really?” I asked suspiciously. Sure enough, when I turned it over again, the barcode had a tiny “Promotional, Not for Individual Sale” warning under the numbers.
“The sales guys are hoping you’ll like it so much that you’ll come back and buy a bunch when the display goes up next week. These are usually one per customer, but I’m gonna give you two because you have so much hair. Just don’t tell my manager, okay?”
“Of course not.”
The lady led me to a corner out of sight of the manager and packed two boxes into a bag. Well, that was easier than I hoped, and cheaper, too.
I darted to the back to find Gary loading up with chips and soda. By the time we made it to the front register, the nice cosmetics lady had already disappeared to help someone else. I probably should have thanked her better, but didn’t want to get her in trouble. I assuaged my guilt by using the money I would have wasted on hair dye to buy extra peanut butter cups.
We walked out to the parking lot, chatting about school, when suddenly Gary grabbed my hand and pulled me tight against him.
“What the—?” I cried out as I crashed into his chest. If this was his way of making a move, he had another thing coming.
Just as I shoved him away, though, a massive tree branch snapped and landed on the ground right where I’d been standing. My heart leapt into my chest and, for a moment, I could feel that cold hand wrapping around my mouth again.
“Holy—”
“I . . . saw something . . . out of the corner of my eye,” Gary offered weakly. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you, but you know when you get one of those bad feelings, right?”
I nodded, still numb from what had almost happened. Yeah, something was totally weird about this new guy. Then again, I’d just narrowly avoided becoming a pancake, so I probably shouldn’t complain. The best course of action was to just keep moving and try not to notice the charred ends of the limb, like it had been struck by lightning . . . on a clear evening.
Yeah, something was off about this week. On the upside, it was practically over. What could possibly happen in the short time that was left?




Chapter Three: I had to Ask

All things considered, there were far worse ways to start a Saturday than the smell of bacon and pancakes. I rolled out of bed, cursing the need for a pit stop on the way.
The clatter of pots and pans echoed as I peeked around the arch that led to the kitchen. “Hey, you,” Dad said between flips of flapjacks.
I cocked my head at his plain black T-shirt and sweatpants. This may have been the first time this month I’d seen him out of uniform. “You’re up early.”
He swigged a deep drink of coffee before he answered. “Haven’t been to bed yet. By the time I finally cleared out my case file, it was five, so I decided to hit the gym and power through it. Saturday mornings are surprisingly dead.” He cringed a little. “Until, of course, all the moms drop off their brats to make my baby girl’s weekend exciting.”
“More like exhausting,” I muttered as I made my way towards the coffee pot. Dad shooed me away and proceeded to spoil me with a plate piled with pancakes and all the fixins’.
He took the time to microwave a jar of milk then shake it up to make a mock-accino with a few swirls of chocolate sauce to decorate my foam. I raised an eyebrow. This was above and beyond for a week that contained neither my birthday nor a case of the flu.
“I just feel like I’ve been working too much and not spending enough time with you lately. And stop with the people’s eyebrow, young lady. You know it works much better when I do it.” He punctuated his remark with a full-on wrestler glare. With his deeply tanned skin, buzzcut, and tree-trunk arms, he made a compelling argument, but that didn’t stop me from rolling my eyes. He, like most of my male relatives, had been blessed by the Goliath gene. I, unfortunately, missed the boat and ended up a stick.
“Did you hear about the weirdness over in Shrewsbury yesterday?” he asked out of the blue. “Folks down at the station are calling it a freak lightning storm.”
I probably shouldn’t have dropped my fork upon hearing that, but I tried to rescue it with a nonchalant, “What happened?”
“A tree got split, sending limbs down across the power lines. Took out the lights around White City. The resulting fender benders had us stretched super thin.”
Huh. “Did it rain over there?”
“Nah, no rain, just a couple of zaps out of the blue with nary a cloud in the sky. I swear, I haven’t seen anything like that since I worked at the base in Greenland.”
“Really?”
“Yep. Roberto Jenkins was on dispatch last night. Wouldn’t stop talking about global warming and how we’re due for a new ice age,” he added with a grin.
I thought back to the tree branch which almost clobbered me. Again with the fork dropping—I really needed to hold my cards closer to my chest. Blacking out and weird invisible lightning strikes, coupled with a new guy who just so happened to conveniently save my life, it was almost enough to make a person paranoid.
Dad must’ve noticed the look on my face, because he asked, “Are you okay? You look a little green around the gills.”
“No, I’m just brain fried from school. It’s been a tough week and I haven’t gotten as much sleep as I should have.”
“Are you working too much?” He had the face now, that mix of concern and annoyance that only the parent of a teenager could seemingly summon. “Jimmy shouldn’t—”
“Dad, I like watching the shop. It keeps me out of trouble, and I do all my homework there. Uncle Jimmy is no slave-driver, and you said yourself that you hate when I’m home alone. Okay, that and I like having all the comics I can read.”
“I know, kiddo, but I’m your dad. I want you to have a good work ethic and time to spend with your friends. It’s all about—”
“Balance,” I finished for him. This was a common topic in our household.
“Anyway, if you like, I can give you a ride out to Worcester.”
“Aren’t you tired?”
“I’m sure Papa will bring you back when I inevitably pass out, but I’d like for us to get a little more father-daughter time. That cool with you?”
I leaned across the table and gave him a hug. “Of course, Dad.” Yup, there came his trademark follow-up noogie.
“Not to be a buzzkill at breakfast,” he added. Oh boy, something was up. He even did that folding his hands on the table thing, like he did when my hamster died or when I tried to hide a C- in art. “I know you like walking to the shop, but it gets dark so early now that I want you to either wait till it’s closed and Jimmy can bring you home, or I want you to call. Even if I can’t pick you up, someone who’s going off duty—”
“Dad, it’s Northborough, not Detroit.”
“Yeah, well, a girl went missing Monday night and there’s still no sign of her. She was jogging not far from Route Twenty, and until I know more about what happened, I want you to be extra careful, okay?”
My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. The moment I closed my eyes, I could feel that hand clamp over my mouth, but I wasn’t the one who vanished. I was . . . I was. . .
“Not so rough, you idiot. She’s the chosen one!”
“I never thought anything like that would happen around here,” I whispered numbly.
He gave me a reassuring smile. “She probably just ran off with a boy. Or a girl. I don’t judge. Even if not, you know I’d never let anything hurt you, kiddo. Not on my watch.”
“I should probably finish these pancakes and get ready for the gym,” I said, making sure he got a thank you in the form of a big hug.
After a scramble to get dressed, I met Dad at his truck. The next-door neighbors gave us their standard-issue plastic smiles, and the soon-to-be former Mrs. Whitman across the way threw in an extra wink toward my father. He tipped his cap at her and she all but swooned.
“I think she’s fishing, Dad,” I teased as the engine roared to life.
“Yeah, well, this fish isn’t interested in being caught by a cougar.”
After a while of boring traffic and nothing good on the radio, I offered up, “If you’re worried about me walking after dark, I might have a friend who can give me a lift.”
“You have a friend? Err . . . a friend with a car? What’s she like?”
“He’s a transfer student, and he’s like me, but more into Harry Potter than comics. Not that I judge.”
“He?” Oh boy. Lucky for me, I had time between lights to gather my composure. “Oh, it’s a he, is it? Is it the kind of he that I would approve of?”
“He’s just a friend, Dad.”
“So you say now, kiddo. You know, come to think of it, he’s probably the kind of friend that I’d love to meet. Why don’t you bring him ’round for Sunday barbecue? I’m sure Jimmy and Camilla would love some fresh meat to grill.”
“Please don’t put me on the spot like this. He’s only been at school for a week.”
“A week and you already want to get in his car?”
“It’s better than walking home alone at night.”
“Bring him to the cookout, kiddo.” I knew that voice. It would be the worst idea in history not to invite Gary over. Sadly, the second worst idea was to let him meet the inmates of the Flores Asylum. Poor Gary. Dad was big, intimidating, and a cop. Meeting him was usually enough to strike fear in the hearts of mere mortals. Add in the rest of my family and it was nothing short of insanity.
Luckily, I had Saturday morning chaos to distract me from Gary’s soon-to-be woes. Weekends at the gym were filled with rambunctious children, ropes, foam blocks, and overly excited parents. Once that was over, I was able to turn my attention toward my cousins and the other teachers running drills with the bread and butter of the gym—aspiring MMA fighters.
“Hey, Flores!” one of the testosterone terrors called to me. Mayday! I knew what was coming. Gary had no clue what a true meathead was. “Did the half pints wear you out?”
“I don’t care how many tires you guys flip,” I replied with a neutral tone, “nothing wears you out like a sugared-up five-year-old. I’m fairly certain some of them are robots.”
The guy laughed. I couldn’t remember his name, but he had emo hair. He looked like a Scott or possibly a Tyler. “Hey, I don’t know if you remember me. . .”
Points for being psychic.
He shuffled a little and did that thing guys did where he let his bangs fall in his face and then stared through them like he was both intensely focused and extremely constipated. “You showed me how to grip the pull-up bars correctly. It really helped me with my hang time, you know.”
Maybe he was a Taylor? Anyway, I smiled back in a sisterly sort of way. “I’m glad. Proper technique saves you from injury. Well, that and lots of stretching.”
“I was talking to Dylan. . .” Oh no, my cousin Dylan fancied himself the gym matchmaker. “He said that you liked the Avengers and stuff. I dig that stuff, too, you know. Batman’s my boy.”
Don’t say it, Jessie. It’s not worth the effort. “Comics or movies?”
“Um, movies. I’ve got them on DVD and all. Oh, and I also like tacos. Do you like tacos?”
Huh. Quite the topic change. I briefly wondered if his next observation would be about Batman eating tacos with the Avengers.
“Yo, Damien, stop macking on my coz!”
Whoa, I was way off on my name guessing. Either way, Emo Hair Damien jogged back to my cousin, yet another Flores giant with a buzz cut and an obnoxious smile. Dylan was on track to be at least as big as Uncle Jimmy, although he preferred fitness to fandom. I’m sure the coaches at his school hated that he favored MMA over football.
Big or not, though, he wasn’t getting off the hook that easily. I walked over and dragged him off to the alcove with the extra mats. “Really? You’re trying to hook me up with some guy named Damien? Haven’t you ever seen The Omen?”
“I’m just doing you a solid, coz. He’s a half-decent fighter and he likes the same stuff as you.”
“Batman and tacos do not a dreamboat make. Okay, they don’t hurt, but could you please stop helping with my love life? Besides, there’s a guy at school I’m already—”
“One of those rich safados? Pu-leeze, Jessie. You don’t want one of them.”
“Who said he was rich?” Of course, who said he wasn’t?
Dylan shook his head. “I know how those schools are. Full of trust fund bullies and bimbos.”
“And me,” I countered with a glare. He was not winning this one.
“Yeah, but you don’t have a trust fund,” he joked, blocking a swing from me. “Anyway, the guys here might not be fancy like that, but they work hard and know how to take care of themselves and their ladies, too. They’re a good bunch of guys.”
“Who are spending all their free time learning how to beat people up.”
“And defend themselves and—”
“Their helpless ladies?” Double ugh!
“Others,” Dylan interjected this time. “Anyway, I was thinking of inviting Damien to the cookout tomorrow, you know, just so that—”
“I know you mean well, but please try to remember that this is the twenty-first century. I don’t need anyone to play OkCupid for me.”
“You don’t? Any dude who trains here knows your dad will kick their—”
“Class time!” I never thought I’d be so relieved to see my next group coming in—even eight year old Kelly, the notorious puker.
Unfortunately, Dylan ended up driving me home after the last class, all the while talking up Emo-Hair Damien. “He’s even learning capoeira.”
“Oh, come on, even I know some capoeira.”
“You know like one move.”
“But it’s an awesome move. One day the time will come when I’ll be doing a handstand and need to kick someone in the face, and on that day, I shall be ready.”
We laughed all the way home. Dylan even picked me up a slushie, knowing nothing won my heart over quite as much as free food.
Sure enough, Dad was sawing logs on the sofa, so I took that moment to text Gary. As luck would have it, he was free to join us for the barbecue. He even offered to help dye my hair afterward. Poor sap. He only had a fifty-fifty shot of survival as it stood anyway.
Knowing that tomorrow was bound to be a hell of a day, I went whole hog on the relaxation for a Saturday night—a double feature of the classic Raimi Spiderman and Spiderman 2 with a side of microwave popcorn. I even gilded the lily with a peel away mask and some Green Goblin worthy chartreuse nail polish until I was ready to collapse.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I rolled out of bed to the dulcet tones of my “Intruder Alert” klaxon. Maybe it wasn’t the most pleasant way to start the day, but it did the job. I made my standard zombie shuffle into the kitchen to find a note on the counter. “Got called out to Worcester, will meet you at Uncle Jimmy’s. Alarm set—Love, Dad.”
I hustled through an abbreviated morning routine. I’d only barely managed to slither into my bootcuts when the doorbell rang. Crap, it was ponytail and slip-ons time. Wait, why was I fretting over how I looked? It was just Gary, after all.
Even in my stupor I remembered to disarm the security system at the last moment. Gary raised a brow as I fumbled with the deadbolt and chain as well.
“I didn’t think this was a rough neighborhood,” he said, eying the cameras and the Beware of Dog sign despite there obviously being no dog to bark at him—which was fine by me. Dogs and I didn’t mix after I nearly got mauled by a schnauzer at eight years old. My dad was nothing if not thorough in his home-invasion-protection protocols.
“My dad’s a bit over-protective. Let me just get a hoodie. . .” I trailed off as I saw a bag in his hands.
“Is this a bring soda, flowers, or brownies kind of cookout?” Gary nonchalantly asked.
“The brownies and soda work, but they’re not really the kind of crowd who’ll appreciate flowers.”
“Oh. Do you want them, then? I grabbed carnations . . . I think.” He shuffled uneasily.
“Yeah, you don’t want my dad thinking you gave me flowers, either.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Gary’s car had built-in GPS so there was no need for me to navigate, leaving me time to enjoy the butt warmers in his seats. They were so cozy that I started to drift off, only stirring once he started talking to me again. How rude.
“So, is there anything else I should be worried about, aside from flowers?”
I could see Dad’s truck already parked next to Uncle Jimmy’s wagon as we neared the house. “It’ll be fine. Just be . . . cool,” I offered unhelpfully.
Gary sniffed once we parked and got out, no doubt noticing the heady mix of smoke in the breeze. “Why are they having a barbecue in November anyway?”
“Dude, we shovel snow so we can grill on Sundays. It’s just what we do.” I led him around the side path to the heart of the action.
Gary’s eyes widened as he spotted Uncle Jimmy and Dylan, each carrying a full cooler towards the fire pit. There my dad held court with my Uncle Rico, Grandpa, and the bulk of my cousins. A moment later he tugged on my sleeve like a frightened toddler. “Jessie, why is Diablo King sitting by the grill?” he asked, using Grandpa’s former wrestling name.
I stifled a smile at his reaction. Papa was a beast of a man, with a mane of steely hair and a distinctive birthmark splashed across his leathery face. He raised a hand toward us, easily big enough to wrap around Gary’s face and crush it like one of the many beer cans already out and about.
“He was one of the greatest heels of the ’80’s New England daytime circuit,” Gary continued. “He totally could have signed with the WW—”
“He wanted to stay close to his family,” I whispered before dragging the gobsmacked boy over to the crowd. “Gary, meet my grandpa. Papa, this is my friend, Gary Bates.”
Gary squeaked a response and held out the bag.
“He brought brownies,” I offered on his behalf.
Grandpa made a deep, grumbling sound in his chest—could’ve been a growl, could’ve been a laugh, or possibly just a massive burp incoming. “I like brownies,” he finally said, his voice thick with a Brazilian accent and the snarl he’d cultivated from years of threatening guys on daytime TV. He narrowed his gaze at the pale-faced Gary. “Almost as much as I like crushing skulls.”
Gary gulped and Papa burst into a hearty guffaw, his age-softened belly jiggling. He leaned down and gave me a wink. “Your boyfriend squirms like a pro, Jessie.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I spent the next hour or so introducing Gary to both family and friends from the gym, watching him blanch at the collective mountains of flesh amidst aspiring MMA hopefuls, like my cousin Diego. Then there was my dad. If Gary could have bamfed into thin air, rather than get the third degree from him, I don’t doubt he would have.
By the time I explained to Papa for the third time that I was focusing on school rather than a boyfriend, Gary looked ready to bail. Fortunately, I still had an ace up my sleeve.
“Hey, Uncle Jimmy,” I called out. “Gary didn’t believe me when I said that you have the best man-cave in Massachusetts.”
My uncle waved his barbecue tongs incredulously. “You go set him straight, Jessie-girl. Just be back in fifteen, the picanha is almost done.”
“You got it!” I dragged Gary away from where Dad was grilling him about his college plans. “Sorry, guys, but the family honor is at stake. Mr. Bates here did not believe me about the dungeon.”
Dad locked his eyes on me. Sheesh, I was not helping myself here. Still, he clapped Gary on the back. “You’ve got to see it. I don’t like comics and even I have to admit it’s impressive.”
“Wow,” Gary mouthed as I led him into the finest man-cave in Massachusetts. Two of the walls displayed floor-to-ceiling curio cabinets full of action figures, rare issues, and a movie-prop quality lightsaber on a custom wooden stand. One wall contained an enormous TV and the last held the bar. Throw in the oversized leather sofas and Hulk pillows, and the slice of heaven took full shape. I flopped onto my favorite corner of the loveseat and kicked up my feet.
“This place is awesome,” he gasped, checking out the pinball machine in the corner.
“My uncle prides himself on his collection. He’s always competing with this jerk from Salem who runs the comic shop there. Every auction becomes a bloodbath if he shows up. Anyway, I thought you could use a little reprieve, too.”
“Your family is somehow both cool and terrifying at the same time.” Gary perched on the far sofa arm, still taking in the dizzying array of collectibles.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “In all seriousness, Papa is just a mild-mannered gym owner these days, and Diego looks terrifying, but he’s totally a puppy when it comes to family.” This seemed to put Gary at a bit of ease. “In fact, they’re both probably jumping for joy that I brought a new fan around. The gym guys get it drilled in their head to be cool at all costs.”
“Does your dad do MMA, too?”
“Nah, he’s not really into that stuff.” I let Gary blow out a sigh of relief before following up with, “He prefers boxing and firearms.” The look on his face was so worth it.




Chapter Four: Nerd Herding

“So, you come from a family of combat-trained giants?” Gary asked as I finished a quick follow-up of all the names to go with the faces upstairs.
I gave a little bow. “Yes, making me the Jack of this beanstalk . . . or Jill. I’m the only girl of all the cousins.” He raised an eyebrow. “I know that look, so just ask the question I’m sure you’re dying to ask.”
Gary blushed a little and struggled for the words. It was time to steel myself for the canned sob story about my mother and just get it over with. “Your uncle, I’m guessing he’s where you get your love for comics?”
Okay, maybe it wasn’t obvious question time after all.
“Yeah, this is my home away from home. I guess you could say I’m the Batgirl of Wayne Manor here.”
“It’s all . . . pretty awesome. You’re really lucky, Jessie.” For a moment Gary’s eyes clouded over. Wow, they were super dark blue in the basement lights. Huh, and here I’d thought they were green.
And just like that I realized I was probably staring too much. “Yeah, lucky enough not the get hit by that tree branch the other day.”
He looked pointedly away at that. Suddenly my conversation with Dad from the other day popped into my head again, and how I’d subconsciously linked Gary to the other weirdness going on. Was my gut right? No better time than the present to go on a fishing expedition. “Assuming I actually was lucky.”
“Of course you were. Nobody wants to get hurt when a tree is struck by lightning.” That caught my ear. My dad had talked about the freak weather, but this was the first time Gary had mentioned lightning. Something didn’t add up.
He slumped into the sofa and chose that moment to check his phone. He wasn’t getting off so easily, but I also had to figure out a way to not sound like a total nutcase.
“You ever think that you might be going a little crazy?” I couldn’t quite read the faraway look on his face. “Well?”
He rubbed his chin, gnawed on his lip, then finally looked at me. “What if you’ve got it all wrong? What if the world is actually crazy and you’re just figuring it out and starting to compensate?”
I hated when someone answered a question with another question. The heck with it. Time to go for broke. “You knew that branch was going to fall before it happened, didn’t you?”
Before he could answer, the basement door flew open. “Yo, kids, time for dinner,” Uncle Jimmy bellowed from the first floor. “And you better not be touching anything!”
Gary blanched until I patted him on the arm. “He means his action figures . . . I think.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The food kept everyone occupied for the next twenty minutes or so with only banal interjections and lots of nummy noises filling the air. At least until Dad looked over and did the hand folding thing. “So, Gary, what do your folks do?”
Poor Gary. He’d already gotten the third degree, not realizing there was probably still a fourth and fifth to come. He at least had the good sense to wait until he finished chewing to answer. “I guess you could say they’re analysts. They specialize in predictions.”
“Like the stock market?” I asked.
He nodded quickly. “Something like that. They do all kinds of data analysis to help people make informed decisions.”
“Must be a lot of money in that,” Dad said thoughtfully. “You live in the ’Boroughs?”
“I’m staying with my aunt in Southborough. My folks thought I needed to broaden my experience, so I switched schools after being stuck out in Amherst for my freshman and sophomore years.”
“Prep school? Interesting.”
Yes, Dad, we get it, he’s from money. I held my tongue, though.
Lucky for me, Aunt Camilla came over and gave Dad a barely concealed stink eye. “The real question is, are you boys still hungry? Because I feel like grilling some pineapple.” She kept looking at my father while Gary nodded. “That’s settled, then. Now, Vik, why don’t you help me grill dessert rather than your daughter’s friend? I don’t want to miss kickoff.”
Ahh sports. Once they were mentioned, my family went into a flurry of heated conversation. Eventually most of them poured into the man-cave for the game, leaving Gary and I to start packing up the scant leftovers.
“Your family’s so different than what I’m used to,” he said while putting rolls in a baggie. I sensed there was more to that than he was letting on, yet I wasn’t sure if I wanted to press into feels territory. Besides, I still needed answers.
“You know, we never got to finish our conversation earlier.”
“What were we talking about? X-Men storylines or something?”
I glared at him then picked up my phone. If there was one thing my family taught me, it was how to handle being either ignored or teased.
He withstood my silence for all of three minutes before cracking. Wimp. “Fine. Every once in a while, I get these flashes. I call them blips. It’s like one minute everything is normal and then, boom, I see the world move in fast-forward. The moment passes, and then I’m back where I was with maybe a few seconds to do something about it. That’s how I knew about the tree branch.” Gary let out a deep breath. “Go ahead. Tell me I’m crazy.”
I flopped back into my chair. “Well, yeah, any normal person would think that was a little crazy.” His face fell. “Except, I saw you do it, and you did save me, which counts for a lot in my book.”
There was any of a million questions I could have asked him in that moment, but, as I tended to do, I went with the least subtle choice.
“You’re a mutant, aren’t you?”




Chapter Five: Maybe She’s Born With it, Maybe it’s Destiny

“How did you get your powers? Were you born with them? Radiation? Spider bite? Ooh that’s it, isn’t it? You have spider sense!”
It figured. The second I put my theory out there, the halftime show started, completely derailing my interrogation. Uncle Jimmy fired up the pit for s’mores as the rest of the family joined us outside again for what seemed like an eternity. The moment the Pats started playing again, though, we had the yard to ourselves and I wasted no time in getting my own grilling started.
“It’s not like that,” Gary whispered, staring at the flames. “You know, you’re taking this way better than I expected. You’ve met a precog before, haven’t you?”
“Nope. Us comic geeks just tend to have open minds.”
“Okay. Seems legit.”
“It’s true,” I replied before reaching out and snagging a freshly toasted marshmallow off his stick. “Huh. You didn’t see that coming.”
“It doesn’t happen all the time, and usually not for marshmallows.”
“So, can you control it?” I asked, putting on my serious face. I wasn’t entirely sure I believed all of this, but teasing him probably wouldn’t get me anywhere.
Gary shook his head and reloaded his skewer, this time wisely keeping it away from me. “Sometimes. When I’m calm and can focus, I can see a little further and it’s not so blurry, but that doesn’t happen very often. Most of the time, it’s just blips, like I said.” He lowered his skewer for a moment. “Seriously, you can’t tell anyone about this.”
“Forget that Mutant Registration Act bs. I’m not gonna rat out my friend for having superpowers. Besides, you’d probably see it coming ahead of time.” At his glare, I held up my hands. “Relax. I’m kidding.”
“I just don’t want to take any chances,” he replied. “All it takes is one person to overhear the wrong thing and then the men in black show up to recruit me for the CIA.” He glowered at my skeptical eyebrow. “Or something like that. You read comics. When does it ever end well when a secret gets out?”
“Your point . . . is valid.” Before I could continue, however, I heard footsteps from behind me and a hand fell on my shoulder.
“Hey, kiddo.” I looked up to see Dad sporting a familiar apologetic smile. “You got any homework left?”
“Just some reading, what’s up?”
“The chief asked if I could pick up a shift for Dave tonight. His wife finally went into labor. You gonna be okay if I do some OT?”
“Sure.”
He turned his gaze to Gary, who looked ready to crawl into a hole and hide. However, Dad smiled and stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Gary. Can I trust you to get my baby girl home?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve got some homework, too, so I’ll just drop her off . . . and then immediately leave.”
“And that is what I like to hear. Text me when you get home, kiddo.”
I leaned in for one more hug, the rush of normalcy steadying my nerves for whatever else was coming tonight.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Does it ever happen when you’re driving?” I asked at the first stop sign.
Gary rolled his eyes. “I should’ve kept my big mouth shut.”
“Probably, but does it? You know, divining while driving?”
That got both an eye roll and a sigh. “Thankfully no. It doesn’t happen when I’m concentrating on something else, so that’s a blessing, and to answer your earlier questions—no I’m not a mutant, but I was born with it. It just got stronger when puberty hit, as if zits and stray hairs weren’t bad enough. Look, my parents don’t even know about this, so it’s awkward to talk about.”
“Your parents don’t—”
“My family isn’t as close as yours. I’m more like a trophy to my folks. My mom made it clear that I exist to fulfil her obligation to her mother for grandkids, and my father is . . . yeah. . . The irony is, a gift like mine would be a real asset to their chosen professions.”
I looked out the window at the lights and the other cars for a while, processing all that Gary had confessed. “Predictions?”
“Yeah, especially when you’re not really picky who you work for. Let’s just say reading the market doesn’t only help your standard day traders. There’s a reason I jumped at the chance to live with my aunt. She’s a character, but she’s the only real family I have. My folks still think I trashed my grades on purpose. Anxiety isn’t allowed in my mother’s universe.” He let out a chuckle. “Anyway, I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”
I leaned back and thought about it for a while. “In comics, heroes rarely end up alone. So maybe I’m supposed to be your sidekick. Or . . . maybe you’re supposed to be mine.”
“So, you’re saying you’re a superhero?” Gary asked, his eyes drifting away from the road for a moment. “Supergirl slumming her way through high school, maybe?”
“Oh yeah, I just hide the invincibility, the flight, and the super strength so you guys don’t feel bad. I have to stop a bank robbery at eleven, so we better get through this traffic quick.” The laughter felt good, even if the traffic on 290 sucked donkey balls.
Once Gary did a little breakdown lane shuffle to get to our exit, I couldn’t resist asking, “Did you do your thing to see if there was a cop?”
“No, but I figured with your dad on the force, even if we did get pulled over, we could talk our way out of it.”
“It doesn’t really work that way.”
“Well, neither do my blips.”
Once we were safely through the warren of side streets and on my cul-de-sac, he glanced my way. “Tell me something. If you could have super powers, would you want them?”
“Are you really asking that?”
“It couldn’t be any crazier than talking about blips.”
We pulled into my driveway and I nodded towards the door. “Come on, we can talk about this while I risk my life doing the hair thing. I’ve only got tonight before I. . .” I trailed off for a long overdue sigh at the thought of Tony.
“Your dad won’t freak if he finds out I came in?”
“Probably, but what he doesn’t know, won’t hurt you. So . . . don’t leave any fingerprints.” I laughed as he once again blanched. “Come on, I need a seeing-eye Gary to help me get the back of my head.”
I reset the alarm and gave him the ten-cent tour. After rescuing the boxes of hair color from their hidey-hole in my laundry pile, I set up shop in the downstairs bathroom. My companion seemed rather concerned as I pulled a sheet of plastic out from under the sink and slowly turned the area into a missing scene from Dexter. “It’s leftover from when we painted last summer. I swear.”
I took a moment to read the instructions. “All natural, subtle hair color to enhance the natural beauties,” it read in suspect English. Seemed simple enough, but first, I needed to mix the powder with coconut milk and olive oil. Was this hair color, or a recipe for rice pilaf? Lucky for me, we had both on hand.
“It smells like a mix of barnyard and Thai food,” Gary remarked as I stirred the gritty paste.
“Who cares so long as it works and fades quickly?” I compared the rusty color in the picture to the bright red goop in the bowl. Hmm. Call it ironic, but I found some part of myself hoping it wasn’t too subtle. After all, the whole point was to make Tony notice me.
We moseyed back to the bathroom where I began the lengthy process of brushing out and separating my hair. Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, I mixed up the second box as well.
“You sure you want to do this?”
“You’re the one who told me Tony was into redheads, so here we go.” I slid my hands into some repurposed cleaning gloves and plopped the fragrant goo on my scalp—ooh, tingly. Once I got in the rhythm of smearing it on, I went back to our far more interesting conversation topic. “I’d definitely want superpowers, but I think it’s easier to list what powers I don’t want.”
“Oh?” Gary asked, looking overly squirrely for some reason. What’s up with him now?
“Yeah, immortality and invulnerability sound great on paper, but it would really suck to be floating in the cold void of space after the sun burns out, not to mention seeing everyone you’ve ever cared about grow old and die.”
Gary nodded. “That does sound depressing.”
“Telepathy would suck, too. I really don’t want to know what everyone is thinking about all the time. I hear enough in the halls as it is. Not only that, but the human mind doesn’t think in coherent storylines. You’d probably just end up getting a ton of wet dreams and incoherent rambling.”
“You’ve really thought about this, haven’t you?”
“You have no idea.” I nodded, nearly sending a spatter onto an unprotected section of wainscoting. “Energy blasts might be fun if I could control them, but I think there’s a reason so many superheroes have the basics: strength, speed, and toughness. Those are the least likely to turn you mental. Okay, that and everyone can still relate. You want your heroes to just be a little more human than human. Well, either that, or be an obsessed billionaire with daddy issues. That also works.”
“Being a billionaire is a superpower?” he asked as he helped me wrap my sticky, stinky head in plastic wrap, checking for any missing patches in the back.
“Isn’t it, though? Anyway, I don’t think my powers would be as important as how I got them. That would really define me. Deep in my heart, I hope . . . that I’d be like Steve Rogers. I’d want to be the guy who chose to have powers rather than them happen as result of genetics or random accident. The real heroes are the ones who choose to do something rather than have it handed to them on a silver platter.”
“I, um, never thought about it like that.”
I wrapped a towel around my head and led him to the kitchen where we could have some snacks. When in doubt, snacks.
Gary remained awfully quiet as I led him through my place. Oh, crap! “Hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean there was anything wrong with being born with powers or not asking for them. I just meant if I had the choice. . .”
“It’s okay, really. Like you said, there’s nothing wrong with being born weird, if you can call—”
“Seeing the future?” I offered.
Gary snickered a little. “I just don’t want you to think I’m weird because of it. I’d rather you think I’m weird because I like Pop Rocks in peanut butter or something like that.”
“That is pretty weird, I won’t lie. Still, you’re not the only one who’s had strange stuff happen to them.” I trailed off. A mix of awkward filled me as an itchy feeling rose from my scalp thanks to all the goop plastered to it. Those words from the previous week whispered through my head again.
“Not so rough, you idiot. She’s the chosen one!”
I took a deep breath. “Last week, I was attacked on my way home.”
“Oh my God! You weren’t hurt, were you?”
I shook my head. “Except I wasn’t attacked, not really. Hear me out. I remember being grabbed and then I woke up in my room, but the weirdest thing is, there was this raspy voice saying I was the chosen one. I can’t really explain it better than that. It was like a dream, but still real. It just keeps haunting me, and it’s giving me wicked anxiety. I’d rather face a dozen of Mr. Turner’s pop quizzes than keep remembering this.”
“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head?” When I glared at him, he changed tactics. “Okay, so do you remember anything else? Anything at all? Maybe you got a glimpse of whoever attacked you?”
“No, I didn’t see anyone. Whoever grabbed me had strong hands, but the voice I heard was a woman’s, I think. It was husky sounding . . . raspy. Anyway, this woman was telling whoever grabbed me to let me go.” I shook my head, careful to keep the plastic in place. “The whole thing would be easy to dismiss, but then I found out a girl, a jogger, went missing that same night. That’s why Dad doesn’t want me walking home after dark.”
“Yeah, I can see where that would be legit freaky.”
I nodded. The memories flooded back all fresh and freaky, and then there’d been that bruise on my neck. The jury was still out on whether I’d dreamt the entire thing, but I’d like to think I had some grasp of reality. “Maybe I’m stressed out—high school, work, and all of that.”
“Or you’re actually the chosen one and you’re gonna wake up tomorrow a kick-ass superhero.”
Both of us devolved into laughter.
“Totally. Unfortunately, my super power is attracting tons of homework. Speaking of which, I need to get cracking on my reading, and then I gotta wash this mess before bed.” After a moment, I turned serious again. “Thanks for not laughing at me.”
“Like I have room to talk,” he said. “Oh, hey, if you think of anything else, I’ll listen, and just for the record, I’m glad you’re okay.”
I thanked him as I led him to the door. “At least I’ve got this to look forward to.” I hooked a thumb at my head.
Gary looked uncomfortable again. “Maybe . . . I mean, I’m sure the hair will work, but it’s only half the equation. The rest is you. You know, self-esteem and all that. I’m pretty sure my . . . aunt’s self-help book said if you believe in yourself, then anything is possible. Fake it till you make it and all that.”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding and letting his words sink in. “So, you’re saying I should have a little faith in myself?”
Gary twitched and looked away just as I noticed a flash in the glass on the storm door—a car coming up the street probably. At least the light was yellowish and not the red and blue party lights of the police.
Gary turned back toward me, looking slightly embarrassed. “Sorry, thought I saw something,” he said quickly. “But yeah . . . a little faith, that’s all, and if Tony is too stupid to notice, then he doesn’t deserve you.”
“Thanks. I’ll try my best.” I made sure he got out of the driveway safely, then jumped as I noticed a flicker of light reflecting in the door again.
I took another look. Duh, Mrs. Whitman was watching the end of the game with her curtains open. I’d probably just seen the reflection in the glass. Guess my talk with Gary had left me a little skittish.
I made my way back to the kitchen to read some Shakespeare while I waited for my hair to be finished, pausing in act three to go check on things . . . noting that it looked like my head was covered in mud. Oh, and was that a fresh blackhead brewing along my nose?
I squared my gaze at my less than optimal reflection and tried a mysterious, sly grin. No, that made me look like I was plotting Tony’s doom. I went full smile—now I looked like I was ready for my yearbook photo. I dared to open my mouth. Oh God, the horror. Even the Joker would tell me to knock that crap out.
“If you could have any superpower, what would you really want, Jessie?” Who was I kidding? “If I could have a superpower, I’d want the chutzpah to get Tony to notice me . . . me, his redheaded goddess.” I switched to a smirk, my smirk. Yeah, that was more like it. “I do want to be the chosen one, Universe. I just want to be chosen by the right person.”
I laughed at my reflection then turned to get back to my reading. If wishes really worked, then everyone in Massachusetts would be a lottery winner and the Red Sox would be undefeated.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I woke up extra groggy as my klaxon sounded from the nightstand. Stupid mud head and late night. I flipped the hair out of my face before yawning and fluttering my eyelids. The strands felt luxurious and silky against my skin. Talk about conditioning! I lifted the tips to see if I had managed to get at least a touch of auburn in the daylight and nearly screamed at what I saw.
“Holy—”




Chapter Six: The Hair Dye of Doom

Red . . . Crimson . . . Vermillion . . . Scarlet. . . We’re not talking the kind of red that appeared naturally on pasty, freckled folks, but rather the kind of sanguine hue more at home in anime, or possibly a fire truck.
My voice caught in my throat as I stared at the strand between my fingers. This had to be a joke, a dream—no, a nightmare brought on by too many fantasies of Tony and his sure fingers.
I rolled out of bed and grabbed my laptop out of its perch in my laundry pile. Wow, I really had a lot to put away.
Focus, Jessie!
I snapped open the screen and turned on the camera. “What in the name of the Phoenix Force?!” Neon streaks fell all around my face. I’d heard of hair color being a bit brighter when it dried, but this was insane. Somehow a subtle auburn henna had transformed into radioactive cherry Kool-Aid over the course of eight hours.
Wake up, Jessie. I am ordering you to wake up!
Nothing happened. I kicked my bed frame. Yeouch! Still bright enough to blind Red Sonja. I even pinched myself but could only come to the terrifying conclusion that I was, indeed, awake.
Oh crap, and it was Monday, too. Not only was there a quiz in Physics, but it was tot-cho day. I couldn’t miss that! I had to pull myself together and figure out how to fix this before Dad caught a glimpse. What to do, what to do?
First, pee. No sane decision was ever made with a bursting bladder.
I rushed to the bathroom and breathed a sigh of relief at the ferocious snoring coming from Dad’s room. As much as I loved when we had breakfast together, that made the knot untie in my stomach. I had a few hours at least. Surely I could fix this by the end of the day. Worst case I’d find some brown dye, maybe shoe polish, or I could shave my head, or—
I looked more closely in the mirror. What the. . .? Not only had the hair on my head turned pure red, my eyebrows had followed suit. Even my eyelashes had taken on a scarlet hue, making my amber eyes look lighter, almost freakishly so. Wait, were my eyes actually lighter? Not only had my hair gone insane, but the rest of me was following in its footsteps.
Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, I dared one extra look.
“Holy crap, the carpet matches the drapes.” But how?! The only place I’d colored had been my head!
The world began to spin around me. I had to get it together. Fainting never solved anything.
I forced down all my panic and dread and focused on working the problem. I took care of the urgent needs first—pee and then a shower. I pulled my hair back into a tight bun to minimize the surface area. Even wet, however, my mane still looked primary red, but it was at least slightly better than neon.
Next, I dove for my Halloween stash and found mascara and a dark eyeliner pencil. I did what I could to cover up most of the red, but man, I looked garish. Hah, like anyone would notice Kardashian brows with this on top of my cranium!
I grabbed the first T-shirt I could find and slithered into my jeans. Damn it, the red of my Spider-Man tee kinda clashed with my head, but time was short and I needed to get to school. There was no way I was gonna add a tardy slip to this already godawful morning, but first a quick stop in the kitchen.
Aww, Dad had left some of the less-bad-for-you toaster pastries and had put the coffee pot on for me after all. Too bad I couldn’t enjoy any of it.
I slung my backpack over my shoulder and did my best to eat and run. Two swigs of coffee and a cold tart later and I had enough of a rush to manage the sprint to school. I don’t know if it was my imagination, but it seemed like I got more than the average number of honks as I darted around traffic. Then again, morning commuters hated pedestrians in general.
Whatever the case, I skidded to a halt in front of my locker with a minute to spare, flicked my combination at superhuman speed, then barely managed to dive into homeroom as the bell rang. A cold sweat sprung from my skin as I felt the stares from my classmates. Perhaps the bun didn’t diminish the effect as much as I’d hoped.
“Wow,” one of the emo girls in the back mouthed. My homeroom instructor, Mr. Miles, aka the teacher voted most likely to be a robot in disguise, even raised a brow as he took attendance.
Once we’d suffered through announcements, I managed to escape to my first class. Far too many eyes locked onto me as I tried my best to hide in the back. One of the linebackers—Larry or Barry—took a picture as I tried my best to hide in my hoodie.
“Girl, that is so badass,” a voice said from beside me. I turned to find one of the school’s token Goths cracking a rare smile, complete with enough metal in her face to make Magneto weep with joy.
“Um, thanks,” was all I could really mutter while it felt like everyone else snickered and pointed.
I made it to fourth with a few more whispers in my direction. Damn it, why couldn’t Physics be after lunch? I needed extra cheesy goodness to fortify me for the trials and tribulations to come. There was one person I needed to see and needed to see fast.
“Gary,” I hissed the moment he took his seat, pulling off my hood and pointing to the obvious.
“Holy shit!” Gary sputtered until he seemed to choke.
Gary’s death spasms were nothing compared to what happened next, though, as Tony Castorini turned to look my way. Too soon! His jaw literally dropped. That’s it, I’m still in the nightmare. How could it possibly get any worse?
“If Mr. Bates is finished dying, it’s pop quiz time,” our teacher Mr. Turner announced.
Fine, Universe, I was asking for it this time. The quiz gave me a distraction, but I could still feel both Gary and Tony staring like I was a two-headed lizard. Hell, for all I knew, a second head was next on my list after exposure to whatever toxic waste had given me inhuman hair.
Inhumans . . . oh no, I wasn’t going full-on Medusa, was I?
I tried to make an escape after the bell rang, but I wasn’t quick enough. I don’t know which was worse: Gary’s silent gawking or Tony staring at me. I could feel the old warning all the way down to my bones. Be careful what you wish for.
“Whoa, Jess, that is some crazy hair. Did you do it yourself?” Tony asked. Eyeballs turned our way from seemingly all corners of the hall.
Lindsey Stallings glared at me from over her Trig textbook, her auburn hair looking practically monochromatic compared to mine. Okay,
maybe my new locks had a tiny perk, as Tony ignored her and smiled at me—the kinda smile a girl could get used to. I felt the world spin again but was certain it was only hormones this time.
A hand grabbed hold of me and began to pull me away. “Come on. You don’t want to miss tot-chos, do you?” Thank goodness for Gary! We totally needed to talk.
However, first things first. What would Captain America do in a case like this. . .? Oh yeah, he’d be frozen in an iceberg. So much for that.
“I had help,” I called out to Tony as I was dragged away. “See you later!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I plopped into my usual seat in the cafeteria and set my elbows on the table. “Care to explain this?”
“Explain . . . what?”
If there was one thing my father had taught me, it was the withering gaze. Gary seemed to shrivel and retreat, his countenance paling by the second. “It’s so . . . bright,” he mumbled.
“It is also all over my body,” I hissed, leaning forward. Gary’s eyes widened as I continued with the laser focus. I flopped my arm in front of him so he could clearly take in the feathery crimson fuzz upon it.
“All of it?” he asked slowly.
“Yup.”
“Even—?”
“Yup.”
Gary gulped and when he blinked, it was my turn to do a double take. For a moment, no more, his eyes had seemed to flash yellow. There was no way that was a trick of the light. There was also no way meeting a mutant fortune teller coupled with hair-maggedon could be a coincidence.
“Something weird happened, Gary. This isn’t just some hair color accident, and you know it.” Again, there came a quick flash of yellow from his eyes. He blinked, and they returned to his normal shifty hazel. I should have been freaking out at that alone, but my insane-o-meter was maxed out by then. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or not?”
He finally nodded then looked furtively over his shoulder. “Yeah, just not here.”
He had a point. I could see a lot more eyes than usual trained my way, some less welcome than others.
“Oh hi, Jessie!” the cheeriest of voices cried, somehow making my name sound like it had about eighteen syllables. My blood ran cold as Counselor Flake came wandering over, her multitude of clunky beaded bracelets clacking to announce her approach as an early warning system. She peered down at me through her literally rose-colored glasses. “My, that hair is quite the statement. It’s so good to see you expressing yourself for a change.” The overly cheerful greeting was merely a façade, though, masking her true intent. “There isn’t anything you want to discuss, is there? Anything at home that has you suddenly seeking attention, hmm?”
Subtle, she was not.
I tried to ignore her, but the plastic smile stayed on her face, fixed and unwavering. “I’m fine,” I said between bites of tater tots. “Just trying something new.”
Mrs. Flake turned her uncanny valley gaze towards Gary. “And what do you think of this sudden change, Mr. Bates? I mean the school. Are you finding that you’re fitting in?”
“I’m fine. Everything is just fine. Nothing strange at all.”
I was almost certain his lack of cool was going to land us in Flake’s office for an extended session of her “this is a safe space” speech. But, fortunately, she seemed to be looking for a full-on confession of not-rightness this day.
“Okay, then,” she replied, the note of disappointment evident in her tone. “I have other students to check on. You two have a marvelous day!”
Gary waited until she was out of earshot to lean across the table. “I’ll explain everything I can after school. I promise. We just need to get someplace—”
“Alone? I’m not sure I want to be anywhere alone with you, Gary. If you want to talk, meet me at Justice Comics. There’s a game room in the back that’s empty until six, but I guarantee Uncle Jimmy will hear if I scream, and he has a shotgun. We clear?”
He nodded. “I’m just as confused as you. I swear.”
Somehow, I didn’t believe him.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The back half of the day couldn’t fly by fast enough, but finally the bell rang, and I made a mad dash for my locker. From there it was all about getting to the supermarket on Main Street, grabbing dark brown dye, and making a beeline for the comic shop.
Adrenaline coursed through me and I skidded into my uncle’s store, managing to flip up my hoodie at the last possible second. “Just running to the bathroom!” I called way too loudly as I bolted for the basement stairs.
Uncle Jimmy said “Hi” and something I didn’t quite catch, but I was on a mission to save my hide. The box may have said Just for Men, but it promised to cover up greys in only five minutes. Surely it could dampen Chernobyl Crimson in ten or so. Fortunately, Justice Comics had been a florist under the former owner and the basement bathroom still sported a double wide farmer’s sink with a spray nozzle. I could only imagine how many of Uncle Jimmy’s gamer regulars took trucker baths down here—Eww! Still, it was my only hope.
Jeez, I totally forgot how much less hair men had in general. There probably wasn’t enough to cover every bit of my head, but if I could just get the top, I’d be okay for a cursory glance. I yanked out my scrunchie and let my hair fall over my shoulders, the tips touching my nonexistent chest. Wait, how could my hair be longer than this morning? What kind of crazy Rapunzel crap was this?
Who was I kidding? I had Day-Glo locks from stem to stern, yet that’s what was freaking me out? That seemed akin to agreeing to laser swords and galactic magic but saying, “oh no, we can’t have sound in space!”
I squirted the dye into the palm of my hand. Slowly, steadily, I ran my fingers along my temple and down to my shoulder, letting the brown coat my hair.
Before I could so much as breathe a sigh of relief, however, the oily coloring slid right off, plopping unceremoniously onto the floor. I tried another coat, but the dark liquid refused to grip my follicles as if I had a head full of Teflon.
Maybe it really is just for men.
I looked at my reflection. “You’re not normal, are you?”’
At least my hair didn’t answer. Not sure I could’ve handled that. Sadly, the third time didn’t turn out to be the charm, so I just wiped the mess up as best I could.
Gary was my only hope now. He had to know something. I mean, when in doubt, ask the guy with the glowing eyes, right? Surely he’d be able to peer into the future and see how I could fix this, especially since I looked more at home on a manga cover than behind a counter selling them.
“Jessie, your friend is here!” Speak of the devil and he shall appear. Oh yeah, Gary was definitely gonna get a piece of my mind. I pulled up my hood, hoping to fool my uncle for just a while longer, and turned to head up to the main floor.
Before I made it to the stairs, however, a hand shot out from the shadows and grabbed hold of my arm. I was barely able to let out a brief squeal of surprise when a blue haze filled my vision. “What . . . the. . .?”
And then I knew no more.




Chapter Seven: Origin Story

My eyelids fluttered open to a place much brighter than the comic shop’s basement. “What the h—?”
“Shh, it’ll be okay, I promise,” Gary’s voice whispered back. “Just try not to freak out, please?”
“Not . . . freak . . . out?” I took in my new surroundings—the dark cabinetry, concrete floors, and sensible granite countertops. I tried to move my hands and felt resistance. “You have me tied up in a strange . . . kitchen, or IKEA maybe, and you expect me to keep calm?!”
“Um, you’re not tied up.”
“I’m not?”
“Hold on, I think you’re just stuck.” There came a quick tug on my sleeve, and then Gary stepped around me. “Your hoodie was caught on a piece of wicker.”
I narrowed my eyes at him, taking in the sink, some bread, and various stainless steel appliances. A toaster with googly eyes stuck to it kinda shattered any illusions of this being an evil lair. I tried to stand up, but the world began to spin.
“Hold on.” Gary stepped in and steadied me. “Not everyone can handle a sending without getting queasy.”
I flinched from his touch, and then he flinched, and a terrible silence fell over the room. “What’s going on here? Where the hell am I? And what the frell is a sending?”
“Promise you won’t freak out?”
“The only thing that’s making me freak out is you constantly asking if I’m gonna freak out!”
“Sorry. We’re at my Aunt Phil’s place.”
“In Southborough?”
“Not quite. We’re at the coven house in Worcester.”
“Coven house? Worcester! I can’t be in Worcester. I’m supposed to be at Justice Comics doing my homework. Uncle Jimmy must be losing his—”
Gary gave me a strange expression before shrugging and looking away again.
“Gar-ry!” I growled, making his name last a solid ten seconds.
“Trust me, your uncle hasn’t noticed that you’re gone.”
“Trust you?! But he called out. . .” I jumped to my feet, dizziness be damned, and lowered my voice as far as it could go. “What did you do to him?”
“He’s fine. He just thinks you’re still there.”
“But I’m not.”
“Technically, yes, but as crazy as it sounds, you kinda also are. I probably should back up and explain a few other things first. Not everything’ll make sense, but you need to hear it.”
Tempting as it was to throttle him, I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. Besides, he couldn’t give me answers if he was unconscious. “Okay, fine. I’m listening.”
“And you’re calm?”
“You’re not in a chokehold, are you?”
“Good point.” Gary blanched then took a moment to steady himself. “Just hear me out. I think you might be important.”
My eyes opened so wide I was certain they’d fall out of my head. “To you?”
“Me? No! This isn’t some—,” He blushed then quickly regained his composure. “Important to everyone. Look, there’s a lot I need to tell you, but maybe it would be easier if I just showed you instead. That okay?”
I nodded.
“I . . . haven’t been entirely honest with you.”
“Really? You knocked me out, dragged me to a strange . . . kitchen in Worcester, and now you’re worried about honesty?”
“I just want to show you what I really am, what I can really do. Then it will make more sense. I promise.” He fumbled into a drawer and pulled out a pack of playing cards, still sealed. Okay, not exactly what I expected. I crossed my arms over my chest as he ripped off the plastic and set the deck in front of me. “Shuffle and cut the deck for me, if you would.”
We’re doing card tricks now? I did as he instructed, giving it an extra cut for good measure. He fanned the deck, Vegas style. “Pick a card, any card, but don’t show it to me.”
There had better be a point to this. I slid a card out and looked at it. Oh, come on! Somehow, I’d managed to snag one of the jokers. Rather than laugh at the irony, I put the card face down in front of him and he waved his hand over it, also Vegas style.
And then the card glowed bright red and burst into flames.
“Holy Mary Mother of Gambit!” I cried. “You’re a . . . you really are a . . . mutant!”
“Magi,” he corrected. “Or magician if that makes you feel better.”
We stared at each other, unblinking for a moment, but then I noticed sparks in my periphery. Something else was on fire it seemed. It took me a moment, but then I realized . . . Oh no, it was me!
My eyes widened as I saw flickering embers dancing off the tips of my hair. The card still smoldered as well, sending plumes of smoke upward. Apparently, Gary noticed as well because he grabbed a glass of water from the sink to douse the remains.
“Wait! How do you know water will work?”
“I think I know how to put out a magical fire better than you.”
“Magical fire! Oh my God, you are a wizard. Holy Hannah!” The sparks danced from my head again, forming a dim aura around my shoulders. Oh crap. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but is there a reason I’m on fire, too?”
The glass trembled in his hands as he looked torn whether to drench the card or me. “You’re not on fire, Jessie, but you are . . . glowing.”
“I’m glowing?” I backed away. Gary splashed the smoldering card with water, finally putting it out. “Why am I glowing?”
But all he could do was stare at me. “Oh my God, it worked. You are the shiny one!” Then came a crash as the glass slipped from his fingers.
I stepped forward and he actually flinched. Oh no, he was not playing this game. There was no way he could be afraid of me while I was terrified of him. I grabbed hold of him before he could scramble away and gave him a good, hard shake.
“Gary Bates, you had better tell me everything, I swear. . .” Strange as it seemed, the angrier I got, the brighter my hair shone. By this point Gary had to squint at the neon glow radiating around me. “What is a shiny one, Gary? Am I some kind of wizard, too, now?”
“No. Technically you’d be a witch,” he whispered, all the while staring at my head.
“Fine, am I a—?”
He shook his head. Of course, it couldn’t be that easy.
“What’s going on, then? And if you so much as try another card trick, I won’t be held responsible for what happens.”
“It . . . it worked,” he stammered again. “I can’t believe it actually worked.”
I stared at the crimson hairs on my arm. “Did you do this to me? Is this . . . some kind of spell?” A sick feeling welled up in my guts, something halfway between righteous indignation and too many tot-chos.
Gary took a deep breath and went to the fridge. He pulled out a couple of Japanese ramune sodas—strawberry—and handed one to me.
I raised an eyebrow.
“Before you ask, it was just a guess since you like anime.”
“My favorite is grape, but this works.” We both popped the balls into the chamber, enjoying a moment of sugary normalcy before I glared at him again.
He chuckled nervously. “I actually prepared what to say, practiced it in the mirror even. I thought I’d have the right words for you and here I am babbling and offering you soda instead.”
“Did you do this?” I asked, my voice breaking more than it should. Ugh, Gary wasn’t the only one fumbling for a basic grasp of the English language here.
“Remember our conversation about superpowers?”
“I remember a lot of discussions about superpowers, but how about you cut through the pop culture crap and just spit it out?”
“Fine. This world we live in, it’s a lot stranger than people give it credit for. Magic, monsters, and . . . other stuff, it’s all real. Those things you read about in stories and myths that seem too crazy to be true, well, some of it has more basis in fact than most people believe. There really used to be swords in the stone, dragons interrupting breakfast—”
“Vampires and werewolves?”
“Vampires, yes. The latter, not so much.”
“Too bad.”
Gary nodded. “The point is, something happened a long time ago and no one is quite sure why. We just know the weird kinda faded into the background and the normal became, well, normal.”
“Except you just said it’s not normal.”
“I’m getting to that. You see, for all the crazy things that went bump in the night, there was always another side to the story—a natural response, like Godzilla showing up whenever some other monster tries to destroy Japan. Whenever humanity was threatened, there were always champions: defenders . . . paladins . . . warriors of the light. The greater the adversary, the mightier the champion. Don’t ask me why. I guess even the supernatural has its own version of Newton’s Laws, but what I’m saying is you’re the Godzilla in this equation.”
Not the worst metaphor he could have used. “These shiny ones you mentioned?”
He nodded. “That’s one name for them anyway.”
“But I thought you said the weird faded away.”
“It did. Everything went poof hundreds of years ago. The monsters retreated to the shadows and there haven’t been any more Icons either—that’s another name for what you are, by the way. No one knows what happened, but. . .”
“There haven’t been any more?”
“Until now.”
A chill crept up my spine.
“This is a lot to take in, isn’t it?” he asked, gnawing his lip.
“You have no idea,” I replied, more sparks rising from my scalp. “But how. . .?”
“I come from a long line of seers,” Gary continued, his voice barely above a whisper again. “You know, prophets and shit. Talk about pressure in career choices when your dad could literally see your destiny from the moment you were born.”
“So that’s what you are . . . how you knew. . .?”
“Sorta. I’m not exactly what my parents wanted, and I’ve lied to them a lot. Rather than take up my expected role as a seer, I decided to study as a wizard with my aunt. I didn’t want anything to do with prophecies, because you know what? They suck! No matter how hard you try, once you look ahead, you never live in the present anymore. Fate is . . . Fate is an asshole that only shows you all the bad shit instead of lottery numbers and boobs. But the only way the Amherst coven would take me was if I’d do a little side predicting for the headmaster. He and my aunt both consult for the Association of Unaffiliated Prophets, Mediums, and Soothsayers. It’s like the union for people who can see the future but don’t want to spend eternity locked in a vault with their eyes gouged out.”
“What?!”
“Sorry, just thinking about what sometimes happens to people like me. It’s kinda my own personal rabbit hole. My mom stayed an independent contractor, but my dad, he decided that the present just wasn’t for him anymore after. . .
“Look, prophets don’t get called in to see happy stuff, okay? There’s a theory that the all quiet on the supernatural front is only temporary, and that one day soon the reprieve will be over and the worst of the worst are going to come back and scour the Earth.”
“Are we talking living in interesting times, or full-on Revelations here?” I didn’t really want the answer, but I probably needed to know.
“No one knows for sure. Even the best prophets only see glimpses of potential futures, and until it gets close, the slightest change can cause unforeseen ripples in fate. Of course, that never stops anyone from trying. The Unaffiliated PMS Association—”
Maybe I shouldn’t have giggled quite so much, but come on! For all the weirdness, it hit me that Gary had PMS on his side. After a moment he seemed to realize it and chuckled, too.
“The union,” he corrected, “pretty much had one job. See, there’s a fairly major prophecy about the Freewill—”
“Freewill? Isn’t that a sixties song?”
Gary shook his head. “I wish. We’re talking an all-mighty ubervamp who’s supposed to herald this new era. The PMS Association was tasked with finding where and when it would appear.”
“An ubervamp? Like Dracula on steroids?”
Gary nodded grimly. “The worst of the worst, but my mom and her team found him first, over in England. At least, all the signs were there. He had the name of a conqueror, a dizzying fount of obscure knowledge, and the preternatural ability to laugh in the face of danger. He also happened to be a trained killer, guitar prodigy, and scientific genius. If this guy was ever turned, we’d be toast. Fortunately, our people at the Falcon Academy found him before that could happen, though, and cast a bunch of powerful protection magic to make sure that if a vampire ever bit him, he’d simply die and not be reborn. It was awesome. Fate was stymied, and no one had to be killed or anything.”
“Falcon—?”
“That’s just the name of the local coven.”
“Oh. Well, that’s good then.” We exchanged a look. “There is a but coming, isn’t there?”
He nodded. “A big one. Maybe it was fate or maybe they were just wrong, but rumors are flying in the monster underground that the ubervamp showed up anyway, not too long ago. Mom’s bosses were none too pleased. In the prophecy game you’re only as good as your last prediction, after all.”
“So, your mom aside, what you’re saying is that there’s some all-powerful, bloodsucking beast out there?”
“In a nutshell.”
“What the hell does that have to do with . . . oh, no, oh no, no, no . . . you are not about to hit me with Newton’s Second Law again, are you? Can’t King Kong handle this one?”
“The ubervamp appears and the universe spits out a counterpart, a check and a balance to keep us all from being squished when the bad guys get rowdy. That means a shiny one will rise up in response.” He pointed his finger at me.
“Oh boy.” Now I had clammy hands to go with the chill up my spine.
Gary rattled his ramune bottle as he seemingly searched for the right words. “When there hasn’t been an Icon for so long, it gets a little hazy about how to find one. The worst part is, the very nature of their power means you can’t scry the person once they manifest, so the best any of us could think of was to comb the archives for prophecies about holy warriors and chosen ones.” He let out a laugh. “Do you know how hard it is to find a translator for Sumerian or Ancient Aramaic these days? And most don’t even have any details about the chosen warrior specifically—just how awesome they are.”
“So, what? Lucky guess?”
“Educated guess. I compiled a list of prophecies and hero qualities and then a hacker buddy of mine at UMass used that, along with some coven resources, to calculate probable candidates. Your name was at the top of the list, with a 71.6% chance of being a potential Icon, way above anyone else we could find in the state, so—”
“I’m an educated guess?”
“Yes, but so is most future scrying.” Gary shrugged uncomfortably. “But it makes perfect sense. You’re from a family of warriors, and if recent fiction has taught us anything, it’s the teenage girl who saves the day. Anyway, I found a prophecy from the Meliae—they’re forest spirits—that described their chosen one as a fierce warrior maiden with golden eyes and hair like fire. She’s supposed to rise up, receive their blessing, and save the day. Combined with other stories passed down around the world about similar creatures—”
“Creatures?”
“Heroes. No offense.”
“None taken. Except I don’t . . . didn’t have ‘hair like fire’ until this morning.”
“True, but I doubt their seers foresaw the invention of hair dye,” a new voice said from somewhere behind me. Wait, I knew that raspy tone.
I whirled around to face the intruder, sparks dancing from my head once more. Oh man, I either had to watch my temper or buy an asbestos hair net.
“You!” I cried, taking in the platinum hair and over-botoxed skin. The woman from the drug store stood before me, covering her mouth as if stifling a yawn.
“Jessie, meet my Aunt Phil. Aunt Phil, this is Jessie Flores.”
“You did this?! What was in that damn dye?”
“Whatever the package said was in it. I got it from some Indian market over in Shrewsbury. I’ll give you the address if you want more. Now, did Gary explain how the whole Icon thing works, or did he just get distracted and ramble?” The newcomer, Phil, strode confidently into the kitchen and pulled a box out of a drawer. I tensed up until I saw the contents. Once she’d slapped another nicotine patch to her bare arm, she let out a content sigh. “He did give you the spiel about how having faith in yourself could save us all from the upcoming darkness, right?”
“Who are you people?” I cried, staring helplessly between Gary and this smug fake retail clerk.
She turned to him. “You rambled, didn’t you?”
“I might have . . . a little”
Phil seemed to weigh what to say next. Did she have blips to help her out, too? Whatever the case, she decided to snag a bottle of wine from the fridge, unscrew the lid, and pour herself a generous glass in a Solo cup. “Okay. How about this? Think of us as your fairy godfamily,”
“Wait. Fairies are real, too?”




Chapter Eight: Bibbity Bobbity Boo Hoo

“You seem kind of stressed.” Aunt Phil opened the kitchen window and whipped out a proper cigarette. A tiny flame danced off her fingertip, which she used to light it—acting as if this were the most normal thing in the world. “I get it, I really do. It’s not every day the world turns upside down. But you should be grateful, kid—”
“Grateful? Really?” The smell of smoke wafted my way. Having a full-blown hissy fit in a strange woman’s kitchen wasn’t on my usual to-do list, but it was looking more and more likely with each passing puff. “What could I possibly be grateful for?”
“That we found you first. Trust me on this. Now, before you get all huffy, yeah, we hedged our bets a bit, but it was to make sure that we weren’t barking up the wrong tree. You see, Icons depend on the power of faith, specifically faith in one’s self. The more you believe, the more powerful you become.”
Gary nodded, still perched by the counter above the soggy remains of a playing card. Phil glared at him. “I needed those for poker night,” she muttered between puffs. “So anyway, now that we know, we need to help you find that inner strength, and believe me, we have a lot of work to do.”
“I have a lot of work to do, too . . . school work.”
“I’d take a sick day tomorrow,” Gary suggested.
“No! You can’t just kidnap me, tell me I’m some shiny one—”
“That’s Shining One,” Phil corrected. “Shiny one sounds like a knockoff brand of window cleaner.” She took an extra-long drag from her cigarette. “Did Gary tell you why we needed to find you?”
“I’m not some vampire slayer! I don’t even know how to process any of this. You need to let me go. My dad and uncle are probably—”
Phil flicked her butt and sauntered over. I tried not to gag at the overwhelming ashtray smell that seemed to hang off her. She put a hand on my shoulder, her bright pink nails clashing terribly against my red locks. Despite her artificial exterior, her gaze felt strangely reassuring. Considering what Gary had told me, I could only hope she wasn’t hexing me.
“You were never a prisoner,” Phil said softly. “Gary, let’s get this poor girl home and switch out the decoy. Now, Jessie, I understand you might need a little time to process everything. You’re probably thinking this is some dream you can just open your eyes and walk away from but, believe me, it won’t work. Once you know, you can’t un-know. However, if you do feel like you have to go to school tomorrow, I understand. But I must insist you meet us right after. Your decoy can take your place at the shop, I promise.”
“What decoy?”
“The magical kind. We can explain more after you’ve settled a bit. There’s still time—not much, but some.”
“But, um, what about this ubervamp?”
“The Freewill? He’s nowhere nearby, and we can hide you for a while,” Gary said, hopping to his feet. “Weird as it may seem, our sources tell us he doesn’t seem to be making any moves yet.”
Phil spat a wad of phlegm into the sink. “Which means he’s both cautious and cagey—traits that will bite us in the ass if we keep fucking about for too long.”
“I get it. Can I please go home now?” I looked down at my hair, my bright, obnoxious hair. “Oh God, I still look like this. Screw the ubervamp, I have to face my dad!”
Phil, for her part, looked modestly amused. She snapped her fingers, fairy godmother style, and a yellowish haze wafted around me. My hair shimmered briefly then I felt the heat rise from my skull all over again. Phil pursed her lips. “Damn it.”
“A simple glamour isn’t going to work,” Gary said, a trace of snotty sarcasm drifting into his voice. “Don’t forget those legends about Icons interfering with our powers.”
“Stow it, Gare-bear,” Phil replied. “Unlike some people, I always have plans B-through-G at the ready. Now be a dear and grab the bag with the zombies on it out of my second closet.”
“Zombies?” My concern proved rather silly when Gary returned with a rather cute bag with little green people chasing hearts all over it. Sadly, it still felt like I had a hair dryer blasting on my head. If something so minor set me off, how the heck could I possibly get through calculus without lighting up like a roman candle?
Phil rummaged through the tote and pulled out a plastic bag full of dark hair.
“A wig?” I asked.
Phil waved her hands rather dismissively. “I dressed as Pocahontas for Halloween last year. People gave me shit because I wasn’t being culturally sensitive. Idiots. If they had any clue about the real history of this country, they’d know which side the Magi fought on in the French and Indian War. Anyway, let’s try it out.”
She pulled out the long, tangled wig, or it was tangled until Phil snapped her fingers again, straightening it all out. The knots smoothed away and the color shifted to my natural shade, or close enough. Better still, all traces of cigarette stink vanished as well.
Gary helped me tuck the red underneath and pin the mesh on. One more finger snap and I felt a tingling on my head, but different than before. I looked over to the window and saw myself, the old me, staring back—hair, eyebrows, all of it. “Magic is real, and it does makeovers?”
Phil let out a laugh. “Wouldn’t be much use if it didn’t. The pins are the focus of the glamour. I fortified them with blood magic, so they should hold up. As long as you keep those in you’ll look like you. Just try to stay calm. Oh, and I wouldn’t sleep in them. There’s no telling how all those magics will interact long term.” Phil walked around me and nodded a few times. “Not bad, if I do say so myself.”
“You used blood magic on hairpins?” Gary asked.
“Don’t judge me.”
“Magic is real,” I whispered again, still staring at my reflection.
“It’s probably time for us to get her home, Aunt Phil.”
Phil gathered her purse then, after one final inspection that this glamour—or whatever she called it—was safely containing the red, we trekked down four flights of stairs to get to the parking garage beneath the building. Once we pulled onto the streets of Worcester, I instantly got my bearings. Two more turns and we passed Papa’s gym and entered the Canal District.
Gary drove a little more cautiously than usual, while Phil lounged in the back seat. If I didn’t have an itchy enchanted wig stuck to my skull, it could have passed for a boring weeknight errand run.
“Oh, to answer your question from earlier, dearie, fairies are real, but they’re more Brother’s Grimm than Tinkerbell. Most of the fae like to remain hidden, and if you do have the misfortune of meeting them, never trust their hospitality. Right, Gare-bear?”
“Trying to focus on the road here,” Gary snapped.
“Do I want to know?” I asked.
“My Gary has a thing for fae girls.” Phil punctuated her statement with a husky laugh.
Poor Gary’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel. I eyed the buildup of traffic on 290 and decided discretion was the better part of survival at this point. I could always ask later.
Just before we reached Justice Comics a chilling realization hit me.
“Tony . . . oh my God, Tony was supposed to come over for more anime recommendations and I wasn’t there!”
“Tony?” Phil asked.
Before I could answer, we rolled into the strip mall parking lot. In the next instant, my jaw became preoccupied with dropping to the floor as I saw me standing just outside the door. “Holy—!”
“Duck!” Phil warned as Uncle Jimmy walked into view. I slipped beneath my seatbelt and did my best to hide behind the dash.
“Holy doppelganger, Batman! I know you said I could be two places at once, but how the heck am I actually in two places at once?”
Phil leaned in between the seats. “Watch and learn.”
The back door of the car opened, and I heard my own voice call out, “Bye, Uncle Jimmy, see you tomorrow!” Jesus, was my voice really that squeaky? The other me climbed in and did a Miss America style wave to the storefront. Uncle Jimmy didn’t flinch one bit as we pulled out again.
“I must say, Philomena, your work is exquisite, as always,” Other Me said. Why did I suddenly have a British accent? “Shall we drop this little charade now that we are a safe distance?”
“I’m you and you’re me,” I finally squeaked.
Gary drove slowly around the back of the strip mall. Once hidden behind the loading dock, Phil snapped her fingers and a soft yellowish glow surrounded the other me. A magnificent, seventies-worthy mustache sprouted from “my” lip and my eyes shifted from amber to a piercing blue. Stubble sprouted from a chiseled jaw and the other me suddenly looked more at home fighting crime in Hawaii than going to high school in Massachusetts.
“Holy Hannah, I’m a dude!”
Magnum P.I. stretched out his hand and gave me a debonair smile. “Julius Blademore, at your service, milady.” Rather than give me a hearty handshake, he took my hand and kissed it. Wow, he must condition that mouth-hat of his. The bristles caressed my skin, feeling all tingly. “I’m ever so glad to finally meet the charming lady that I’ve had the honor of impersonating all evening.”
“You . . . you can be me?”
“I’ve trained for years in the arts of espionage and deception, my dear. If I can’t play a teenage girl at a comic shop, then I’m not worth my salt, am I?”
“You’re a spy? Wait, Julius . . . British . . . arcane knowledge and all that. Oh my God, is the rock-star-assassin impersonating me?”
“Bingo!” Phil said with an excited round of applause. “We couldn’t just leave him to the vampires after we worked our mojo. He has a rather unique skillset, one we’d be foolish to waste. Now, Jules, would you mind setting the poor girl’s mind to ease? Did anyone stop by looking for her?”
“As a matter of fact, yes,” he said, pulling a little notebook out of his pocket. Row upon row of scribbles filled the pages. He stuck out his tongue slightly as he flipped to the end. “There was a young man, a Tony Castorini. I made a few inquiries on him after he left, but surprisingly little came up.”
“Tony saw you . . . err me? What happened? What did he say? If I see him at school tomorrow, what did I recommend? Tell me!” The heat rose, and I could smell the fake hair atop my head starting to sizzle. I took a deep breath. This was no reason to panic just because I missed a super important conversation with the hottest quarterback our school had ever known.
Julius scratched his chin and nodded at his notes. “Ah yes, my—your—recommendation. I suggested the sushi restaurant at the far end of the mall. Seemed convenient and your uncle likewise offered his encouragement. Turns out the theater in Marlborough will be running a screening of Spirited Away this Friday, so we settled upon dinner and a movie. Mr. Castorini will pick you up from the store at five PM sharp. If you have any questions, I can certainly go into more detail, but I am happy to report that I was able to, as you teenagers say, seal the deal.”
No words. There were no words left in my brain. Forget flaming hair, a thirty-something dude wearing my skin had just done the impossible—landed me a date with Tony Castorini.




Chapter Nine: Everything’s Fine

It’s amazing how difficult it can be to focus on school when your brain is stuffed full of vampires and wizards. The wig wasn’t helping either. The longer the enchanted pins poked into my scalp, the more defiant my hair seemed to become. I had to schedule a bathroom run between each period just to tuck any disobedient strands back under the mesh.
“Parents freak out?” I looked up from my study period to see my Goth classmate giving me a sympathetic look.
“Something like that,” I replied with a shrug.
“Bummer. That hair was badass.”
She kept on talking, but all I did was nod and smile. After a few pointed rounds of “mmmhmm’s,” Goth girl got the hint and I managed to scribble a little more into my binder.
Once the bell rang, I collected three, “aww, you dyed it backs,” two “dayums,” and a refreshing, “oh, thank goodness, you look better as a brunette” in my trek towards fourth period.
Fourth period! My heart pounded in my chest as I felt fresh heat rising from my head. Tony was waiting outside the classroom. Why?! Oh, wait. His third period class was next door. Yeah, I knew his schedule as well as mine, but that didn’t make me a stalker. At least that’s my story and I’m . . . totally zoning out and digressing while the hunky quarterback is staring at me.
“Earth to Jessie.”
Make the words, please make the coherent word things, Jessie. Go on, you can do it. I raised my trusty southpaw and gave a teensy wave.
Tony raised a brow and imitated me. “I think we got past the hellos last night.”
Words . . . all gone. What are words really if one’s mouth cannot form them? Mayhaps I should spend the rest of my days as a mute, for I doubted there were that many left for me—what with an ubervamp coming for my shiny hiney.
“You okay? You seem a little out of it. Oh here, let me help. You missed a spot.” Tony leaned in and reached for a rogue strand of wig hair peeking around my earlobe. He tucked it back in place, letting his hand caress my cheek for the barest of moments. And now I can die happy. “Are you wearing a wig?”
I thought my head might explode from all the heat in my face, but I somehow found the strength to use my words. “My hair, um, turned out way brighter than I expected. Dad kinda freaked. So . . . this is until things cool down a little.” Which will never happen if you keep standing so close!
“Yeah, it’s kind of bright, but it’s really awesome, too—” The bell cut Tony off. Without another word, he stepped to the side and held the door open for me, like a perfect gentleman. And that was all I remembered for the next hour or so, a blissful daydream free of ubervamps and shiny people.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Just who the hell do you think you are, you little bitch?” a snide voice asked from behind me as I tried to focus on lunch.
“Jessie Flores,” I offered up nonchalantly. “That’s what it says on my learner’s permit.” I knew that voice . . . Lindsey fricking Stallings, but I’d be damned if I would give her the satisfaction of facing her. Polite conversation was strictly reserved in my book for human beings, and possibly well-behaved supernatural beings now that I knew of their existence. Last I checked, psycho hose-beasts did not make the cut.
“You think you’re so fucking hilarious, don’t you?” Lindsey stomped around my table, her wedges clunking against the linoleum. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and stared, trying to be intimidating but doing little more than making me wonder if she’d applied her mascara with a paint roller.
“Only on days ending in Y,” I replied sweetly. Oh my, she actually had to stop and think about that one. I’d never noticed before, but she was more like the vexed comic relief in an anime than an actual person. Good luck trying to get me to take her seriously now.
“You think a little Day-Glo-Ho job is gonna be enough, Backdoor Jess? Mark my words, skank, you’d better lay off Tony or you’re gonna regret the moment you decided to play ginger bitch.”
“You mean Tony Castorini, as in the same Tony Castorini I have a date with on Friday and you don’t?” It was more sniping than I really wanted to spare her way, but then she had to go and use that stupid nickname. It was on.
Lindsey took a deep breath and curled her brightly painted lips into an unpleasant smile. “So, this is how it’s going to be?”
“Looks like it.” I returned her obnoxious grin with one of my own.
How the heck word of my sudden luck with the quarterback got out and in the general population, I may never know, but that could probably be attested to my tendency to avoid social media these days. For all I knew, my doppelganger had posted a live vid.
Lindsey’s smile changed to something more sinister. “You’d better watch your step, or you’re gonna end up in deeper shit than you can imagine.”
I’m destined to fight a legendary vampire. I think I can handle you. “Whatever makes you feel better about yourself, Lindsey, more power to you.”
My would-be adversary rolled her eyes. Guess I should probably get used to the concept of having adversaries. Lindsey was the first to break our little Mexican standoff. She scrunched her nose and sniffed before stomping back towards her crew at the popular table. Wait for it, last words incoming. . .
“You were warned.”
“Really?” I muttered under my breath. This was the caliber of nemesis I had to deal with? Still, she must’ve gotten to me more than I wanted to admit because my ears were burning. After a moment, I realized that wasn’t merely an exaggeration. Oh crap, they were literally burning! Stupid enchanted hairpins.
I spent the back half of lunch readjusting my hairpiece in the handicap stall. Mercifully, a few minutes of peace seemed to appease my demon hair, and the rest of the afternoon passed in relative normalcy.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I shot a standard check-in text to my dad, then scrolled past a wall of words from Gary, checking to see if Tony had sent me anything. Nada. Damn it all!
Wait. Did he even know my number? Seems like something you’d get off someone you had a date with. Unless, it wasn’t my number he had.
I probably shouldn’t have been so lost in my own little world, because just as I was about to step off the curb on my way to Justice Comics, an Audi screeched to a halt directly in front of me, missing me by mere inches.
“Hey! Watch it. . .” The words died in my throat as I saw the familiar faces looking at me from within.
“Didn’t you get my texts?” Gary asked, rolling down the window.
“I was just about to read them.” I slid into the back and, sure enough, my identical twin was there waiting in the back seat. “Um, should we be seen together?”
“I took the liberty of glamouring the car,” Phil replied, inching her seat forward so I got some legroom. “You’re invisible back there.”
Of course. Why not?
“Hi,” Other Me said with a salute. I sounded rather weird with an English accent. “Any homework you want me to take care of while you’re training?”
“Um, I have a paper to outline. Wait, training?”
“If only we had these things called phones with which to get messages from,” Gary said snidely.
“Sorry.”
“You need to focus on your training,” Other Me said, grabbing hold of my backpack. “My job is to take care of everything else.”
“Don’t worry. Julius is a real pro,” Phil explained.
“But—”
“We gave you a day to let this all sink in. Now it’s time for your real education to begin.”
“I don’t remember agreeing to that, but okay, I guess I’ll come along.” It wasn’t like they couldn’t kidnap me at will anyway. “So, um, Julius, my English assignment is in my bag alongside—”
My doppelganger held up her . . . his phone and my eyes widened at the sight of all my assignments for this week, including a few that I don’t think had even been handed out yet. “H-How?” I stammered.
“I’ve hacked the Pentagon, my dear child. Your school was a trifle easier.”
“Not cool.”
“Relax. It’s all for the cause. I’ll take care of your paper on Dante and work ahead for Calculus and Physics.”
“Slightly more cool,” I replied, flopping back onto the leather seat. Slowly, I reached over and poked at Other Me’s arm. The flannel certainly felt like mine, and his arm didn’t stick out further than I would’ve expected. “Weird.”
Phil turned around. “It’s a complex illusion. The magic overloads the senses of the audience. Rather than him changing into you, per se, the perception of him becomes that of you. If that makes any sense at all.”
“Not really.” I leaned over. “Wow, you even smell like me.”
“It’s like how dear Philomena explained,” Julius replied. “I smell like you assume I should smell. It’s all in your head, your preconceived notions filling in the blanks. It really is remarkable, is it not? The act of observation actually changes the outcome.”
I watched as the other me typed something on his phone, reminding me what I’d been thinking right before almost being run over.
“Who are you texting?”
“That boy from last night, of course. Not to worry. I have the matter well in hand.”
“Phrasing, really,” I deadpanned. “Look, if you’re going to imitate me, I need to know what you’re saying, so I don’t blow our cover.”
My tactic seemed to resonate with the other me. Score one point for OG Jessie. He nodded. “Fear not. I’ll provide a full report and transcript. Most of today’s conversation revolved around a discussion of one Spike Spiegel and his inevitable pathos. Naturally I adjusted my tone to sound more youthful and less intellectual.”
“So, you dumbed it down?”
“In a manner of speaking. Though I must admit, your dizzying array of pop culture knowledge does exceed my own, for now. I’ll have that remedied by end of week. Thank goodness for the Spell of the Sphinx.”
“Ix-nay on the ell-spray talk,” Phil replied. “After all, she needs to crawl before she can walk.”
“I can understand Pig Latin, you know. Sphinx, huh? Does that have something to do with riddles?”
“Cognitive absorption, actually. A careful application of magic can enhance a magi’s ability to assimilate new data,” Other Me droned in a dreadfully know-it-all tone. I wondered if this was how I sounded when explaining the life of Jean Grey.
“Let me guess, Other Me knows all this because you cast it on her . . . err, him. Am I close?”
Phil turned and smiled broadly. “Not exactly. Enhancement magic is just that—it amplifies what the recipient can already do. It simply makes you better at what you’re good at. Before you ask, it’s not a long-term substitute for hard work, but if you put in the time, it can make you—”
“More human than human?” I offered. “So, is there some whammy spell that will help me go from zero to Buffy lickety-split?”
Phil’s smile tightened, while Gary chose that moment to be laser focused on the road. Why did I suddenly have the feeling that I was missing something?
“It’s not that simple,” she finally said. “Our archives tell us that a Shining One’s power doesn’t always play nice with our magic. We already saw that last night with that glamour I tried to cast. Truth be told, I’m surprised those hair clips haven’t burnt out by now.”
“Oh.” I subconsciously reached up and touched the wig still atop my head.
Phil then nodded towards her nephew. “However, just because we can’t enhance you doesn’t mean we can’t give you a temporary sparring buddy.”
“Excuse me?” Gary asked as we pulled into the parking lot.
“Don’t worry, chap,” Other Me said cheerfully. “The magic will be doing most of the work. As for you,” Julius turned my way. “Good luck on your training.”
I turned my attention to Gary, “So, training . . . and maybe some answers?”
“Of course,” he replied, though I didn’t quite feel the conviction in his words.




Chapter Ten: The Blessing of What?

“We totally need a magical training montage.”
“Excuse me?” Gary asked.
“You know. Like in the movies.” I waved him toward me, Matrix style.
He gave me an incredulous look from his place on the floor. “Magic can do a lot of things, but it can’t condense all your training into a single cut scene with you being a master by the end of a power ballad.”
“Dang nab it, and here I was hoping that ‘Eye of the Tiger’ would save me heaps of trouble.”
He was lying in a heap on some yoga mats in Phil’s place. She’d suggested I try fighting Gary after she’d whammied him with an enhancement spell, but even rusty, I’d put him down with minimum effort. “But maybe it wasn’t all a waste. I’m still feeling fresh. And I think it’s all coming back to me. Pretty sure I started remembering all sorts of moves I haven’t done in a long time. Want to go again?”
“You were holding back?”
“A bit.”
“A bit?”
“Okay, a lot.”
He did that looking away thing again. Sadly, I still couldn’t tell if he was seeing the future or simply deflated.
“Well, like your aunt said, magic can’t make you something you’re not. But maybe I can show you some basic moves. Rather than using you as a mystical punching bag, why don’t I get some practice by teaching instead?”
I spent the next half hour or so guiding Gary in the most basic of steps, although most of the lesson consisted of little more than stretches and controlled breathing.
“This isn’t so different than the meditation we do to channel spells,” Gary said as we sat cross-legged on the mats.
“Do you talk during those, too?” I asked, summoning my best instructor voice. I’d almost forgotten how good it was to empty my mind and just focus on breathing.
“Um, so how long are we supposed to meditate? Because Aunt Phil is probably going to run out of cigarettes soon,” Gary whispered from the mat next to me.
“And this is why you’re terrible at martial arts. You have no patience, Grasshopper.”
“Patience, coordination, I’m apparently not good with either.” Gary shook his head. “Come on, mock me. You know you want to.”
“I would never mock anyone for trying. It just means you need more practice. And who am I to judge? The only reason I picked up martial arts in the first place was because I had a crush on Billy Zabka.” Gary cocked his head. “Greatest movie ever . . . Johnny Lawrence versus Daniel LaRusso . . . Sweep the leg?”
“Oh. The Karate Kid?” The lightbulb finally lit over his head. “I’m surprised. No superheroes.”
“To be fair, it’s no Spiderman 2. But long story short, I spent the better part of kindergarten planning to be the future Mrs. Lawrence.”
“Definitely TMI,” Gary said with a chuckle. He led me out to the main living space. My first impression of this place, consisting of the kitchen, hadn’t been great, but now that I had a moment to take it all in, I saw it was an impressive setup, more Boston-worthy than the usual fare one would find in Worcester. The upper loft looked like something out of a movie, with floor to ceiling bookcases and a bunch of funky nooks facing the windows.
Gary noticed my interest and pointed to a purple velvet chair. “We stole that from the Starbucks on Mass Ave. Never get underage mages drunk and then issue a dare.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied, wandering to the wrought-iron staircase that led to the upper level.
“Be careful. It’s cold-forged iron, with various hexes etched into the metal itself,” Gary explained. “The old coven mentor may have been a wee bit paranoid. Then again, he vanished into thin air a few years back, so maybe he wasn’t paranoid enough. Nobody knows if it was a spell gone wrong or if the high mentor in Manchester discovered he was sleeping with half the witches in New Hampshire.”
“Sounds like a player.” I padded up the stairs and indulged my curiosity. A mix of everything, from A Brief History of Time to cookbooks, to titles I couldn’t even begin to pronounce, filled the shelves. “So, are there a lot of witches in New Hampshire?”
“I wouldn’t say lots. Most are fakes and charlatans, but there are covens all over New England. It seems to be a hotbed for the occult. And before you ask, yes, there’s a large coven in Salem, but that’s mostly because Boston real estate is out of sight, not to mention it’s currently occupied by other supernatural forces right now.”
“Other supernatural forces?”
“Vampires,” Gary confessed, joining me in the loft. “I was warned not to linger too much in the city after dark, not without coven-mates. Although Boston is practically normal compared to some other places. Apparently, Cambridge is full of uppity bloodsuckers who won’t feed on you unless you have at least one post-graduate degree.”
“Wouldn’t that mean you were safe, though?”
“It’s the principle. Who wants to be eaten by snobs?” Gary pulled out a book on Greek mythology. “So, anyway, I believe you have questions, and we didn’t really start on the right foot yesterday.”
“Did you want to get changed first?” I offered. “Or do you have an instant shower spell handy?”
“That’s not really how it works. I mean, we do have an eternal flame bonded to the pipes, so we never run out of hot water, but I like to think magic should be reserved for more dignified stuff.”
“Says you!” Phil called from the main floor. “I can smell you from down here. Hit the showers or I’m snapping my fingers.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
While we waited for Gary to clean up, Phil poured me a glass of iced tea and motioned for me to sit near her in the kitchen.
“This place is really nice,” I said, sipping a glass of berry tea roughly the same color as my hair. “It’s so big.”
“That’s what she said.” Phil cackled as she grabbed herself a cup of coffee and poured a generous splash of vodka in it. She waved to the cavernous main room. “This place once housed a whole coven, but that asshole, Spencer, couldn’t keep it in his pants.”
“The old coven master?”
“Mentor. Master is a vamp phrase, but more or less. He was both our mentor and my ex-husband.” Phil slammed back about half her drink at once. “Since I’m pretty sure all my coven sisters had a ride on the Spencer Express, I decided to boot them out once this place came under new management. Hell, half of them were looking for an excuse to bolt anyway, so good riddance.”
Gary picked that moment to enter the room—probably a good thing as I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear any sordid details about Phil’s or her ex’s love life.
“Oh, there’s Gare-bear! I was just explaining to Jess here the sordid tale of how we ended up in our own little coven. But who knows? With an honest to goodness Shining One on our side, that could all change.”
“Am I like a good omen or something?”
They both exchanged a look until Phil waved her hands dismissively. “Anything prophecy-related tends to cause a stir, that’s all,” she explained before sucking down the rest of her coffee. “Oh, almost forgot to ask. Do you have any plans for dinner?”
“Not really, but I’m going to have to leave the shop soon.”
“Jules will be fine. He can cover for you.”
“He doesn’t have the alarm code for my house, or my key, for that matter.”
“Relax,” Phil said. “Trust me. House alarms aren’t a problem for someone like him.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Gare-bear, did you warn her about the blessing of Uranus?”
“Excuse me, the what?”
We were just finishing up the pizza Gary had ordered. Thank goodness I was done chewing. Otherwise I’d have likely choked to death upon hearing Phil’s question.
“It’s a Meliae ritual. The legends say they’re supposed to grant the gift of their father to the chosen one. Far as we can tell, that’s you.” Phil flicked at her nails like she had just explained tonight’s TV schedule.
“Uranus like the planet?” Please say it’s like the planet.
Gary shook his head. “Close. Uranus like the Greek god. The Meliae were supposed to be his children, but I’m not sure if that’s literal or figurative. Hard to tell with myths sometimes. Anyway, these forest spirits called upon a heavenly force that the Ancient Greeks correlated to Uranus. Think of it as a metaphor, another name for a font of power.”
“Oh, that’s a relief, because from what I’ve read, most of Greek mythology was a lot of killing and raping and creepy old dudes marrying their sister wives.”
“You’re not too far off, but I can’t say I’d mind all that much if Perseus had actually looked like Harry Hamlin,” Phil said. “I’d ride his Pegasus in a heartbeat. Woof!”
“Aunt Phil!”
“Oh, lighten up, Gare-bear. You kids are wound up too tight these days.” She turned her attention back to me. “Anyway, far as we can tell, most of these stories are just primitive man’s explanation for stuff. It’s only the more modern legends where things get literal.”
“So, there isn’t some giant snake wrapped around the world ready to herald Ragnarök?”
Fortunately, both of them laughed. “Different mythology entirely,” Gary said.
“I know that,” I replied with an eye-roll. “I do read Thor, y’know.”
“Myth to legends to comic books,” Phil said with a sigh. “I guess that makes sense.”
It did to me, anyway. “And these Meliae forest spirit thingies, they have a legend that predicts a shiny one will fight the ubervamp?”
“Shining One . . . and no. The Shining One versus Freewill prophecy is from another—”
“Prophecies are a bit of a numbers game,” Gary interrupted. “It’s like statistics but with magic. If you compile enough predictions, you begin to see a pattern, but it only gives you hints, not the answers to the test. The way I figure, at any given time there are multiple potential shiny ones out there, latent Icons that only need a push. The Meliae spoke of it like trials and tribulations, to separate the wheat from the chaff. It’s a common theme throughout all the chosen-one myths. All it takes is the right spark—”
“Like waking up with Day-Glo hair? Lucky me.”
“You are lucky.” Phil stood and walked to the well-stocked bar cabinet. “The chosen one is an awesome responsibility, but you have to admit it’s pretty cool, too.”
“Maybe. I’m just not sure I’m ready for any of this.”
“I’m sorry to say this, dearie, but the universe doesn’t care if you’re ready or not. Fate can be a real bitch like that.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, we need an opportunity to expose you to one of the bloodsuckers but in a controlled way. It’s for your own good, dearie.”
“For my own good?” Call me skeptical, but I practically smelt the crap coming from Phil.
“Partially,” Phil continued, rubbing her chin. “And partially to see what you can do, but we really have to make sure no vamps escape. We don’t want word of glowing slayers making it back to Boston before we’re ready.”
“Maybe we should figure out a way to get me back into fighting shape before any of this. I’m too rusty to win a real throw down.” I turned to Gary. “You’re sure you can’t manage a montage?”
He facepalmed. “How many times do I have to tell you that there isn’t a musical number that can—”
“Hold that thought!” Phil leapt to her feet and made a beeline for the library.
“Am I missing something here?”
Before Gary could answer, Phil called down to us from the library. “The Ovation of Orpheus! We’d have to modify it, but I think there might be a way to set the Anthem of Achilles into the Ovation. Oh, I am a genius!”
I glanced Gary’s way. “Did any of that make sense to you?”
He shrugged in return. “Sort of . . . maybe. Aunt Phil is pretty experienced when it comes to enhancement magic. I’m only partially following what she said, but it sounds like maybe we actually can figure out a way to help you learn faster and easier, assuming your power doesn’t cancel it out.”
I nibbled on a rogue slice of pepperoni as it all sank in. “You really want me to face a vampire? That seems a little extreme.”
“Only when you’re ready. My aunt likes to talk tough, but she wouldn’t risk someone as potentially important as you on a silly stunt.”
“Like magical hair color?” I countered.
Phil reentered the room. “I already told you—”
“I know. Regular hair dye.”
“Exactly! It was your hopes and dreams that lit the spark.”
My hopes and dreams? Oh wow. Could it possibly be that my crush on Tony Castorini was so all-encompassing that it motivated me to, I dunno, save the world?
Oh crap! Tony! I had a date with him on Friday and still had no idea how I landed him in the first place. “I really need to catch up and switch places with my super skrull.”
“She means Julius,” Gary clarified.
Phil shrugged as if she didn’t care, instead handing me a book on Greek mythology. A plethora of multi-colored sticky notes poked from between the pages.
“What’s this?”
“Your homework, Jessie. Even if it’s mostly nonsense, it makes sense to know as much as you can about the Meliae and the Blessing of Uranus.” Aunt Phil leaned in and winked. “Besides, I hear that’s what all the guys are into these days.”
Red-faced to go with my hair, I shoved the book into my backpack. Lord only knows what the other me had relayed to Phil.
The flutters returned to my chest. Could she possibly know about my past? She was right. I did have homework, although I had a feeling only a very small part of it revolved around the so-called Blessing of Uranus.




Chapter Eleven: Fast Times at Pennacook High

“Is this . . . a dossier?”
The other me flipped open a composition notebook full of text transcripts and clandestine pictures of Tony Castorini. Somehow he managed to look hot even in a fuzzy, long-distance shot exiting the men’s room.
“A surprisingly handwritten dossier,” I added. “You even drew little emojis.”
Other Me twirled her hair coyly. Did I do that? It was super obnoxious. “I had plenty of time. The so-called homework of the American educational system is almost laughable. You may wish to tell your English teacher her analysis of Henry V left a lot to be desired.”
“I’ll be sure to do that.”
“Excellent. Here, you’ll need these for today.” Other Me opened her identical black bag with a Punisher patch, offering me the textbooks—my textbooks—within.
“How did you. . .?”
“From your locker, of course. It was remarkably easy to figure out your combination. Word of advice: birthdays are the first thing people such as myself try.”
“I can’t believe you broke into my locker . . . and that you knew Peter Parker’s birthday.”
“To be fair, I cased your entire school.”
I decided to not ask, turning my attention back to the Tony dossier.
“I think you’ll find I accounted for you well in terms of banal flirting and harmless fandom discussion,” Other Me noted. He pointed to a transcript extoling the virtues of Alfred Molina as Doctor Octopus. “However, I’ll need to brush up on a few items, as I was forced to siderail the conversation once Mr. Castorini asked for my, meaning your, opinion on hentai. Sadly, I was not able to give him a satisfactory answer.”
“Oh, that’s easy. You never watch Legend of the Overfiend on a first date. Also, lots of people like Tentacle and Witches, but I think there’s much better examples of tentacle porn . . . Wait, this isn’t my internal monologue, is it?”
Gary, Phil, and Julius just stared unblinkingly at me for several long seconds. “What? It’s an animated art form and there are only so many times you can watch Labyrinth on repeat before you realize you need something more visceral. . . And I’m still saying this aloud, aren’t I?”
“I can’t speak for the others, but I find this quite enlightening, Jessie. I’ve been trying to maintain a modicum of decorum in my interactions with Mr. Castorini, but if you want I can certainly—”
I interrupted Other Me with an emphatic head shake and a finger wag thrown in for good measure. He took the hint and gave me a thumbs-up.
“How about we all just stop talking while I finish reading this? That work for you guys?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I was busy fawning over a picture of Tony leaning against the bleachers, with a single lock of hair falling over one eye. Yeah, that one was going into my personal collection, thank you very much. I turned the page in Julius’s dossier and saw a hastily written note. “Text from AV Club Group Chat: Mandatory meeting tomorrow at five.”
“Why is there a message from the AV Club? I pretty much dropped them last year. And why are they texting you, not me?”
“Technically they think they are texting you,” he explained, Phil having thankfully turned off the glamour around him before it became weird, or weirder. “It’s surprisingly easy to clone most cellular devices and subsequently intercept data meant for them. But to answer your first question, that does sound a bit suspicious. Are you sure you’re not still listed on their roster?”
“Positive . . . I think.”
“I thought all extracurricular activities were supposed to end by five,” Gary said, finally speaking up. “Or at least that’s what the guys in the Gamer’s Club told me.”
“Gamer’s Club?” Phil asked.
“What? They needed a wizard for the campaign they’re running.”
Before Phil could comment on that, I replied, “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s in the guidelines. So why the late meeting, and why am I getting it now when I haven’t heard from them all year?”
“Probably just a mistake,” Gary replied. “No big deal.”
“Unless it is a big deal,” Julius said. Guess paranoia went hand in hand with his chosen profession. “What can you tell us about this so-called AV Club?”
I shrugged. “Not much. They pretty much exist to play with electronics and support the Thespian Society, which is why I left. The drama queens treated us like crap, especially Lindsey. It was either quit or consider dropping an amp on her backstage.”
“Who?”
“Lindsey fricking Stallings,” I replied. “Auburn hair, big boobs, low IQ. Thinks it’s her sacred duty to bang the entire football team like a Salvation Army drum. Currently not dating Tony, unlike me, which I know ticks her off to no end.”
Gary made a gesture like a cat scratching. “Meow.”
“So, you’d consider this Lindsey chick a rival?” Phil asked, sharing a glance with Julius.
“For Tony’s affections maybe, but not for STDs. She wins that one hands down.”
Again, Gary made a scratching motion.
I chose to ignore him, focusing instead on the significant looks being passed between Phil and Julius. “Okay, so what? You think maybe she promised one of the AV guys a quick bj behind the orchestra pit if they sent me a spoofed text?” I considered this. “I walk in, then she and her minions pounce and we have a repeat of the Chess Club incident?”
“Perhaps,” Julius replied, stroking his mustache. God, I really hoped he didn’t do that while disguised as me. “This Lindsey, is she prone to acts of petty vengeance?”
“She’s a teenage girl,” Phil said between drags of her cigarette. I reflexively crossed my arms across my chest and glared at her. “Exceptions prove the rule, Jessie. You’re called by a higher power.”
“Okay. So, I won’t go, easy enough.”
“Not so fast.” It was Julius’s turn to shake his head. “It is rarely wise to turn down a chance to gather intelligence, Jessie.”
“Intelligence and Lindsey Stallings don’t really go hand in hand.”
Phil stepped in, blowing a smoke ring. “I get what Julius is saying. This could be a good test run for you in a safe, controlled environment. No powers, but if anyone tries anything, it would be a good gauge for how you’d fare against . . . less teenaged threats.”
“I don’t know,” I replied. “Isn’t using this as a test run to see if I’m the savior of the world a bit . . . overkill? It’s just the AV Club.”
Phil flicked her butt and immediately lit a fresh one. She must have some spell that warded against lung cancer. “Sometimes you gotta work with what life hands you. Besides, I’d rather we start small rather than all of us get caught with our pants around our ankles.”
“Aunt Phil, please. I’ve already got enough disturbing images in my head from the tentacle porn.”
I glared at Gary. “Really? You’re still hung up on that? It was just an innocent response.”
“I’m pretty sure tentacle porn and innocent don’t go together,” he countered.
“Can we get back to the matter at hand?” Julius interrupted. “I would like to note, for the record, that I personally find nothing arousing about tentacles, but that is neither here nor there. Furthermore, I agree with Philomena. Fate has conspired to hand us a mission, however banal, for Jessie. I say we use this opportunity to test all of our readiness.”
“All?” Phil appeared to consider this. “Okay. Maybe that isn’t a bad idea. Help us all get the kinks out before something really is trying to chew our throats out.”
I was all for a bit of laughing in the face of danger, but I hoped she wouldn’t be so cavalier when the real monsters appeared.
“Okay, I’ll make sure the school is magically secure tomorrow night. Gare-bear, I’m going to need you to drop us off at the Southborough safe house so we can grab the Jeep and some supplies. You can take Jessie home afterwards.” After a moment, she smiled at us. “Perk up, you two. It’s our first little adventure.”
Uh-huh. Call me skeptical, but I had a feeling the AV Club and adventure didn’t exactly go hand in hand.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I let my mind wander as Gary drove us to Southborough, mostly to tune out Phil and Julius plotting out tomorrow night like it was another of the seemingly endless Mission Impossible sequels.
I focused on the trees, their leaves starting to turn their fall colors, letting my mind wander to the past. Sparring with Gary had forced me to remember punches and kicks I hadn’t done in a while, but I’d need to remember more than just the basics if I wanted to survive—not against the AV Club, but future things that were actually a threat. I thought back to my first teacher, Sensei McAdams. She was loud and raunchy, with a partially shaved head that made her look more like a punk rock star than a martial arts instructor, but her lessons had stuck with me even after other teachers faded into the past.
My breathing slowed as I remembered one of her lessons on balance, much like the leaves on the trees we passed. My shoulders eased, and my body relaxed as I focused on my breath.
“Earth to Jessie!”
“Huh?” I opened my eyes.
“We’re here.”
Julius and Phil were already getting out and heading towards a cute little Cape tucked behind a massive oak tree. Once they’d disappeared inside, Gary let out a deep breath and turned toward me. “Are you okay?”
“Me? Yeah. Just zoning out a bit. Remembering the past.”
“I’m more concerned with the future.”
“Me too. That ubervamp sounds like—”
“I mean the immediate future. I didn’t want to say it with my aunt around, but I’m starting to get a bad feeling about tomorrow.”
“Lindsey Stallings might be nastier than all of the AV Club combined, but I think I can. . .” I trailed off as it hit me. “Wait, did you have another one of your blips?”
“Yes . . . no, it’s hard to say.” When all I did was stare at him, he finally continued. “It’s not always easy to tell what’s a blip and what’s my imagination, especially with the smaller ones. I just, I don’t know. I can’t help but remember what we talked about. How the Icon is a response against the darkness. But what if the darkness also responds against the Icon?”
“Kind of like the weird attracts the weird?”
He nodded.
“I get it. In the comics you could go your whole life not seeing anything strange, but the second a radioactive spider bites you, supervillains suddenly crawl out of the woodwork.”
“Exactly.”
“Well, I can’t say it would surprise me to see Lindsey sprout fangs and suck . . . something other than what she usually sucks.”
We both laughed at that.
“I just want to make sure you’re careful,” he said. “Keep an eye out for the unexpected.”
“The unexpected? I’m wearing a magic wig, surrounded by magicians, and I have a Brit with legendary facial hair impersonating me and macking on my dream guy like it’s the easiest thing in the world. I like to think I’ve learned to handle the unexpected well in a short time.”
“Touché.” Gary put the Audi into drive and pulled out.
“You know, it’s funny.”
“What is?”
“Of all the things out there that should worry me, the one that’s really bugging me seems so silly compared to saving the world.”
“What?”
“Julius. It just . . . feels like cheating somehow. He’s pretty much handed me everything I thought I wanted.”
“A passing grade in English?” I glared at him. “Just kidding.”
“I mean Tony,” I replied before he could say anything that might cause me to deck him. “We have a date Friday, but I’m not sure I can enjoy it because I didn’t earn it.” The more I talked, the more it got to me, until I could feel tears stinging the corners of my eyes. “It’s not fair, damn it!”
Gary glanced over, cringing a tad. “Fate seldom is,” he said softly.
I wiped my eyes and nodded. He probably had a point. Besides, soon I’d likely have bigger problems to worry about. But for now. . . “Hey. Is it against the shiny one code to put a basic bitch in her place?”
“I’ll be sure to look it up.” Gary smiled, then focused on the road again.
We arrived at my cul-de-sac a short while later. As I got out of the car and waved goodbye, I was still beating myself up that I was bothered by something so small in the grand scheme of things.
Silly me. I was right. I did have bigger problems to worry about, and as I opened the front door, one of them was waiting for me in the entranceway.
“So, kiddo, is there something you want to tell me?” Dad asked, tapping his foot.




Chapter Twelve: Busted

I may, in fact, be a hero chosen by destiny to do battle with a creature known as an ubervamp. That’s not even mentioning my magic hair or the fact that I spend my days being impersonated by a British super-spy.
“Um, no, not really,” ended up being the actual words that escaped from my quivering lips.
Dad pointed to the clock on our mantle. I’d lost track of time—go figure. “Jimmy told me when you left and I’ve been checking with the traffic detail. It was all clear from here to Justice Comics, so. . .”
Dad moved aside just enough for me to shuffle miserably inside. He motioned to the sofa and settled down, rubbing his face, and clearly looking for the right words to say. If we both fell down the nonverbal well, it was gonna be one heck of a long night.
I considered telling him everything. Worst case: I’d get a few relaxing evenings down in the juvenile psych ward.
Finally, after an agonizing silence, he cleared his throat. “Look, I don’t mean to be that dad, and I know I haven’t really been, you know, there to talk to you about some things, particularly about, you know—”
Please don’t go there. Gary’s right, we discussed enough tentacles tonight. “I honestly don’t know.”
“Well, you disappeared . . . in a car . . . with a boy.”
I buried my face in my hands. “It’s not like that, Dad! Gary and I just ended up talking. We were arguing over stupid things like anime, stuff like that.” It wasn’t entirely a lie either.
“Jessie Jameson Flores.” My blood still ran cold at the mere mention of my middle name. “I know teenage boys.”
A little bit of color rushed to my cheeks. “You also know me. Better than anyone. What do you think is more likely—me arguing over comics for half the night or making out with some rich dude?” Okay, maybe that wasn’t the most convincing of arguments.
Dad sighed and leaned back against the sofa. “You’ve got me there, kiddo. I’ve become that dad, haven’t I? If you say you were just talking, I believe you, but if you wouldn’t mind interrupting your arguments to send me a quick text next time, then I’ll be much less likely to turn into monster-pa, okay?”
“I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better.”
“You know, we never really had that talk, did we?”
My heart landed all the way down in my kneecaps this time as the heat poured into my face. I needed to derail this train before my hair ignited. “It’s okay, Dad. I, um, I already know.” Terrible phrasing, Jessie! I could see the horror in his eyes. “Not from personal experience. It’s just that Aunt Camilla, she took me aside when I was fourteen and, you know, told me stuff. Do you want to know more, or can I stop now?” Please choose door number two!
I don’t think anyone ever let out such a mighty sigh in the history of all sighs of relief as my dad just did. “I’m glad you clarified that, because I’m not sure how I would’ve handled it otherwise.”
Me neither. “Believe me, my life is way too complicated for boys right now.”
“I love hearing that, I really do, but you know that you have to have a little balance in your life. Dating isn’t verboten, as long as I approve of the guy—”
“And I don’t disappear on you. I get it. I’m sorry for the accidental drama, too. We cool?”
“We’re never not cool, Jessie. You know that. Unless you still have homework left to do.”
“All done, just have some . . . notes to review before bed.”
Dad raised a brow.
“Scout’s honor!” He seemed appeased enough for me to slip away. I made it to the base of the stairs when the idea hit. “Oh, do you think Uncle Jimmy would be okay if I cut my hours so I could start taking classes again? I realized that I miss martial arts more than I thought.”
Dad broke into a huge grin. “Self-defense? I don’t think either of us would have a problem with you knowing how to defend yourself.”
“Awesome, thanks!” I started up the stairs, figuring I should quit while I was ahead.
“Oh, hey, kiddo?” Dad called out.
“Yeah?”
“I almost forgot. Yours isn’t the only martial arts news in the family. Diego has an exhibition fight in Boston on Friday. He’s finally getting a chance to show off for some big-time recruiters and guess who’s got ringside seats.”
Oh no, not Friday, any day but Friday. “Uncle Jimmy and Dylan?”
“You and me, kiddo, cheering on your cousin. We can even get pizza in the North End if you want.”
“That’s great, Dad, but—”
“And just so you don’t think I’m that dad, I got a ticket for your boyfriend, too. Oh, sorry, I mean your friend who happens to be a boy. I even promise not to harass him . . . much, police honor. How’s that sound?”
I thought about it for a second, then put on my best smile. “Great!” After all, it’s not like I couldn’t be two places at the same time, right? “Can’t wait.”
Dad beamed and gave me another of his cheesy thumbs-up. No amount of pent up teenage angst could bring me to kill his buzz.
I still had to make it all happen, though. I turned, raced up the stairs, and simultaneously tore the wig off my head and opened my phone.
Guess who has ringside seats to see my cousin kick some ass? Ooh, that got instant three-dot action from Gary’s end.
WTF?
Dad surprised me. Got us ringside seats for Friday up in Boston.
Us?!?!
Did I stutter?
Hold on. Boston? Gary texted back
Yes.
Yeah, not good. You know what’s in Boston, right?
Duh, I texted back. But come on. It’s just one night and one gym. Those bloodsuckers can’t be everywhere, can they?
I’d meant that last part as a joke. However, Gary left me hanging afterwards, making me wonder if I’d accidentally opened a can of worms. Well, either that or his phone died. Hard to tell sometimes.
Either way, there’d be plenty of time to prepare for vampires. My date with destiny was still in the future—hopefully far in the future. As for tomorrow, all I had to worry about was the AV Club and one jealous airhead.
How hard could it be?




Chapter Thirteen: Back to the Beginning

“That’s not Lindsey Frickin’ Stallings.”
Gary and I were crouched behind the lab tables in Mrs. Smith’s chem room, his laptop glowing in the otherwise darkened space. Julius had finagled more of his superspy magic, somehow tapping into the school’s security cameras. It had seemed a bit much at first. After all, this was only a training run with the AC Club standing in for a real threat, but now I found myself grateful we’d made the effort.
The grainy image showed some scary looking dude slipping in the back door nearest the auditorium. Instead of wearing a hoodie like a normal creeper, or wannabe hero, this guy wore a duster with a big triangle cowl over his head. “Pretty sure he’s not in the AV Club.”
“A strange guy, sneaking into a high school? Not suspicious at all,” Gary muttered, squinting at the screen. Phil was behind us, waving her hands over a petri dish filled with water.
I nudged Gary. “Is that a magic thing?”
“From what I can tell when I’m not being interrupted,” she said. “He’s looking for trouble . . . and I’m pretty sure he isn’t human.”
“You can tell all of that?”
“She’s scrying, Jessie.” I felt like Gary missed a “Duh” at the end. “Using magic to spy on people is a bit more thorough than a webcam.”
“Okay, so why are we staring at a laptop if you have magic remote viewing?”
“Because it’s not that easy when people are looking over your shoulder,” Phil snapped.
Someone is cranky this evening. “When you say not human—”
Phil gnawed at her lip. “Somehow, for some reason, there’s a vampire walking around in your high school.”
That didn’t add up. “If he’s a vampire, how come we can see him on camera? I thought vampires didn’t have reflections.”
“That’s a stupid movie myth,” Gary said, still staring at the screen. “Most of the shit about vamps is. Running water doesn’t do anything, and crosses only work if you have actual faith in them.”
“Like in Fright Night?”
He nodded.
“What about flying?”
Gary looked up and blinked a few times. He looked over to Phil. “Actually, I’m not entirely sure. Aunt Phil?”
“Only when on the receiving end of a fist of force,” she murmured, furrowing her brows. The guy on the screen pulled back his hood, revealing an impressive mullet. “I don’t recognize this guy, but that awful haircut makes me think we’re dealing with a vamp turned in the late eighties, maybe early nineties.”
“Eighties,” Gary said. “Look at all that feathering.”
“So, why is Longshot at my school? And where’s Lindsey?” The guy on screen paused in front of the trophy case in the main hall. He seemed completely absorbed by something on the center shelf. Even in standard-def, I could pick up his wistfulness. “Is it possible that this is just a coincidence and he’s a former student walking down memory lane?”
“Maybe, but here and now, right when you’re supposed to be there? Come on. Aunt Phil, can you scry the backstage area? There’s no camera there.”
I called their attention over as another figure stepped into the frame on the laptop—one of the janitors. He shuffled into the hallway and stopped cold as he saw the stranger.
“Why is there no sound?” We could only watch as the janitor waggled his mop at the obviously bemused intruder. My heart leapt in my chest as the intruder stepped forward and shoved the janitor out of our view. “We have to help him.”
“We don’t know if. . .” Phil trailed off as a splatter of something dark sprayed the floor of the hall from the direction the two combatants had stepped. The stranger stepped back into view, this time with the janitor’s mop, and started wiping down the mess. “Okay, I guess we do know.”
“We have to do something,” I cried. This was it. This was that trite moment in every origin story where the reluctant hero had to either stand up or run away. Oh God, I’d become a living, breathing comic book trope.
I looked down at my hoodie. I’d even dressed the part. This was crazy, 100% mental, but if I didn’t do something, what kind of person would I be?
A sane one? A living, breathing uninjured one, perhaps? A coward . . . like. . .
I heard laughter in the back of my mind, just like back when. . .
No! I was not falling into my own personal black hole, not now.
“I’m going to get a closer look,” Phil said, starting for the hall. “You two sit tight until I assess the situation.” She gave us one of those patented adult looks that clearly said we were to remain hidden in the warded safety of the chem lab.
So, of course, I was on my feet the moment she slipped out the door. “We need to do something, Gary.”
“Are you kidding? That guy just ate the janitor.” But he was talking to my back, and I was already walking. “Jessie, what are you—?”
I whirled around to face him. “Look, if I really am the shiny one, then this is my duty. This is my destiny. Right?”
His lip quivered.
“Come on, Gary, help me out here. Tell me I’m right.
“J-Jess,” he stammered, looking away.
“Listen, either it’s destiny or it’s crap. No matter what, I need to know.” Wow, those words came out way calmer than the butterflies in my stomach would have predicted.
“But wouldn’t it be better to find the answer on something a little less murder-y?”
“It doesn’t work that way. I think this is my Uncle Ben moment. If I don’t make a stand now, I’ll always know deep down that I’m not worthy of being chosen.”
“But we’re not prepared. I mean, do you even know how to kill a vampire?”
“Stake through the heart?”
“Well, yeah.”
“Good to know the movies aren’t total bs.”
“There’s beheading, too. Oh, and silver works really well.”
“Did you bring any silver, Gary?”
“No.”
“Then who cares? You go find Phil. I’ll try to stall him or something.”
“But—”
“Or you can come with me and, I dunno, cast a fireball. Can you do that?”
He looked away. “Not really.”
“Then Plan A it is.” He tried to protest again. “Go find Phil! I mean it.”
I could see the nerve I struck all over his mottled face. Still, he didn’t argue anymore—only slunk into the corner and pulled something out of his pocket. With all the weirdness tonight, a phone wouldn’t have been my first guess, but whatever worked. “Just don’t do anything stupid,” he warned as I slipped outside.
“Who? Me?”
Talk about famous last words. Not quite the epitaph I wanted on my tombstone.
What the heck was I doing? I didn’t even have a weapon. Think, Jessie, think! That monster was still in the back main hall as far as I knew, but he’d come from the auditorium. That seemed as good a place as any to start.
I slinked along the lockers until I found the band room. Please be unlocked, because otherwise this was going to be embarrassing . . . Bingo!
I spied rows of heavy music stands, plenty of folding chairs, and even a tuba in the corner. Despite the appeal of bludgeoning a terror of the night to death with a tuba, I had to give it a hard pass. Save that sort of thing for the zombies . . . if they were real.
In the percussion section, I struck pay-dirt, sorta. I picked up a drumstick, snapped it over my leg—after a couple of tries—and voila, instant Buffy.
Wait, was I really contemplating stabbing a drumstick into some dude’s chest? It was amazing the things that stuck in your head right before facing off against ultimate evil.
It’s now or never, Jessie. Tonight, we find out exactly what you’re made of.
A memory from a few years earlier hit me, insisting I already knew what I was made of. Gah! Anxiety could be such an asshole some days.
I pushed it away. That was then. This was now, a whole different type of freak show. “Have some confidence in yourself, Jessie. Have some faith.”
My feet finally moved, and I crept towards the door. The chill in my guts transferred into all the hairs on my arm standing on end. Did I just get an honest to goodness bout of Spidey-Sense, or was this just how sane people reacted to near certain death? If I survived this, I’d have to remember. Regardless, my instincts were screaming that something was out there, something nasty. I guess there was only one thing left to do.
Here we go. I stepped into the corridor, facing the vampire still staring wistfully at the trophy case. “Excuse me, but I don’t think you have a hall pass.”




Chapter Fourteen: Chosen…Crap

Which brings us to the here and now . . . me, blessed with glowing hair and trying not to heave my guts out on a warehouse rooftop.
I flopped against the edge of the building, letting the cool breeze smack some sense into me. Bright red streaks fell in front of my face. I glared over at Phil. “Well, are you going to answer my question or not? Who chose me?”
“Would you believe me if I said the universe?” Phil puffed on her cigarette. “Don’t give me that look.”
I was about to tell her what I thought of that theory, but then the hair in front of my face raised a slightly more practical concern. “Phil! My wig is back there. The fire alarm! The cops will be swarming the place. What if . . . what if my dad finds it?” My heart raced. Go figure. Burning vampires with my hair, that I could handle, but Dad finding out—
Phil shook her head. “If your father is a first responder to a vamp on vamp attack in the Boston metro area, then we have bigger problems than we thought.”
“What do you mean, vamp on vamp?”
“That janitor,” she said. “There was no body left—just a pile of dust in his mop bucket.”
“That’s not normal,” Gary said, stating the obvious.
I raised a brow. “A vampire janitor? Really? That makes no sense!”
“Welcome to the supernatural, dearie,” Phil said. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense.”
“Maybe it was a question of bad timing,” Gary replied. “Coincidence, like we thought.”
I shook my head, remembering what the vamp had said to me. “No. Captain Featherhead back there told me he was looking for a ginger bitch.” I held up a lock of my hair. “Lindsey called me that the other day. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think she’s in league with that bloodsucker.”
“That seems . . . like a bit much over just Tony Castor—” Gary’s phone chimed, and I felt mine buzz in my back pocket at the same time. He pulled his out and looked down at it. “Looks like school is cancelled tomorrow while they investigate the break-in and fire alarm.”
I pulled mine out. Sure enough, the school alert system had sent me a message, too. It was followed, roughly three seconds later, by one from my dad letting me know the news and asking if I’d heard. Holy crap. This was supposed to be a training run, but now everything was getting out of hand. If they found my fingerprints at the scene of the . . . um, dusting, I guess. . .
Phil was apparently a step ahead of me there. “Time for a little magic, Gare-bear. You need to swap Jessies and then tell Julius to meet me at the school.”
“But—”
“Shove the death braid into a hat for now. We’ll fix the rest.” Phil walked over and put a hand on my shoulders. “You need to lie low until we have some answers. And hey, cheer up. You have tomorrow off. Think of it like a snow day.”
“A snow day?”
“With vampire ash instead of snow.” She threw me a wink, then disappeared in a flash of light. Poof!
“I am never going to get used to that.” My back seized as I tried to stand. Damn, that bloodsucker had hit like a truck. Why didn’t my superpower package come with regeneration or invulnerability? I limped despite my best efforts.
“Are you okay?”
“I think the adrenaline is finally wearing off. Oof!” I made it three steps before I had to stop to grab my spine. Pain surged in my body, but a moment later it seemed almost unimportant compared to what was happening on my head. My follicles were heating up. “Um, Gary, my hair is acting up again.”
Pure energy flowed from my head into my shoulders and back. I fumbled to unzip my hoodie before it could burst aflame.
Gary stammered something—probably about the fact that I was yanking my T-shirt up on a rooftop in the middle of November. Whatever the case, I was too mesmerized by the glow pulsing under my skin to pay attention. Holy invasion of the body snatchers, Batman.
I plopped onto my butt as the heat combined with the pain. There’s no shame in crying when a thermonuclear reactor decides to go off next to your spine. Too bad I didn’t have the good graces to pass out.
“Jess!”
“Oww,” I said as the heat finally began to fade. “Note to self, don’t get injured . . . it really hurts.” Except it didn’t anymore, at least not like it had.
Gary pointed a trembling finger at me. At first, I thought it was because I was sitting there wearing only a sports bra, but then I saw it. Out of the corner of my eye, I spied my hair, but the fire had gone out. It was back to its natural chestnut brown. Slowly, surely, the last of the pain in my back subsided and understanding began to fill the hole it had left behind.
It was hard to believe, but somehow I’d drained my own batteries to heal myself. “Least I don’t have to worry about a wig,” I quipped, pulling myself back to my feet. I still felt a bit of warmth radiating from my spine, but the worst seemed to be over.
“Your hair! It’s—”
“I noticed. Look, Gary, it’s been a heck of a night. Enough Super-Jess for now. I need to lie down for a few.”
Gary’s sedan made for a perfect twenty-minute nap spot and I only came to as Other Me climbed into the back seat. I waved weakly to my Uncle Jimmy who thankfully didn’t seem to notice that I was suddenly sitting up front.
“Tonight was. . .” Gary started.
“I believe the colloquialism is shit-show?” Other Me offered. Wow, I sounded strange when I was all British and vulgar. “Philomena has been messaging me for a while. What took you so. . . Jess, your hair!”
“I get that a lot.”
Gary filled Julius in on everything we knew, which really ended up being a long summary of mostly what we didn’t know. A quick detour to Southborough later and Other Me tore off in a Jeep. Hopefully he wouldn’t get a ticket while wearing my face.
Meanwhile, I had the common decency to text my dad and ask if Gary could hang out. There was no way I was getting back to sleep, no matter how beat my body felt. My jaw dropped as I got a quick, “Sure that’s fine. Just stay downstairs,” in response rather than a load of questions. Dad must’ve been busy, but I wasn’t about to look that gift horse in the mouth.
“Do you feel any different?” Gary asked, eyes still locked on the road.
“Other than sore, exhausted, confused, and generally drained . . . nah. I don’t have some progress bar in the corner of my vision telling me my glowing hair charge, if that’s what you mean. Maybe I’m a one-trick pony after all.”
“Are you sure you want me to come in?”
“There’s no school tomorrow and I could use some company while I wallow in superhero movies and microwave popcorn.”
“Okay. I just thought you might want to be alone . . . or something.”
“You’re right, and I choose ‘or something.’ Come on in.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I put on my best derpy smile as the movie ended. “So, do you want to talk about what happened tonight, or would you prefer we watch the 1979 version of Captain America again?”
“Please, God, no.”
“I’ll admit, I had a crush on Reb Brown when I was a kid . . . for maybe five minutes.”
He looked at me strangely, then changed the subject. “I’m still processing it all. I’m a mage in training and this was pretty weird, even by my standards.”
“Do you think Phil will find anything?”
“With Julius’s help? If anyone can find out anything, it’ll be them. I just hope my aunt doesn’t leave any cigarette butts behind.”
We both laughed, but then I turned serious as the reality check totally got cashed in my brain. We had been in danger, real danger. “Listen, before I chicken out and force you to watch another seventies Marvel movie, I just wanted to say thank you . . . for not abandoning me back there.”
“What?” Gary replied all wide-eyed. “Why would you even think we’d do that?”
I considered my next words carefully. After all, what was a superhero story without a deep dark secret? Problem was, I’d always hated those. If the hero had only confided in those closest to them, it would have usually saved them a lot of grief down the line. That settled it. Not every aspect of my life had to be a trope. “It’s . . . a long story, and kinda awkward, okay?”
There came an uncomfortable silence, which I took to be my cue to drop it. I got up and reached for the 1978 Dr. Strange—it was a good night for awful movies—when Gary cleared his throat.
“What happened to you? I want to know why you’d think we’d just abandon you . . . to fight a vampire. I mean, yeah, some mages can be elitist assholes, but we’re a team.”
I meant to sigh, but it came out more like a horsey noise. Whatever genius claimed that talking about problems somehow made them better clearly never suffered from word vomit like I did. What could I say? What should I say?
Dude, fuck-face here is making a move on Backdoor Jess. He must’ve heard—
“I’m used to my friends letting me down.” Oh boy, the words were starting to flow. There was no stopping them now. “I had friends before, but it didn’t work out.”
“Didn’t work out? I’m getting an understatement of the year vibe, Jess.”
“There was a guy I liked, Milo from the Debate Club. I said a few gushy things to some mutual friends and they thought it would be funny to post them online. If it had just been that, I would’ve felt hurt, but it wouldn’t have been a big deal . . . but it snowballed. Other students found out and kept piling on.”
“What did they say?”
“Things . . . about stuff I didn’t do, but nobody seemed to care. They just kept escalating it.”
“How?”
“Let’s just say, you’ve heard already heard my nickname.”
“Nickname . . . what. . .” He trailed off as realization hit. “Oh.”
“Oh is right. I used to be Jess the Mess back in grade school, but that was stupid, just teasing because my hair tended to have a mind all its own. But from then on I was Backdoor Jess, and suddenly I missed being a mess.”
“You’re not a mess.”
“You haven’t heard the rest. I told my cousin Dylan about it, back then we were both in the same school. He confronted Milo and his friends.”
“How did that end?”
“A bunch of black eyes, and a broken nose for Milo.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah, and I ended up convincing Milo to tell everyone that I was the one who hit him.”
“But why would you—?”
“For Dylan. If a girl like me hits a guy, it’s a lucky shot—probation. Dylan was twice his size. That’s instant expulsion. I took one for the team and made it clear to Milo that if he told anyone otherwise, Dylan would do worse next time. Anyway, after it happened, I had to go to counseling. They thought I had anger issues because my mom abandoned me as a baby, blah blah blah. I quit taking martial arts as a sign of good faith, to make it look like I was turning over a new leaf and channeling my energy into more positive things. But even after all of that, I never stopped being Backdoor Jess. After that, I just found it easier to stick to myself and my family. No one can hurt you, if you don’t let them in.”
Gary flopped against the cushion, rubbing his temples. “People are assholes. But what about your Dad? Surely he must’ve—”
“Oh, I’m pretty sure he knows what really happened, but I think he also knows why I did it, and he can’t get involved anyway. It would look like he was abusing his power, and we can’t afford for him to be suspended . . . or worse. It is what it is.” I trailed off, but then smiled. It had been the first time I’d talked about it with anyone, even Dylan. Go figure. Maybe confession really was good for the soul. Either way, this evening was taking a darker turn than I’d meant it. It was time to lighten the mood a bit. “I look at it this way. If I can endure Counselor Flake’s sensitivity training, the vampire apocalypse oughta be a piece of cake.”
“You’re not the only one,” Gary said after a few minutes, just as the opening scene of the original Dr. Strange was starting to play.
I turned down the volume. “What was that, Gare-bear?”
“You know I hate that nickname, right?”
I smiled and he rolled his eyes.
“I meant you’re not the only one with trust issues.”
“Oh?”
Gary slumped deep into the couch. “I’m not supposed to talk about it. No one outside of our circles is supposed to know, but there’s a reason so many Magi are in covens. We’re more powerful when we team up. Some of us are like gasoline, and others are more like the spark plugs. Only the most powerful mages can do both. Aunt Phil, for example. She’s beastly, and I’m not just talking about her hair. If she had better people skills she could probably take over Salem Coven one day, but. . .”
“There’s always a but, isn’t there?”
“That’s her, not me. Ever since I was a kid, I wanted to travel—meet magical creatures, see lost civilizations, that sort of thing. I want to be someone like Harry Decker.”
“You mean Harry Potter?”
“Decker,” he corrected, a whimsical look in his eye. “He’s only the most awesome wizard on the East coast. He’s a coven master in New York City, a real big deal. He was a guest speaker at Amherst, talking about the future of magic. His coven is full of the best and the brightest, and he’s egalitarian, too. Most of the mages he recruited during his visit were young women.”
That sounded more like a harem than a coven to me, but Gary wasn’t finished yet.
“I had a chance to speak to him and he told me I could do anything I set my mind to. He’s so inspiring—to me, anyway. Aunt Phil thinks he’s a crackpot, but she kinda has issues with everyone.”
“Sure seems like it.”
Gary nodded. “Problem is, encouraging words or not, I’m not like him. I’m all juice and no spark—something my parents never failed to remind me of during those few moments when they deigned it worth their time to acknowledge me.”
We sat there in silence for several minutes. Weren’t we a pair? All I had was my family whereas Gary seemed to have everyone but his—Phil aside, of course.
“Maybe we can help each other,” I said at last.
“How so?”
“By simply having each other’s backs. We just need to be there for each other. Not to mention, if you hang out with me long enough, you’re bound to get plenty of practice for your magic.”
“I’m not sure it works that way.”
“Why not? It sounds to me like magic is a skill like any other. Maybe the more you use it, the better you’ll get, until one day . . . BAMF, instant spark plug.”
“Maybe,” he said wistfully.
I leaned toward him. “I had this one sensei who used to tell me that talent is a myth people perpetuate to convince themselves it’s okay to give up. Talent is an easy out. If you want to get good at something, you need to work hard and practice.”
“It’s not the worst advice I’ve ever heard.”
“If I ever see Sensei McAdams and her epic lucky cat tattoo again, I’ll be sure to tell her.” I said that with a laugh, but when I looked at Gary, he’d turned about ten shades paler. Oh no, what now?
“You don’t mean Sienna McAdams, do you?”
“That’s her name, but I thought you said you never took martial arts.”
“I didn’t. She’s—”
“No way!”
“Yes way. She was a PE teacher back at Amherst. She was also a member of the Worcester coven . . . before the big meltdown.”
“Really?” Holy crap. Gary was right. Once you were finally exposed to the weird, you started to notice it all around you. “Is my dad a warlock, too? Maybe the postman is a werewolf and our physics teacher is from the black lagoon.”
“Nah, I’m pretty sure he’s just a run of the mill demon,” Gary deadpanned, causing me to snort laughter.
I fell to the side and ended up leaning against him in my giggle-fit. So, of course, the front door picked that moment to open.
“Hi, Dad,” I squeaked as I dove for my side of the couch. The look on his face said it all. I was screwed. Suddenly, facing off against vampires didn’t sound so scary in comparison.




Chapter Fifteen: The Magic of Montages

After staring Gary down for several long seconds, Dad joined us for the movie, situating himself between us as if he was afraid we were about to go at it right there on the couch in front of him. Once it was over and Gary left, he then gave me his patented eyebrow of doom.
“Really, Dad?”
“You’re not the one who walked in on your little girl—”
“Watching a movie.”
“Uh-huh.” He was trying to make me squirm. I needed an avenue of escape, but sadly couldn’t use homework as an excuse with school cancelled. Before I could even try, however, he stepped in closer and pointed at my head. “Care to explain?”
“Care to. . .” A lock of hair picked that moment to flop in front of my face. It wasn’t back to full on neon red, thank goodness, but there were crimson streaks visible. Oh crap! “I was just trying some clip-on extensions for Spirit Week. What, am I not allowed a little Tomahawk pride?” Man, lying was already starting to get easier, wasn’t it?
He raised an eyebrow again, but then just as I was sure he was going to call me out, he said, “Try something a little darker maybe. Suits your complexion better . . . and nothing permanent.”
Holy crap. He actually bought it. I raised two fingers. “Scout’s honor.” Now, all I had to do was escape upstairs before. . .
“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything tonight.”
“Dad!”
“Hey. I was once sixteen. I know the moves—”
“Dad!”
“I’m being that dad again, aren’t I?”
I nodded.
“I’m sorry. You’re right. I didn’t actually see anything.”
“Because there was nothing to see. I don’t like Gary like that.”
He held up his hands in surrender. “If you say so, kiddo.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I’d been hoping for a short reprieve from the weird. Instead, the next day found me sitting in the back of an Audi, my hair tucked beneath my bat-beanie, and drinking an iced coffee while we cased a Polish deli in the canal district.
I liked kielbasa as much as the next red-blooded American girl, but I had a feeling we weren’t here because Phil had a hankering for some sausage.
Ugh, phrasing! Even in my head that sounded wrong. “What are we doing here?”
“Training,” Julius said from his spot next to me, thankfully himself this morning.
“This is training?”
“Not exactly,” Phil said, turning around in the passenger seat. “We’re here to recruit someone to train you. Even better, I hear you’re already acquainted.”
I met Gary’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and he grinned guiltily back.
“I should warn you,” Phil continued following a generous slurp of her own coffee. “Sienna and I didn’t part on the best of terms, so don’t be surprised it things are a little . . . testy at first.”
“She’s been briefed, has she not?” Julius asked.
“Relax, it’ll be fine.”
Julius sniffed, his mustache puffing out from the exhalation. “You don’t think she’ll be slightly concerned to learn she’ll be training an actual you-know-what?”
“I’m right here, you know.” Grr. I hated not knowing what was going on.
“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, dearie,” Phil replied. “It’s just that there hasn’t been a confirmed Icon for centuries. People can get a little over excited about these things and I don’t want word getting out yet. For now, just play along with what I tell her, all right?”
“It would be a lot easier to play along if I had the slightest idea what was going on.”
“I’m going to tell her you had an accident with some enchantment magic, which is technically true from a certain point of view. Sienna’s nice enough, but she’s always favored brawn over brains, and subtlety is not her specialty, which is what we need right now. Ah, there she is.” Phil pointed to a woman with short spikes of pink and blonde hair exiting the deli. One glance at the cat tattoo smiling from just over her right breast confirmed it was Sensei McAdams. Jesus, wasn’t she cold in just sweatpants and a tank?
Phil checked herself in the vanity mirror. I guess there was no sense going into a potential catfight looking sloppy.
As Sensei approached, I suddenly felt a Pavlovian desire to bow and do twenty pushups. However, she seemed more interested in the platinum blonde witch stepping from the car. “Philomena Bates, what brings you out of your crypt?”
I smirked from the back seat. This had all the makings of delicious drama.
“I’m here to talk, that’s all. Okay, technically I’m here to ask for your help but—” Sensei seemed to have no interest in letting Phil finish her sentence, however. She stepped past her, headed toward a big SUV, when Phil said, “I’ll make it worth your while, Sienna. The ManRay incident of ’95 can be erased from history.”
The what?
My former instructor stopped cold. “Erased?”
“Like it never happened. All bridges mended, and all debts repaid.” Something in Phil’s smile gave me a wicked case of the willies.
I leaned forward to where Gary sat. “What does Phil have on her?”
“Beats me, but it’s gotta be something big.”
Phil and Sensei walked to the far side of the SUV. Whatever Phil was plotting, she obviously didn’t want any of the rest of us to overhear it.
“Jessie?!” Sensei’s voice registered loud and clear. I got out of the car to see my old teacher with cheeks as bright as her tips and a strange look in her eyes.
“Hey, Sensei.” I threw her a wimpy wave to go with my quivering voice.
She looked me up and down then stepped forward, more cautiously than I remembered her ever moving. “My ex-coven sister here says you had a little accident with an enchantment.” She shot a bit of side eye toward Phil. “She also said you needed more training because you pissed off one of the local vampire covens. That true?”
“One of—”
“You know how kids are,” Phil said, throwing me a look.
“I mean, yeah,” I replied, nodding. “Wrong place, wrong time. There were even a couple at my school last night looking for me.” Partly true, anyway. “I’m scared, Sensei, and Phil here said you could maybe help. You don’t know how much it would mean to me to have a familiar face around right now.”
My teacher’s face softened. “Hey, I can’t leave one of my favorite students hanging in her time of need. Let me get my shit and I’ll meet you at the coven house. We can train there, unless Philomena turned the dojo into a meditation nook or something stupid like that.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
It didn’t take too much time to turn the meditation nook back into a sparring ring. True to her words, Sensei McAdams reminded me handily of all the years it had been since I’d properly trained.
“You’re rusty, Jess,” Sensei Obvious proclaimed, looking down at the crumpled heap on the floor that was me. Guess I knew how Gary felt after our last training match. On the upside, the only pain I felt was from the morning’s humiliation. My injuries from the vamp attack seemed to be a thing of the past.
Likewise, my brown locks went bye-bye, as it seemed like every time I pulled myself up from the mat my hair got brighter. As I grabbed my water bottle, I could clearly see my left forearm hairs shifting from golden brown to red.
“So, the Bates’s were experimenting with enhancement magic and you took a hit by mistake?” Sensei asked as she took a water break as well. Her tone implied she wasn’t entirely buying the lie. “Wait, are you and Baby Bates. . .?”
“We’re just friends.” Why did everyone immediately go there? Couldn’t a girl have a friend with a Y chromosome in the twenty-first century? “Unfortunately, the magic mishap gave me this.” I pointed to one of the red-streaked Leia buns that I was sporting for the gym session.
She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Look, I know what you’re hiding.”
“You . . . you do?”
She nodded. “I don’t know if you know this, but I was one of Gary’s teachers back at Amherst.”
“He did mention it. The fear in his eyes made me realize we were talking about the same McAdams.” Yeah, I deserved a jab in the arm for that one. “Ouch!”
She sized me up. “Look, Gary’s a good kid, but I know he’s kind of a piss-poor mage, and I also know it bothers him a lot. You can see it in his eyes. Philomena is a total bitch to most people, but she has a soft spot for the kid. The enchantment that hit you, do you know what it was originally supposed to do?”
I had no idea where she was going with this, so I simply kept my mouth shut.
“There are spells, dangerous spells, that can amplify a witch or wizard’s abilities. The only catch is, magic like that is unpredictable at best. On a Magi it could work, or it could burn out their powers for good. On a normal person . . . well, your hair color obviously isn’t natural, and Phil mentioned you’ve been acting as a sort of magic sponge or dampener. I’m just saying, keep your eyes open. Accident or not, I bet she was playing around with something risky, and I don’t want you to get hurt if she tries shit like that again.”
“I’ll be careful, Sensei. I promise.”
She nodded. “Enchantments like these can really go off the rails, especially if you’re full of yourself and think your shit doesn’t stink. Just promise you’ll tell me if you have any other weird reactions. I’m not the sorceress Philomena is, but I’ve got your back.”
“Whose back?” Sensei stiffened at the sound of Phil’s husky voice. We both turned to see her leaning against the door jamb, an eighties-style boombox in hand. “I made a present for you.”
“What have you done, Bates?”
Phil smiled around the cigarette sticking from between her lips. “Behold the Ovation of Orpheus . . . kicked up a notch for the modern era.”
“Modern? It has a cassette deck,” Sensei scoffed. “What’s next, an eight-track?”
“The classics never go out of style, no matter the medium.” Phil pressed play and a vaguely familiar but rather stirring drum beat started thumping.
As the guitar joined in, my teacher raised a brow. “Is that Pat Benatar?”
“The one and only. Get used to hearing her.” She turned to me. “As for you, get your butt back into the ring and give it another go. I think you’ll like the results.”
And thus I prepared to get the crap kicked out of me to the chorus of “Invincible.” Sensei and I started in again, and the pace quickly grew furious. The punches and kicks blurred as seemingly every lesson I’d ever taken—karate, judo, Wing Chun, and even the bit of Muay Thai—popped out of my memory and to the forefront of my mind. The more the music played, the more each lesson clarified in my mind until the final refrain sounded, and I snapped my leg around in a Chuck Norris worthy roundhouse kick, connecting with flesh and sending my teacher flying backward onto the mat.
I could do nothing more than stand there dumbstruck. “I know Kung Fu,” I quipped. “Whoa.”
Holy crap, I’d just experienced a real-life montage, and it was both brutal and wonderful.
Phil smiled wickedly. “That was just the first song. Ready for “Love is a Battlefield?”“




Chapter Sixteen: The New Normal

Somehow, over the course of a single day, I’d manage to relive months of painful training. My whole body ached and my head pounded with power ballads as I stumbled reluctantly out of the shower at Phil’s place.
Much to my chagrin, the red had fully returned, but at least no bruises remained on my back. I guess I could add a temperamental healing factor to my growing list of preternatural abilities. Maybe my carrot top would dim just a bit to soothe my throbbing hamstrings and deltoids if I asked it nicely.
Sensei had promised me daily private lessons at five AM for the foreseeable future. Who needed sleep anyway? She’d even offered to volunteer as a sub over at the gym to help maintain our cover. Uncle Jimmy had been fine with me cutting my hours at the shop so long as I helped out on release day, which meant this was apparently my new normal for the time being.
Except nothing was really normal, was it? I still had to figure out why vampires had been in my school, not to mention decide if I was going to be in Boston or Marlborough on Friday night since, somehow, I’d landed both a date and a father-daughter hangout on the same night. Things were getting weirder, but at least here in the bathroom I could pretend my life still clung to a semblance of normalcy.
Or maybe not.
I wiped the steam off the mirror and promptly screamed as I saw a pair of glowing eyes behind me, attached to what appeared to be a ginormous ape monster. I blinked and it was gone, assuming it had ever been there, but a terrible stench remained, as if the sewer lines had backed up.
The hell?
The bathroom door burst open and Phil stepped in, thank goodness alone, as I cowered on the toilet wrapped in only a towel. I could only point and make squeaky noises. “I-I think I saw Bigfoot in your shower.”
Phil merely nodded and muttered, “Yush,” before wrapping my trembling shoulders with another towel. “Don’t worry about it. The forest guardians sometimes get curious, that’s all.”
Somehow, her response freaked me out far more than, say, telling me that it had all been in my head.
“Why don’t you get dressed, and I’ll explain later.”
That was her advice?! “Bigfoot . . . bathtub . . . bigtub?” I babbled, almost yelping in fear when she stepped out the door. Calm down, Jessie. For all you know, every supernatural bathroom comes complete with its own Bigfoot. But if so, how could I ever hope to poop in peace again?
I couldn’t resist peering around the half-closed shower curtain as I got dressed. There was a twig lying in the bathtub. That definitely hadn’t been there before. Weirder still, the twig held a few leaves—dry despite the wet porcelain. As I stared at them wide-eyed, I could’ve sworn for a moment they . . . sparkled?
I was right. My new normal was anything but.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Anyway, I'm sorry, but that just happens to be how I feel about it. What do you think, Jess?” Gary asked. “Hello. Earth to Jess.”
“Huh?” I blinked and looked around, noticing a chocolate croissant in my hand and the fact that we were now sitting in a coffee shop. “When did we. . .?”
He nodded knowingly. “Aunt Phil warned me that you might be a little out of it. It’s a side effect of the Ovation. Basically, the enchantment opens the mind so you can either absorb a lot of information in a short time or remember it. The longer the song plays—”
“The more I remember how to fight. Got it . . . sort of. Between that and shower Bigfoot, I think my brain is a bit scrambled.” I gazed groggily around the café. “Hey, where are the others?”
“My aunt is working out some details with Sienna. For all the bad blood, once they got talking shop, it was like the band was back together again. It’s lucky for us we were able to get her help. Sienna’s a first class somatic thaumaturge, one of the few left on the East coast.”
“Gary, I want you to pretend I know next to nothing about witchcraft. In fact, I give you permission to totally mansplain this to me while I nurse a pounding headache, okay?” At least my latte was on point and still covered with frothy whipped cream.
“She uses magic to punch things really hard.”
“You could have just said that,” I grumbled, lowering my voice as a lovey-dovey couple sat at the table next to us. Both guys had matching pastries and pumpkin spice lattes, too. Yeah, we were definitely still in New England.
“Sorry,” Gary said, also taking it down a notch. “Man, you look a little green, Jess.”
I quickly stared at my hands to make certain he wasn’t being literal. Phew, normal flesh tones, but with the way my week was going—
Perhaps noticing that I wasn’t in any shape to discuss the finer points of spell casting, he abruptly changed the subject. “So, looking forward to your date on Friday?”
And there came the spray of coffee from my mouth to the table.
After I’d cleaned up the mess, the words left my lips before I was even certain I was going to say them. “Actually, I think I’m looking forward to those ringside seats.”
“What? We’re talking Tony Castorini here. Your own personal meathead.”
“I know and don’t call him a meathead.”
Gary sat stunned for a few minutes. I let him sweat it out while I partook of chocolatey goodness. “It’s simple, really. Tony knows the me that he’s seen at Justice Comics a few times. My dad, on the other hand, has known me my whole life. Superspy or not, there’s no way Julius is going to fool him.”
“But Boston—”
“Is a big place. Seriously, we’re getting overpriced Italian food then watching grown men beat each other senseless, not storming some vampire castle.”
“Car wash.”
“Excuse me?”
“Never mind. It’s just that, you’ve been wanting this for—”
“It’s just one date. I’m sure Julius is professional enough not to ruin it for me. Besides, I’ll have plenty of time to catch up later so that I can actually date him the right way.” Whatever that meant.
“If you say so.”
“I do.”
“Very well, then did you finish any of the reading I gave you on the Meliae?”
I gave him an exasperated look.
“Jess, I know outdated myths are probably boring to you, but it might have some answers. While you were fighting Sienna, I was reading some more and came across a passage on the Blessing of—”
“Don’t say it.”
“Come on, it’s a . . . slightly unfortunate sounding name, but I’m sure it’s a metaphor.”
“A metaphor for what?”
He started blathering on about Gaia, forest spirits, and what sounded like a bunch of hippie fantasies. I only perked up once he added, “And then, apparently, his kids got pissed at him, cut his dick off, and the blood sprayed all over the forests of our world. The Meliae sprang forth from wherever his penis blood landed—”
“Penis blood? So much for having an appetite. Why are Greek myths so gross? And why does this one sound so disturbingly familiar?”
“You’re probably thinking of Kronos and Zeus, and yeah, it does seem to be a recurring theme.” Gary shrugged. “Anyway, the Meliae were charged with acting as protector spirits of this world because the Earth was literally their mother. I kid you not. Their chosen one is supposed to be—”
“No offense, but I’m not sure I want to be chosen by penis blood spawn. Wow, talk about words I never thought I’d say.”
“Despite what the myth says, the Meliae were considered protectors of the helpless until they became disillusioned with mankind. They asked the universe to send a worthy champion—”
“Warrior maiden, hair like fire. I got it.” I pointed to the beanie concealing my flaming locks. “Trials and tribulations so I can show that I’m worthy, blah blah blah.” I rubbed my temples. “Look, Gary, my ridiculousness filter is kinda overflowing right now. No offense, but I think it’s going to take a bit more than some coffee for me to digest this.”
Gary smirked. “Maybe you just need the Blessing of Uranus—”
“Jesus Christ! I don’t want to be blessed by Uranus!” And, of course that came out way louder than I’d meant it to, causing all eyeballs in the coffee shop to turn our way.
Welcome to my new normal.




Chapter Seventeen: Two Places at the Same Time

The next day started off typically enough, or at least what was no doubt supposed to be typical for me. I woke up to my intruder alert klaxon and then came downstairs to find Gary waiting to take me to my next sparring lesson. He had both coffee and a new wig to replace the one lost at school, both of which were heavily appreciated.
For the first time in ages, school seemed like a welcome relief. People were too busy gabbing about the “sprinkler failure” to bother me much. I kept my ears open for anything unusual, but if anyone else was aware we’d been infiltrated by vampires, they weren’t talking.
About the closest I came was when one of the Larrys stopped me in the hall to comment that I must’ve really pissed Lindsey off, but then he walked away without elaborating.
I felt a sick twinge in my guts as he wandered away. It wasn’t so much what she might try to do to me physically. Compared to vampires, she was a joke. No. It was what she might say about me, what rumors she might even now be gleefully kickstarting, that made me sick to my stomach. What does it say about me that I’m less afraid of getting my butt kicked by a vamp than getting mocked online again? PTSD for the win.
Speaking of the vampire, I made a detour before third period to the trophy case, mindful as I stared into it that I was likely treading on trampled vampire dust. Eww!
I spied football trophies, basketball trophies, and a bunch of girls’ soccer wins. What could possibly have been so fascinating to that bloodsucker? I closed my eyes and tried to picture him, that wistful gaze, the feathered eighties hair. I snapped my eyes open and my focus seemed to narrow, almost of its own accord, on something sitting on the dusty corner of a lower shelf. “1987 State Academic Decathlon Champions.” Huh. Weird.
For some reason that plaque stuck in my mind, refusing to let go. In fact, I found myself so wrapped up in my own little universe that in the break after the next period I got completely blindsided by a hand landing on my shoulder. Without thinking, I grabbed it, twisted, and wrapped it back around my potential assailant’s back, slamming Tony into the lockers before I realized who it was. “Oh no! I’m so sorry!”
“Whoa,” Tony mouthed as I let him go. He let out a whistle and gave his arm a shake. “Remind me to never get on your bad side.”
“Um, I wouldn’t worry too much about that.” Oh God, did I actually say that aloud?
He chuckled, although not in a cruel way, thank goodness. “Look, I know we said we’d play it cool at school.”
We did? “Um, yeah, of course, totally frosty. That’s me, Jesse Flores, cool as a cucumber.”
“But do you have any plans for lunch?”
“Lunch? You . . . and me?” My eyes widened as I saw Gary just a bit down the hallway. Oh crap, I needed to update him on what I’d noticed. Although maybe I could do that after school.
No! This was potentially important, maybe life or death. At the very least it fell into that whole great power, great responsibility thing. “I’m sorry. I already promised Gary I’d help him with AP Euro.” Again with the easy lies. Maybe I should consider majoring in political science.
Tony’s face fell a bit. Wait, did I just intentionally disappoint Tony Castorini? What was wrong with me?!
The rest of the morning flew by in a haze, Tony’s face warring for prominence in my mind with some stupid nerd trophy from the eighties. Eventually I found myself sitting with Gary at our usual table, my lunch sitting uneaten in front of me.
“You need to look up the 1987 Academic Decathlon Champions,” I finally said.
“That’s rather random.”
“Don’t ask me why, but I was staring at that trophy case and thinking of that vamp and it just . . . called to me.”
“Called to you?”
“Like one of those psychic flashes from Unbreakable.”
“That might be easier said than done. The eighties might as well be the dark ages as far as the Internet is concerned. I’m not sure they’d have something like that online.”
I thought about it for several long seconds, until I realized the solution was staring me right in the face . . . or at least had been on just about every other school day. “Time for Plan B.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I took a deep breath as I stepped into the pit of darkness—Counselor Flake’s office. She was at her desk, reading a yoga magazine and sipping something bright green and stinking of kale. Of course she would be into kale. Yea though I walk in the shadow of exasperation, I shall not be afraid.
“Why hello there, Jessie! What brings you here on this fine Thursday? Is there something you want to talk about?” Her eyes lit up at the possibility, giving me the heebie-jeebies. One didn’t need to be supernatural to be a creep.
Sadly, Flake was not only my touchy, feely nemesis, but she also happened to be chairperson of the yearbook committee. Oh, the indignities one was forced to endure when they were the chosen one.
“Actually, I was wondering if I could look at some of your old yearbooks.” I pointed to the shelf next to her. Now how to sell it?
“Oh, are you doing a project?” And then sometimes the universe hands you a gift.
I quickly nodded. “Yeah, I’m supposed to do a comparison between now and thirty years ago . . . for a paper.”
The grin on her face widened until I was certain her head would split in half. You know, for someone who was supposed to have deep insight into the youth of America, she seemed completely unable to recognize a bald-faced lie. I guess not too many people asked to page through her pride and joy, a collection of yearbooks going back to the inaugural year of 1959. She started talking, something about school spirit, but it was lost as my gaze fell upon the desired year: 1987. I nodded a few times, adding a smile of my own to try to match the insane enthusiasm plastered on her face.
I pulled out my notebook—might as well play the part—and then began paging through the yearbook as she continued to pepper me with inane questions about whether I was feeling well adjusted.
“Everything is great. In fact, I’m practically glowing,” I replied, paying her zero attention. Debate club . . . chess club . . . where the heck was academic decathlon?
I flipped some more pages as she rambled on. “It’s also important to work on social bonds as well—”
“It’s all about balance,” I responded, pulling a page out of Dad’s playbook.
“Balance is a good way to put it. Oh, well, I should let you get to work. Don’t forget, though, my door is always open, if you ever need. . .”
Yes! There it was, the academic decathlon team.
She kept yammering, but I was too busy staring at the face of the guy who’d tried to kill me earlier this week. Holy crap, he looked like he hadn’t aged a day. Well, duh, vampire.
I ran my finger along the caption of the state champions. One name stood out instantly—Robert Stallings. “That can’t be a coincidence.”
“Excuse me?” Counselor Flake asked, pushing her glasses up her nose.
“Nothing,” I said, probably a little too quickly. I hopped to my feet, barely remembering to put the book back on the shelf. “Sorry. Gotta go. Time to get ready for class.”
“But it’s not. . .”
I bolted before she could finish that thought. Sweet freedom! The stale hallway air had never smelled so fresh.
Gary was already waiting for me at his locker. “Robert Stallings was on the academic decathlon team in ’87,” I said. “He was the bloodsucker looking for a ginger bitch, no doubt about it.”
“Stallings? Like—”
“Speak of the devil,” I whispered, catching a glimpse of auburn hair rounding the corner. She caught sight of me and her eyes opened wide. We’re talking full-on surprise here, as in of the “Holy crap, how are you still alive?” variety, or at least that was my impression. I didn’t get a chance to question her, though, as she made an abrupt about-face and disappeared around the corner again.
Tempting as it was to follow and interrogate her, preferably with my fist, I realized that was likely counterintuitive, not to mention likely to land me in Flake’s office again. Why so aggro, Jessie? Then again, this was the first time I’d ever gone toe-to-toe with one of the popular skanks for the affections of a boy.
Regardless, a few minutes later found Gary and me sitting in his Audi, him furiously Googling away on his phone while I mostly zoned out.
“Robert Stallings—school valedictorian, 1988, and all-around mega brain. He was supposed to go to Harvard, but he died in a car accident right after graduation.”
“Let me guess, he didn’t actually die.”
“You think? Anyway, his twin brother later got married and had two kids. Can you guess who one of them is?”
“So, we turned Lindsey’s uncle into ash. If she didn’t hate me before, I bet she does now.”
“She might not have known.”
“You didn’t see the look on her face. And her uncle was looking for a ginger bitch, the same thing she called me.”
“Sending her vampire uncle to dispose of a romantic rival? Sounds a bit . . . extreme.”
He had a point. “Think I should, I dunno, confront her or something?”
“And say what? That you’re a vampire slayer with a backup coven of witches?”
Okay, I didn’t have an easy answer for that one. Awkward silence for the win.
Gary pulled up behind the strip mall next to Justice Comics where Phil, Sensei, and Other Me stood waiting. Neither of the women looked particularly pleased with their current company, while Other Me had her nose buried in her phone.
“Why is Tony asking if there’s something going on between you and Gary?” Julius asked once we’d parked. “Are we playing the jealousy card now or after I let him get to second base?”
“Second base? What? No! Just smooth it over, okay? Oh, and I have a chapter of physics homework, too, if you could take care of that.”
Gary and I quickly brought the others up to speed. “We need to figure out what’s going on with Lindsey’s vampire uncle,” I explained, “and we should probably do that tonight because Gary and I are in Boston tomorrow.”
“I really don’t like you two being in Boston,” Phil said, smoking as usual. “The place is crawling with the undead.”
“Which is why I’ll be there as backup,” Sensei replied. “I’ve known Diego since he was five, so it wasn’t a big deal to snag an extra ticket. If we stay cool everything will be fine.”
“No sweat. It’s not like I’m going to pick a fight. This is family time.” The last thing I wanted to do was walk into Vampire Central looking for trouble.
Sensei smiled and nodded at me. “Atta girl. Now come on, let’s get some training in while Philomena figures out what the hell is going on. Work for you?”
“Sounds like a plan.” I gave the others a wave and then we split up—me in the Jeep with Phil and Sensei, while Gary dropped Other Me off at work.
Sensei immediately turned to face me in the backseat. “Now, chances are that tomorrow night will be normal, but I cannot stress it enough, Jessie—if you see anything strange, you let me know. That’s it. Don’t act, don’t approach, and don’t even so much as fucking utter the word vampire aloud. Clear?”
“Crystal.”
“Text me, too,” Phil added. “I can be in Boston Common instantaneously.”
“That’s convenient,” I replied, perhaps a bit more sarcastic than intended. Guess the double dose of maternal instinct was getting to me. I toned it down a notch. “The exhibition is in a new gym in the financial district within walking distance of Chinatown, if that helps.”
“It’s near Chinatown?” Phil exchanged a look with Sensei then glanced at me through the rearview mirror. I raised both brows and looked at her expectantly. Clearly, I was missing something. “Try to stay out of Chinatown, and whatever you do, stay away from the car wash on the far side of State Street over by 93.”
“Wait. Gary said something about a car wash, too.”
“Just trust us on that one, please. There’s plenty of legit-looking businesses in that area that are fronts for darker things.”
“Relax. I’m pretty sure my dad wasn’t planning on getting our truck waxed as part of our big night out. As for the fight, it’s a public event. There’s going to be scouts and cameras and stuff.”
Sensei nodded. “You’re probably right.” She threw me a wink. “You sure you wouldn’t rather be on a date, though?”
“Positive.” Tempting as it was to be alone in a dark theater, snuggled next to Tony and experiencing the glory of Miyazaki on the big screen, I’d made up my mind. It didn’t feel right to ditch my dad, not when he’d sounded so excited. Besides, despite their warnings, I was having a hard time picturing vampires somehow going unnoticed in a major metropolitan area full of half a million people. I gave them both a nod and raised my hand in the scouts’ salute. “I’ll be cool. I promise.”
Famous last words, Jess. Famous last words.




Chapter Eighteen: Big Trouble in Little Chinatown

“Be cool, Jessie. It’s just a fun evening out,” I whispered to my reflection as I stared out the window. We passed the welcoming monolith of the Green Monster on the right as a typical November rain fell across Boston. The only drama came when Dad innocently asked, “You know, we’re going to be awfully close to Tremont. You guys wanna go to Chinatown and get dumplings, or should we stick with pizza?”
“Pizza!” Gary and I both said way too quickly.
I glanced back at him. We needed to relax. However, thanks to Phil and Sensei’s constant warnings, I had a feeling I’d be seeing vampires everywhere by the time the night was through. Yeah, I needed to chill. This was supposed to be family fun time. Besides, I had the cavalry on speed dial and a voice command set up to call them if I said, “Call Pineapple,” something not likely to come up in normal conversation.
Just as I was finally starting to feel good about this evening, I got a text message from “Jessie 2.0”. I could only grit my teeth as an adorable selfie of me, Tony, and a huge bucket of popcorn appeared on my screen. Damn it, he was even glamoured into my super-cute Spider-Gwen T-shirt. I hadn’t even worn that in public yet and here he was stealing my thunder. Everything is fine here, Other Me texted under the photo. Fine, my—
Another text interrupted my stewing, this one from Phil. Checked with a few friends up that way. All sounds quiet on the vamp-front. Just remember what we talked about. Don’t go looking for trouble.
“Yes, Mom,” I whispered to myself, shutting off the screen before anything else could ruin my night.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Once we had been through the umpteenth discussion of our college plans and ingested an obscene amount of carbs, we decided to brave the drizzle and walk. The mix of hazy lights and whistling breeze certainly added to the spooky vibe as we meandered around the little waterfront area and into the imposing monoliths of the skyscraper-filled Financial District.
Despite its boring name, the financial district of Boston contained a bit of everything, including a modern steel and glass tower with a marquee in front advertising the state-of-the-art gym facilities for everyone from try-hard businessmen to CrossFit bros.
A crowd milled beneath the lights. I instantly recognized one steely giant attracting a small crowd of his own. “Papa!” I called as we got closer. My grandpa, Uncle Rico, and Dylan all waved back, and they weren’t alone. I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw pink and platinum spikes of hair in Grandpa’s entourage.
“So glad you could make it to your cousin’s big night. There’s scouts all the way from New York City in there.” Papa gave Dad a hug as well. “Viktor, you got off work! Did hell freeze over?”
Dylan punched my arm. “Hey, you brought the shrimp again. Must be getting serious.”
“Good to see you, too,” Gary said, smiling awkwardly.
Uncle Rico shoved a bright pink sweatshirt into both our hands. “What’s this?” I asked.
“There are gonna be cameras, Jessie-girl. We all need to represent,” he said, pointing to the Seven Hills Gym logo on his chest, his in a much cooler red. We dutifully layered up with the team gear as some fight groupies recognized Grandpa from his wrestling days. A small camera crew walked in, making Papa smile even wider. “I’m telling you, it’s Diego’s night. Some of the guys here are bigger but no one has more showmanship.”
Sensei McAdams, also sporting a bright pink sweatshirt, leaned my way. “So far, it’s all quiet. Just put this on for me.” She slipped one of those rubber support bracelets around mine and Gary’s wrists—a hot pink breast cancer awareness band with a strange little rune stamped by the ribbon.
“I hear you’re teaching at the gym again, Sienna,” my dad said. “I know Jessie always loved your classes.”
“To be honest, she’s one of the reasons I came back. How have you been, Vik? Still burning the midnight oil?” Sensei was smiling at my dad more than I remembered her ever doing. What’s up?
The doors opened and we were led into a massive gym, decked out with bleachers and an octagon. The Seven Hills Gym section ended up being the first row, not even behind the announcers and film crew—close enough that it was highly likely we’d be covered with sweat or blood before the night ended.
A sizable crowd of gym owners, scouts, analysts, and other insiders filled the arena, talking excitedly about the upcoming bouts. I might not have been the biggest MMA fan there, but gosh darn it, the excitement was infectious.
Gary and I settled back into our seats and perused the title card. Diego was fighting second to last against someone I overheard being referred to as the Weymouth Wanker, whatever that meant.
“This is so cool,” Gary gushed.
Sensei sat on the other side of my dad, chatting away and now he was . . . smiling, too, like genuine, no stress lines along his jaw, smiling . . . and giving her his number . . . and asking about coffee. Suddenly I didn’t need vampires around to make this feel a bit strange.
Just as I was considering this unexpected flirtation on their behalf, I felt warmth rising from the back of my neck. I poked at the hairpins behind my ear. Phil had enchanted two extras to make sure my flaming red mane was kept under control tonight. Still, the feeling persisted. Stay cool, Jessie, literally. The hairs on my arms stood on end even under all the layers. What the?
Across the octagon a group of men took the opposing ringside seats, looking more like a group of tenured professors than MMA fans. They weren’t slick enough to be agents either. Who in their right mind wore argyle and tweed to a place like this? The group of professors all stood and bowed as a trio took the seats next to them. If those first guys looked like Cambridge escapees, this new group looked like they’d just left a board meeting. Maybe these guys were those agents Papa had mentioned, but if so, why had that first group acted like they were in the presence of royalty?
The one in the middle all but oozed snake oil from his slicked-down hair. I felt my stomach lurch as I looked at him, as if the very sight of him was enough to cause indigestion. Oh no, he looked back my way. I averted my gaze but not before he blinked. It was only for the briefest of moments, but I could’ve sworn his eyes had turned totally black. I dared a tiny look back, but his eyes looked normal again as he listened to the professors yammer away.
“Gary,” I hissed, but he was too engrossed in talking to my cousin. The room had gotten loud, and I needed a subtle way to alert him without tipping off the scary people across the arena. Relax, Jessie. You’re in the middle of the city. Weirdos abound. Just because you think they feel out of place doesn’t mean. . .
For a moment I felt a shiver in the air, for lack of a better word. The noises faded away and I became acutely aware of the beating of my heart. Every hair on my body vibrated and the heat on my head rose to near unbearable levels. Something was watching me. Don’t ask me how I knew. I just did.
“Excuse me, need to use the ladies’ room before the fight.” I stood and shuffled off to the side. It wasn’t a total lie. I needed to adjust my wig soon before I spontaneously combusted. I made sure to keep my phone in hand and strode as casually as I could towards . . . damn it, where were the restrooms in this place?
I followed a loose line of people and eventually found them, not that it did me much good. Even in a crowd that was ninety percent male, there still managed to be a line for the ladies’ room. I let out a deep sigh and leaned against the wall. When in doubt, look at the phone. Who knows? Maybe Julius had sent more selfies of him with Tony.
Before I could check my messages, that feeling of being watched returned, coupled with what felt like a sunburn beneath my scalp. I looked up and found a stranger mimicking my posture, leaning against the opposing cinderblocks. His lips curled into a smirk as his eyes met mine, and he tipped the brim of his soldier’s cap.
He tapped his combat boots against the concrete in time with something, then looked away. It was then that I noticed the headphone cords draping from his ears into one of the pockets of his black duster. False alarm.
I should have turned away but didn’t. This guy might not have had the picture-perfect bone structure of a Tony Castorini, but with his rugged stubble and wild hair, he gave off a sexy-trucker vibe that short-circuited the logical parts of my brain. Lucky for me, the bathroom line picked that moment to start moving. I bolted straight for the sink and splashed my face with cold water.
“Truck-stop hot is not your thing, Jess,” I whispered to myself, adjusting the wig atop my head which, despite the heat pouring off my scalp, was still cool to the touch. Magic hairpins for the win!
I triple-checked everything, breathing a sigh of relief as the flame-on urge seemed to have passed for now, then decided to head back before I missed anything.
“‘Scuse me, miss?” I stopped dead in my tracks as I heard the words echo softly from behind me the moment I stepped out. Please don’t be talking to me.
I blinked and the corn pone hipster stepped into view, tipping his hat again. “I said, ‘scuse me, in case you couldn’t hear over the ruckus in there.”
Where was this guy from? It wasn’t quite Texas, but there was a distinct laid-back twang to his voice, not to mention an aversion to pronouncing every syllable.
“You’re excused.”
He put on that smirk again. “Do I know you from somewhere, miss?”
“I don’t think so.”
His nostrils flared just a bit and he studied me again. I didn’t have time for this. I tried ducking to the left, but he shifted to block me. He tapped his finger to his chin, studying me, and smiling broader. I tried to duck to the right this time and ended up bumping into him. He caught me by the arm before I could fall, but then jerked his hand away as if he’d been burned. I glanced down. The weirdo wore fingerless gloves like this was 1985 and we were in the Breakfast Club.
“Must be staticky in here.” The jerkface gave me a wink. “You got a name, miss?”
“Yes, yes I do.” This time I managed to sidestep him and slip into a gaggle of women returning from the bathroom. I looked back to see him tip his hat to me again. Mercifully, though, he didn’t seem interested in a chase. Instead he sauntered down the hall and was soon lost in the crowd.
I barely had time to get into my seat as the music swelled and an announcer all but yelled, “Let’s get ready to rumble!” I know he was calling the fights and I probably should’ve been listening, but I found myself far too focused on the audience across the way. The truck-stop hipster, along with some friends—a yuppie and a Wednesday Addams clone—slid into some open seats next to the professors. The used car salesman in the middle threw a sour glance their way.
I nudged Gary, but he seemed too focused on the ring to notice me. I nudged him again to no avail. Dang it! I leaned in and whispered into his ear, “Bad guys!”
What were the odds that my dad would look over at that very moment? Just wonderful. I cringed and sat back in my seat while Dad gave me a heaping dose of side eye. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice the growing coalition of creepazoids nearby.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. I slipped it out of my sweatshirt and breathed a sigh of relief that Gary had finally bought a clue. The weirdos across the octagon? sat on my home screen. Yup, I texted back.
The first fight started with some guy from Jersey duking it out with a local. Both seemed more determined to dance around the ring rather than hit each other, but it was enough of a show for some. Across the way, the baddies looked decidedly unimpressed.
Watch fght, ignore then, head homw, Gary’s gloriously typo-ridden text read. Easier said than done. Rather than text me again, he nudged me in the side and, when I looked over, handed me one of his earbuds.
What the? “Why. . .?”
“Listen,” he mouthed.
I slid the hunk of white plastic into my ear. Then Gary wiggled his fingers over his phone, Vegas magician style. Oh yeah, magic.
Almost immediately, the headphones crackled to life. “As I was saying, Professor Abernathy, it is not the Prefecture’s position to take sides in intra-coven affairs. I am merely here to arbitrate, nothing more.” The voice clearly belonged to the used car salesman, the words matching his mouth across the way. The professor he was talking to—Abernathy presumably—remained calm, but his expression suggested he’d just sucked a lemon. Another of his tweed crew piped in with, “It’s incredibly insulting that we should have to deal with the Worcester Coven’s complete lack of respect in this matter.”
Worcester Coven? Was he talking about Phil? Or did vampires have covens, too? Talk about being unnecessarily confusing.
The fight picked up a bit, as did the crowd, making it harder to hear the conversation across the way. I managed to just hear, “We are investigating it, and if we find Mr. Dalton at fault, you can be certain his insolence will be punished—”
The cheers of the crowd mixed with bitter laughter in my ear. A really nasally, posh voice piped up with a sarcastic, “The Wanderer’s pet? Oh, I’m sure he’ll be punished.”
“Are you doubting my—”
Damn it, I had to hop to my feet and clap to blend in. The chatter got staticky and unclear. The crowd didn’t like that the Jersey invader looked poised to win.
“I need not remind you, Abernathy, yours wasn’t the only coven to lose ranks in that mess in North—”
The crowd picked that moment to go wild, as Jersey boy landed a stunning spin kick.
North what? North Attleborough? North Andover? Northborough? Damnit, there were far too many norths in Massachusetts, even if the terrible feeling in my stomach told me exactly what I thought I’d heard. After all, where else did a couple vampires bite the dust recently? No, I shouldn’t jump to conclusions. I should—
“Why was one of yours slumming in a high school anyway, Brainiac?” a girlish voice asked. I looked to see Wednesday Addams leaning over to taunt the professor. “Writing a paper on the finer points of toilet scrubbing?”
“It’s an ongoing sociological study, one you couldn’t possibly hope to understand. Besides, I could also ask why your coven had an agent in the same school. One with a history of—”
“Winner by technical knockout!” the announcer blared rather inconveniently. Thumping music drowned out the conversation. Why couldn’t magic have a volume control?
Dad nudged me. “Fight two should be way better,” he yelled in my ear. I nodded and gave him a thumbs-up, mostly losing what was happening on the scry-phone.
A bit of name soup spilled on me—Dalton, Abernathy, James, Wanderer, and Colin. I also got “recruit” and “feud” and what sounded like angry Latin. Why couldn’t this work like in the movies where you could hear everything crystal clear no matter the chaos around you?
“Diego could kick your ass!” Dylan shouted at the winner. Gary, meanwhile, pressed the button to lock his phone. Sweat was dripping from his temples and he wheezed a little. I plucked out the earbud.
“Sorry,” he mouthed before wiping his brow. I guess even a little magic tired the poor kid out.
This was just my luck. Somehow the more I tried to mind my own business, the more a vampire conspiracy unfolded around me. It was almost like I had a destiny or something.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I half paid attention to the next few matches, cheering when appropriate and blending into the crowd. I occasionally snuck glimpses at the used car salesman’s coterie, but my mystic powers sadly didn’t include reading lips.
Soon enough it was intermission, and people started milling about. In this relative quiet I was able to check on Gary. “You okay?”
“I’m gonna get some water,” he mumbled before excusing himself for the hall. Oh no, the hick vampire might be about. I started after him, but Dad tapped my shoulder.
“Anything wrong, kiddo?”
“Gary isn’t feeling too well. I’m gonna show him where the bathrooms are and make sure he’s all right.”
Dad nodded, then scowled and pulled out his cell. “Sorry, I have to take this.” He was on the phone for maybe thirty seconds when he hung up and said, “They’re having an issue down at the station.”
“Do you need to go in?” So much for family fun night. Still, if he went home, it would be one less thing to worry about.
The moment he looked up with sad puppy eyes and the apologetic smile, I knew that our evening was about to be cut short. “I am so sorry, kiddo, but—”
“Go be the hero,” I said before giving him a hug. He leaned over to talk to Papa. Sensei leaned in to join them as well.
After a moment, she turned to me. “If you want, I can take you home. Unless you’d rather go with your grandfather, but I think they’re sticking around. Sounds like your cousin is already getting calls to meet with the execs here.”
“Sienna, that’s awfully nice of you.” Dad looked relieved. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”
“Not a problem at all.” She gave a quick side glance toward the convention of undead across the way. I guess we weren’t the only ones paying attention.
“Thanks. I owe you one,” Dad said, gathering up his jacket. He turned back to me. “I’ll make this up to you, kiddo.”
“You always do.” And then he left. I looked over to Sensei. “I’m gonna check on Gary. He looked kinda drained.”
She nodded but before I could slip away, she grabbed me by the wrist. “Don’t wander far, okay?”
“Roger, roger,” I said, saluting. Hopefully Gary wasn’t either sick or doing anything stupid. I tried to step casually into the hallway, but the volume of people milling about made it kinda tough.
“Howdy again, miss. We have got to stop meeting like this.”
Damn it! I kept walking. Was it naive of me to assume a male vampire would be dissuaded if I bolted into the ladies’ room?
“Now come on, darlin’, I’m only trying to have a little polite conversation.”
He sounded even closer this time. This one wasn’t giving up. Running was likely to only encourage him further. I needed to head the cowboy here off at the pass.
I turned and faced a button-down flannel over a T-shirt. Say what you will, the dude believed in effective layering.
“What do you want?”
Truckstop Hipster shuffled a little. Was he trying some gee-whiz charm, or did he need to pee? “Just wanted to talk, miss. That so wrong?”
“I don’t know you.”
“Well, that is the God’s truth now, ain’t it?” He took off his cap and crossed it over his heart, making him look a lot younger, no more than a couple of years older than me. Almost as if on cue, my heart gave a little flutter again. “Name’s Wyatt, Wyatt Dalton, and you might be?”
Wait, Dalton? That was the same name from the ringside conference of evil. Seemed a lot of people there hadn’t been happy with him for some reason. “Jessie,” I spat. Damn it, Gary, where are you?
Truckstop Wyatt smiled. “Jessie, like Jesse James?” He grinned what I’m sure he thought to be a winning smile.
“Only if you’re Wyatt Earp.”
Rather than lose his temper and do something . . . vampire-like, he chuckled. “Now, that’s a good one. Might have to remember it. Tell me, Miss Jessie, are you what they’d call a fan of fightin’?”
All right, that was not the question I was expecting.
“What?”
Wyatt rubbed his chin and plopped his hat back on his unruly hair. “Well, you’re here. Are you not?”
“Yes, I like watching the fights. I’m not just some silly groupie here hoping to get picked up. Happy, or are you looking for a showdown at the O.K. Corral?”
“You’re a feisty one.” His eyes darkened a little as he looked past my shoulder. “Sadly, you must excuse me, Miss Jessie, but a man who fancies himself the biggest toad in this here puddle is about to jump on my lily pad, and you probably don’t wanna stick around for that.”
All at once, I could feel the back of my neck burning. I looked around and noticed the crowd out in the hall had thinned to almost nothing in the few minutes I’d been talking to Wyatt. Intermission must have ended.
Come on, Gary, use your magic powers and find me.
“I have been looking for you, Mr. Dalton.” I’d heard that slimy, sleezy, haughty tone before—over Gary’s headphones. “If you needed a snack, one could have been provided.”
I turned to see the used car salesman in the flesh. Not only was his hair oily, but I could practically taste his aftershave in the air. Eww. And did he really just call me a snack?
“Lay off the little missy, Colin,” Wyatt said with a tired sigh. “It’s not her fault she’s more interesting than you. Heck, most everybody is.”
“I see your humor is as bereft as your wit.”
Standing in between two posturing vampires didn’t sound like a smart idea to me. I stepped around the grease ball but had barely taken two steps when an insanely powerful hand clamped around my arm. “Not so fast, child. I can’t help but notice you have a most unusual scen—”
Instinct took over and my elbow shot straight back into his gut, catching him by surprise. I wrenched my arm free, spun, and brought up a knee, once more proving that vampires had nuts. I used the whimpering slime ball as a push-off point and bolted. I should’ve headed back to the arena and the relative safety of the crowd, but all I could think of was escape. I sprinted for an emergency exit, sliding past a surprised couple making out in a dark corner.
“Get that . . . thing!” echoed behind me just before the door slammed shut.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
No alarm sounded as I stepped out into an alleyway. That sure as hell wasn’t up to code.
I started toward the street. Come on Gary, Sensei, anyone. I pulled out my phone, and said, “Hey, call pineapple!” Sadly, before anyone could answer, I was grabbed from behind. Two sets of powerful hands latched onto my arms this time.
“Keep walking and don’t make a scene,” a threatening voice hissed in my ear. I glanced at my abductors—car salesman’s lackeys by the look of it. Instead of steering me back toward the gym, they ushered me away from it. We kept walking, all three of us silent, until I started to notice the change of languages creeping into the local signage.
Chinatown on a Friday night wasn’t exactly empty. Crowds of partiers and foodies spilling over from the theater district surrounded us. The vamps, however, seemed well aware of this. They directed me away from the drunks and tourists and down another dark alley, probably one from which I’d never return if I didn’t do something. If only I could get a hand free to get these hairpins loose.
“You got a strange smell about you, girl,” Goon One admonished. He shoved me behind a dumpster, sending a rat scuttling over my feet. Yuck!
Goon Two stepped in to flank me, cracking his knuckles. A second later and his fingernails elongated into wicked claws.
I squealed like a little girl and cowered—partly a ruse and partly because I was scared to death. True to form, the big, bad men laughed at me, not realizing my hands had moved into a position to start sliding my enchanted bobby pins out.
Before I could finish, though, a pair of streaks rounded the alleyway and skidded to a halt. I froze as the livid, horse-faced jerk I had racked came striding towards me with a smug smile. Another hairpin down, one to go.
“You know, this really is most fortuitous,” the slime ball said, adjusting his cuffs. Wyatt sauntered a few steps behind him, a bemused grin plastered on his face. The slime ball kept his distance, no doubt having learned his lesson, pacing behind his two goons as he continued with his supervillain plot dump. In the distance, I could hear car doors slamming. “There we were, looking for some fighting spirit to fill out our ranks with and you, whatever you are, simply appear. Turns out you have more—”
“Balls, Colin?” Wyatt offered. Even my two stone-faced captors cracked smiles as their boss-man fumed. Oh great, two more dudes in dark suits stepped into the alley to flank this Colin guy. This was starting to feel like a boss fight in one of my Final Fantasy games.
Colin pursed his lips. “I was going to say fortitude . . . than even the fighters in the ring. Regardless, I dare say this night has gotten far more interesting than I had hoped for.”
“Back off,” I spat. The last hairpin, unfortunately, had tangled itself in a knot of my hair.
Sleazy Colin waved dismissively at me. “I think not. You have fire, child, but fire needs to be tempered with discipline. Quinn, if you would kindly teach this one some manners.”
Goon Number One leered at me. That provided some hair yanking motivation if ever there was some. Wyatt, however, seemed to lose a bit of his attitude. “Hey, Colin!” he called. “My coven took a hit, too. I found her. I should get the right of refusal.”
“Normally I would be more than happy to let you use her to replenish your tribe of hinterland misfits,” Colin huffed. “But this one is different, and we both know—”
“Different or not, I saw her first.”
Another coil of hair slipped free. Damn it, I forgot that I had extra support tonight. I could still feel another pin behind each ear.
Colin, meanwhile, tried to stare down Wyatt—a difficult feat considering the younger-looking vampire had at least three inches on him. “Do you honestly think this is some schoolyard in which you can call dibs, boy?”
“Maybe we should call my sire and ask him. How’d that suit you?”
Colin paused for a moment. The delicious drama had the added benefit of sucking all the attention away from me, allowing me to finally dislodge the final two pins.
“The Wanderer has no time for your games, boy. Besides, he has a new pet project to keep him busy. Why do you think he’s been spending so much time in New York? Soon enough, he won’t care what happens to you, and on that happy day I am going to make you rue that insolent tongue of yours.”
“Why, I’m surprised you ever noticed my tongue . . . what with your lips pressed so firmly against James’s ass.”
“Enough!” Colin snapped, his eyes turning black as he glared at Wyatt. “BEGONE FROM MY SIGHT!!”
Wyatt’s eyes glazed over, and he shook his head a few times. For a moment, he gritted his teeth and seemed like he was going to bark back at Colin, but in the end, he lowered his head and mumbled something that sounded like, “Yes, sir.” Then he simply walked away.
Colin turned and started to follow him, but not before stopping to address his trained monkeys.
“Bring her along so we can figure out exactly what she is . . . after you’ve softened her up a bit, of course. I’m feeling generous tonight, so please indulge yourselves as you see fit.”
Goon Two glared at me while the one called Quinn watched his master’s retreat. The other two seemed content to guard the entrance. They must’ve thought I was no threat.
It was so time to prove them wrong.




Chapter Nineteen: The Outlaw Jessie Jameson

I scanned my surroundings—a dumpster, cardboard boxes, broken whiskey bottle, and a few chunks of asphalt. A part of me felt I really needed a superhero one-liner in that moment, but I came up empty. Oh well, maybe next life or death struggle.
My left hand went for the bottle while my right ripped off the wig and chucked it at Quinn. As far as distractions went, I could’ve done better, but where the wig failed, the crimson brilliance filling the alleyway made up for it.
I snatched the bottle and went straight for the closest kneecap, Quinn’s. Unlike a drumstick, it cut flesh easily. I followed up my cheap shot with another, sweeping his leg like he was a Cobra Kai reject. One down, although probably not for long. Time to see if I could even the odds a bit before I was dogpiled.
Tucking my chin against my chest, I launched myself toward Goon Two, who seemed shocked that a meek little girl had teeth, figuratively speaking. The crown of my head connected squarely with his chest. Good thing the top of the human skull is so hard. Goon Two screamed and an acrid smell assaulted my nose just as smoke began to pool around me. The heat rose and I quickly backed up a step.
“Jesus Chri—” I jerked away, but not before inhaling a mouthful of dust from what had, only moments before, been Goon Two. Holy crap! Unfortunately for me, Quinn recovered while I was busy freaking out. His fist slammed into my shoulder like a truck, causing my entire arm to go numb. Too bad for him I had a spare. I dug my heels in and raised my fist, noticing that even the downy tufts of hair on my knuckles gave off a crimson glow.
“What the hell are you?” Quinn cried.
My response came in the form of a jab to his stomach. Scary or not, this guy was no fighter. He telegraphed his next blow from a mile away despite his speed. Even so, it was a close call. Quinn slashed through my sleeve, just barely nicking my arm as I did my best to dodge him.
I had no choice but to put some distance between us. I backpedaled, throwing a series of kicks his way—nothing that would probably hurt him, but enough to keep him off balance as I shook my left arm trying to get the tingling to stop. Being mindful of my footing, something Sensei had been beating into me all week, I hopped over the pile of ash that had been Goon Two.
Quinn wasn’t quite as discerning. No doubt taking my strategic retreat as a sign that he was winning this, he stepped forward and slipped in the wet pile of ashes now mingling with the muck on the alley floor. Oh look, that left his chin wide open. Would be a shame if someone clocked him in his stupid face.
I didn’t have any delusions of putting him down, but apparently the hairs on the back of my hand had other ideas. My fist connected with his jaw, causing it to sizzle where I’d touched him. He howled in pain, so it was only fitting I follow up with another cheap shot to the balls. As he doubled over, I channeled my inner wrestler and drove my forehead into his, knocking Quinn back into the side of the building with more force than I thought I could muster. That burning smell caught my nose again, but this time I was able to jump back in time to avoid a lungful of vampire. Yuck!
“Quinn!” There came a click and the rush of footsteps from behind me. Reinforcements had arrived, and one of them had brought a gun to a fist fight. I spun and ducked down, putting my back against the wall, almost slipping a bit in Quinn’s messy remains. If they wanted me, they’d have to . . . Oh no!
In that same moment, I felt the heat leave my head and creep down my arm. No! Come on, healing factor, wait until I’m done here! The glow from my hair started to flicker and fade. One of the goons held back, pistol locked on me, while his friend, the braver of the two, stepped in. Unfortunately, he had the right idea. He threw a series of punches my way, but the luster of the hairs on my arms was fading as fast as what was atop my head. I stood back up and painfully blocked the first few blows, my hands doing little more than throwing up sparks where I touched the vamp’s skin . . . and then my world exploded in pain as he forced his way past my defenses and sunk a fist into my gut.
I dropped to my knees as another explosion sounded, this one not from a fist. The bullet clipped the section of wall I’d been in front of before getting knocked down, just barely missing both me and the vamp beating the crap outta me.
“The fuck, Greg?” Goon Three spat, taking a break from kicking my ass to glare over his shoulder.
“Sorry.”
I curled up in a fetal position, clutching my aching midsection, and coughing up blood. “Yeah, Greg, do you mind?”
Greg holstered his gun, apparently taking my snark as an invitation. Both he and Goon Three showed off fanged smiles as they proceeded to kick a girl while she was down.
“That the best you got?” I wheezed, spitting out more blood. If I was going to die, I might as well go out at least sounding tough.
A meaty thud followed, except it wasn’t against my body. Instead, Greg plowed into the other jerk who’d been pummeling me. What the. . .?
“If you have time to quip, you have time to hit,” Sensei McAdams scolded while slamming her heel into Greg’s back.
Holy Mr. Miyagi moment, Batman.
I wasn’t sure if it was the hope I felt at seeing the cavalry arrive, or my batteries simply recharging a heck of a lot faster than last time, but all at once I felt heat rising from my head again and the alley around me began to glimmer in red light. No way was I letting Sensei save me without backing her up.
Or at least, that was the plan.
“Jessie!”
Why did I have to look? I glanced over to see Gary scrambling to join us, and in the next moment caught a glancing blow from Goon Three, which left me sprawled out on the alley floor. Ouch.
Another flash of red caught my eye, but this one hadn’t come from me. “Let’s do this, Bates!” Sensei snapped, her body beginning to glow an angry crimson. A moment later, Gary followed suit.
“Oh shit, What are Magi doing here?!”
My jaw dropped as Sensei McAdams’s fists seemingly burst aflame. She nearly knocked Greg’s head off with a tremendous uppercut, causing him to explode into ash. I seized on the opportunity and leapt at the remaining goon, grabbing hold of his ankles to keep him from escaping. Just to add insult to injury, I wrapped my hair around his legs, feeling the satisfying sizzle as the heat burned through his jeans.
Sensei didn’t waste any time in taking advantage of the distraction, and mere moments later the three of us were quite literally bathed in vampire dust.
“Don’t fuck with adepts,” Sensei spat before turning to me.
Good timing, too. Apparently sensing the battle was over, my personal Phoenix Force retreated to my core. My hair fell limp and dark around my shoulders and I collapsed, hoping that my powers were able to mend the worst of my injuries. “I’m . . . glad you found me.”
Sensei McAdams crouched next to me, taking stock of my injuries. “Is this your idea of staying out of trouble?”
Gary joined her, looking worse for wear. He started to bend down toward me, but then his eyes suddenly flashed gold and he grabbed hold of Sensei’s shoulder. “We’re not alone!”
I stifled a scream as more shapes approached us from the entrance of the alleyway. As they drew closer, I recognized them from the gym—the yuppie guy and the second-place runner up from the Wednesday Addams lookalike contest.
“Never send a man to do a woman’s job,” she purred.
“You mean never send Colin’s donkey-humping retards,” Yuppie said with a smirk. “What do you think, Lilly? Bring her back to the boss man?”
“I’ve got this, Todd,” Lilly replied with a dramatic wave of her pale hands. Todd? We were being menaced by a guy named Todd? “Run home like a good boy and I’ll wrap things up here. It’s been too long since I had a chance to play.”
Todd nodded and began to back away. “Far be it for me to argue with you, babe. Just remember, Wyatt wants her alive.” He turned and vanished in the night, little more than a streak of movement.
No sooner had he gone, though, than more shapes filled the entryway, shambling toward us as if they weren’t quite right. It was like we’d stumbled onto a freaking undead parade.
Where the hell are the cops? Sadly, I remembered Phil’s warning that the vamps practically owned Boston. I had a feeling no rescue from the boys in blue was incoming.
The newcomers shuffled our way and I caught sight of rotted flesh, exposed bone, and wet gristle. I guess that answered my question whether zombies were real—hell of a time to find out, though.
Come on, hair. Do something! Unfortunately, my do didn’t seem in the mood to cooperate.
Gary stepped to my side, crouched down, and grabbed my hand. “Please don’t freak out by what I’m about to say,” he begged softly. “But I need you to let me inside you.”
“What?!”
“Remember what I told you. I’m a capacitor, Jess.”
There was no way hearing a guy say that, especially while a horde of ravenous zombies was approaching, was not going to freak me out. I again squeaked, “What?”
Panic shone on his face as the horde of undead, with Lilly at their vanguard, came ever closer. “N-not like that! I mean let me into your mind. Just take a deep breath and if you feel me knocking . . . just, y’know, open the door.”
Sensei stepped in front of us, but the former angry glow around her had dimmed considerably. “Stop screwing around, Bates! I need some help here.”
My mind raced a million miles per minute, debating Gary’s strange and way too intimate request.
Let me in.
I took a deep breath. Letting people in wasn’t my specialty. However, there was no way I was going to beat back a mob of monsters with cracked ribs and my spark all but extinguished.
Let me in.
But how? It wasn’t like there was an actual door in my head.
Let. . .
And that’s when I realized there was another voice in my mind—Gary’s. I closed my eyes and little golden sparks flashed in the darkness, like Gary’s eyes right before his blips went off. I mentally envisioned opening the door within my mind’s eye. Opening it and letting him in. . .
“I trust you, Gary.”
“How touching,” Lilly the vampire said, her voice disturbingly close. I envisioned her hurting me, hurting my friends, and all at once a different set of sparks flashed across my closed eyelids. I saw red, literally. My eyes opened to see streaks of crimson returning to my head.
Lilly was smirking just beyond where Sensei crouched defensively. “You really think jailbait and two weak-ass spell slingers are going to scare me?”
“Let it happen,” Gary said, leaning his head against mine. “Let me flow into you.”
“Bates, you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?” Sensei asked over her shoulder. I for one had no idea what she was talking about, but I really hoped it involved cracking zombie skulls.
Oh crap! Hopefully the movies weren’t wrong about that, too.
Gary trembled against me. “You can do this, Jess. You just need a little . . . spark.”
Spark? Could he possibly mean through my hair? How was that even supposed to work? It’s not like I’d ever mind-melded before.
No! That was a defeatist attitude. Rather than worry about what I couldn’t do, I needed to focus on what I knew. I started by focusing on the real, the tangible. There was a surprising amount of warmth radiating from Gary’s fingers. Maybe I could use that, use it to stoke whatever fires already burned inside of me.
Time stood still—not like in some sappy romance metaphorical sense—no, everything literally froze around me, even the drool dripping from the zombies with mouths stopped midair. “What’s going on?”
“We’re connected,” Gary replied, his voice echoing in my head even though his lips didn’t move. “Up here.” I felt a ghostly finger press against my forehead.
“Do I need to understand any of this to kick zombie ass?”
“Not really.”
“Then let’s do this!”
I needed to believe in him. They’d told me that all my shiny one powers boiled down to faith, but maybe it wasn’t all about me. Maybe there was something to be said about having faith in others, trusting them.
We were surrounded by monsters, rot, decay, evil all around us. There was no way I was going to let these disgusting creatures touch us. There was no way I was going to let them hurt my friends.
In a blink, time resumed its flow. Gary lifted my hand, his fingers entwined with mine, and held it out toward the creatures approaching us.
“Get down!” Sensei had the good sense to dive for cover. Just in time, too, because Gary screamed out, “Mori in igni, immortuos!”
If I thought my head felt hot, it was nothing compared to the howling wind of flames that blasted out of our intertwined hands. Red energy pulsed beneath my skin and through my veins—so much power I thought my skin would erupt.
It didn’t, thank goodness. Too bad the same couldn’t be said for the mini horde of undead before us. Lilly caught the brunt of it and was blown instantly to pieces, barely having time to scream before she was no more.
Pain lanced through my body, the energy that had been healing me now diverted toward offense, but no way in hell was I giving up as the power continued to surge forth from us.
Sadly, the flames didn’t have nearly the same effect on the zombies as they had on Lilly. They seemed no more fazed by being set on fire than if we’d hit them with a gentle breeze. Even as the flesh melted from their bodies, they continued onward.
A scorched hand reached for me while another grabbed hold of my ankle. The burning wind howled ever louder, buffeting some of the undead away, but no matter how hard Gary concentrated, it didn’t seem like it would be enough.
Slowly the power pouring from us began to die down and the zombies started to advance again . . . little more than burning skeletons now, but I had a feeling that wasn’t a checkmark in our favor.
I didn’t see any way out of this. Deep down I knew I was spent, Gary too. I could feel it. Sensei, well, somehow I doubted hand-to-hand combat was super effective against flaming zombie skeletons.
Just when I was about to give up hope, though, and could feel the same resignation coming from Gary, the alleyway directly in front of us lit up. A ball of light appeared, growing painfully bright, until it abruptly winked out, revealing platinum hair, sensible shoes, and the stench of cigarettes.
“This ends now,” Phil growled, raising her palms. Beams of pure green energy lanced out from her hands, hitting the zombies with explosive efficiency. Before I could barely comprehend what was happening, our enemies were reduced to piles of charred bone and ash.
I turned toward Gary, meaning to smile at him, but all at once I felt sluggish, heavy.
I wasn’t the only one. As I slumped to the ground, Gary crashed alongside me. His eyes faced me, but they were unfocused, his normally hazel irises now ghastly pale. Before my eyes, a streak of white formed in his otherwise dark hair, splitting it down the middle.
I tried to call his name and found I couldn’t. The pain in my midsection, hell, all over, was increasing in pitch, blotting everything else out. My previous battle with the undead had been nothing compared to this. My body was setting a whole new record for suffering.
Both Sensei and Phil leaned down over us, concern etched onto their faces but, oddly enough, I wasn’t worried about me so much as I was about who we’d left behind.
“My family. . .” I choked out. They were still in the gym. “Vampires. . .” We had to help them. We had to. . .
Nope, turns out what I needed to do was promptly pass out.




Chapter Twenty: A New Face Joins the Philharmonic

“What part of don’t engage the vampires wasn’t clear to you kids?”
I probably deserved this diatribe, but not so much that I didn’t pull the covers over my eyes. “Just five more minutes, Phil.”
As I sunk under the soft, fluffy blanket, I could feel my whole body sinking. No, not sinking, I was melting, dissolving away to reappear somewhere else. Smells . . . so many new smells—old wood, furniture polish, and mustiness.
I blinked and found myself staring at a notebook filled with some half-decent doodles. Wait a minute, those weren’t my hands. And why would I be doodling with my right hand anyway? And why was I drawing a busty chick in a tiny dress?
“Bates!”
Hold on . . . was I still in Gary’s head? I glanced down at the notebook, noting drawings of dicks and a frog smoking a bong. Oh, and more boobage. These were definitely not my memories.
“Bates, pay attention!”
I saw flashes of a room full of paneling, of a skinny older guy in a robe, and some book full of pentagrams. It felt like I was at discount Hogwarts. Everything got swirly and hazy—flashes of scenes, random words, feelings of nausea and giddiness. Go figure, I’d been right—the human mind didn’t playback in nice, tidy scenes after all.
“I want to be a wizard, not some seer stuck in a box.”
I saw a face, a rather pleasant one with a neatly trimmed beard and glistening white teeth. “You can do anything you put your mind to, Mr. Bates. Raw talent isn’t everything,” the man said with a way too wide to be genuine grin.
“Don’t end up like your father, Gary. . .”
I curled into a tiny ball under the covers as the words segued into yelling along with more flashes of imagery.
“He’s your son, Ashleigh! Too bad I can’t be certain he’s mine!”
Oh, Gary, was this what you ran away from?
“You’ll never be anything but a weak, worthless catalyst. No matter how hard you try, you’ll always be pathetic.”
Tears rolled involuntarily down my cheeks.
“Worthless.”
“Weak.”
“Pathetic.”
I snapped my eyes open and sobbed into the blanket. I felt a hand pat my back and a raspy voice said, “You’re safe now, Jessie. You’re gonna be all right.”
I opened my eyes to see that Phil was actually standing across the room while a shimmering phantom hand comforted me. Talk about shades of Doctor Manhattan.
That snapped me out of my fugue, and I sat up, eyes puffy and my nose stuffed.
Phil tossed me a box of tissues. “You experienced some of my nephew’s memories, didn’t you?”
I nodded between sniffles. “How could anyone say those things about their own kid?”
“My brother is a wonderful prophet, but a terrible human being. To be fair, that she-demon he married could bring out the worst in anyone. They only stay together because of spite and being too cheap to risk a costly divorce settlement. It’s a match made in hell if ever there was one.”
I tried to stand, but a dull ache filled my ribs and chest, forcing me back down and likewise causing me to remember what had put me in this position to begin with. “I’m so sorry, and I’m sorry for Gary, and I don’t know what happened. Everything just escalated so quickly, and . . . and . . . oh God, my family!”
“One crisis at a time. Are you back in your right mind, or are you still connected to my nephew?”
“I think I’m back. I feel like a creepy brain stalker and I hurt, too, all over. I think this is the part where you say this will teach me a valuable lesson or something.”
“Cracked ribs tend to teach a better lesson than I ever could. To address crisis number two, your cousin won his bout and then spent the night talking to promoters from New York. From what I hear, he had a great time.”
“That’s a relief. Wait, my dad—”
“Found you safe in your bed this morning, right where you were supposed to be. Oh, and before you ask, apparently you had a nice evening with that football player. You’re going to study together Monday after practice.”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about Julius sleeping in my bed, but that seemed like a minor concern for now. As for Tony, a couple of weeks ago I’d have died to hear that, but at the moment, nothing. It’s like I wasn’t even in control of my life anymore.
I flopped back onto the pillow and lay there, staring at the ceiling until Phil finally asked, “Hey, you want some tea, another blanket maybe?”
“Tea would be nice, thanks. Is Sensei mad at me, too?”
“We’re both relieved that you’re okay. When you and Gary are back on your feet, then we’ll start on the lectures. Deal?”
I nodded. “Deal. Where is Gary?”
“Oh, he wasn’t feeling well. I think he’s in the can. Be right back.”
I gave Phil a moment, then rolled to my feet. Man, walking hurt, but I still limped to the door. I needed to check on Gary, something deep in my gut egged me on.
Phil had set me up in one of the guest rooms of the Worcester Coven home. The bathroom was only a few doors down, although it felt like miles. I raised a hand to knock, but then hesitated when I heard a soft voice from inside.
“Jessie.”
How did he know . . . duh! Maybe a part of us was still connected. That made sense. I opened my mouth to say something, but then heard him again.
“Oh, Jessie,” he said, more a moan than greeting . . . and what was that sound, like someone slapping something.
Oh God!
I closed my eyes, willing my mind to not go there, but that only made it worse . . . a quick burst of images filled my mind’s eye—white tile, a shower curtain, my hand on my. . .
No, no, no, no, no! I limped as quickly as I could for the kitchen. How did he even have the energy to—
“Oh, you didn’t have to get up,” Phil said, returning with a cup of tea. “Aren’t you cold? Your sweatshirt should be hanging up on the back of the door.”
I looked down at myself, coming to the realization that I’d almost walked in on Gary—gah I couldn’t even think the word—wearing only a sports bra and a pair of shorts. Talk about an accidental “Dear Penthouse” moment.
Phil must have picked up on the weird vibe in the air. “Did I miss something?”
No, but I wish I had. “I . . . need to go. I’m supposed to be at the gym.”
“You already are. Julius is covering your shift. That’s how I got the update about your cousin. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m just sore and a bit discombobulated, you know?”
“Here, go drink your tea and I’ll check if that cleansing spell is done with your jeans yet. Sorry, washing machines don’t really help with zombie funk.”
I wondered if there was a spell that erased memories. Right about then it would be super useful.
I sipped some of the bright red tea. She sure did like her fruit blends—tasty—though, I suppose it was all well and good that I had a doppelganger today. Even with enhanced hair repair, I doubted I’d be up for gym anytime soon. “Vampires suck,” I muttered, turning back toward the bed room.
Behind me, a door clicked open. “Huh?”
Oh crap! Despite my injured midsection, I hustled back to the room and yanked my sweatshirt on super-fast.
When I stepped back out, Gary was standing there looking like the picture of perfect . . . release . . . health.
“What was that, Jess?”
I pointed to his forehead where a shock of white mixed with his dark hair. “You’ve gone all Rogue.”
Keep it light, Jess. Don’t mention anything incriminating.
“I feel like crap.”
“I dunno, you seem kinda jacked up to me.”
Oh yeah, real smooth.
Gary froze.
“I mean you look good, considering we almost died last night.”
He let out a deep sigh. “Yeah, I guess there is that.” He walked down to the kitchen and I followed, avoiding eye contact once we were there. It was amazing how fascinating a cup of tea could be. “How about you? How are you feeling?”
“Sore.” Now I was studying the ceiling. The exposed pipes were cool. “I did have some weird dreams, though.”
He gave me a knowing look, which wasn’t nearly as comforting as it was probably meant to be. “Let me guess. You saw things that weren’t from your life?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Like, I kinda heard your parents yelling at you.”
“Sorry you had to hear that. My parents are dicks.”
Did he have to use that word?
“Truth is I didn’t expect it to be like that . . . with you.”
“You’ve done this before?” I hoped he wasn’t reading my subtext. “I mean, the magic sharing thing?”
“Yeah, of course. With other mages it’s sorta second nature, easy like flicking on a switch . . . but with you . . . we were kind of in each other’s heads. I mean, I haven’t had that happen since back when I first started practicing magic. It was . . . intense.”
Again with the phrasing! “Well, if it helps, you were pretty awesome.”
Clarify, Jess! Don’t send the wrong message.
“I mean, we’d be zombie chow without you.”
“Thanks.” He beamed at me and we returned to our silence, until he piped up with, “I guess now you know why I ran off to live with my aunt. Oh, and in case you’re wondering, I didn’t get much from you. A few flashes, mostly comic stuff.”
“Am I that shallow?” I asked with a laugh.
“Not at all! It’s just, I’ve studied mind magic so I can control it a bit, although not enough to keep me out of your head. That didn’t sound right. I just didn’t want to do anything wrong when I was inside you . . . your head!”
We were just about reaching maximum discomfort when I heard a loud noise behind me and turned to see—holy crap—a seven-foot-tall ape saunter into the kitchen and hock a loogie into the sink.
My brain froze, unable to process what I was seeing. Surely I’d suffered some brain trauma the night before.
The creature turned toward me and smiled, revealing cracked crooked teeth. “Hairless Holy One needs rest.” She glanced at Gary and took a sniff of the air. “Do mating dance later, far-seer. No time for wizard seed.”
That done, the Sasquatch opened a cabinet and proceeded to pull out a bag of cookies . . . almost as if to signify that my day was not even remotely done getting weirder.




Chapter Twenty-One: How I learned to Stop Worrying and Date my Nemesis

“So, the vampires are the ancient enemies of Bigfoot, who are really forest spirits, and mages are stuck in the middle?” Maybe I shouldn’t have broken out into hysterical laughter with one of the aforementioned giant apes lounging in the library with us. Said Sasquatch, whose name I learned was Yush, nodded eagerly.
“Hairless Holy One understands Yush. Yush pleased.”
“I’m glad you’re pleased, but I need a break.”
Phil smiled but her face remained tight. Gary did his best imitation of a quarter and tried to sink into the cracks of the seat cushions while avoiding eye contact with me. Our party now had another plus one—Julius in his OG form, sipping tea and taking notes. Come to think of it, if he was back from the gym, where was Sensei? Shouldn’t she be here for the ridiculousness of a yeti debriefing?
“Hairless Holy One has wisdom. Now is calm before storm. Must find strength to face T’lunta menace.”
Last night I was attacked by vampires. Today a Sasquatch was my biggest cheerleader. What exactly was a tuh-lunt-ah, though?
“While we all could use a little rest and recovery, we cannot ignore that Boston is now aware that we have some sort of weapon and we’re willing to kill to protect it. Our position is precarious at best,” Phil said. At least two patches peeked from under her sleeve and she kept staring at the pack of menthols on the counter.
I winced. “A weapon who needed to be saved from four vampires.”
“Must be able to crush more than four T’lunta. Hairless Holy One needs more trials. Yush can bring bear. Bear good way to get better at fighting.”
I waved my hands at all of them. “No bears, please.”
“Yes! Maybe Badger better for Hairless Holy One!” Yush said with a nod.
I turned to Phil and made a time out motion. “Why are we talking about badgers eating my face off, and why is there even a Sasquatch here?”
“Yush visit friends. Yush visit Hairless Holy One.”
“The Magi sometimes work together with the forest guardians,” Phil said. “Yush here is a shaman and master of nature magic. We’ve consulted together for years, and she even helped advise me when I began my search for the Icon. I kept her a secret because not everyone is ready to handle being friends with her kind. She only made her presence known because we need her.”
“I get it, and I’m glad she’s on our side, but getting a vampire-Bigfoot war dropped in my lap is a lot, especially after last night. I mean, it sounds like the plot of a pulp comic or a terrible movie.”
“No war yet. Yush want peace. Yush have u’solk of great war chief.”
“U’solk?” I asked. “You mean his ear?”
“Not ear, what word? Yush hold great chief’s. . .” She reached down and grabbed her crotch. Oh! “Yush hold it often. But chief have many mates, some younger, some with bigger—”
“I get the idea,” I interrupted. “So, you and Phil?”
“Phil-friend show much kindness to Yush. Yush repay.”
“Okay, I need a break to process this. I’m going to go check on my family. And maybe apologize for missing my cousin’s big match.”
“Did that already,” Julius chimed in. “Might look odd if you repeat yourself.”
“Fine. But I should probably check in with my dad.”
Julius shook his head slowly.
“Why not?”
“Your father and Sienna went to get coffee, at which point he politely implied that I, meaning you, should perhaps not interrupt, outside of emergencies.”
“Dad and Sensei are getting coffee?”
“At least initially. It’s quite possible that coffee may lead to—”
Nope, I was not waiting around to hear the end of that sentence. I waved to everyone, including the Sasquatch, grabbed my jacket, and made a beeline for the door. Unfortunately, my midsection gave me all the speed of a flouncing tortoise and Phil easily caught up to me even with her smoker’s lungs.
To her credit, she merely gave me a nicotine-infused one-armed hug. “Take a little time. I understand. The forest folk can be a little . . . overwhelming, but please know that Yush is a gentle soul who just wants to make the world a better place.”
I promised her I would, at which point she handed me a new wig as well as a fresh supply of magic hairpins. Oh, crap, I’d almost forgotten.
Still, I don’t think anyone could blame me for being a little absent minded. Between getting the crap kicked out of me by vampires, listening to Gary . . . ugh, meeting my very first Bigfoot, and now learning that my father was potentially dating my sensei who also happened to be a witch, I felt justified in being a bit distracted.
But at least I had a relatively peaceful Saturday to look forward to.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I passed most of the afternoon and early evening wandering through the grey streets of downtown Worcester, enjoying the normalcy. Finally, I figured it was time to get back to my life before anyone noticed me missing. Luckily, by then I was only two blocks away from the gym. It was an easy walk to. . .
Of course, I had to tempt fate by thinking that. All at once, a shiver ran down my spine and the hairs on my arms stood on end.
What now?
I turned and looked around, spotting only one other pedestrian close by. Normally, a guy in a Red Sox hoodie wouldn’t be all that unusual, but this guy added sunglasses, gloves, and a scarf across his face even though it was only in the forties. No self-respecting Massachusetts native could be that cold on a day like this.
As I sized him up, a black sedan with tinted windows pulled up to the curb only a few feet from where I stood. Heat began to rise from beneath my wig. No doubt about it, this was bad news.
The passenger side window rolled down just enough for me to see a smug face staring back at me from the dim interior. I recognized the yuppie from last night. “Wyatt would like to see you, now,” Todd said, his voice dripping with some combination of menace and superiority.
“And what if I don’t want to see Wyatt, Todd?” Hey, might as well ask.
He smiled and held up a phone. A picture of Dylan and Emo-Hair shone on the screen. “Really nice gym you have there. I might have to inquire about membership.” He didn’t have to say anything else. All I could do was hope that my hair recharged by the time I made it to the vampire lair. I breathed a sigh of relief as I felt the rubber bracelet still on my arm. Hopefully that would alert Sensei like it apparently did last night.
“Your phone please,” Todd asked as I slid into the backseat. “Wyatt hates when people Facebook in front of him.”
I handed my phone to Todd as the guy in the Red Sox gear climbed into the back next to me.
Be cool, Jessie. Phil and her crew keep an eye out for this sort of thing. Heck, my rescue would probably come any minute now, maybe with extra-bonus Sasquatch action.
“So, how did you find me?” I asked, trying to keep track of the turns we took. We appeared to be heading downtown.
Todd pointed to my bright pink sweatshirt, the one with the Seven Hills Gym logo in bold font on it. I facepalmed. A superspy I was not. He had a satisfied smirk plastered on his face the whole ride while the others remained completely stone-faced and mute. Guess vampires could only afford so many lackeys with a personality.
Finally, we rolled to a stop on Main Street, double parking and eliciting a few honks. “Why are we at the Palladium?”
Rather than answer, the guy in the Sox gear reached for the door. He stepped out and I followed. “What about my phone?” I asked.
“You’ll get it back when Wyatt is done with you. Don’t worry. We won’t use up all your data.” Todd followed it up with a snorting laugh, raising him to Colin levels on my mental punch-a-vampire list. Come on, magic hair, recharge! Why didn’t the X-men ever have problems like this?
Red Sox Superfan led me around back. Soon I found myself in an industrial-looking corridor surrounded by boxes, pipes, and dismantled scaffolding. Go figure. I’d somehow ended up backstage in a club I was too young to enter.
“Testing, testing . . . one . . . two . . . three. . .” The soundcheck onstage drowned out most reasonable thoughts and I found myself guided down a metal staircase into the cool, dark underbelly of the beast.
Superfan pointed to a door marked “Office.” I rubbed my magic bracelet, hoping that did the trick, then stepped inside to see what dire fate awaited me.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Come on in, Miss Jessie. It’s truly a pleasure to see you again so soon.” Wyatt lounged behind a desk, his combat boots kicked up next to the phone and his hands behind his head. Maybe I’d get lucky and the creaking office chair he sat in would give out, impaling him on some bit of debris or other. He tipped his hat, a hipster fedora this time, and gestured to a seat on the other side of the desk.
Superfan yanked the door shut behind me, but I didn’t fool myself that I was in any position to make a run for it. “A pleasure?”
Wyatt smiled, showing straight white teeth. “Oh yes, darlin’. I don’t have much use for doing anything that doesn’t please me.”
“So that’s why you brought me to your . . . secret lair?”
He swung his feet off the desk and leaned in, giving me an obnoxious wink in the process. “Didn’t you hear? It’s bring your nemesis to work day.”
Don’t crack a smile, Jess. It’s bad form when the villain makes the quip. Still, he did have a knack for timing. “Oh, so I’m your nemesis now? Guess I didn’t get the memo.” At least he’s an improvement over Lindsey Stallings.
“You killed some of my posse, annihilated my office help, and generally made me look right terrible on a night when I shoulda been standing tall. Offhand, Miss Jessie, I’d say that at least makes you a thorn in my side.”
I slid my hand along my neck, caressing one of the hairpins. “So, you’re gonna kill me?”
Wyatt leapt to his feet, but then grinned again. “Nah.”
“Nah?” What sort of game was he playing?
“Are you kidding? Least boring night I’ve had all decade. Besides, you made that flannel-mouthed chucklefuck Colin look a million times worse, and in my book that erases a hell of a lot of debt. You see, darlin’, I have a very simple code in my coven—fight hard, dirty if you have to, but you don’t go running home to mama if you lose. No one here is gonna cry for those who couldn’t cut it. Life’s hard, and there’s always someone with your number. You were those poor fools’ number and I, for one, ain’t gonna hold it against you.”
“So, you brought me here to say no hard feelings?” I’m pretty sure my face gave away the sarcasm just in case it didn’t translate into cowboy vernacular.
He burst into hearty guffaws. “No. I brought you here because one of the folks you killed was my girlfriend.”
I reached up to my hair again. Quicker than I could blink, Wyatt appeared next to me and grabbed hold of my wrist. My training took over and I wrenched free, flattening myself against the wall and raising both fists.
Wyatt’s response was to press his own fist into the wall next to me and lean in close. “See? That’s the kind of fire I like. In fact, the way I see it, the job’s yours. No need for applying, interviewing, or any of that piddling stuff.”
“What job?”
“My new girlfriend, of course. You’re it until you’re dead or I find someone better.”
“Wait, what?”
“Starship Troopers?” he asked, waiting for some kind of response. “No? Damn, I love that movie. We’ll have to watch it together sometime. Nevertheless, it’s a good philosophy, and as a consummate futurist, I decided to adopt it.”
Words failed me again. This Wyatt was somehow declaring I was his girlfriend on the basis of a Paul Verhoeven film quote. And the worst part is, a part of me found his use of pop culture seriously cute. What the hell was wrong with me?
He continued to watch me eagerly, a dopey grin on his fuzzy face. “While silence is an admirable quality in some women, I much prefer your sass.”
That loosened my tongue. “I’m not here to amuse you.”
“Yet, here you are, doing a right fine job at it. And now that the pleasantries are out of the way, what is your pleasure for this fine fall evening? Dancing? Drinking? A promenade around the park? You name it and we will burn a hole in it, darlin’.”
“Hold on. Back up. I am not your girl—”
“Sure, you are. You just don’t know it yet. But that’s okay, makes it all the more fun. Speaking of which, you hungry yet? I had a bite before you came, just to be polite, but I’m more than happy to chat over a meal.” He cracked open the door and whispered something to Superfan, who was still waiting outside. When he was finished, he switched his fedora out for the soldier’s cap I saw on him in Boston, then turned and winked at me. “Believe me, Miss Jessie, I only wish to paint the town red with you tonight. We can do dining and dancing, or we can chase each other around and try our best to kill each other. Either way’s a good time in my book.”
I considered any of a thousand retorts, but in the end settled for, “Are you buying?” As shallow as it seemed, I wasn’t completely opposed to getting a free meal before kicking his butt. Also, stalling might give Phil and Sensei time to find me.
Wyatt nodded. “I’ll buy you whatever you want, darlin’, so long as I can keep calling you that.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
A half hour later found us sitting at the fanciest steakhouse in Worcester. I had a steak and lobster combo on order and a Shirley Temple fizzing away in front of me, although I had a suspicion I could’ve ordered anything without fear of being carded. At first, the maître d' seemed annoyed by our presence, but a quick whisper from Wyatt and suddenly we had the best table in the house. We didn’t even have to ask for extra rolls—they just came.
“Go ahead, ask what’s on your mind,” Wyatt said as he received a whiskey on the rocks despite looking no older than some high school seniors. “I can’t guarantee I’ll answer, but I really am not one to lie.”
“Fine. Why am I here?”
“I like to treat my ladies right. If you want a steak, then a steak you shall have.”
“Really?” I rolled my eyes. “I mean, why are you interested in me? First off, I’m way too young, and second, I don’t for a minute believe you have some sort of girlfriend code.”
“But I do.”
“Since when?”
“Since Lilly killed Delilah in the Salem skirmish of ’88. Before that it was Lucy, but she was more trouble than she was worth. It’s all ancient history. I like to be a more in the moment kinda guy. As for being too young, it’s all relative. There are ladies in the old folks’ home that are mere babies to a fella like me. If I went by that logic, I’d be drinking alone in a boot yard. Besides, I must confess that when you’re stuck with a face like mine for eternity, certain expectations follow you, no matter how old you get. They expect immaturity in word and deed. If you ask the latest crop of bloodsuckers, they seem to think it’s a foregone conclusion that someone like me would be drawn to high school girls like a moth to flame.”
“So, I’m your high school arm candy?”
Wyatt nodded, and damn if he didn’t have a cute crooked smile that I should totally not be paying attention to.
“But why?”
“Because if I give them what they expect, they see what they want and then don’t dig any deeper. As you may have already surmised, I am quite content to stay out of the politics and belly-aching that those lay-abouts in Boston consider a good time. I am also content to drink my whiskey, make small talk, and eat a prime piece of steer medium rare.”
“Vampires are weird.” Wyatt raised his glass, I suppose I could drink to that. “I should warn you, I’m kinda boring and not good company. All I know are superheroes, anime, and whatever I’m studying this week. I don’t drink, and I’m not big on hats, so . . . probably not your type.”
“But you’re a fan of fighting, aren’t you?”
I kept him in suspense until I’d finished roll number three. “I respect fighting, but not for fighting’s sake. I prefer the fantasy.”
“So . . . fighting vampires?” he asked with a smirk.
“Touché.”
“I can see that. You crushed Colin’s coconuts rather handily, after all.”
I probably shouldn’t have laughed, but he had a drawl that made all his delivery quite on point. Also, I had filet mignon and an expensive, buttery lobster tail in front of me. It may have lowered my defenses ever so slightly. I watched him cutting his own steak. “You can eat food?”
“I can take it or leave it. But it would be rude to just sit here and stare. How is yours. by the way?”
I blinked a few times. Where in the hero-villain banter rules did it cover a steak dinner? I lapsed into simply nodding and devouring my meal as I considered this. We did manage to speak pleasantly enough about the food and even the weather, like a vampire and a shiny one had been replaced by boring office drones on a blind date. I found myself discussing how bad traffic had gotten before Wyatt finally upped the ante and ordered chocolate cake for dessert. Was this some ploy to get me too full to beat him up later? If so, it was working. We actually shared dessert like a normal couple, and I got the supreme joy of seeing him get a bit of raspberry stuck between his teeth, no fangs in sight. At least I hoped it was a raspberry.
It was only near the end of our meal that I realized I’d made it through dinner and dessert without the Philharmonic finding me. What gives? They usually didn’t give me an hour to myself without checking in.
“Now tell me the truth, darlin’? Has this been so bad?”
Why did I shake my head? Come on, Jessie, at least make some semblance of playing the stoic heroine. Chocolate was no excuse to go soft, especially to a vampire cowboy with possessiveness issues. Maybe this restaurant had some kind of romance spell on it, or something?
“I find a stroll after dinner to be most pleasant. Shall we?”
“I need to call home. My—”
“Your friends? Your family? That barber’s cat who was planted next to you at the fight? You think they can’t live without their Jessie for a single night?”
“My dad will be wondering where—”
“Doubt it. When last my people checked on him, he was accompanying that pink-haired sorceress back to her domicile.”
“Really?! I mean, good for him,” I bluffed.
He stood and led me down the busy restaurant row rather than back to the car. “Even if he was worried, don’t you think it’s your duty to rebel just a little? Come on, darlin’, test the waters and try your hand at being bad. You might like it.”
I eyed the street—chock full of the Saturday night crowd. I even spied a police cruiser just over a block away. Could I make it if I ran? Definitely possible. I could feel the hair heating up under my wig. Was my mojo fully back? Then again, what would happen if a shiny one on vampire fight broke out in the middle of restaurant row? There were a lot of people around, which meant the potential for collateral damage.
“I can see you thinking long and hard about it.” Wyatt circled me, the bemused smile still on his face. “That’s a good thing, believe it or not. Far too many young’uns are all blood and no brains. You’re probably wondering my angle still. Should you make a break for it, or should you play along to learn more?”
Damn, he was good, or possibly psychic. No one had bothered to inform me if vampires were psychic or not , but since there were talking Sasquatches, I supposed anything was possible.
Wyatt stopped dead in front of me and leaned in with a conspiratorial wink. “I think I know what’s going on in your noggin, darlin’.”
“Oh, I doubt it,” I muttered, pushing away images of Yush.
“Those folks in your posse, the spell slingers, I reckon they’ve filled your pretty head with all sorts of lofty notions and ideals, haven’t they?” Do not nod, Jessie. Don’t you dare nod! “The thing about lofty ideals is they tend to hinge on arbitrary, simplistic actions. To be good, you need something bad to stand against. Most folks would feel pretty safe in saying that bloodsuckers are the bad guys.”
Okay, the nod did slip out there, but it was only a little one. Wyatt chuckled. No, I was not letting him win this. “I get it, nothing is black and white except in old movies. I’m not waffling because I’m afraid of having my mind blown by your trite philosophy and limited charms. I’m scared that you’re going to kill me, or worse, my family. I’m not that deep, all right? I don’t want to die, and I don’t want my loved ones to suffer. Leave the philosophizing to the English majors over at the local coffee shop.”
Wyatt didn’t laugh, he didn’t go all “mwa-hah-hah,” or even dive for my throat. Instead he took my hand, lifted it to his lips, and gave it a fuzzy kiss. “You, Miss Jessie, are downright magnificent. How about we go get us a slushie?”




Chapter Twenty-Two: It’s Always Darkest before Dawn . . . Duh

One slushie, two games of pool, and three rounds of skee-ball later found Wyatt and me wandering through downtown Worcester laughing at the drunks, clambering over statues, and generally making nuisances of ourselves. So far, I had learned never to challenge him to Duck Hunt ever, as he managed to dead-eye so many targets on the shooting range that I now had a five-thousand-ticket knockoff Rocketeer Red Panda backpack stuffed with candy and stickers.
In fact, I was having such a good time that it was mere coincidence that I happened to glance at the clock on city hall, freezing in horror at the realization that it was already past eleven. Oh crap! Half the cops in Worcester were probably out looking for me on my father’s behalf.
Unless he hadn’t noticed I wasn’t home. I tried to shove thoughts of him and Sensei engaged in a horizontal sparring match from my head.
I must’ve involuntarily shuddered because Wyatt said, “You getting a chill, darlin’? I’ve got whiskey or body heat to help with that—your choice.”
“Body heat?”
“My kind don’t run nearly as cold as you might think,” he replied with a grin.
Oh. “I don’t drink.”
“More for me, I suppose.” He put an arm around me as we wandered past one of the many monuments interspersed around the commons.
For a moment I found myself leaning into him, the feeling so natural, before catching myself. I pulled away, pretending to find something of interest in the bronze lettering looming over us. “Wow, the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence was in Worcester. Who’d have guessed? Heh. I don’t suppose you were in attendance.”
Wyatt leaned over my shoulder. I could feel his breath brush my cheek. “That was a trifle before my time, darlin’. I was here for a slightly more civil war, if you could call such a nasty business civil.”
I turned to him, realizing too late our faces were nearly sharing the same space. Dang if his eyes weren’t pretty in the moonlight. “What side?” I asked, my breath catching in my throat.
“Pardon?”
He leaned in closer, seriously violating my personal space, yet all I could think was that I was glad I’d snagged a few peppermints after dinner. “Union or Confederate?”
“I was a Billy, not a Johnny, but that’s all in the past. These days I’m nothing more than a Wyatt.” He leaned in ever closer, and it became hard to think. This was it. I was about to go from vampire slayer to vampire . . . layer? But he stopped just short of brushing against my lips. “How’d you like to top off the evening with a bit of proper sightseeing?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Follow me.” Wyatt led me to a fire escape on Main Street not too far from the club. He motioned to the ladder a few feet overhead. Piece of cake for a free-runner.
I grabbed it easily, climbing my way to the roof with him hot on my tail . . . err heels.
“Not bad, darlin’,” he said. “But try this.” He bolted to the edge and leapt to the next roof over.
“Are you crazy?” Whoa, it was high, and the bricks below did not look particularly cushy.
Wyatt gave me a bow. “Maybe, but I reckon that you are, too. What’s the point of jumping if there’s no chance you could fall?”
The funny thing was, part of me wanted—no, needed—to know if I could do it. If I really was some chosen one, that meant I wasn’t destined to go splat in a Worcester alleyway. And if not. . .
I rolled onto the balls of my feet and bolted for the edge, letting myself soar over it. I waited for the horrible crashing realization that I was gonna fall, but I only ended up skidding into the arms of a grinning vampire. “Holy—”
“Fun to let go, ain’t it?”
My heart pounded in my chest and my lungs burned. I felt the heat pouring out from both my body and my wig until I was certain I’d combust. Whoa, I definitely needed to reel it back a bit.
“Speaking of letting go. . .” I shrugged free of his embrace. This roof had a couple of lawn chairs and a bucket parked by the access door. I guessed this was someone’s secret smoking spot. I perched in one of the folding chairs, leaning back to take in the clear sky, gesturing for Wyatt to take the other.
Amazingly enough, he followed my lead. After a few minutes, he pointed toward the sky. “There’s Perseus and Cassiopeia. Now, if I can just find Andromeda, it’ll be a proper Clash of the Titans.”
“Andromeda isn’t a constellation, it’s a galaxy.”
Wyatt chuckled. “That so? Can’t say I was ever much into astronomy.”
“And here I thought you old geezers knew how to navigate by the stars.”
He pointed to a bright light in the sky. “That tells me I’m going north. I can figure out the rest from there, always have.” He pulled a phone from his pocket and loaded up a stargazing app. “Besides, not much point in memorizing these things nowadays. Modern technology is a miracle, I tell ya.”
“Oh yeah, you’re a futurist, I forgot.”
Wyatt leaned my way again. “Speaking of which, I have a question for you. A serious one this time. Do they teach gals and guys the same things in school these days?”
Oh God. He was going to ask about sex ed! “I-I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Last time I ran with a high school girl, Reagan was president and boys went to shop and girls to home economics. They still do that?”
Oh. “No, it’s all electives now. I opted for study hall. Sorry, can’t cook to save myself.”
He seemed to consider that for several minutes as we continued staring up at the stars, until finally he said, “I like to cook.”
Wait, what? “You do?”
“Don’t go all laughing at me. But yeah. Not much need for it nowadays, for obvious reasons, but back in the trenches I was known for making quite the mean cowboy stew.”
I gave a sideways glance at my so-called immortal enemy. Vampires really shouldn’t be so easygoing, should they?
“You feel that, darlin’?” Oh, I felt something, but I wasn’t about to admit it. He closed his eyes and I followed suit. It felt a little colder, and when the breeze started up again, there was the scent of snow.
“It’s . . . still,” I whispered.
“Like the calm before the storm.” He looked my way and I felt anything but calm. “You know, strange days, they are a coming, darlin’. Problem is, I don’t know if I should be running toward them or . . . running away, hollering my head off.”
What could I even say to something like that? He obviously knew something I didn’t, but I couldn’t think clearly enough to find a way to ask. Fate of the world be damned, but I kept coming back to a much smaller, more intimate question. “Wyatt, why am I here tonight? I mean for real.”
He leaned over and put a finger to my lips. “Shh, just close your eyes and feel it,” he whispered.
I took in a deep breath and the shiver crept up my spine.
“If you pay attention, you can sense when a storm is coming, feel it in your bones.”
“Is that a vampire thing?” I asked when I finally dared to open my eyes. “You sense trouble?”
“Oh, my senses are sharp, no doubt about it. But sometimes it goes beyond that. I occasionally pick up on things. Maybe I’m just extra observant or maybe it’s a fluke of circumstance, but I get a sense about people. Most are like cattle in a herd, while others are more like wild horses—running free and causing a ruckus.”
“So, I’m a horse? Lovely.”
“Nah, you’re more like a unicorn standing smack-dab in heaven’s light.”
I glanced at him sidelong. “Let me guess, the girls during Reagan’s time ate that line up.”
He shook his head and laughed. “Nah, not like that. There is something . . . different about you, darlin’, and maybe I just want to know what goes tick-tock in your belfry.”
“From unicorns to a head full of bats. Quite the image.” We laughed until I had tears rolling down my cheeks.
“You want to know why you’re really here, Miss Jessie? You’re here for a moment just like this.” He gestured at the ugly rooftop with plastic chairs and a modest view of the skyline. “Find these moments when you can and hold onto them. Don’t beat the devil round the stump when it comes to your happiness, because in the end the moments never last, and the devil always gets his due.”
He leaned over the armrest of his chair and before I even realized it, I was leaning toward him, too. Leaning was a perfectly innocuous thing between sworn enemies, right?
“I just wanted a few more moments,” he said softly. “To be honest, I didn’t think it mattered if it was with you so long as there was whiskey and laughs. That being said, I have had a hog-killing time by your side tonight.”
“Laying it on kind of thick, aren’t you?” I replied, my eyelids strangely heavy and the lean game getting stronger. I felt his hand slide along my neck and brush a strand of hair behind my ear. Thank goodness it behaved.
He tipped my chin slightly. “Is it working, darlin’?”
“Maybe a little.”
The hell with it! In for a penny, in for a pound. Was it really such a bad thing to want to know what all the vampire romance fuss was about?
Whoa, lips were touching! Heat rushed through my core, but this time it had nothing to do with my head.
I stood up, grabbing Wyatt by his shirt and dragging him up with me. I knocked his stupid cap off his head and pounced, every untapped frustration rushing out of me as I shoved him into the door and pressed myself against him. His hands began moving into territories I wasn’t quite sure were ready for exploration, at least not here, and that broke the spell. Suddenly I was able to think again.
I pulled away, and to my shock, and maybe disappointment, too, Wyatt didn’t press the matter. Both of us panted as I retreated a few steps. My cheeks were probably the same color as my real hair, and despite my best efforts, I shook like a Chihuahua.
Wyatt scooped up his hat and let out a deep sigh. “It’s getting late, and I don’t want to be held responsible for what might happen if we don’t call it a night right now.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Our goodbye was an abrupt one, and as quickly as I’d been abducted this evening, I found myself alone walking the streets of Worcester without my phone. Thanks, Todd. I owe you one.
It was hard to be angry, though. When was the last time I truly relaxed or had fun like I did tonight? Some shiny one I was turning out to be. One more kiss and I’d have probably stayed for the full rodeo with my cowboy Nosferatu.
I tried to remember what Phil had told me about vampires, her warnings warring with what I’d experienced. If anything, I’d felt more confident with Wyatt than with. . .
No, that was a dangerous train of thought—best to derail it.
I wandered for several more minutes, paying attention to little more than the breeze in the air until the street lit up around me with blue flashing lights. “Oh, boy,” I muttered as a police cruiser pulled up next to me and an officer popped his head out.
“Jessie Flores?” I turned to see a vaguely familiar face, one of the cops who worked with my dad—Officer Fisher, if I recalled correctly.
“Yes.”
“Do you need a ride home?”
That was strange. No asking me if I was all right, no telling me that my dad had put an APB out on me. Just an offer for a ride. On the flip side, there was little point in looking a gift horse in the mouth.
The ride back to Northborough was long and quiet. Rather than read me any riot act, Officer Fisher had a glazed look in his eyes and kept muttering to himself, “Take her home, no questions asked.”
Great. Another not normal thing to top off a day full of them.
I made a mental note to ask Phil what could cause something like this, but that thought stopped cold as we turned onto my cul de sac and I saw both an extra SUV and an Audi parked in my driveway. Suddenly the silence in the cop car didn’t seem like such a bad thing.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I barely made it to the edge of my lawn when the door burst open. I didn’t have time to react as Dad swept me off my feet and nearly squeezed the life out of me.
“Oh Jessie, I was so worried!” The relief out of the way, it was only a matter of moments before his parent voice took over. “And you better have a damn good reason for disappearing and not returning any of my texts.”
“I’m sorry.” What else could I say? “I lost my phone and didn’t realize how late it was.”
“You lost your phone,” he repeated flatly. “Is that really your excuse for disappearing for eight hours?”
Had it been that long? “Yes, sir.” I kept my eyes planted on the ground. I couldn’t look at my father’s face like this, not now. I just didn’t have the reserves.
“Your boyfriend told me you got into an argument and you left, saying you needed some time alone.”
My eyes opened wide until I realized who he was talking about. “He’s not my boyfriend,” I snapped, before quickly adding. “You talked to Gary?” Probably a dumb question as his car was less than twenty-five feet away. Geez, I hope Dad didn’t break him.
“He’s sitting with Sienna in the parlor. We were all worried when you didn’t text any of us.” I rubbed the bracelet on my wrist. So much for my magic SOS. “Just tell me the truth, did he do anything—”
“No! God, no!” I would not have Gary’s dismemberment on my hands, especially not when he’d covered for me. Dad let out a big sigh of relief. “We just had a little fight that’s all. It was stupid . . . but I got angry and just needed to clear my head. I was going to come home, but. . .”
“But?”
“I ended up meeting some friends from school and we hung out at an arcade. I must’ve lost my phone there. I’m really sorry, Dad. It was stupid and irresponsible, but I just wanted some time alone.” There was a smidgen of truth in there.
Dad’s face softened a little. “Just look me in the eyes and tell me something, okay?”
I took a deep breath. Please don’t ask me about vampires. “Sure.”
“Were you mad because I had a date with Sienna? I realize it wasn’t exactly a cool move after I had to leave you on family fun night.”
That’s what he was worried about? “Oh, Dad, no! I’m happy for you, I swear, and Sensei McAdams is really cool. This was nothing but a stupid argument.”
And maybe some vampires, but hey, what isn’t nowadays in my life? I gave Dad my best guilty, apologetic look. “I’m sorry for being so stupid. I should have borrowed someone’s phone and checked in. I won’t do it again.”
I got engulfed in another hug. “You’d better not. You had me worried half to death.” He added a noogie chaser. As I slipped away, he did give me a stern look. “You do realize you’re grounded for two weeks though, right?”
“Yes, and I totally deserve it.”
“Good, Now come in and talk to skunk-boy. I might’ve scared him a bit, and be nice. I think he’s got it bad for you.”
“More than I realized,” I mumbled to myself as we crossed the threshold. I probably should have said something to his skunk boy remark, but then I laid eyes on Gary. He really did have a Pepé Le Pew look going on now. Guess I hadn’t really noticed earlier after he’d finished—
Nope, not going there again.
“Look what I found,” Dad said, a bit of cheer returning to his voice. “You’ve got fifteen minutes before Jessie’s grounding begins, Gary, so if you got something to say, make it fast.”
Gary and I stared at each other. Fortunately, Sensei picked that moment to clear her throat. “Vik, why don’t you walk me to my car?”
Gary, for his part, looked much worse than when I’d last seen him. It was like he’d lost ten pounds over the course of the day. Had I somehow caused it by disappearing for a few hours? “Are you okay?”
He picked up his backpack from the floor and pulled out a composition book marked Physics. Was he here to do homework? “I’ve had a bad day.”
He rubbed his bloodshot eyes before flipping the pages to the middle. The drawings had the same cartoony style as those I’d seen when our thoughts got entangled, but something about this one was different, more intense. It was a guy and a girl embracing on a city street. Their faces blurred with a mix of smoke and flame, but I could see glasses and short hair on one side and pure energy coming from the other figure. “A migraine hit me from out of nowhere. We’re talking like a bus here. And when I came out of it, I drew this.” He turned to face me as I studied it. “How about you? Your disappearing act, that wasn’t because of—”
“Vampires,” I replied. “Turns out one of the vamps we incinerated last night was the girlfriend of the top fang-face of Worcester.”
“Did he want revenge?”
“He wanted to take me out to dinner.”
“Dinner . . . as in eat you?”
“No, we got slushies and played skee-ball.”
He glanced sidelong at me, and I didn’t really know what to say. It’s not like I could simply blurt out the truth that it turned out to be an actual date. I wasn’t sure how that would go over.
“I’m pretty sure it was some sort of information gathering ruse. Maybe we scared them last night, or maybe the guy’s just a weirdo. Fifty-fifty shot either way. So, about this. . .” I turned my attention back to the drawing. Something about it was sending shivers down my spine, just as surely as being threatened by vampires had.
“I think I saw the future,” Gary said. “This wasn’t a normal blip either. I think I saw something that I shouldn’t, and it hurt. Like, it really, really hurt.”
“Maybe we should call your aunt.”
He shook his head. “I just need some rest. But I wanted to warn you first. Look at this picture. This is holy fire. Like, in my mind I saw pure, white-hot flames of righteousness and I felt power like you wouldn’t believe.”
“Like a shiny one?” I asked softly.
“Like a thermonuclear faith bomb, Jessie. I didn’t see any faces, though. I just felt all this power. I think it somehow burned me from the future, which is a really scary thought for a guy like me.”
I leaned in and grabbed him in a hug. He looked like he needed it, and despite any residual squickiness between us, I was still his friend.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”
Gary pulled away and shrugged sheepishly. “I’m sorry if I made things awkward between us. I don’t want you weirded out by me, because I really don’t think I can handle this madness alone.”
“Now that I can relate to, Gare-bear.”
He laughed. “Funny thing is, I don’t think I mind it as much anymore. In case you didn’t pick it up from your mental hitchhiking, my folks aren’t the affectionate nickname type.” After a couple of seconds, he added, “Look, if we’re being totally honest now. . .”
Oh boy. I wasn’t sure I was ready for any more confessions, especially if it involved this morning.
“Look, I like you. I think you’re . . . pretty cool, but I’m also fine with us being friends, if that makes sense. I don’t want you to think I’m a creeper just because I’m a prophetic wizard and all that.” He paused, a lopsided grin on his face. “That sounded a lot better in my head. Maybe I should use my powers before opening my mouth. I guess what I’m saying is you kicked a lot of vampire ass last night, and it was pretty awesome . . . and now’s probably the point where you should say anything before it gets weird. Unless you want it to get weird, which is also cool.”
“I went to an arcade with a vampire tonight. My weird card is probably full,” I replied, looking to spare us both from any talk that involved the proverbial choking of chickens. “And we are super cool in the friend department.”
“Phew!” His face darkened a little, then he looked away. “I mean it, too. Because I feel like . . . something bad is about to happen, Jess.” He again glanced down at his drawing.
“Like a calm before the storm? Like something worse than being grounded or having a pack of vampires after me?”
He started to nod just as his phone buzzed. We both laughed for a moment at the timing. It was probably his aunt checking in on him or something, but then he looked down at the screen and the remaining color drained from his face. Suddenly things didn’t feel so funny anymore.
“Oh shit.”
“What is it, Gary? Gary?”
He looked up and met my eyes. “I hate being right.”
“About?”
“Things getting worse. The vampires and Sasquatches. They’re about to go to war.”




Chapter Twenty-Three: Grounded

As horrifying as a supernatural war sounded, it needed to be put on pause while I was trapped in the fortress of tedium for the next fourteen days. Speaking of counting. . .
“One . . . two . . . three, four, five, six . . . seven, definitely only seven.” I closed my eyes and recreated the moment in my mind. I was back on the rooftop with him. The breeze cooled my burning cheeks while Wyatt brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. His hand slipping beneath my. . .
Okay, hold on, let’s back that up to the hair again.
I counted my enchanted hairpins one more time. One was missing, and my instincts were screaming that Wyatt was the thief, but why? With my phone still in vampire hands, I had no way of contacting Phil or Other Me. Dad let me have my laptop but had locked down the Wi-Fi like I was some middle schooler sneaking a look at porn.
Homework and practicing my katas helped kill the time. I even managed a perfect split with one foot on my bed and the other on the chair. Jean-Claude Van Damme, eat your heart out!
Unfortunately, I wasn’t prepared for my dad to knock at that very moment. All my years of training gave out surprisingly fast, and my father walked in on me flat on my back, squishing my dirty laundry and with legs spread eagle.
“Timecop split again?”
He knew me far too well. While I was still partially obscured by laundry, I made certain all seven enchanted bobby pins were in place before getting up. Why couldn’t I have been caught smoking pot like a normal teen? Or while I was . . . an image of Gary behind closed doors flashed in my mind before I was able to push it away.
“You know, when I was your age, Papa found me with—” Please don’t finish my thoughts! “—my arms pinned behind my back because I thought I was strong enough for Rico’s resistance cables. You may find this hard to believe, kiddo, but once upon a time your dad’s physique wasn’t much better than Skunk Boy’s . . . I mean Gary.”
I nodded my approval at his correction. “Is that how you got that scar on your shoulder?”
Dad let out a stilted chuckle. “That’s one of those injuries we don’t talk about. Adult stuff.”
Oh, yeah. Definitely not asking.
Fortunately. he changed the subject to this afternoon’s barbecue, the one fun activity which overruled my grounding. He not so subtly mentioned that he’d be bringing Sensei along as his plus-one but stopped short of calling her his actual date. He still seemed to think she was the reason I’d acted out yesterday, but I reiterated my story from the night before, the lie coming so much easier this morning.
Not wanting me to be alone—as if I could ever be alone at one of our family gatherings—he offered to let me bring Gary, provided I clean up my room first. There was just one small problem with that plan.
“Thanks, Dad.” I let out a deep sigh. “However, I can’t invite Gary because I’m still missing my phone.”
“Oh yeah, thanks for reminding me.” He pulled a familiar-looking hunk of plastic from his back pocket. “Some good Samaritan dropped this off at the gym for you.”
They did? Why did I have a feeling this was less an act of good faith, so much as a subtle reminder from Todd regarding my family and what could happen to them? “Thanks. That was . . . really cool of them.”
“There’s still good people in this world, kiddo. Never doubt that. Now call up Skunk Boy and then hand it back over. You’re still grounded.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Fortunately, Dad didn’t deem it necessary to hover while I called Gary. “Come on, pick up.” I was just about to text him to answer his damned phone when there came a click from the other end.
“Jessie?”
“The chosen one and only.”
“How are you calling? I thought you lost your phone.”
“Well, hello to you, too. Lovely weather, isn’t it?” I stopped teasing him and told him about the cookout, insinuating his presence was not optional. Priorities and all. Then I turned serious. “As for my phone, it was dropped off at the gym.”
“Oh, that’s nice.”
“Not nice. Todd was the one who took it.”
“Todd?”
“The vampire. One of them from the alleyway in Boston.”
He was silent for several seconds. “They’re probably trying to intimidate you. Most vampires are little more than bullies at heart. I think this Todd . . . wow, talk about a nonthreatening name. Like, who would ever be afraid of Todd the vampire?” He chuckled before continuing. “Sorry, I know this isn’t funny. Let me talk to Aunt Phil. Maybe she and Sienna can work out a way to ward your gym against them.”
“Will that work?”
“In theory,” he said. “Older vampires might be able to sense it, though.”
“They can do that?”
“I’m . . . not entirely sure. Vampires and the Magi have traditionally been on neutral terms with each other, but more in a don’t-cross-me-and-I-won’t-cross-you kind of way. It’s not like they’ve been handing out flyers detailing their strengths and weaknesses.”
“Listen. That’s not all. One of my magic hair pins is missing. I think Wyatt may have stolen it last night while I was distracted—”
“How were you distracted?”
“That’s not important right . . . crap, I can hear my dad coming. Just be at my Uncle Jimmy’s place at three. We can talk then. Gotta go.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Cleaning wasn’t my favorite activity, but it was a small price to pay to get a reprieve from the four walls of my bedroom. Ugh, what a mess. I found sweaters I hadn’t seen in months, an entire ecosystem of dust bunnies, and even one or two things I couldn’t identify, like this weird bundle of what seemed to be potpourri. Ah, the joys of owning a secondhand mattress. But in the end, I finished, at least enough to enjoy the barbecue and subsequently resume my conversation with Gary.
“I have no idea why a vampire would want an enchanted hairpin,” he whispered from his spot next to me at the fire pit. “Not unless this Wyatt dude secretly doubles as hairdresser to the undead. Are you sure you didn’t just lose it?
“Positive. That’s the only time I was distracted.”
“Jess, you get distracted in normal conversation. Look at you. You’re distracted right now.”
“Am not.”
“What was I talking about two minutes ago?”
“Um. . .” Saved by the crunch of leaves from behind us. “Hey, Sensei!”
“What are you two over here whispering about?”
“Just getting caught up,” Gary said. “Between news of this war and Jess losing a hairpin—”
“And Todd the vampire stalking me.”
“Todd . . . the vampire?” Sensei blinked a few times, then shook her head. I brought her up to speed, giving her the Cliff’s Notes version. “And here I thought dealing with the Flores clan would be the most exasperating thing I had to deal with today. As for the war, you can calm your tits. There hasn’t been any formal declaration. We’re still getting conflicting reports about what’s going on between the factions, so just chill. Jessie, Gary is probably right. I’m betting your hairpin is probably in the locker room or stuck to one of the mats. Not everything is a vampire conspiracy.”
“But what about Todd?” I was not digging her tone, no matter how sound and logical her words might be.
“Might be legit, might be vampire bullshit. We’ll look into it, but for now, keep a low profile, Jess. Relax. If the bloodsucking Worcester Coven wanted to make a move, they would have.”
“So says the witch who apparently isn’t a trouble magnet.”
“At least I don’t go fucking looking for fights,” she snapped back. “And why didn’t you use your bracelet the other night? If vampires—”
“Because you never told me how to use it! I tried tugging at it, turning it, even thinking really hard, and nothing happened.” I lowered my voice a little as I realized my dad was drinking a beer by the back door.
“It’s a touch ward. All you need to do is. . .” Sensei leaned over and gave the band still around my wrist a quick tug. “That’s strange,” she murmured, taking a closer look. “It’s like the enchantment has been sucked out of it. Have you been around any other Magi, Jess?”
“You mean other than you guys? No.”
“Maybe I did it,” Gary added. “The other night when I linked up with her.”
Good choice of words. If he’d said hooked up, I’d probably have to deck him.
He made eye contact with me as Sensei was examining the band, lifting his finger to his lips in a shushing gesture. Oh, yeah. She still thought my abilities were the result of an enchantment gone wrong. But why not tell her? It wasn’t like she hadn’t proven herself by now.
Sensei finished her examination then looked up. “Gary, please go get us both a drink, if you don’t mind.” Just in case he wasn’t motivated enough to motor, she leaned over and whispered to him, “Girl talk.”
The moment he left, she sized me up thoroughly. “Are you okay, Jessie? I may not specialize in mind magic, but I can tell you’re off your game. Did Gary take too much from you?”
“I don’t know.” My teacher raised a brow and I returned the gesture. “I really don’t know.”
“Has Phil given you any arcane instruction?”
I shrugged.
Sensei shook her head. “Fuck. Listen, I have a theory, but I don’t want you to freak, okay? The fact that this enhancement hasn’t worn off yet tells me that you’re likely a dormant adept . . . I mean, you were. Now you’re like me and Gary. Whatever Phil did to you, it . . . activated your latent powers somehow. So now you’re in the club and she should be doing her goddamn job.”
“I really have no idea what you just said.”
Sensei McAdams devolved into grunts and grumbles and I heard several four-letter words muttered under her breath. “Sorry, that wasn’t for you. It just frustrates me to no end. Phil always does this shit. She hoards her knowledge and never tells anyone more than the bare minimum they need to know. Tell me the truth, Jessie. How long have you been wrapped up in this?”
“Only for a couple weeks,” I confessed.
“All right, listen to me. Don’t worry about what I just said, for now anyway. Like I told you, it’s only a theory, but I’m going to do some digging on what she did to you, find out exactly what happened. When I know, I’ll tell you everything.”
I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I simply nodded and hoped that was enough.
She finished up just as Gary wandered back with our drinks. She took hers, gave me a slight nod, then wandered off to chit chat with my Dad.
I immediately leaned in toward Gary. “When are we going to tell her? About me being a shiny one, I mean.”
“Let’s wait until we talk to Aunt Phil first. With everything that’s happening, it might not be the best time to tell everyone that you’re the Icon.”
“She’s not blind, Gary. She’s already noticed that magic seems to go all wonky around me.”
“Minor spells fizzle. Major ones still work,” he mansplained in a tone that put decking him back on the agenda. “Look, we’re still figuring it out ourselves.”
“Well, I don’t even know enough to lie effectively. . . Oh no, it must be halftime. Here comes everyone. Act cool.” We both plastered goofy grins on our faces as the rest of my family joined us.
“—And I’m saying this now, if Diego doesn’t come back with at least a two-year contract, I’m gonna show those suits what it means to screw the Flores family, no?” Papa seemed redder than usual, and his steely hair stuck out in every direction as he blustered. “You saw how their eyes lit up in round three. Diego made mincemeat out of that pretty boy!”
“He back yet?” one of my other cousins asked.
“Do you see him here?” Dylan replied, rolling his eyes. “He’s still up in Boston getting wined and dined.”
What?
Gary and I exchanged looks. “Diego is still in Boston?”
Papa replied, “Heck yeah! I just wish he’d have taken family instead of his lawyer! What does a lawyer know?”
“Enough to stick around for the free food,” Uncle Rico chimed in, causing everyone to laugh.
I didn’t find it particularly amusing, and from the look on Gary’s face, neither did he, but then, right before I could say something that would probably cause my entire family to think I’d gone insane in the membrane, Dylan added, “I can’t believe that agent lady came all the way from New York to see him. No way is he coming back without a contract.”
Lady? New York?
Oh, thank goodness. If that was the case, then it was probably a legitimate talent scout. We’d incinerated the only lady vamp in sight. Gary confirmed my feelings once the game was back on, leaving us alone to converse again.
“One less thing to worry about,” I said with a sigh of relief.
“Maybe not.” When he saw the look of alarm on my face, he quickly amended. “Not about your cousin. He’s probably fine, but I checked my phone while everyone was talking. Phil sent me a message.”
“Oh?”
“She says she has news, big news.”
“Well, don’t leave me hanging here.”
“I don’t have much choice in the matter. We’re talking big as in she won’t say over the phone.” He grinned sheepishly. “Listen, I know you’re grounded and all. . .”
“Trust me, I’ve noticed.”
“So, how do you feel about sneaking out tonight?”




Chapter Twenty-Four: Time Off for Bad Behavior

“You okay, kiddo? You seemed a little quiet at the cookout.”
I looked up from my big book of myths, because what else did I have to do, and let out a sigh for his benefit. “I’m fine, Dad. Just a bit bummed because I was stupid and got grounded for it.”
He nodded but remained standing in my doorway. “Call it cop-dad instincts, but I can’t help but feel like you’re holding back.”
Holding back? About what? The fact that I’m some chosen one with glowing hair, magical friends . . . and a vampire I kinda made out with? Oh, and there might be a supernatural war brewing, too.
“It’s about Sienna, isn’t it?”
What?! “Listen, Dad—”
“You know, back when you had that . . . incident with the debate club, I sort of blamed her—told her she was teaching you to be too aggressive. I was basically my worst, overbearing dad self to her.”
“Really? I never knew.”
“For the longest time I thought she quit the gym because I . . . well to be frank, was a dick to her. Sorry about the language.” I raised a brow at him. “Let me at least pretend you haven’t heard worse. Anyway, the reason I asked her to coffee this weekend was to apologize, or at least it started off that way, but then. . .”
“You had a good time? It’s okay.” Please just leave it at that, Dad.
“Are you sure you’re not upset? Because you’re still my number one girl, and nothing is gonna change that.”
I gave him a big hug. “So, any chance your number one girl can get a reprieve?” Nothing ventured. . .
He laughed. “Nice try. But if I say something. . .”
“I follow through,” I repeated along with him.
“Exactly. You wouldn’t respect me otherwise.” He stepped to my bedroom door. “Good night, kiddo.”
“Good night.” I flopped against my pillows, feeling like a terrible, horrible daughter. I really needed to beg Phil to bring my dad into the fold. Sure, he’d freak, but not nearly as much as if we surprised him with the apocalypse.
Just as I was settling in to wait, I heard the doorbell ring. Who’d be showing up at half-past-ten on a Sunday? I crept to my door and cracked it open to listen.
“Oh hey, Sienna. What brings you. . .” Dad’s voice trailed off, replaced by what sounded like a muffled—oh God—slurping sound. Gross!
“Um, Jessie’s upstairs, you know.”
“Then why don’t we step out to my car for a bit?” came the whispered response. “Nice and roomy in there.”
The front door clicked shut and that was it. I was never getting that image out of my head ever again. I backed up, stunned. Just as I was ready to retreat and try to smother that memory out of me with a pillow, I heard the front door open again. That was fast. Maybe she just wanted to tell him something.
Or it was the mother of all quickies.
Before my mind could offer up any other horrifying suggestions, there came a faint whisper from the parlor. “Jessie!”
That wasn’t Dad’s voice. I crept to the landing to see Phil, Gary, and Julius—in his Other Me guise—waiting downstairs.
Was Sienna just a distraction? If so, that didn’t really make me feel any better.
Other Me padded up the stairs. “Hurry up, Jess. We need to make the switch and be quick about it.”
I still wasn’t sure I was cool about doing this—whatever this was—but was already in too deep to balk now. Dad grounding me forever is still better than the world ending. “Let me grab my jacket.”
“Actually, you’re going to want an overnight bag, too,” Gary said, that sheepish grin back on his face, not helped by the skunk stripe on his head.
“I’m gonna need a . . . what?”
Other Me stepped past me, heading toward my room. Glamour or not, I was not cool with some old dude rooting around my stuff. I hustled after him, blinking as he made himself comfortable on my bed.
“Oh, you’ll need a passport too,” Julius said, pleasantly enough, “but I forged one for you just in case.”
“Forged?”
Other Me nodded and pulled out a comic book. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll lay low as best as I can. Why, it’ll practically be a holiday.”
Gary and Phil followed us upstairs. “Hurry up. You need to pack,” she said.
“Why is Julius talking about passports and vacations?” I asked, feeling bewildered.
“Long story short?” Phil grabbed my Rocketeer Red Panda bag and started shoving random clothes items from my closet into it. “It’s time to face your destiny and possibly save the world while you’re at it.”
“Geez, no pressure.”
Phil stopped what she was doing and planted a hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s not fair, but destiny waits for no one, great or small.”
“I still don’t—”
“A summit has been announced, one last chance for peace, and Yush has invited us to bear witness. To refuse would be a grave insult, and believe me, there’s few things more frightening than an insulted forest folk.”
“A . . . Sasquatch summit? That sounds both ridiculous and terrifying all at the same time, but you can’t just expect me to pack up and . . . where are we even going?”
“I agree, it’s a terrible idea, but we don’t have a choice. This is happening whether or not we’re there,” Gary said, handing me another bag so I could at least try and pack some things myself.
“And we need to be there,” Phil added.
“Oh, and pack warmly. Trust me on this,” Gary said. “Winter coat, boots, gloves. . .”
I dropped the bag, planted my hands on my hips and asked again. “Where are we going?”
“To a sacred place. An oasis of great nature magic,” Phil said.
“Why do I need to dress warm at an oasis?”
“You do when that oasis is in northern Canada,” Other Me added helpfully. “And the longer you take to pack, the longer Sienna needs to distract your father.”
Yuck! “Canada? We’re going to Canada?” I stepped into the closet and began rooting around for my boots.
Gary nodded, looking none too pleased. “The Canadian tundra, no less. We’re traveling above the Arctic Circle in November . . . like idiots.”
“For how long? What about my dad? School? My job?”
Phil handed me a cell phone—one of those cheap, prepaid models. “You can use this to keep in touch with Julius. And he’ll call you if he gets stuck with anything. It’s hexed so no matter where you are, you’ll be able to reach him, which is good because I’m pretty sure they don’t have cell towers where we’re going.”
“That doesn’t tell me how long we’ll be gone.”
She shrugged and flashed me a plastic smile. “A few days, no more. Trust me. We’ll be back in time for turkey, shopping, and pumpkin pie.”
“You’re certain?”
“Mostly. Apparently, the leaders on both sides are trying really hard to prevent a war.”
“Then why do I need to be there?”
“On the remote chance something goes wrong. If that happens, we’ll need you at ground zero.”
“Ground zero? Does that mean—?”
Gary nodded, looking far less disarming than his aunt. “The ubervamp. He’s supposed to be there, too.”
All I wanted to do was tell them to get out, climb back in bed, and pretend I hadn’t heard the last five minutes, but I couldn’t. “Stop talking. Just stop.” I packed my bag as quickly as possible, making sure to grab my passport and some emergency cash out of my desk, assuming I could even use it up in Canada. Hah! What a joke. Like they had a Starbucks in the Arctic Circle.
The whole thing was nuts, and I felt my mind threatening to unravel from it all, but then I looked to my dresser and saw all the comics stacked atop it. Would any of them back down from this? Would Batman hide in his pajamas while the world burned? Would Captain America use the fact that he was grounded to get out of doing his job?
No, and neither could I. Hoping that I wasn’t about to make a cataclysmic mistake, I finished packing, then slung Rocketeer Panda over my back. “Let’s go save the world.”
Phil let out an exasperated sigh. “And hope it doesn’t come to that.”




Chapter Twenty-Five: The Magical Mystery Tour

“Are we there yet?” I kept eyeing the airsickness bag longingly as we hit yet another patch of turbulence. I’d managed to sleep through the first two legs of our epic flight to some gods-forsaken town called Yellowknife, but this last flight had just about done us all in. Gary had been in the bathroom for twenty minutes, and Phil was already cut off from the bar cart per order of our helpful flight attendant.
The plane lurched once more. “Tell me again why we didn’t bamf?” I asked.
“Oh, that’s still coming,” Phil said. “If you think we’re driving to our destination, then you’ve got another thing coming.”
“Then why are we on a plane?”
“So we can do a baby bamf, as you call it, once we get there. Sorry, but your ability to disrupt magic is getting stronger every day. It would be unpleasant, to say the least, to have my magic fizzle mid trip.”
“Unpleasant? Like we’d end up trapped in some hell dimension?” A shiver ran down my spine.
“That or Milwaukee.” Phil shuddered visibly. “It’s not a very mage-friendly city and I’m not a fan of beer. I got stuck there once, right before the Y2K New Years. Not an experience I’d care to relive.”
Gary eventually rejoined us, looking green to the gills. After he settled down, I looked over with envy to see him reading on the tablet he had the foresight to bring. Sadly, I was stuck waiting for us to land and find an outlet. The stupid phone they’d given me might’ve been hexed to get a signal anywhere, but Phil hadn’t done jack to make the battery last longer. There was no way he was ignoring me and getting blissful distraction during this nightmare flight.
“Whatcha reading?”
He gave me some side eye, no doubt feeling as miserable as me. “Stuff on our hosts. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be the unprepared idiot among an army of angry supernatural beings.”
“Good idea. Give me the Cliff’s Notes.” I gave him my best adorable eyes, the effect severely diminished by me having to fight back another round of air sickness.
“I downloaded some info from our archives. Thank goodness Spencer had the foresight to institute a paperless initiative before he disappeared.” He glanced over, probably to make sure Phil hadn’t overheard. “Anyway, the gist is that the supernatural world is primarily split into three factions—the forest folk who are a bit pissed off at the current state of the world.”
“Shall I assume industrialization wasn’t a big hit among the nature lovers?”
“Exactly. On the other side you have the T’lunta, their word for the undead.”
“I’m guessing the fact that they’re holed up in Boston means they’re hunky dory with the current state of urban sprawl.” He nodded. “Okay. Makes sense why they wouldn’t like each other, and faction three?”
“Those are the wild cards. The celestial beings that don’t give a crap about anything or anyone. Most of them passed beyond the veil of our reality long ago, but apparently a summit of this magnitude might attract some attention anyway.”
“So you’re saying Thanos might show up to this?”
“I don’t think they invited any world-devouring demigods this time,” Phil added, leaning over to listen in. “But I can double check once we get there.”
“Please tell me she’s kidding, Gary.”
He chuckled. “Jess, if there were world-devouring demigods in the area I think we would have noticed them by now . . . on account of being dead. Chances are anything that shows up will be a bit lower on the cosmic totem pole. Think stuff like dragons or maybe mind flayers.”
“What about unicorns?”
“Doubtful. I’m pretty sure they were hunted to extinction in the last great war. Hard to say. It was a long time ago.”
“How long?”
He scrolled through a few pages on his tablet before settling on a passage. “You’ve heard of Sodom and Gomorrah? That was the forest folk going bonkers way back when. They warred for centuries, maybe longer. Supposedly it all came to a head when Humbaba, the great king of the forest folk, realized the folly of war and offered up his own life so that there would be lasting peace . . . which has persisted, until now.”
I slumped back in my seat. “I’m guessing the expansion of humans and their concrete empire didn’t help matters.”
“No, it did not. The forest kin are a peaceful folk, but they consider technology their great taboo. But they consider us an ignorant child race. Their true hatred is reserved for the vampires who they see as the driving force behind humanity’s expansion, their greed pushing mankind ever forward.”
“So how do we stop it?”
“Yush and her allies know that nothing will be gained by another war,” Phil said. “And vamps, arrogant as they are, aren’t stupid enough to want to restart a war which almost destroyed both sides last time. From what I’ve heard they’re sending their best and brightest patsies to take a small hit of humiliation and restore the status quo. It’ll all be fine.” I could have sworn I picked up that special tone in her voice, however—the one adults used when they lied to their kids. She gave us both a taut smile. “That’s not to say we don’t have to be careful, though.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I got a basic rundown of Sasquatch etiquette as the plane made its final approach. It pretty much came down to don’t litter, don’t insult their ancestors, and don’t be a vampire. The big takeaway was to keep my wig on at all times and not wander off. Somehow that made it feel less like walking into a war zone and more like being dropped off at Bigfoot day care.
“So what’s an adept?” I asked once we were back on the ground and I’d gotten a chance to adjust to the fact that we’d survived the flight.
Gary raised an eyebrow at my question. “It’s a type of catalyst mage. Why do you ask?”
“Because Sensei seems to think I’m one. By the way, what’s a catalyst—”
“That’s just your cover story, dearie,” Phil said with one of her big, cheesy grins. “Nothing to worry about.”
I turned to Gary, giving him that look which said there was no way I was dropping this without pestering the hell out of him. I could outstare anyone.
At last he let out a deep breath. “Most mages focus on mind over matter. We conjure fire and lightning, that sort of thing. It’s mostly the kind of magic that keeps you at a distance and out of harm’s way.” Gary rubbed his chin and nodded. “Adepts are different. They channel their magic into their own bodies to enhance them.”
“So that’s why she’s so awesome at fighting?”
Phil leaned in and I caught the faintest whiff of booze on her breath. “It’s not just for fighting. You can enhance anything physical, if you know what I mean.”
Thankfully she didn’t elaborate. “So, if you’re telling everyone that I’m an adept—”
“Adept in training,” Phil corrected. “You’re about to ask, how do I know that you’re not really one and this whole prophecy thing is a load of horse shit? Trust me, I could go into hours of boring theory, but I want you awake when we get there. The truth is the base symptoms are pretty close. Think of it like looking up a low-grade fever on WebMD. Sure, it’s probably a cold, but it could be cancer. The thing is, which are you going to believe right off the bat without evidence to the contrary?”
And I just got compared to cancer. Wonderful. “So, if anyone asks, I’m an adept in training.”
“Exactly. They’re uncommon, but not so unheard of that they’ll think you’re the harbinger of Armageddon.”
I blinked several times. “Harbinger of—?”
“It’s a figure of speech, relax,” she replied. “It’s a good cover since most adepts these days are kinda just for show. They’re tough but not unbeatable. Trust me, there are much better ways to deal with a vamp. On the other hand, they do have their uses.”
I learned that lesson a few minutes later as I struggled beneath the weight of a full rucksack after Phil insisted I carry the bulk of our supplies to help perpetuate the ruse.
“Oh, don’t complain. You’re young and have a strong back,” she said with a cackle as we stepped out of the rather unassuming terminal at Yellowknife.
Any answer I might’ve retaliated with died on my frozen lips as a rush of arctic air hit me, making me realized how woefully unprepared I was for this climate. It felt like the dead of winter . . . in the ninth circle of hell. If we didn’t find someplace warm soon, I’d start punching myself in the face in the hopes of convincing my hair I was in enough danger to heat up.
Phil led us out of the airport, the short trip feeling like miles in the bitter cold. Finally, she stopped behind a copse of birch trees. “Everyone ready to head up north?”
“Up north?” I replied, through lips I could barely feel. “You mean we’re not far north enough?”
“Not yet.”
“Who’s hosting this thing, Santa Claus?”
Phil laughed, pulling a cigarette out and stuffing the unlit butt into her mouth. “Not quite, although there is a species of fae that likes to sneak down chimneys in the dead of winter. But the stuff they leave behind probably doesn’t fit your idea of presents. As for elves, trust me, you don’t want to meet those assholes.”
With that, she snapped her fingers and the whole world seemed to dissolve into a series of white streaks.
Please don’t fight her, magic hair. Even if Milwaukee was warmer, I didn’t want to end up there with the fate of the world in the balance. For a moment I could feel reality tearing apart around me and searing winds far worse than the breeze by the tarmac. I think I screamed, or at least I tried to. Why did this so-called instant travel seem to take forever? Heat began to ripple from my head down through my body. Oh. . .
“No,” I cried, landing face-first in a pile of snow. Steam exploded all around me as my head continued to heat up in protest to our magical transport. The acrid smell of melting plastic filled the air. I yanked hairpins left and right as quickly as I could and managed to toss the wig into a snowbank just as it burst into flames.
“That was a bit rougher than expected,” Phil said, stepping up next to me with a grin.
“You think?” Gary cried between retches from where he kneeled.
I couldn’t focus on their banter, though. Something wasn’t right. I could only stare at the melted circle of snow in the clearing around us, a clearing surrounded by what appeared to be maple trees.
“Guys, something tells me that this isn’t the Arctic Circle.”
I heard a twig snap, then the crunch of snow, and turned to find we weren’t alone. Somehow, surrounded by the shadows and majesty of this ancient forest, Yush seemed even larger and more impressive.
“Yush welcome friends to Woods of Mourning. Please be at peace.”
In response, Gary tossed his cookies while Phil lit a cigarette off my glowing head. If this was how the peace summit was getting started, we were totally screwed for whatever was to come.




Chapter Twenty-Six: Hairy Prattle and the Hot Tub of Wonders

“Wow.” My jaw practically dropped to the floor as Yush pulled the leafy curtain aside. Blue light oozed from the walls like something out of a video game. It was almost enough to make me forget the nearly overpowering stench coming from within.
It was incredible, and this was after being escorted through an enchanted forest by a gigantic ape woman. The glowing walls of the cave surrounded a pool that looked more like radioactive antifreeze than water. To top it all off, runes carved into the stones and the floor marked a clear path to the central pool as if to say, “go this way for something cool . . . or terrible.” We were either going to be granted three wishes, or a giant monster was about to rise out of the depths.
“God, I hope this doesn’t end up in a boss fight,” Gary said, peering around my shoulder. I swear that boy can read minds. Almost as if on cue, a howl echoed from the shadows of this mystic cave.
“Good job, Gary.” I nearly peed myself as I spied the monstrous silhouette looming against the back wall. Whatever it was, it appeared to be twelve feet tall and covered in spikes from head to toe. Its cries continued, turning into a . . . into a whine?
“What the hell?” Gary blurted out as a streak of white bolted from the shadows. I barely had time to duck as it launched itself past us and into the waiting arms of Yush. The terrifying shadow had belonged to, oh my God, the fluffiest, cutest, baby Bigfoot I had ever seen. “It’s so . . . fluffy!”
Yush smiled broadly as the white-furred baby-foot clambered up her side and wrapped its paws around her chest. I couldn’t help but squee—so much for me acting the part of dignified diplomat. How could something so adorable exist in this world?
Phil chose this moment to enter the cave, and even she made a little “awe” sound before turning serious. “Is that one of the emissary’s cubs?”
Words failed me at the sight of the tiny critter. We locked eyes, and the baby made a similar squealing sound to the one I had just produced. She pointed to my head and chattered something guttural into Yush’s ear.
“Little one likes hair of flames. Go on, practice human words, Fluff.”
Fluff, her name was Fluff? Her fur shot out in every direction, making her look like squirming cotton ball. “Floof want!” the little Sasquatch cried, pointing again to my head. Oh boy, here it comes. I blinked, and the three-foot-tall terror landed in front of me, scrambling up my side with zero regard for personal space. She must’ve been built like a tank under all that fur as I nearly collapsed under the sudden extra weight.
“Ouch!” I said as she tugged on my braid.
“Owwie! Burns!” Fluff cried, recoiling. She made a mad dash for the pool and doused her hands, then yelped again as steam rose from the surface.
“Fluff forget spring is hot. Fluff not pay attention to elders!” Yush had that look on her face like she was simultaneously amused and frustrated at the cub.
“I didn’t mean to burn her.” My hair was not only glowing, but little embers danced along the lower third, giving me the appearance of perpetually being on fire. I really hoped I didn’t start randomly lighting up the forest.
Yush lumbered over and placed a paw on my shoulder. “Yush know you cub, too. Come, Hairless Holy One, come see special place.”
Fluff apparently had the memory of a goldfish. She scrambled from the pool to my side again and promptly latched onto my leg like a living house arrest bracelet. “Floof like pretty.”
“Thank you, Fluff.”
“Floooooooof,” she said defiantly. Okay, I wasn’t an expert on Bigfoot dialects, but Yush kept saying Fluff while she seemed to have a different accent. Maybe this wasn’t the time to get into “potayto-potahto” arguments. “Floof?”
“Floof!” The cub nodded emphatically. With introductions somewhat sorted, Yush motioned us to head deeper into the dramatic, videogame-looking cavern.
We followed Phil deeper into the mysterious Sasquatch temple of doom. “This is a place of power, Gare-bear,” she said. “You won’t need another Magi to work your mojo here.”
“That bear?” Fluff asked, wide-eyed. She stepped over to Gary and sniffed him. “Not bear.”
“My name is Gary,” he said with a pointed look to his aunt. “Nice to meet you, Floof.”
The little Sasquatch instantly pounced on him. He toppled under the weight of the cub, and Yush had to yank Fluff off by the scruff of her neck. Gary rubbed the side of his head. “Damn, Jess, how did you pick her up? She weighs a ton.”
“What can I say? I work out.”
We wandered closer to the glowing pool and suddenly all those layers I’d slapped on felt rather stifling. I unzipped my puffy coat while staring at the glowing blue waters. Hopefully it was just magic and not radioactive, too.
“What is this place?” Gary asked.
“It’s just like you learned in school, Gare-bear,” Phil replied. “Arcane power flows naturally throughout this world, albeit usually not this close to the surface. We must be right above it.”
“A ley line,” he said, whistling appreciatively . . . a sound which Fluff immediately tried to imitate.
Phil slipped off her overcoat and stood over the water. The shimmery glow took years off her face.
“This place of remembrance, of healing,” Yush said. “Sacred waters calm the mind, heal the body, and sometimes more.” She glanced pointedly at my hair.
“The water is making my hair go into overdrive?” Sure enough, as I got closer to the pool, I felt warmth bubbling from within as well as from outside. The sparkle showers now extended to halfway up my hair. I vaguely wondered what would happen when the Christmas light effect reached my scalp.
“Water makes fire within burn brighter.”
“Spontaneous combustion really isn’t in my vacation plans.” I eased away from the neon pond.
Phil sighed. “The fires of faith only burn the wicked. Don’t be afraid. The fact that you’re reacting is a good thing. The power of this place can help you reach your true potential . . . and our allies might need all the help they can get if the peace talks go sour.”
“So, I’m the backup plan.”
“Hairless Holy One wise. Universe chose well. This place will heal and restore, Hairless Holy One and wizard cub. Both bathe in pool now.”
“Both?”
“Yes. Yush insist.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Gary and I looked at each other in panic. I don’t know about him, but I certainly didn’t pack a swimsuit.
“Hold on, Gare-bear. I packed your trunks.” Phil unzipped her bag and started rooting through it.
Yush snorted derisively, however. “No. Spring of healing sacred place. No weaving of man may touch holy waters.” The mighty Sasquatch turned to Gary and pointed a finger at him. “No mating in holy waters.”
Phil looked like it was all she could do to not laugh. Wonderful. “You heard our hostess—take a bath, and no shenanigans. I’m sure our honored guest, Fluff, will help keep you honest.”
“Honored guest?” I asked.
“Floof daughter of chief!” Fluff exclaimed, grabbing an article of clothing from Phil’s bag. She pulled a Hawaiian print shirt over her head, then ran off laughing.
“Fluff only surviving cub of war wolf from east,” Yush said with a sad nod of her head.
“What happened?” Gary asked.
“Her father mighty warrior. Kill one of the thirteen. T’lunta angry and take revenge.” Thirteen? I was tempted to ask what she meant by that, but Yush wasn’t finished. “Fluff travel far. Tired and weak. This place make her strong, too. Now Yush must go and speak to allies. Friend Phil, come as well.” Yush gave us one more Sasquatch stare. “Guards here have good ears. No mating!”
“Floof help!” Fluff called from her hiding place. As if this wasn’t awkward enough, now I had to figure out how to avoid any accidental glimpses of Gary’s magic wand, all while entertaining a baby Bigfoot. Even the weirdest comic storylines of the eighties didn’t prepare me for this. Oh well, no point in delaying the inevitable, especially since it might anger our hosts. I turned away from the pool. “Get in first, then let me know when it’s safe.”
A minute or so later I heard a splash of water.
“Okay,” Gary called out weakly.
“He not bear,” Fluff said, lowering her voice to what she probably thought was a conspiratorial whisper. “Look more like piss offering.”
“A what?” Gary cried from the pool. “Did you just call me a piss offering?”
I didn’t even try not to laugh. Fluff giggled as well. She pointed to the white streak on Gary’s head. “When no want war, give offering of little sweet ones!” Fluff fell on the ground near the edge of the pool laughing. “Piss offering!”
No want war? “Do you mean a peace offering?”
Fluff’s eyes widened. She nodded emphatically before dipping her toes in the pool.
Gary shook his head and sunk down until only his nose and the top half of his face remained above water. “Wait, Floof. Are you saying you give skunks as peace offerings?” I pointed to his stripe as well.
“Sweet smell make good gift,” Fluff said, wide-eyed.
“I can only imagine what you give each other at Christmas.”
Fluff cocked her head. “What Kris-mas?”
Gary finally eased up a little and lounged on the side of the pool as casually as a spring-breaker in a hot tub. After a moment his eyes opened wide. “You’ve gotta get in here, Jess.”
“Is it warm?” I asked, although that seemed obvious as Fluff kept dipping her toes in and recoiling from the steam.
“Hot,” the little one complained.
Gary shrugged. “No worse than a hotel hot tub, but that’s not all. Trust me when I say you will really appreciate this.”
Coming from most guys I’d assume it to be a pickup line cheesy enough to be worthy of a kick to the groin, but there didn’t seem to be anything overly salacious about his tone. Besides, I could always kick his ass later if need be. “Fine. Close your eyes, I’m coming in. And no peeking!”
Gary’s face turned bright red, but then he looked away. I kept a close eye on him as I peeled out of my clothes, making sure he was neither peeking nor scrying.
I slid into the other half of the pool. Wow, he wasn’t kidding. It was so nice. Not only did the water warm me up instantly, but it seemed as if every knot and bruise in my body faded away to nothing. Best yet, the warm steam rising from the surface was heaven on the sinuses and . . . oh my God! I took a deep breath through my nostrils and suddenly understood what Gary had meant. It was as if the stink of this cave, and its owners, vanished into nothing. I took another breath without gagging.
“See what I mean?” Gary asked.
I nodded, enjoying the feeling of not having to breathe through my mouth.
“Pretty!” Fluff exclaimed, reaching for my head again as I leaned back to relax. When would this kid ever learn? Please don’t burn her too badly, magic hair. I took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. This time I felt Fluff’s paw run along my temple without an associated yowl. Score one for self-control. I leaned back, closed my eyes, and enjoyed letting her stroke my hair while I soaked. I wasn’t sure how these peace talks would go, but so far, they were more like a spa retreat.
“So, Fluff—” I started.
“Floof! Floo-oo-fu.” She bonked me on the noggin.
“Sorry, Floof. So, are you a part of these talks?”
“No. Floof too small. Big meeting for big bodies,” Fluff explained while playing with my hair. “Floof here to find best mate to protect tribe.”
“Aren’t you a little young for a mate?” Gary interjected.
Fluff responded with howls of laughter. “Floof duty to find strong mate and protect tribe.”
“Why don’t you just train to protect your people, Floof?” I asked.
Fluff stared at us blankly. “Floof no fight. Duty to find good mate and make strong cubs—”
“Really, little one?”
All three of us jumped in surprise as a new form stepped from the dark inner recesses of the cave. Man, how could anything that big be so quiet? A Sasquatch at least a head taller than Yush crouched next to Fluff and ruffled her hair. “Floof could be strong, learn to fight if want to.”
Fluff squealed with delight and scrambled onto the new sasquatch’s shoulder. “Boosh talk silly.”
Our new guest smiled, showing off rows of yellowed teeth. She tapped her chest. “Bush, sister of Yush.”
Both Gary and I mouthed, “Bush,” simultaneously. What was it with Sasquatch names? Then again, maybe they were the Sasquatch equivalent of how some parents gave their kids matching names like Sandy and Mandy. “I’m Jessie.”
Fluff pointed at Gary. “Not bear!”
“My name is Gary. Nice to meet you . . . Bush. Did your sister tell you about us?”
Bush nodded toward me. “Hairless Holy One is warrior female. Very strong. You could be strong too, Floof.”
“Why thank you.” It’s not every day you get to be a role model for a Sasquatch cub.
“Pretty, not warrior,” Fluff protested.
I rolled my eyes at her. “I’m okay in a fight, I suppose, but in all honesty, the best way to defend yourself is not to go looking for trouble.”
“Not warrior, see? Warrior must fight!”
“Picking a fight isn’t always brave. My teacher—who’s also female, I might add—taught me it’s best to finish fights, not start them.” Except maybe when it comes to vampires, but hey, who’s counting? “Not that I’m expecting to have to fight during the peace talks.” Hopefully.
Bush rubbed her furry chin. “Wise words. Still, many tribes, many voices. Always chance for grievances. T’lunta not only enemy who here.” She put Fluff down and retrieved a bundle from the shadows. “But now not time to talk of such things. Now time to make ready for ceremonies. Now time to disguise Hairless Holy One.”
“You have disguises for us? Something for my hair?”
Bush responded by laying out simple white garments by the side of the pool, garments that looked highly inappropriate for the snowy woods outside.
“I don’t suppose you have anything warmer than a toga?”
“They aren’t togas,” Gary said with a sigh. “They’re ceremonial robes used by the Magi for ceremonies or gatherings.”
“But I’m not. . .” Oh yeah, cover story. “Okay, I guess that makes sense. But don’t they look a little . . . drafty?”
Bush pointed to the water. “Holy waters warm body and soul.”
Gary lifted a hand over the water, stared at it for a moment, and then snapped his fingers. A small jet of flame appeared above it, apparently surprising him as much as it did me. “She may have a point. Magic waters and all.”
I considered this. What’s the worst that could happen? Well, if they were wrong, I’d instantly freeze to death. So much for my day at the spa.
“No peeking, Gary. I mean it.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Go figure, Sasquatch moss works better than terrycloth when it comes to toweling off. Something to remember if I ever found myself deep in Bigfoot territory again.
Sadly, my pleasure turned to annoyance once we were finally dressed in the garments Bush had given us and I noticed that whereas Gary seemed to be wearing an all-white Hogwarts robe, I’d somehow gotten stuck with the mini-skirt model. Talk about a bad day to be wearing my Spider-Man underoos. “Um, is there any reason mine is an extra-extra small?”
Fluff handed me a braided belt, then looked up beneath my barely-there skirt. “Why you have face on—”
“Floof, get hair oil!” Bush barked, sending the tiny Squatch scrambling. “Floof young. Not smart yet. Will grow.” She then glanced at what I was wearing and shrugged. “Male robe for males. Female robe for—”
“I’m going to assume women’s lib hasn’t reached the Sasquatch tribes?” Bush seemed lost for words. Maybe I should try to remember that I’m talking to a forest spirit who probably didn’t have a grasp on human politics. “I mean, females here are. . .” I trailed off, trying to find the right words.
“Less,” Bush growled, obviously grasping my meaning and not liking it one bit.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Tribes value strength, strength above all,” Bush mused softly as I leaned back and let her apply scented oil to my hair. “But there strength in softness, in quiet. Bush not soft but learn to act soft. Then get close to war chief and advisors. Listen to them often.”
I looked over my shoulder and saw a spark deep in Bush’s gaze. Yeah, there was more to these big apes than met the eye.
She turned me back around and started braiding my hair, doing a job that would have made any hairdresser green with envy. “Sister Yush like mother and mother before her. She want change, but happy to be mate.”
“And what do you want?”
“Bush think there time to fight and time to talk. War chief think too much with u’solk, so always want to fight.” I recognized that word from when Yush had said it and had to stifle a chuckle. Bush gave a derisive snort. “He not honorable. No honor in war for sake of war. He act like. . .”
“Fooktard?” Fluff offered.
Bush nearly yanked my head off as she laughed. “Yes, that good word. Sound like great boast, but in human tongue. . . Hah!”
“Where did you learn that?” I peered over to see Fluff painting Gary’s face with what I hoped was mud. Gary begged with his eyes to help, but honestly, was I really gonna interrupt a Bigfoot beauty routine?
“Floof learn from mighty warrior!” The little one got a dreamy look in her eyes worthy of any preteen girl. “Hugh Jackman teach Floof. Spend much time spying on humans.”
“Hugh . . . Jackman?” Okay, just when I thought it couldn’t get any weirder. “Like Wolverine?”
Bush nodded. “Fierce warrior like wolverine. Big claws, much fur!”
So, Hugh Jackman was actually a Sasquatch spy? Who’d a guessed it? I glanced at Gary, but he merely looked confused. “I guess I never considered that he might actually be a—”
Fluff pounded her chest. “Floof take Hugh Jackman as mate! He will protect tribe.”
“Floof will finish task first,” Bush admonished. She then turned her full attention to me. “Young ones are silly. Hold still while I finish.”
“Hugh Jackman . . . really?”
“Have heard of him, Hairless Holy One?”
“Well, yeah, he’s kinda famous.”
She nodded. “Hold great respect among tribe.”
“Come back, not-bear. Floof not done!”
I glanced over. Poor Gary. He looked like he just stepped out of the end sequence of Predator. I, on the other hand, had to marvel at my reflection in the holy hot tub. Bush had given me a braided updo worthy of a photo shoot. Wow. Gary blinked a few times as he stared at me. “What?”
“You just look so . . . look so. . .”
Fluff shoved past him. “Silly, not-bear. She look shiny!”
“Yeah . . . shiny,” Gary whispered. He quickly looked away, blush rising to his cheeks.
Bush, meanwhile, tossed me some sandals to complete my classic Wonder Woman attire. I rolled to my feet and tugged on the hemline. This tunic made gym shorts look modest.
Bush left my side to work on Gary. Apparently, she was a bit harder to brush off than a baby Bigfoot. That left me to amuse myself by studying the cave walls and their runes. Hugh Jackman, really?
Fluff shuffled next to me and pointed to some of the sparkling scratches. “Words tell of sacred place, of Woods of Mourning.” She then pointed to a larger pictograph that looked rather like a four-armed ape standing over a bunch of bodies. “Great warrior king, Hoombaba.”
She bowed her head in respect and I repeated the gesture. No matter how silly some of the Sasquatch idiosyncrasies seemed, I couldn’t afford to appear rude.
“There! Wizard cub ready,” Bush exclaimed.
I turned around, expecting to see what else they’d slathered onto poor Gary’s face, but instead saw a veritable stranger standing in the Bigfoot’s shadow. Whatever mud Fluff had slapped on his face had worked better than any anti-zit cream on the planet. Clear-faced, looking healthier than I’d seen him since before our dustup in Boston, and now sporting white-streaked hair that went really well with his wizard robes, Gary caused my heart to flutter just a tad too quick for comfort.
A glowing cave, Hugh Jackman, and now this. The day just kept getting weirder.




Chapter Twenty-Seven: Meet the Neighbors

Normally when one steps into a foot-deep snowbank, one does not expect it to only feel moderately cool. I scooped a handful of the white stuff and patted it against my cheeks, but it felt no worse than splashing room temperature water on my face. “Why is the snow warm?”
I knew the answer was magic, but I needed to hear it anyway.
Bush chucked a snowball at me big enough to bowl me over. Then she stood over me and laughed. “Warm soul, warm body.”
“And how long does this warm soul last?” I asked, brushing myself off. “Can I spend Christmas in a bikini?”
“Few days, maybe more. Soak again if get cold.”
I scrubbed my hands in the snow again, feeling barely anything. “I need one of those sacred pools back home.”
Bush motioned to the cave. “Go inside. Stay hidden while Bush get food and friends. Other guests arrive soon.”
Who was I to argue? I brushed off the remaining bits of snow and headed back in.
Gary was sitting with his sketch pad, scribbling away while Fluff pointed at various things and said what they meant, albeit in a hyperactive Red Bull sort of way.
“Sacred red tree!” she cried as she bolted by one pictograph.
“I can’t get over the warm snow,” I said as I took a seat across from him, trying not to focus on the fact that Gary had somehow gone from not to hot over the space of one bath.
“It’s a type of enhancement magic. The Magi use a variation of it to keep from freezing our bits off during sky clad ceremonies,” he replied, not bothering to look up from his sketch. I vaguely wondered if he was avoiding looking at me, too.
“So have you, um, you know, done that?”
“Danced around naked to cast a spell?” He shook his head. “Mercifully no, but rumor has it that Professor O’Shea at Amherst always makes his students do a midnight ritual in the buff for midterms. Needless to say, I’m glad I transferred.”
Before I even realized I was doing so, I’d inched closer. “I dunno, if the classes were co-ed. . .”
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Never better.”
“I’m not sure. I can’t believe I’m telling you this, but I think this particular enhancement might be having some unintended side effects.” He glanced at me and his cheeks immediately flushed.
“Warm soul, warm bodies,” Bush said once again, entering the cave, this time carrying a tray full of what I hoped was food. “Warm bodies make for warm loins, especially in the young.”
“Oh!” And suddenly it made sense. Being immune to the cold came with a price—some heavy thirst. On the one hand it was a relief to hear, on the other . . . I wasn’t sure I liked having my buttons magically pushed.
For now, though, I pushed thoughts of Gary’s . . . err, my loins aside and focused on the food Bush had brought us. Salad, okay. Trail mix, not bad. Some soup . . . oh, and there was a big ole bowl of grubs too, still squiggling among some bark and leaves.
Bush pointed to the bugs and then indicated the steaming soup. “Good. Make cubs grow strong.” She stared at both of us expectantly. Gary looked like he wanted to die. Wimp.
I remembered what Bush had said about females here being less than the males, then grabbed a couple of the biggest, fattest grubs. I plopped them into one of the bowls and grabbed a crude spoon made from bark. It’s just a shrimp. It is so just a yellow shrimp. “Down the hatch.”
Thankfully, it wasn’t as bad as I was expecting—kinda nutty, and a texture somewhere between belly strips and scrambled eggs. Bush beamed with pride, but I was enjoying the look of delicious horror on Gary’s face far more.
“Bark grub good food. Only the strong enjoy.” She slapped my back, nearly sending me toppling into soup. I dropped in a couple more bugs and grinned as Gary turned green.
“You do us great honor by sharing a meal, Hairless Holy One. Most of your kind are not so brave.” Bush handed me some of the salad. Oh, it had ants still in it.
“Mmm, crunchy.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Though the magical pool dulled the scent of the Sasquatches, it did nothing to stop the aroma of nicotine and tar. As a result, I smelled Phil returning, accompanied by Yush, before I saw her.
They walked in and she nodded to me before stepping over to her nephew and giving him the once over. “Good. I see the spring of healing has done its job. No offense, Gare-bear, but you needed it, especially after the last few days.” She started to turn toward me, then added, “Oh, before I forget, I should probably mention for you two to be careful. The spring has some side effects, including making folks a bit—”
“Ready to go?” I offered, then quickly added, “I mean, to get these talks started.”
She nodded. “Soon enough, but first I wanted to make sure that we all have our cover stories clear. Gary, you’re here as my assistant, and nephew of course, and Jess is a novice adept here at her master’s behalf. I figured some simple half-truths would be the easiest to maintain.”
“I thought we were supposed to stay hidden,” Gary said.
“Not entirely. Magi are a curious bunch, not to mention the various other races that’ll be present. If anyone catches wind of you hiding, they’ll investigate, but if you wander around like a bunch of boring acolytes—”
“Then nobody will care one way or the other,” Gary finished for his aunt.
I must say, it made a certain amount of sense, but there was one flaw that I could see. “But won’t they tell I’m different?” I asked. “The . . . um, other guys were able to.” I wasn’t sure how much to let our hosts know. Yush seemed to be in the loop, but that didn’t mean the rest were. Seemed best to keep it subtle rather than mention their ancient enemies.
“Magi strength come from within,” Yush said, slapping her chest. “Nature magic come from all around. Others will see and smell what they expect.” She clicked her tongue. “Still try not to get . . . angry.”
Phil leaned in. “Yush came up with a way to glamour you even without your wig. How best to explain it? Oh yeah, Gary, what’s that Internet thingy you set up at the loft?”
“A mesh network?”
“That works,” Phil said. “Think of this as mesh magic. Yush is going to create an illusion that’s powered by this very place and the trees around us, a little bit from each. It’ll change your scent.”
“My scent? But what about my hair?”
“Up here? Trust me, your hair color will be the last thing anyone stares at up here. Smelling like a normal Magi is much more important in this crowd. Best of all, it should work even when none of us are around. Just be careful to not lose control. If your hair starts to flare up—”
“I get it, stay calm. I’ll do some cave yoga or something.”
“Exactly. Stay calm. Stay out of trouble. Oh, and try not to get too freaked out by some of the things you might see here. You may think you’ve seen it all by this point, but you’ll soon find you’re dead wrong.”
I knew she didn’t mean it that way, but I couldn’t help but get stuck on her phrasing.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Come, no need to wait. Bush show you sacred place.”
“Floof come, too!”
Phil had wandered off with Yush again. Apparently being invited to Sasquatch Central was not an everyday occurrence and she wanted to make the most out of it before the conference started.
Gary opted to remain behind, but I was getting stir crazy and wanted to stretch my legs, so the three of us made our way out of the cave back into the grove of unnaturally occurring maple trees. “Trees mark great ancestors. Bush thank mighty ones that passed. Bush grateful to all.”
Fluff bowed her head and I mimicked the gesture, although truth be told, I was far more mesmerized by the fact that I was walking practically barefoot in snow yet barely felt it.
Bush continued on after a minute, and I had to scramble to keep up with her massive stride. She showed me where the clean running water flowed, warning me never to do my business in the bushes upstream.
“Bless grove here. Need fertilizer and bushes have less thorns.”
Good to know. Moving on, Bush took us to a grove with some different looking trees, these with much lower branches. Fluff immediately started swinging around and laughing.
Bush watched her play, pride on her face . . . as far as I could tell. Soon, Fluff’s laugh became infectious and I felt the need to join her, climbing the trees.
I was swinging upside down by my knees, noting that the magical hot tub sadly didn’t prevent chafing, when a loud cry echoed in the forest.
Bush lifted her head and yowled in return. “Bush summoned by mate. Bush must go or raise suspicion. Floof, take Hairless Holy One back to cave.”
“Can Floof and pretty play more?
Please!”
Another howl echoed in the forest, this one louder and more insistent. Bush nodded reluctantly. “Until sunset, then go back. No arguments. Trees will tell if Floof disobeys.” I had a strange feeling that wasn’t a euphemism.
Bush snorted and took a few steps into the shadows of the forest, and then, without so much as a crunch, she vanished. Freaky, and darned useful. I bet Sasquatches never got grounded.
Fluff and I played for a little while longer. I had just followed her in a swinging dismount, when there came another bellow in the woods, higher pitched than the last one but sounding a helluva lot closer.
“What was that?”
“Burp,” Fluff replied, making a mad leap into the tree. I wasn’t sure whether she was telling me something or had some intestinal distress, but whatever was going on, it was getting closer.
Something let out a shriek of terror, then a small child, a little girl of maybe eight or nine, came tearing into the grove. What the. . .? She was wearing a tunic and running as if the devil himself were hot on her heels. The girl glanced behind her, tripped, and went tumbling into a snowbank as the trees shuddered.
I took a step forward just as another Sasquatch stepped into the grove and charged her. I didn’t have time to think. I just dove and used the mix of mulch and snow as a slide, grabbing the girl and pulling her out of the way before she could be barreled over.
I stood up and faced this newcomer. This Bigfoot was small, not quite as tiny as Fluff, but definitely not an adult either. We faced each other at roughly even height. Unlike Bush or Yush, pure anger shown on its face, covered in dark fur and . . . a mohawk? It was like all the fur grew backward on its neck and spine. Punk rock Sasquatches. What else was next?
“YOU WILL PAY!” the Sasquatch bellowed.
The kid trembled behind me as the ape roared again, beating his chest and generally throwing a hissy fit. I squared my stance and put myself firmly between it and the little girl. I spoke bully fluently.
“Hey, you, Donkey Kong! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”
The Sasquatch snorted derisively then stomped his feet. “BURP CRUSH YOU!”
Burp? So that’s what Fluff meant. I couldn’t help it. The giggles rose up on their own. It only got worse as I got an unfortunate glimpse of Bigfoot junk flapping between his legs. I am never going to unsee that, am I?
He stepped toward me with arms raised, no doubt to make himself look bigger. “BURP MIGHTY! BURP STRONG—”
Burp found himself the recipient of a kick straight in the family jewels. Sure, it was a bit trite, but to date it hadn’t failed me. The Bigfoot’s voice jumped up about three octaves as he clutched his crotch and fell to the ground.
“Stay down,” I barked. Burp squeaked, hopped to his feet, and took a wild swing at me—telegraphing it from three miles away. I spun, delivering a roundhouse straight to his face. Ouch! It was like kicking a tree stump, but the monkey-boy went reeling.
Fluff rushed to my side, squealing in apparent delight. “Pretty bested Burp!” She gasped. “Pretty is strong!”
Burp, for his part, cowered before me, maybe with good reason. Red reflected in the snowbanks around us, and I had a sneaking suspicion I was the source. So much for keeping calm. It had taken less than half an hour for me to break my word and let my personal Phoenix Force out to play. The stench of urine reached my nose the same time I heard a trickling sound. “Oh, that’s not right.” I took a step back to avoid the growing stain of yellow snow surrounding Burp.
“You felled a forest giant with a single blow!” the girl said, stepping into full view. I was about to correct her that Burp wasn’t exactly a giant, but I was too distracted by her green hair and red eyes. Guess Phil was right about my hair not standing out here. “Thank you, mighty warrior maiden with hair of fire!”
“Um, you’re welcome?” I probably should’ve said something less lame, but this was already turning into a train wreck. What else could I possibly do to make things worse?
“Burp hurt by mighty enemy!” the sasquatch moaned. “Not. . .”
Oh no, he was not playing the victim card. “No fair? You were chasing after a little girl. Now stay down before I—”
“Burp do as Pretty say!” Fluff added. “She mighty like Hugh Jackman.”
Burp seemed to blanch at the sound of that name. Well, hell, for once my extensive pop culture knowledge could be useful.
I raised my fists and gave him my best angry face. “Yeah, I know all about Hugh Jackman, even his not so good movies. So, unless you want to be on the receiving end of a fastball special, you’d best run off to wherever you came.”
“Hugh Jackman?” Burp repeated incredulously. What? Did they get cable up here in the sticks or something? But whatever. . . It was probably magic or something. I gave him my best Logan style sneer and that seemed to do the trick. Damp and embarrassed, Burp slinked away into the shadows, proverbial tail between his legs.
Once he was gone, I was finally able to turn to my interesting new acquaintance and take in the fact that she wasn’t nearly as human as I’d first assumed.
A row of spikes jutted along each of her arms, green to match her hair. She noticed me staring then mouthed “Oops” and they retracted beneath her skin. Whoa. “Please forgive me. The forest spirit startled me, and I prickled him. It was an accident, I swear.”
“I don’t care if you stuck him where the sun don’t shine. There is no excuse for him to lose his temper like that. Are you okay?”
Fluff stepped in and bowed before the girl. Huh? Was I missing something here? “Floof greet you, blessed spirit. Floof pray that Burp did not offend. Burp stupid, no brains.”
The little girl raised her fist across her chest then bowed. “Thank you, Floof. I am Bougainvillea of the Southern Reaches.”
“Bougainvillea . . . like the vine?”
She nodded. “You may call me Boo, mighty one.”
Um, should I bow or something? I ended up half curtseying, half bowing. “I’m Jessie Flores.”
“Mighty Jessie, Conqueror of Burp!” Boo cried to the heavens. Hearing it that way, it sounded more like I’d conquered a glass of ginger ale than a Sasquatch. “I must thank you properly! Come, please come with me!”
“I’m sorry, but we really have to be getting back to our friends and the cave—”
“Oh no, oh no, it cannot be so. My debt to you must be paid, or I shall be shamed, and shame is most intolerable. Please, please great Conqueror of Burp, do not make me do the walk of shame.”
I had a suspicion my emotions were being played, but Fluff seemed taken in. “Must not anger great forest spirits. Grave dishonor.”
I was about to point out that this Burp character had no problem pummeling this forest spirit, much less angering her, but Bougainvillea stared at me, wide-eyed and sniffly. Fine! Besides, this might be my only chance to meet a greater forest spirit on good terms, and it was a peace conference, after all. Might as well not purposely rile the natives.
“Well, I wouldn’t want you to get in any trouble, Boo.”
“Excellent!” Boo cried. “We will go at once, and in a manner befitting a conqueror.” She turned and let out a long whistle.
Before I could ask if she was calling some sort of magical Uber for us, something else bounded into the clearing, derailing any and all thought from my head. I saw a mane of rainbow hair, topped by a horn of pure white, all attached to the most majestic creature I’d ever seen.
And all at once, everything else I was supposed to be doing, including saving the world, seemed unimportant.




Chapter Twenty-Eight: It’s Ancient Greek to Me

“I’m the king of the world!”
Because, really, what else is one going to scream when they’re riding on a unicorn?
Boo giggled from her perch in front of me. “You are very strange, mighty Conquer of Burp,” she said between pats to the indigo section of our ride’s mane.
“It’s Jessie.”
“Yes, Jessie, mighty Conqueror of Burp. I will remember it all when I introduce you to the others,” Boo said, nodding. “And you, gentle Floof, with fur of snow.”
She said more, but it was all lost to me as I watched the technicolor sparkles dancing off this majestic beast’s hooves as we trotted through what seemed to be a fairy tale forest. Maybe they were arctic fireflies, or sprites, but this area twinkled like a window display the day after Thanksgiving.
Fluff kept looking around, sniffing for any more party crashers, but so far the three of us and the unicorn seemed alone.
“Our camp is just through there. I can’t tell you how pleased I am to show you the hospitality of the Meliae!”
Wait, I knew that word. I’m pretty sure it was important, too, although perhaps not as important as a unicorn. Squee!
The unicorn slowed to a halt in front of a curtain of vines. I could hear water crashing in the distance. Maybe we’d arrived at the waterfall of wonders to complement the magic hot tub.
Boo and Fluff both dropped to the ground. I hesitated, stroking the unicorn’s mane one last time before sliding off as well. “So soft, so silky.”
The unicorn in turn bumped his nose against my hand.
“Abraxas likes you. You must be very pure of heart,” Boo said with a smile.
I wasn’t entirely sure who gasped louder as we stepped through the curtain. Fluff may have had Sasquatch lungs on her side, but I’m sure I gave her a run for the money. “Who moved the Parthenon to Canada?”
Somehow a full-sized Greek structure sat smack dab in the middle of this clearing. The sky seemed different here as well—kinda swirly, for lack of a better word. The trees surrounding the building shifted and swayed, and unlike the magic forest I’d just gotten used to, I was pretty sure these trees moved on their own accord, and they definitely didn’t look like they all came from the same biome. Tropical palms stood, mixed with dogwoods and pines, and something straight out of an African safari stood lone and proud on the horizon. “Holy horticulture wet dream, Batman.”
A particularly gnarled tree twisted its branches toward us. I jumped as the bark peeled open and a woman stepped out of the trunk. Holy crap! Was that an honest to goodness Greek goddess? Where was Gary when you needed him?
“Greetings and salutations, strangers. What brings you to the grove of the dryads?”
How do you even answer that kind of question? The woman appeared to be Poison Ivy’s more glamorous cousin. She had big eyes and a waterfall of curls all the way down to her waist nicely framed by a sparkly toga straight out of Clash of the Titans.
“Great Olivia Sose, mistress of the grove, I have brought guests,” Boo said, doing a single cross-armed bow thing. I should probably pay attention and do that, too . . . maybe. I repeated the gesture, and this Olivia lady smiled at me.
“As the trees have told us, child,” Olivia said, stepping closer. She turned her luminous eyes upon me, making me want to bow all over again. “Welcome to the grove, Jessie Flores. We have been waiting for you.”
“You have?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
More of the trees opened to reveal equally stunning women in all manner of ceremonial dress. A tall woman with a severe bob and piercing pale eyes in particular glared at me. It couldn’t be a good sign that she wore lacquered armor and a samurai sword just to come over and say hi.
Fluff seemed to feel the same way as she inched behind me.
Olivia motioned to the armed guard. “This is my dear sister from the east, Sayuri. She has been waiting to meet you as well, Jessie.”
“The pleasure is . . . all mine?” That came out way too awkward. “I’m sorry, I’m just a little overwhelmed.”
“She’s a child,” Sayuri said with a sneer.
“Jessie is a mighty warrior. She is the Conqueror of Burp,” Boo stated. Olivia beamed while Sayuri just raised a brow. “It’s true!”
“Burp. You mean one of the undisciplined children running free in our lesser cousins’ village?” She turned to me, her gaze like icicles. “I congratulate you on defeating an unbloodied whelp.”
And that pretty much broke the spell of awe that had been tying my tongue. “Listen, I’m glad Boo is okay, but I’m more than happy to head back and—”
Olivia seemed to be stifling a giggle while Sayuri glared. Note to self: don’t go into a career in diplomacy after college.
Boo squeezed my arm. “Please. Jessie, Conqueror of Burp is not only brave, but she is a maiden with hair of flame! I saw it with my own eyes.”
Even frosty Sayuri paused to ponder this. Oh crap, that’s why the word Meliae had sounded so familiar. With all the unicorns and Sasquatches and jet lag, I had totally forgotten the whole reason Gary and Phil approached me in the first place.
“Very well,” Sayuri said with a sigh. “Perhaps we should invite this slayer of Burp in then.”
“I didn’t slay him. I just kicked him in the nuts.” Okay, maybe that wasn’t helping.
Olivia took my hands. “I see kindness deep within you, Jessie Flores, as well as bravery. Please allow me to formally welcome you to our grove and our gathering. Tonight, you dine with the dryads as my guest.” She gave a pointed look to Sayuri, who rolled her eyes before storming off. “You must excuse my dear sister, but she is grown from different soil than I am. Sayuri is of a mindset that all other virtues pale before strength. She can be a bit . . . trying to new friends.”
“It’s all good. To be fair, it’s been a really long day,” I replied.
Olivia smiled warmly and gave me a squeeze. If I wasn’t dropped in the middle of Greek Myths Gone Wild, I might have felt some genuine comfort.
“I really do need to get back, though.”
Olivia wasn’t letting go so easily, however. She nodded toward the building. “It would be a grave insult to refuse our hospitality, and you don’t seem the type to be intentionally rude. Unless my instincts about you are incorrect—”
“Um . . . no, but I don’t want to worry my friends either.”
“Fortunately we have attendants for such purposes.” Olivia turned and called into the forest. “Oh, Mr. Keyne! Mr. Keyne, I have a task for you.”
What were we getting next—a minotaur, a cyclops, maybe one of those frisky goat-boys? I held my breath as a . . . lumberjack strode into view. He looked like an everyday dude in jeans, flannel, and with that cool stubble that only seemed to happen in the movies.
Olivia sized him up appreciatively. Considering every other figure I saw striding around the grove looked distinctly feminine, this Mr. Keyne must’ve been really popular.
“Dear servant, this young lady has an entourage looking for her. Can you please send word that she is safe? Acanthus and Ivy will shadow you to ensure your safety, as our giant cousins are somewhat on edge.”
This Mr. Keyne person bowed deeply to her. Was I supposed to say something? Olivia’s eyes danced to the left and for a moment I saw a flicker of gold flash in Mr. Keyne’s expression. Why did I have a sinking feeling that I was missing half the conversation? He turned to me and bowed even deeper. “Mistress Flores, I live to serve you,” he said in one of those rich voices better suited to narrating movie trailers.
“I just need to get a note to Gary and Phil—”
“And Boosh and Yoosh!” Fluff added. I nodded in agreement.
“But of course, Mistress Flores, and our esteemed chieftainess from the east. I shall give your messages and your regards and then return in all possible haste.”
“Thank you, Mr. Keyne.” Olivia motioned for us all to head for the temple proper as Keyne wasted no time in heading out. A pair of women in cloaks drifted silently past us after him. I guessed they were his bodyguards. “Now, let me show you the glory of our grove, young Jessie, Conqueror of Burp.”
“I really have got to get a better title,” I muttered under my breath.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I understand if this is all overwhelming,” Olivia said, leading us onward. “You are in the sacred grove of the Meliae, children of the first gods, a sanctuary to all who worship nature. Throughout its history it has served as fortress, meeting place, and as a theatre devoted to the arts. We began our journey at Colophon, but have been both everywhere and nowhere since. . .”
Olivia kept talking with the smooth voice of a narrator from the Discovery Channel. She talked of sacred trees and spirits, but I only heard a bit, gobsmacked as I was by my surroundings. Sweet smells drifted from campfires, leaves rustled, and the birds sang sweetly from their perches. I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone burst into song at any minute.
Olivia waved over some women in green robes and hoods. Not seeing their faces was kinda creepy, but they did offer us cups of water. “Drink of the spring of Uranus!”
Good thing the cup was only halfway to my mouth, because I’d have surely spewed at hearing those words. I was tempted to decline, however, Fluff sucked down hers like it was going out of style. When in Rome. . .
Fortunately, the water suffered only from bad marketing. It tasted colder and cleaner than even the expensive bottled stuff, and we downed our cups in seconds. The green-cloaked servants swept away our empties without a word.
“Thank you!” I called after them.
“They live to serve, Conqueror of Burp,” Olivia said with a smile. “Now, I won’t bore you with more pontificating—”
“I’m not. . .” The look on her face said she didn’t buy my protest for a second. “I’m sorry, I’m just overwhelmed.”
Olivia smiled even brighter, if that was possible. “Honesty becomes you, child, never forget that. I can see it in your eyes that you have traveled far and rested little. Come and enter our sanctum so that we might remedy that.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Pillows. I had never seen quite so many pillows before in my life.
Fluff, being a child, did exactly what all young children do and cannonballed straight into them. As Fluff flopped onto a particularly squishy purple puff, I felt an overwhelming urge to yell “Geronimo!” and join her.
“Please, rest for a while—while Mr. Keyne finds your companions,” Olivia said, leading me to the edge of the pillow pit. “I think you’ll find it easier to pay attention after you’ve had a moment to compose yourself.”
Who was I to argue with a tree lady? I dropped onto a big red beanbag-looking thing, and man, did I sink right into it. The mystical hot tub might have been nice, but this was cozy and soft and didn’t involve being naked in front of Gary.
Fluff rolled around nearby, cooing and generally being adorable, so all in all it was frightfully easy to take a catnap under the stars. I mean, the world wouldn’t end in twenty minutes, would it? Even chosen ones needed a little R&R.
As I yawned and took my time out, I could hear some ethereal singing in a foreign language. It might not be particularly catchy, but the hymn in the distance mixed with the pillows was better than cold meds for knocking me out.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I sank deeper into the cushion, and it seemed as if it would never end. Vaguely I became aware that falling asleep wasn’t supposed to be literal. The sinking sensation—like cresting the top of a roller coaster hill—hit my guts, quickly turning into freefall.
My eyes snapped open to see nothing but the void of space all around. What the hell? So, I did the only logical thing: I screamed.
For a moment time froze. I think I was still falling, but while I could perceive stars and galaxies, my body was frozen mid-fall, like a photograph. What the heck was going on? Did I accidentally dream I was in a K-Pop video again?
And there came that falling sensation again. Floating . . . sinking . . . tumbling . . . and hurling through a void was not my idea of comforting. Couldn’t I just go back to happy dreams about Wyatt and what his six-shooter might look like?
Wait, why did I say Wyatt and not Tony?
“ENOUGH!”
The words rang in my head as outer space warped and shook around me.
“ENOUGH!”
“Yeah, I’ve had enough!” I screamed back. “Didn’t you get the memo that in space no one can hear you scream?”
Huh. Apparently, sarcasm made you fall faster. Good to know. Now to wonder how vomit behaves in zero-G.
“Do you think yourself worthy? Do you think you are chosen?”
I managed to straighten out my freefall a bit, waving my dream arms around. “I’m not chosen! I’m nauseous.”
“You think you have the resolve to claim the ancient power of your ancestors? What arrogance—”
“Oh, shut the hell up already!” Wow. Dream Me had anger issues.
This had to be some sort of anxiety mixed with the magic from the hot tub and my unicorn ride. Come on, happy place, find that happy place, Jessie. I was in some Greek temple, right? So, I tried to imagine myself as Wonder Woman just as a bright light filled my vision. Oh crap! And now I was falling straight toward a star! The heat, the same heat from when my hair got cranky overwhelmed me, searing me from all sides.
“Stop it! STOP!”
I slammed into the star and, rather than immolate, saw the source of the heat. I’d seen this before, maybe in a dream . . . maybe in my comics. It was like a supernova with a human figure inside, impossibly bright light radiating from it. Was that supposed to be me in the fire? Like the Phoenix—
“Like an Icon.”
Suddenly the name shiny one made a lot more sense. I reached my hand toward the figure in the center of the flame. The heat became unbearable. Was this it? Had I finally reached whatever tipping point I needed to go from wonder-hair to total badass magical girl?
“NO!”
Apparently, the deep space void I’d been drifting in had other ideas for this nightmare. Just as I was about to touch the flames, I was yanked away, back into the cold, dark void.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“No!” I yelped as my eyes snapped open. The sinking sensation hit me all at once and I curled my knees to my chest and rolled to the side to stave off the worst of the nausea.
“Did you have a bad dream, child?” a sweet voice, Olivia’s, asked. I was back in the grove of the Meliae—assuming I’d ever left. She helped me sit up. “The mind sometimes wanders to unusual places when confronted with the strange while awake.”
I nodded, probably a little too emphatically. “I guess that makes sense. I was falling, falling into a star, and then the darkness pulled me back. It wasn’t . . . pleasant.” I finally could focus on Olivia. Her bright eyes glimmered and flickered like the stars in the sky. “How long was I out?”
“As long as you needed to be, child. I only roused you as it is time for supper, and your friend will be eager to see you.”
“He actually found them?” I rubbed my eyes, yawned, then looked down at myself, doing a double take almost immediately. My hair was now well past the middle of my back. Olivia stifled a little laugh as I gawked at my amazing, colossal hair.
“The magic in these woods can have an effect on those who are sensitized to it,” she said, as if they explained my sudden Rapunzel spurt.
“Um, yeah.” I shook my head at this new development but realized perhaps I was freaking out more than was warranted. I mean, yeah, my hair had grown, but it wasn’t like it had gained sentience and tried to take over the world . . . yet. “You said my friends are here?”
“Come. The young wizard is already inside the temple. The others will join us later. They are currently deep in preparation for the upcoming summit.”
“Gary!” I called out the moment I saw a white robe and skunk stripe in the distance.
It wasn’t him, though. A woman with hair nearly as bright as my own pulled back her hood, revealing a pale pink stripe that swished through her oxblood red mane of hair. “Sorry, M-my bad,” I stammered as she stared at me with eyes of solid plum.
She cocked her head and smiled, showing off rows of needle like teeth. As any episode of Star Trek will tell you, alien eyes and dagger teeth were almost never a good sign. Thank goodness my shirt wasn’t red.
“No worries at all, sugah,” she replied with a deep Southern twang. “If anything, I’m pleased as punch to see some fresh meat around here.”
“Jessie, Great Conqueror of Burp, please meet one of our younger sisters, Dionaea Scarlett,” Olivia said. “Though, do be careful . . . she is known to bite.”
Dionaea clutched her hands to her chest. “Oh, Olive, dear, I don’t even know if I like her yet, so don’t you be gettin’ her hopes up.” She stuck out her right hand, adorned with dagger nails and tons of bling, and looked at me expectantly “The pleasure’s all mine, Burp Girl.”
This Southern belle certainly had a way with words, not to mention other things, as I could make out what appeared to be a tight leaf bikini under her sheer robe. As I unabashedly stared at her midsection, a thorny vine snaked its way around her torso, pulsing in a way that made a blush creep up my cheeks.
I realized I should probably say something and not just hold her hand—her soft, strong hand with beautiful, long fingers that could scratch furrows down a person’s. . .
I forced that thought to derail and let go. Whoa nelly, I thought feelings like this weren’t supposed to happen until college!
Dionaea fluttered her eyelashes again. “Come on, Burp Girl. I think your boy toy is already at the table.”
“Please don’t call me Burp Girl.”
Dionaea winked. “I can’t make any promises.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The food piled on the table—bread and fruit and pies and all manner of tasty smelling things—put even a Flores barbecue to shame. A group of ladies in gauzy outfits danced and sang around the lone statue in the room, in the image of a well built and quite naked man, while a band played flutes and harps as they gyrated around his marble junk.
“It’s impressive, isn’t it?”
“Huh?”
Olivia waved at the entire spread. “The festivities.”
“Oh yes, yes of course,” I said, prying my eyes away from the massive marble dick. Dear God, was that hot tub full of pure hormones or what?
I turned back to Dionaea. She had slipped off her robe and now was only in the teeny-weeny leaf and moss bikini. Definitely not helping matters. “So, um, why do you sound like you’re from Georgia?”
“It’s terroir, sugar.”
“Your accent’s not that bad—” I started.
Both dryads burst out laughing.
“Terroir, honey,” Dionaea said with wink. “We are products of the earth we come from. The land flavors us, if you will. I personally sprang to life in a little bog just east of what you know as Charlotte. But enough about little ol’ me. I want to hear about you. It’s not every day we get ourselves a prime virgin in our midst.”
“Um . . . well. . .”
Dionaea winked again. Maybe she had something in her eye or a twitch or something. “Don’t be shy, girl. You rode in on a unicorn, after all.”
“Oh.” And that was the extent of my oh-so-intelligent response.
Olivia poured something golden into her cup then motioned toward mine. I wasn’t sure what the legal drinking age was in a sacred grove, but being called out as a virgin in front of a bunch of forest spirits was probably grounds for sneaking an adult beverage.
“Tonight is a night for introductions and merriment,” Olivia chimed in as she poured into my cup. “Dear little sister, would you be so kind as to make our guest welcome? I’m sure the conqueror in our midst would be more comfortable around the younger souls. Oh, and no biting.”
Dionaea totally made a flirtatious chomping motion toward me and then winked. Oh boy. Was it the Greeks who held all those orgies, or was that the Romans? Please be the Romans.
I took a long drink, hoping that what was in my cup was more potent than a Shirley Temple. Immediately my tongue tasted honey and flowers, but in a nice way, not a sucking down perfume way. I immediately took another sip.
“Not so fast, sugah. Gotta pace yourself. Why, there are folks here who make me look like the patron saint of chastity by comparison. Might be best to not pass out too early around them.”
I choked on my drink. “Um, so . . . my friends?”
“Oh, my heavens, that fluffy one’s been running the Oak sisters ragged for over an hour, Boo, too. Poor child is so much younger than everyone else here that I can’t blame her for wanting to make a ruckus when she can.” Dionaea finally took a drink. “Ooh, you must be special. They broke out the good stuff. This is pure Dionysian Gold.”
I glanced down at my cup. I guess that was good. “What about Gary? I thought you said he was here.”
“Indeed. I did. Let’s hurry up and rescue that poor boy.”
“Rescue him?
“In a manner of speaking. From what I hear, every sapling old enough to wear britches is bustin’ their buds to get a crack at his taproot, if you know what I mean.”
“Nope, I really don’t, nor do I want to.”
Dionaea flipped her hair as she started for one of the tables. “Well you know, some of us like pistils, some like stamens, and some of us ain’t picky at all, sugah. How ‘bout you?”
Yep. It was definitely time to take another drink.




Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Kegger of the Gods…

I stopped cold at a table in the back of the sanctuary. A gaggle of young women in tiny tunics lounged around my wizard sidekick. One busty blonde fed him grapes while a girl with oil-slick streaks toyed with his skunk stripe. Every tree girl for a mile was giving Gary “come shiver me timbers” eyes. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”
“Jess? Um, can you believe it? The Meliae are real!”
“This one got more looks than brains, sugah.” Dionaea cocked her head at Gary and rubbed her chin thoughtfully. It looked like something rippled across her alien eyes. “He does have power, though.”
Gary untangled himself from his bevy of beauties, including a girl with pink hair who had slithered out from under the table. “This is Roselia and Rainbow and um. . .”
“Myrtle,” Pinky said with a sniff.
“They’re from . . . somewhere,” Gary sputtered as the red crept across his face. “Um, Australia I think.”
“Well she’s certainly been down under.” I lifted my cup to my lips, finding it empty. When did I finish all the golden happy juice? Oh, well, it wasn’t important compared to the withering glare I shot back to him.
Holy crap, I’m jealous. Why am I jealous?
I decided to chalk it up to magic hot tub side effect number 26, but at the same time wasn’t about to let him off the hook, especially since his gaze was now firmly locked on the D-cups overflowing Dionaea’s leaf-bra.
“They’re as real as the Meliae, sugah,” Dionaea said to him, apparently doing her best to make the situation worse.
“I . . . don’t believe we’ve met,” Gary finally stammered out.
“Dionaea Scarlett,” she said with a little nod of her head. “And unlike these weeds that have been hanging off you, I’m not quite so desperate to have my soil fertilized, if you catch my drift.”
“Don’t listen to that man-eating witch,” Myrtle called out.
One of her cronies chimed in, too. “Yeah, she’s nothing but a Venus cock-trap.”
“Is that true?” Gary asked.
“Of course not,” Dionaea replied. “There’re a completely different subspecies.”
“I meant about you being a witch.”
“I dabble in the arcane every now and then, sugah.” She turned and beckoned us both to follow. “Now, I was just showing our illustrious Burp Conqueror here around, but if you care to join us, I’d love to show you a thing or two as well.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Welcome to the Temple of the Grove. As you can see, we are real big on our statues.”
She wasn’t kidding. It seemed everywhere I turned there was a marble dick staring me in the face. The only way to block it was to lift my recently refilled cup to my lips and take another drink.
“On feast nights,” Dionaea continued, taking the role of scantily clad tour guide, “there’s dancin’ and drinkin’ till dawn. It usually spills out to the grove proper and a good time is had by all, until it’s time for the servants to clean it all up.”
“Servants?” I asked, pointing to a green robed woman slipping into a shadow. Dionaea nodded. “Are they, um, Meliae like you?”
Dionaea laughed rather loudly. “We hid for forever and a day, so I guess I can’t expect outsiders to understand us, but damn is it funny to hear you call a house sprite a dryad. Why, that’s like looking at some fella’s dog and asking if it can whistle Dixie. You catchin’ my meaning?”
Gary rubbed his chin and nodded. “Actually, now that you mention it, I was kinda curious about that.” Once again, his eyes seemed to be following a southern path along Dionaea’s cleavage.
“About what?” she asked with a giggle, obviously aware of the fact that he was no longer making eye contact.
I stepped in before he could embarrass himself further. “I think what Gary means is, we want to know more about the Meliae, where you come from, and . . . stuff like that.” Note to self: don’t go for a career in diplomacy or archeology. It wasn’t the most eloquent question, but at least I wasn’t practically drooling on her tits like someone.
Dionaea motioned for us to follow her toward a quiet area between two columns where more cushions and snacks were laid out. “First off, technically most of us are dryads. The Meliae are our ruling body, and one of our noble houses. To hear them tell it, they were the first to spring to life when the Sky-father got nipped in the nethers by his son’s scythe—”
“So the dick blood story wasn’t a metaphor?” Oops, that was not my internal monologue.
Dionaea snorted laughter. “I’ve never heard it put that way before, but yes, it’s true. One thing you gotta understand about them god types is that if any of their fluids get on you, boom, pregnant. His dick blood, as you so eloquently said, spilled onto Gaia, resulting in us.”
“Are you saying that the earth itself is a goddess?” Gary asked. “Wouldn’t we kinda notice that?”
Dionaea sighed deeply. “Gaia can inhabit this world and embody it. She’s bound to it just like we dryads are bound to our source roots. It’s hard to explain to mortals, but think of it like having souls that can move between multiple bodies. A part of me is forever bound to my home soil, but I can use a temporary body like this to enjoy myself just about anywhere.”
“Soil? So you are plants. The names aren’t just a tradition?”
“Bingo!”
Gary leaned forward, although I wasn’t sure whether it was because he was interested in her story or her. From the rapt look on his face, I guessed both. “What else can you tell us?”
Dionaea pointed to Olivia who kept drifting from table to table, chatting and glad-handing to anyone who would listen. “If you haven’t guessed, Olivia there is typically in charge of the day to day affairs of the grove, probably on account of her silver tongue and past relationship with Hermes.”
“The god?” Gary asked.
“Who else? Our sweet Olivia learned a lot from him. She’s always been a proponent of peace and tranquility. Y’all have heard of extending the olive branch, right? Well, that came from her.”
I took another sip of my drink. “Peace is pretty much what we’re here for.”
“Well, she’s the main reason the council allowed the sanctuary to be moved here.” She gave Olivia one more glance, then rolled her eyes slightly. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for the whole peace, love, and harmony thing, but we differ in that there comes a point where it don’t matter how nice you are—especially when someone gets all uppity and starts taking your stuff and killing your friends—you gotta get mean.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
Dionaea pointed to another group, all of them armored and whispering among themselves. At the center I could see Sayuri constantly scanning the area. Every time she locked on to Olivia, her gaze hardened. “If Olive is water, then Sayuri is oil.”
“I think you meant the other way—oof!”
I elbowed Gary before he could finish his pun, then turned to Dionaea. “You were saying?”
Our hostess leaned in and whispered, “You met Sayuri and her bitch face, right?”
I nodded, a slight grin creasing my face.
“She leads the opposition faction in the council, pretty much butts heads with Olivia on everything, oh, and as a general rule, she kinda hates humanity.”
“How . . . nice. What did we do to her?”
“You know how I said we can move our spirits from body to body, but we always have our roots? Well, those roots are usually hard to destroy, but Sayuri had a sister with roots in Nagasaki. After that, she was never the same.”
We sat in guilt-ridden silence while Dionaea continued to point out various persons of minor interest, until she let out a gasp of surprise.
“Well butter my biscuit. What is she doing here?”
“Who?” Gary asked.
She motioned to a woman wearing a robe of the purest green I’d ever seen. She was facing away from us, but I could see silver hair peeking out from beneath her hood. “That’s Ash. Do you have any idea what this means?”
“No,” both Gary and I said in unison.
“You asked me about Meliae. Well, now you’ve seen one. Ash is one of the last of the first, a sapling from the original grove in Ionia. You have no idea how rare this is. She normally hates parties and politics.”
Ash turned our way as if she’d heard her name spoken. Unlike the other dryads present, she wore a wooden mask over her face. At least I assumed it was a mask—these were tree people, after all. She stared at Gary and me with eyes as pale as her hair. Something about her gaze sent cold shivers down my spine.
“An actual Meliae,” Gary whispered, rising to his feet.
Dionaea dragged him back down. “Listen, hon, you don’t approach the Meliae uninvited, not unless you want to meet the tip of a spear.” She motioned to the weapon in Ash’s hand. “And Ash is queen of the spear. She taught Sayuri how to fight and can still whup her ass any day of the week.”
Ash kept staring our way. Her gaze danced from Dionaea to Gary to me. The Meliae turned to one of her companions, nodded almost imperceptibly, then went right back to the uncomfortable staring, this time solely at me.
“What did I do?” I whispered.
Apparently something, because all at once Ash swept her cape, superhero style, and made a beeline toward me, her spear tip lowered. Oh crap! A moment later she let it fly, and I just barely ducked in time as the spear buzzed past my shoulder and stabbed into a stone column behind me. Holy crap!
What the heck did I do? Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to ask, as Ash was already on top of me. The Meliae let loose with a war cry and a backhand. I barely raised my hands in time to deflect it, but the force of the blow still sent me stumbling all the way back to the wall.
I grabbed the spear handle to steady myself, and the entire room fell silent. It was as if nobody was even breathing. “Stop! I don’t want to fight you.”
Ash didn’t seem to get my message, as she came flying at me with a vicious kick, sending me diving out of the way and leaving her free to pry her spear out of the wall. Gary and Dionaea both appeared frozen with shock while I fell back on a little Wing Chun and pleading to keep her from killing me. “I . . . don’t. . .” Dodge. “Want to fight!”
Ancient Greek tree person or not, her knowledge of Chinese fighting styles was easily on par with mine, matching me strike for strike. I barely managed to block a blow to my midsection, only for a cheap kick to sweep my knee. As I landed on my butt, I could see the spear coming. Acting on pure instinct alone, I slapped the shaft to the side just enough that the blade clipped my ear rather than right through my face.
Ash stood over me, her eyes flashing. She wasn’t the only one. A red glow was beginning to suffuse the area, with me as its source.
“Not bad, but you need to be much better,” Ash said, leaving her spear planted in the ground next to my head and extending a hand toward me.
Was this all some kind of sick test?
I got to my feet on my own and glared at her, as much as I could do with her face hidden by a mask. “Then I’ll get better.”
Ash snorted at my response. How do you respond to a snort? Snort back?
I could feel everyone staring, as well as the heat rising atop my head.
“Please, Great Ash Ornus, she is a guest,” Olivia called, approaching us. Those words made Ash pause. “She is my guest.”
“Look, I don’t want any trouble,” I said. “I don’t know what I did or—”
Ash did the snorting thing again. “You have done nothing. That is precisely the problem. You are a child. Neither your body nor soul bear the scars of a warrior chosen. You are an innocent swept along like a leaf in the breeze.” Her voice practically dripped with contempt.
She’d already tried to kick my butt, so I figured I didn’t have much to lose by mouthing off. “You don’t know anything about me.”
“It remains to be seen if there is anything worth knowing.” And with that she turned sharply enough to slap me with her cloak. She stormed right past the naked statue of Uranus and all the way out into the garden beyond. Note to self: make sure to find another exit.
I turned back to face my stunned companions, then grabbed the rest of my drink and downed it as they watched. “What?”
“She didn’t kill yah,” Dionaea gasped.
“I noticed.”
“And the way you moved,” Gary added.
Dionaea nodded. “How did you keep up with her?”
“She threw a punch, I blocked. Simple as that. Jeez, it wasn’t that hard to—”
“Who exactly are you, child?” scary Sayuri asked, walking up to us. What now? “Who trained you?”
“Um, Sienna McAdams.”
Sayuri raised a brow.
“She’s an adept, a Magi,” Gary answered.
“What he said. Look, I don’t want any trouble.”
“And yet trouble seems to want you.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I will have my eyes upon you, child. Know this. You have managed to leave an impression other than disgust. Rare for your species. Perhaps you are more than a mere hairless monkey.” With that, Sayuri turned and hit me with a hemline, much as Ash had. What was up with these bitches and their capes?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Mercifully, Olivia lived up to her peacemaker reputation. She ordered music to be played, drinks to be refilled, and generally got the party going again.
After a while I was able to ease my sore butt back down and rubbed my ear where I’d almost gotten the mother of all piercings. I turned to Dionaea. “Mind telling me why Miss high and Meliae jumped me?”
“I honestly don’t know, sugah. Same way as I don’t know how you kept up with her or touched her spear.”
I allowed myself a brief chuckle. “That one’s easy. With my hand.”
Her strange alien eyes opened wide and she leaned in. “You don’t understand. Meliae spears are heavily enchanted. Only the . . . can . . . oh my gods, you’re her, aren’t you?” I had a feeling I knew what was coming next. “I thought maybe you just had a really aggro hair dresser, but you really are the maiden with hair of fire, aren’t you?”
I looked to Gary, but he shrugged as if to say there was no point in lying. He probably had a point. This was their prophecy, after all.
“Maybe it was a test,” he said. “This could have been the Meliae’s way of vetting you.”
“And if I’d been killed?”
“Then at least they’d know you weren’t their chosen one.”
I glared at him before turning back toward Dionaea. “Does what he said make any sense?”
“I’m not sure much these days makes sense. The prophecy, don’t take no offense, but not a lot of us believed in it. It’s just been so long. The golden and silver ages of man both passed with no one stepping up the plate. Far as I know, the rest gave up on it.” Again her eyes opened wide. “Except for Ash. I ain’t privy to her thoughts, but I’ve heard she never ever stopped lookin’.”
“She has a funny way of looking.”
“Ash is old and wise. She’s forgotten more about this stuff than most of us will ever know. But. . .” Dionaea’s alien eyes lit up. “Maybe there’s a way for us to get more up to speed on this.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The library of the dryads consisted of dusty shelves of scrolls tucked away in a basement deep beneath the temple. I went out on a limb and assumed it wasn’t a popular hangout spot.
Gary and Dionaea were off in a corner. She’d offered to use her magic to give him a crash course on reading their language, but so far as I could tell, the only spell she was weaving was on his hormones as she whispered in his ear, close enough that I doubted Gary had any concentration left for scrolls.
I grumbled as I explored the next row over, not wanting to be a voyeur to the type of education she seemed intent on giving him. Oh look, more musty scrolls.
I turned down another aisle and jumped as I saw someone staring back at me. The man dropped the bundle he was carrying, splaying papers across the aisle as I finally recognized the familiar face. “I’m so sorry! It’s Mr. Keyne, right?”
“Yes, Mistress Flores, great Conqueror of Burp. It’s an honor that you remember me. I apologize for startling you, but I thought with everyone occupied with the feast above it would be a good time to tidy the cellar.”
I crouched down and started picking up scrolls, too. At least I could fix one mess I’d caused tonight. “I’m really sorry, sir.”
Mr. Keyne chuckled. “There’s no need to apologize, Mistress Flores, to a mere servant such as myself. Now, if I may ask, what brings guests of the grove to this dark and dusty place? Are you perhaps a historian, a practitioner of the arcane arts, or . . . what is it the kids play these days . . . oh yes, a tomb raider?”
“No, I’m just an awkward third wheel trying to find a place where I won’t get punched or stabbed.”
Mr. Keyne smiled. He had the same caring grin as my dad. He even did the eyebrow furrow as he studied me. “Is there anything I can do to help, Mistress Flores?”
“I don’t suppose you know anything about the chosen one, or why that Ash lady tried to impale me?” It was a long shot, but at least this guy gave off a comforting human vibe.
I expected him to shrug and turn away, but instead he set his current pile of scrolls on an empty shelf and rifled through some papers at the end of the row. “Let me see what we have. Hmm, here’s something that might help.” He pulled a pair of glasses out of his pocket before scanning the first few lines of Ancient Greek. “A warrior maiden with hair of flames . . . yes . . . a child of heroes who will rise up and take the banner of the Meliae. The Oracle at Delphi predicted her arrival, but like most oracles, she was sketchy on both the details and the timeline.”
“Silly oracles,” I said with a little laugh. “A child of heroes? My, um, father was in the military, and now he’s a cop. If that’s not a hero, then I don’t know what is.”
“It’s a start. Let’s see what else it says.” Mr. Keyne scanned a little more and nodded. “This child of heroes will have to prove her worth before the Meliae and the gods. If worthy, she will be granted the Blessing of Uranus and be his emissary on the mortal plane. Imbued with this font of power, the vessel will lead the council of dryads into a glorious second Golden Age.”
“That sounds good.”
“But she must choose her own path, whether light or dark, to defend or destroy.”
“Less good.”
“I’m paraphrasing a little, I’m afraid. Some of the words don’t translate well.”
“Does it say what the Blessing of Uranus is?” I cringed a bit asking the question.
Mr. Keyne chuckled at my reaction. “It does sound a bit awful, doesn’t it? Ah, the nuances of language. It can make even the divine sound ridiculous. Unfortunately, I don’t see any details other than it’s a gift from a god.” He looked me in the eye. “That means it probably has plenty of strings attached. Let me look and see if I can find anything else.”
“You’d do that for me?”
Mr. Keyne gave me a little bow. “I am a servant, Mistress Flores. I live to serve. At worst you are one of the more pleasant individuals it has been my pleasure to attend to, but at best, you may be the chosen one, which means earning your good favor is time well spent.”
I wasn’t sure how to answer that, but fortunately I didn’t have to.
“Jessie!” Gary called from a few aisles over. “You’ve got to see this.”
“Go to your friends, Mistress Flores. I will find what I can. In the meantime, I would suggest that you and young Master Bates—”
Oh, I lost it laughing at that one. Mr. Keyne’s smile tightened, whether out of embarrassment or stifling a laugh, I couldn’t be quite sure.
“Jess?”
Mr. Keyne composed himself. “I would suggest that you and your companion return to the festivities. After all, it is not every day that you can dance with the dryads.”
“But what if Ash decides to test me again?”
“Then I would suggest you may stand a better chance in the open with good company, surrounded by witnesses, and not in some secluded alcove.”
The lightbulb finally went on in my head. Yeah, that made sense. “Thank you so much, Mr. Keyne.”
“The honor is entirely mine. I will join you once I find anything of value.”
It was nice to finally meet someone without an ulterior motive around here. Sadly, any relief I had died quickly as I saw a vine snaking out of Dionaea’s arm and stroking the back of Gary’s hand while his eyes glowed a vivid gold. “Whoa, I don’t know what I’m interrupting, but I’m going back upstairs.”
“Wait! Jess. . .”
There was no chance of low-cardio Gary catching me, especially tangled up as he was in whatever Poison Ivy fetish floated his boat. I couldn’t wait for this jealous juice to leave my system, because I had no intention of spending the rest of this peace conference pining over someone my dad called Skunk Boy.
The upstairs had switched gears from feast to party mode, with the tables moved to the side and topped almost exclusively with booze. Torches provided dim light, and somewhere a band was kicking it up a notch with some mad lyre skills. Apparently, I’d stumbled into an ancient rave, and there was only one proper response to this omega level absurdity.
It was time to get my groove on until I got it out of my system . . . or something tried to kill me.




Chapter Thirty: Dionysian Disaster Strikes

My body spun in time with the music, or was it my head? Luckily, every time I stopped to think too much about it, one of the friendly neighborhood house sprites would top off my drink. I spied the trio from down under gyrating in a pack and shuffled their way, liquid courage and a driving beat coursing through my veins.
All three gave me the stink eye, with Pinky leading the glare-charge. I gave her a tiny wave with a follow-up one finger salute. The music got even faster, and my feet couldn’t resist.
“Nice moves . . . for a human,” Pinky said with a sneer.
“You’re not so bad . . . for a vegetable. By the way, sorry, I ruined your mating ritual earlier, but Gary is more the dancing with himself type anyway.”
The pink-haired girl leaned in. “Duh! He’s a bloody unicorn-rider, like you.” All three dryads burst into mean-girl laughter. The rainbow-haired girl added, “Yeah, a girl could live off that much pent up frustration for at least a decade.”
“Well, too bad for you skanks, Dionaea is totally wrapping her vines around him,” I snapped back with a hiccup.
“Too bad for your friend, you mean,” the blonde, whatever her name was, chimed in, throwing her friends a significant look.
“Huh? What do you mean?”
Pinky raised an eyebrow. “You do know what she is, don’t you?”
“Another plant chick with big—”
“She’s a lamia, Burp Girl.”
Between the music and the drink, I wasn’t sure I heard her correctly. “A llama?”
“No, idiot. A snake demon died in the place where she first took root. She’s not like most of us. She can’t live off the sun, rain, and soil. She needs flesh, and there’s nothing sweeter than the flesh of a virgin wizard.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Gary might be annoying, but there was no way I was letting him get eaten by some flower harpy. I stepped away from the dance floor, realizing my cup was still in hand. At some point it had been refilled with a bright red liquid that smelled of cherries. Realizing a little extra fortification couldn’t hurt, I quickly downed the contents before tossing the cup away and heading in the direction of the library.
Whoa . . . and fortify me it did. I didn’t know what that was, but it was like injecting nitrous into my legs. I leapt down the stairs in a single bound, not even feeling a twinge from what had to be a fifteen-foot drop. “Gary!”
A groan came from the shadows. Was I too late? “Gary!”
“Jess?” Gary’s voice carried back to me, hurried and higher pitched than normal. “Oh shit!”
I skidded to a halt as Dionaea stepped from around a shelf, her leaf bikini all askew and a smile on her lips.
“What did you do to him?” I raised my fists and just barely stifled a gasp as they both burst aflame, not unlike what Sensei had done in the alleyway. Whatever was in that last drink, I needed to see if my local Trader Joe’s carried it.
Dionaea looked almost as surprised as me, but quickly composed herself. “Relax, Burp Girl. I didn’t do anything he didn’t enjoy.” She inclined her head over her shoulder. “Ain’t that right, sugah?”
“Um, I’ll be out in . . . just a second.” Gary’s face conveyed many things—surprise, breathlessness, and maybe even a tinge of annoyance—but mortal jeopardy was not one of them.
“But . . . those girls said. . .”
“Oh, those jealous shrubbery-sluts.” Dionaea let out a deep sigh. “Listen, sugah, I don’t eat human flesh unless I’m desperate. All we were doing was giving each other a little pick-me-up, if you catch my drift.” As if to further emphasize the point, she wiped the corner of her mouth.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I didn’t stick around to hear Gary’s excuse. Thankfully, whatever boost let me leap downstairs let me bound up them five at a time. I raced back to the rave and had no sooner arrived than another cup was placed in my hand with more of that badass berry juice. I downed it and then tried to lose myself in the music.
I must have been quite the sight—fire falling from my hair and fingertips while waves of tears cascaded down my face. Why did I even care about that hornball loser?
The tempo increased, and so did I, spinning in time to it and . . . and . . . suddenly I didn’t feel so good. Cackles erupted behind me and I turned to see that trio of weed-whores laughing and pointing at me.
I took a step toward them, thinking how nice it would be to prune their stupid faces with my fist, when the world started to lurch around me. I stumbled and felt my guts cramping up. Oh no. I needed fresh air, or at least a convenient bush to hurl behind.
Their laughter followed me as I managed to stagger to the nearest topiary before everything in my stomach decided to reintroduce itself to the world. My head felt like it was on fire, followed by a similar feeling in my guts . . . that feeling traveling up my throat, into my mouth, and then. . .
Bllleeeeccccchhhhh!
I must’ve been drunker than I thought, because what came pouring out of me was a sparking rainbow of radiant puke which combusted wherever it touched the ground.
Just great! Not only was I yakking in the middle of a dryad party, but I was in danger of burning it to the ground as well. I hurled flaming chunks until I was a dizzy, whimpering mess lying on the ground in the fetal position. Had any vampires been present, I’d have gladly invited them to put me out of my misery.
I wasn’t sure how long I lay there suffering next to my burning spew, but I eventually became aware of a presence looming over me.
“What a mess.”
I knew that voice and its masked owner. Although, whether she was talking about me or what I’d done, I didn’t know, because the second I cracked my eyes open, all I could see was the butt of a spear rapidly descending my way, followed by nothing but darkness.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Mistress Flores. . . Mistress Flores, can you hear me?”
My eyelashes slowly fluttered open. I could smell smoke while something warm and soft brushed my cheek. I slowly focused on dark hair and blue eyes while my hands touched . . . flannel?
“There, there,” Mr. Keyne said. He dipped a rag in some water and gently dabbed the crusty gunk around my mouth.
“Ugh, I feel terrible.”
“I’ve sent for some help. You seem to be having an allergic reaction.”
“Allergic reaction?” Was that a nice way of saying I’d gotten lit till sick?
“Yes. From the look of things, you seem to be reacting negatively to an enchantment.”
“Pretty no be sick!” Before I could even say hi, a white ball of fluff flopped next to me and wrapped her furry arms around my wobbly midsection.
“Oof, thanks Floof.” She may have been clingy, but at least she was warm.
I blinked and saw we weren’t alone.
“Is she going to be okay?” Gary asked.
Dionaea stood next to him, looking down at me with what appeared to be actual concern on her face. Weirdly, I didn’t feel any twinges of jealousy in my gut at seeing them together. Good, because I’m not sure my gut could have handled it. If anything, I was glad to see him enjoying the local flora.
“Move aside for Bush,” a deep voice said and a moment later a big, brown mountain of ape lumbered to my side.
She used one finger to brush back my hair before giving me a warm smile. “Rest. Magic sickness, needs rest,” Bush commanded. Who was I to argue with a nursemaid who could snap my spine like a twig?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I awoke on a soft pile of moss next to a fire. I looked up to find my unicorn buddy watching over me. “Oh, hi Abraxas,” I cooed to him as the fog lifted in my head.
“He’s taken quite a liking to you, Mistress Flores. It’s rare indeed.” Mr. Keyne walked over carrying a steaming cup of something that smelled like toothpaste. “Peppermint tea. It’ll help.”
“Am I still in the grove?” I groaned.
“Yes, but at the very edge, near the stables.” No doubt seeing the question on my face, he added, “Abraxas was very upset when he heard what happened.”
“Is everyone . . . the grove, all right?”
Mr. Keyne nodded. “The fire is out, and the sprites should have cleaned up any mess by now.”
“Why . . . why was I puking the rainbow?”
Mr. Keyne pointed to the cup. “Drink some first. Let’s see if you can hold that down.”
I managed a tiny sip. It burned my tongue but stayed put for the time being. My friends all took turns checking on me—even Gary, who seemed intent on avoiding eye contact. They weren’t the only ones, though. Every so often I caught a glimpse of forms sneaking peeks at me that looked suspiciously like Abraxas.
“More unicorns?”
Mr. Keyne nodded. “Aroura and Astrid are around, as well as Abraxas’s brother Aeolus.”
I glanced past him as an altogether different form scampered into view, this one shaggier, with a much longer neck. “Is that an alpaca?”
“That’s Alkire, our resident drama llama. He was enchanted in the Lima mana flood of 1782. Be careful, he’s cranky and he bites.”
“So, he’s a llamacorn?” I choked out. “A . . . magic llama?”
“Sometimes when magic is released uncontrollably, accidents happen. Too many varying energies can converge with . . . explosive results, as you experienced tonight. If Lady Ash hadn’t gotten to you in time—”
“Ash?” I grumbled. “She nearly killed me.”
“She saved your life. The spear of a Meliae is an instrument of balance, both an agent of destruction as well as a potent source of protection. With the correct incantation, a single touch can purge the body of poison, or the remains of a magical reaction, in your case.”
I rubbed the goose egg on my forehead. “A touch, huh?”
“Too much magic can be bad,” Bush said, stepping toward me. “Sometimes need extra help to purge.” She made a clonking motion toward my head, then lifted something into a view. It was a crude sweater made of wild, white fur. She yanked the baggy mass of fuzzy softness over my head. “This keep you warm. Gift from Bush.”
“Gift from Floof, too!” The tiny Bigfoot bounded into view, looking somewhat less fuzzy than she had before. I guess that explained what it was made of.
Bush lifted the hem at the waist to show some beads braided into the knit. “This show it gift so others no kill you as thief.”
“Thank you so. . .” The words died in my throat as I caught a whiff through my nostrils. The sweater was warm as can be, but it smelled . . . oh God. My stomach did a few more flip flops.
Hold on—I could smell them again, and earlier I wasn’t jealous when I saw Gary. Did that mean the enchantment from the pool had finally worn off? Or maybe been puked out along with everything else?
“Rest now,” Bush said. “Bush had cub who ate fermented fruit. Got sick like you. Rest soothe sickness.”
“Ugh. No more fermented anything for me, thanks. That red stuff . . . woof.”
“You had the red wine?” Mr. Keyne asked, stepping in.
“A bit more than I should have.”
“You shouldn’t have had any. It’s not safe for human consumption. Why, three cups was enough to put Heracles flat on his back.”
“Consider me flattened, too,” I moaned as I flopped against Bush. So warm, but I definitely need to breathe through my mouth again.
Mr. Keyne felt my forehead. “It could have killed you, Mistress Flores. I shall have a word with the house sprites.”
He stepped out just as Boo came to check on me, her face looking downtrodden and ashamed. “I am so sorry, mighty Conqueror of Burp. I should have warned you what was not safe.”
“It’s okay. It takes more than some berry juice to fell Burp Girl,” I said with a weak smile.
She smiled back, then began rummaging in her pockets. A moment later she produced a rough-carved wooden leaf on a string. “Floof and I made this for you while you were sick.”
“Why, thank you,” I said as I let Boo tie it around my neck. “It’s very pretty.”
“It is the leaf of life,” Boo said, nodding. “It will protect and bring you good luck.”
Good luck? I could definitely use some of that. “I’ll wear it always.”
“Good. You may need it when the times comes.” Before I could ask what she meant by that, Boo let out a big yawn. “Sorry. This body grows weary. I must return to my roots. Good night.” And with that, the littlest dryad vanished into the night.
I looked up to Bush. “Am I missing something?”
She shrugged, then picked me up as if I weighed nothing and began to rock me back and forth. “Rest now. Good for sick.”
I laughed weakly, enjoying the fact that the gentle motion seemed to be soothing my stomach. “Do you still do this for your cub?”
Now it was Bush’s turn to laugh. “Cub too big. Soon not cub anymore.” Bush looked wistfully at the fire. “When Bush comfort him, he complain that he great warrior like father. But he not, not here.” She lifted a hand and touched it to her chest, then sighed. “One day, he find his way. Bush know this in heart.”
“You sound like you love him very much.”
Bush nodded. “Cub only reason I grateful for war chief. Wish cub had chosen gentle path, but soon will go on great hunt and claim right to be hunter and warrior . . . for great war coming if we no act soon.”
“Maybe he’ll listen if you tell him—”
Bush shook her head. “Cub only listens to great war chief, Turd. No listen to female, even mother—”
“Wait, did you say . . . Turd?” Do not laugh, Jessie. As Stan Lee is my witness, you will not laugh. “His name . . . is Turd?”
“Great Turd even mightier than Hugh Jackman, Leader of the Northern Tribes, and father to only cub,” Bush said, her face pensive enough to kill my urge to giggle.
“The war chief is your. . .”
“Bush and Yush both mate to Turd.”
“You’re both his mates?”
“Yes, sister mates.” She must have noticed the confused look on my face, because she asked, “No have sister mates?”
“Um, maybe in Arkansas.”
“Humans strange. Turd have many mates. We favorites long ago. Bush and Yush try to help him see reason when he young, but Turd have strange tastes, have unnatural urges.” She looked away. “We keep trying. Make him see reason or—”
“Or what?” I dared to ask.
Bush looked me right in the eyes. “Peace always worth fighting for, Hairless Holy One. Worth dying for even, but fear not. Bush is smart. Have many allies: Gurt, Flut, and mighty war wolf Grulg.” Bush looked away again. “Grulg honorable, listen to Bush.”
I assumed she was naming names there and not having some intestinal distress herself.
“And if Bush fail, then have Hairless Holy One to stop great T’lunta menace.”
“No pressure there.” I said to myself.
“Have faith, Hairless Holy One. You survive Heracles Hammer, win respect of great forest spirits, and conquer my cub when he—”
“Wait, Burp is your cub? I beat up your son?”
Bush smiled and snorted. I really needed to learn a snort retort sooner rather than later. “Burp need lesson. Hairless Holy One teach lesson. Maybe now Burp think with head instead of u’solk.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Yo, wake up, you lazy pendejo!”
I must’ve drifted off to sleep at some point . . . and woken up in Brooklyn? No. Everything was still far too rural looking, including the pink llama leaning over me, staring me in the eye.
“Come on, let’s go! I might be immortal, but you ain’t, chica.”
“A-are you talking?”
“This one’s dumb, jefe,” the llama said, its lips moving in time to the words. “I bet she’s a blonde beneath all that hair dye.” This was it. I was having a Peter Porker moment and losing my mind.
“Now, now, Alkire, give Mistress Flores a break. After all, she is a guest.” Mr. Keyne unceremoniously shoved the pink ungulate away. “Please don’t be offended, he’s a bit of an acquired taste.”
“Stupid old man,” Alkire bleated before stomping away, muttering several unkind Spanish phrases under his breath.
“He can talk?”
Mr. Keyne nodded.
“Can all of them?”
Abraxas stepped forward and nodded. “We can if we have something to say, Maiden Jessie.”
This had to be a side effect of that weird rainbow puke. Either that or I was still asleep.
“Are you all right, Mistress Flores?” Mr. Keyne asked. “The others have gone back to their own quarters to rest. Abraxas and I have been keeping watch over you all night and most of the day.”
“All night? Aren’t you tired?” I asked between my own yawns.
He pushed up his sleeve and showed off a leaf tattoo on his forearm. “I cannot rest while my mistresses or any of their charges are in need.”
“Sounds like a curse,” I choked out.
Mr. Keyne shook his head vehemently. “Doing a job well is a pleasure, not a curse. Now sit up. I’ve managed to scrounge up a bit of breakfast. I figured you’d want a little normalcy after everything you’ve been through.” He presented a tray covered in surprisingly mundane fare—bananas, smoothie powder, and assorted pastries wrapped in plastic.
“Where did you get this from?”
He smiled sheepishly. “Let’s just say some backpackers got lost and wandered too close—to these sacred lands.”
“Oh . . . Oh!” That served as a reminder that not all the Bigfeet were as gentle as Bush and her sister. Still, my stomach was empty, and it looked a lot better than the plate of grubs Gary and I had been served yesterday. “I don’t suppose you found any Pop-Tarts,” I said, trying and failing to make a joke.
“Sadly no,” Mr. Keyne replied. “But I shall endeavor to keep my eyes open for some.”
I nodded my thanks, then picked up a few items and dug in, trying not to think about the source too much between bites.
“Oh, Mistress Sayuri left attire for you to wear to the conference. She and Mistress Olivia thought it best for you to sit with them today. Sadly, you’re no longer under the protection of a glamour. Due to your reaction, our hosts thought it best to remove any and all magicks from your person. However, the clothing they’ve provided has been steeped in my mistresses’ pheromones. That should mask your scent from prying noses for now.”
“But I’m human.”
“As am I. You’ll be masquerading as a servant.”
Apparently I was supposed to be one of Sayuri’s servants judging by the badass lacquered armor she’d left. Not bad. It beat my Magi mini-skirt any day of the week.
I got dressed as quickly as my jelly limbs would allow, then stumbled back to the ever-patient Mr. Keyne. He smiled and layered my sweater under the breastplate, and dang if it didn’t make awesome padding. Once in leg guards and a heavy cloak, I felt protected and toasty warm. His finishing touch was lifting Boo’s necklace out to the forefront. “There. Now it’s perfect.”
Mr. Keyne escorted me back beyond the vine curtain where I’d first entered the grove of the Meliae. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but from the darkening sky above, I guessed my breakfast was more along the lines of dinner.
Phil and Yush were both waiting for me as we stepped through.
“Yush hear of Hairless Holy One mixed many magics within her. Yush surprised Hairless Holy One not dead. Very strong.”
Phil reiterated what Mr. Keyne had told me about not being able to use glamours or enchantments for a few days.
“I get it. No magic for me.”
“And you need to watch what you eat and drink, too,” Phil added.
“I have that covered.” Mr. Keyne handed me a satchel. “Provisions, all vetted by me as human and magic-free. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I shall leave Mistress Flores in your care. I have tasks to complete.”
Yush dismissed him with a snort. I really needed to invest in an English-to-snort dictionary when I got back home. She then turned and looked at me, eyeing my armor. “Hairless Holy One look like mighty warrior. Yush approve.”
“A mighty warrior who vomits rainbows.”
Yush nodded gravely. “Not good. No more for now. Permanent damage,” she warned.
Good enough for me. I made a mental promise to myself to play the part of a nice, normal human and avoid anything even remotely related to magic. That pledge lasted all of fifteen minutes when I followed Yush and Phil back to the others who were standing at the edge of a valley from Hollywood’s wettest dream.
It was as if the residents of Hogwarts, Asgard, and Avatar had all gathered in a single place. A dragon buzzed by overhead while walking, talking lawn gnomes scampered just in front of us.
Offhand, I’d say the chances of me avoiding magic were roughly slim to none.




Chapter Thirty-One: The Quest for Peace

“In space, no one can hear you squee.”
Gary nodded in wide-eyed agreement from next to me. While we saw every misplaced critter from mythologies I’d never even heard of milling around, we couldn’t hear a thing.
Almost as if reading my thoughts, Phil stepped forward and reached a hand out. The air shimmered as she touched something immediately in front of us.
“Not bad. They must have worked on this all day.” She beckoned us forward. “It’s a glamour, one of the biggest I’ve ever seen, meant to dampen sound and keep us hidden from any passing airplanes or satellites. I have to admit, I’m impressed. Just prepare yourself. This might get a little weird.”
Gary and I exchanged sidelong glances. “Really?” we said in unison.
The moment we stepped forward, I could dig what Phil was saying. Shrieks, crackles, and buzzing instantly filled the air, along with more roars than an opening kickoff at Gillette.
Gary pointed to our right. “Lizardmen, we have lizardmen!”
I pointed to one in a chainmail bikini. “Um, lizard-women.”
Gary blushed a little as we inched by. “My bad. Shouldn’t have assumed. So, um, where should . . . where are we going?”
Squish! Something slithered across our path. Slurp?
I found myself staring at a monstrous Jell-O mold, complete with suspended bits in the middle. It quivered before me, as if in anticipation. Um . . . was this a snorting moment?
“Oh yay, snacks!” a voice exclaimed as a familiar form ran to my side. Boo clapped her hands before pushing what appeared to be a wooden coin into the blob. A moment later a slimy, bumpy fruit erupted from the gelatinous vendor. It continued to drip as Boo snatched it. “You want one, Conqueror of Burp?”
“I already ate,” I replied.
Boo took my hand—squishy, still squishy—and waved at the slime monster who undulated toward another group entering the arena as twilight crept over the scene.
Boo tugged at my hand. I tried not to watch her gobble down the nasty ambrosia. “Aren’t you supposed to be attending us?” she asked with an exaggerated wink. I guess flower girls weren’t known for subtlety. “Ooh, and you brought magi to visit.”
Phil smirked at her. “I’m going to make the rounds. Gare-bear, why don’t you go commune with these esteemed forest spirits while I explore?”
I swear, everyone around me was as subtle as a freight train. Still, it didn’t look like anyone was particularly paying attention, not with the chaos surrounding us.
Boo dragged me past a group of rock monsters and a red-eyed something in a hood. A cluster of seats decorated with cushions made of leaves gave away our destination.
“Is Floof with us?” I asked as I scanned the haughty women lounging ahead of us.
Boo shook her head. “Floof is with her own people. She’s probably watching from the trees.”
“That sounds like Floof.”
“I see you’ve finally deigned to join us.” I knew that dismissive voice by now, complete with wooden mask and thinly veiled contempt. “Try to keep your eyes open and your mouth shut lest you end up fed to one of the other delegations.” And with that, Ash stepped past me, complete with cape whip. Yeah, I snorted as she left. Finally, that horsey noise made perfect sense.
“I don’t think she likes you very much,” Gary whispered.
“Least she didn’t knock me out this time, but the night is still young.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
We made our way to where Sayuri sat, a goblet in one hand and stifling a yawn with the other. She motioned to a little wooden bench just behind her. “Sit. The festivities will start soon. Oh, guard, you take the seat closest to me should I need you.”
I took the hint and sat at her side. At this distance I could feel the superiority practically seeping from her pores. She shook her cup and nodded to a pitcher on the ground. I guess being a guard also made me the default water girl.
My debt to society paid, I turned my attention to a group across the way. Of all the strange creatures here, they seemed most out of place, maybe because they looked to be dressed more for a board room than the woods. Vampires, no doubt about it. They seemed to be milling around a slender, slimy looking guy in an expensive suit. I could feel the ego radiating from him all the way across the arena. Could that be the ubervamp?
“Today you shall meet the leaders of two of the most powerful factions left in the human world, child. It should be modestly amusing,” Sayuri explained, not looking my way. “I assume that Ash has already lectured you on the merits of paying attention and staying silent, no?”
“I got the memo.”
Sayuri smiled ever so slightly. She nodded toward the vampires who seemed to be having some sort of kerfuffle on their side of the arena . . . with the blobby vending machine. “I think one of our guests of honor is making an impression. Dionaea, would you be so kind?”
Both Gary and I whipped around to see her familiar curvy shape joining us, now in a slightly more modest hooded cloak. One of her vines peeked from under her sleeve and waved to Gary. She waved her hands, mumbled something, and suddenly the air around the entire dryad entourage shimmered. “Y’all can speak privately now, darlin’s, Lady Sayuri.”
I looked across, where the commotion with the vendor was still going on, and my heart raced as I locked eyes on a vamp different than the others. The heat rose in my cheeks and my scalp as I saw brown hair and chiseled features. Where others of his kind radiated arrogance, he seemed to shimmer with a quiet confidence, his pale eyes scanning the crowd. That’s him. Deep in my heart I knew it. I grabbed Gary’s hand. “That’s him. That has to be him.”
“Wait . . . him?” Gary zeroed in on the hunk as well. “Are you sure? Do you feel something?”
Dionaea leaned between us and shot me a sly look. “Oh, I’m feelin’ something all right. Damn, he is fine. Is that—?”
“Focus!” Sayuri snapped. “This is a peace conference, not an orgy.”
“Yet,” Dionaea whispered, waving her hands again. The air shimmered once and this time everything grew hushed other than a small group of voices.
“—It’s a good thing you didn’t fire. Things are tense enough without us starting things off by shooting a food merchant.” The words lined up with the gorgeous ubervamp’s lips. Damn if he didn’t sound like a Boston blue blood.
“They were going to shoot Happy Blobby!” Boo gasped. “Vampires are horrible.”
“Shh!” The older dryads hissed as they leaned in to get a listen.
“What?!” another, far whinier voice exclaimed, as a reject from Revenge of the Nerds shuffled behind him in a puffy coat and thick, plastic glasses. I guess the ubervamp needed a servant, too, although I didn’t see what use he might be unless maybe someone needed their router reset in a magical forest.
The heat within me rose again, however, as the hunk sighed. “He was just trying to sell you some refreshments—”
“Clearly the T’lunta did not take this conference as seriously as I would have hoped,” Olivia said, also leaning over for Vampire TV. “We were promised trained delegates, not—”
We didn’t get a chance to continue the conversation, as our half of the arena burst to life, loud enough to disrupt Dionaea’s spell. The thundering stomping could mean only one thing—the Sasquatch contingent was ready to make an entrance . . . in style.
A line of giant apes formed in the colosseum, clad only in trophy necklaces and fur that didn’t cover nearly enough. I really did not need to see that. The Sasquatches roared as one, echoing even over the crowd. In the eerie calm that followed, I could feel the weight of a stare. The bleachers about a quarter way around the arena, just past the lizardfolk and some rock monsters, sported another hairy contingent. I could see Yush and Bush watching the arena intently while a small, black-furred Sasquatch chose to glare at me instead, nudging the massive hooded figure next to him and pointing my way. I guess Burp had some hard feelings after all. “Oh, what now?”
Any further musings got cut short as the weather suddenly turned from clear to a squall in the blink of an eye. Lightning crashed, and a pulsating green orb appeared in the center of the arena. As Gary and I stared, bug-eyed, Sayuri merely sighed. “Oh good, he didn’t scratch the table. My artisans worked for days on that.”
Table? Oh yeah. Lost among the grand entrances, explosions, and destiny coming to bear, I had somehow missed that the center of the arena contained a table made from the heartwood of a massive tree. I wondered if it was one of Sayuri’s cousins.
“WELCOME!” a booming voice sounded in my mind. It was similar to the voice from my dream. Talk about having a Jean Grey moment. Gary rubbed his ears while the dryads seemed completely unfazed. “WE, THE GATHERED, ARE HERE TO BEAR WITNESS TO A SUMMIT OF PEACE IN THE SPIRIT OF THE HEROES AND LEGENDS OF OUR ESTEEMED ANCESTORS. WE, THE GATHERED, ARE CALLED FORTH TO MEDIATE ALLEGED VIOLATIONS OF THE TERMS SET FORTH WITHIN THE HUMBABA ACCORD, AS SIGNED IN BLOOD ON THE THREE HUNDREDTH AND TWENTY SEVENTH CYCLE OF ABZU THE VIOLATOR. . .”
“Um, Gary, does that make any sense to you?”
He shook his head. “Safe to assume they used a slightly different calendar back then.”
“THE CHILDREN OF HUMBABA DEMAND AUDIENCE AGAINST THE ACCUSED. SHOULD GRIEVANCES FAIL TO BE SETTLED IN A MANNER CONCURRENT WITH THE TERMS OF THE ACCORD, RITUAL COMBAT WILL THEN ENSUE.”
“Why do I have a feeling it’s going to end up being a vampire on Sasquatch cage match?” Gary asked.
“Oh, it usually is, but that’s half the fun,” Dionaea said leaning between us. “From what I’ve heard—”
“…THE GATHERED, SHOULD THEY CHOOSE TO ACCEPT THIS JUDGMENT, SHALL CLAIM A RIVAL’S HAND IN MARRIAGE FOR THE TRADITIONAL EXCHANGE OF PEACE OFFERINGS, SO IT IS STATED, SO IT SHALL BE. . .”
“Marriage. . .” I started.
Gary shrugged. “How would that even work?”
Once more, our dryad peanut gallery chimed in with, “Oh trust me, it works, sugah.” I’ll take things I never wanted to hear for a thousand, please, Alex. “Once you go giant, your fly trap is forever pliant.” Make that two thousand.
However, the moderator of Sauron was still going strong. Crap, what did I miss? “…BILL RYDER, THE ONE CLAIMING TO BE THE REBORN FREEWILL.” The other half of the arena went mental. This was it. It was time to meet my destiny.
The hunk conferred with his geeky companion and a few others, including a woman with blonde hair and curves rivaling Dionaea in the femme fatale department. I was curious to hear my hot nemesis speak at last.
Um, why was the nerd stepping forward? After a moment of confusion, the guy in glasses took the spot at the head of the table, while the gorgeous one stepped back into the crowd.
What?!
“That’s the ubervamp I’m supposed to battle?” He looked like my physics teacher’s slightly heavier brother, or maybe the dude who repaired my laptop last time I brought it to Best Buy.
“THE CHILDREN OF HUMBABA HAVE—” Cue the deafening hoots and hollers of the Sasquatch brigade, loud enough to drown out even the voice beaming into my skull. “. . .THEY ARE REPRESENTED BY THE MIGHTY LEADER OF THE NORTHERN TRIBES, TURD.”
Cheers of “Turd, Turd, Turd!” filled our half of the arena. Even the stoic Sayuri nodded in time with the beat while Dionaea let out a rip-roaring cheer.
“I’m not chanting that,” Gary said. Couldn’t blame him.
The one called Turd pushed his way through the ranks—not that you couldn’t see him coming a mile away. If Bush had seemed impressive when I first met her, this Sasquatch put her to shame. “Those are skulls, right? He’s wearing skulls, Gary.”
“That is one impressive Turd,” Gary deadpanned. I probably shouldn’t have burst out laughing at a peace summit that might determine the fate of the world, but damn if his timing wasn’t spot on.
“THE LEADERS OF EACH PARTY WILL NOW GREET EACH OTHER.”
“Freewill,” Turd snarled as the crowd quieted. Even this far away I felt a shiver. “You are different than I imagined.” Turd seemed to be vocalizing my internal monologue. I turned my attention to the much smaller man in the puffy coat. Was something supposed to happen? In comics and the movies, these sorts of showdowns always had dramatic lighting to frame the shot. All I got was a bunch of background chatter and the heavy aroma of forest funk. And why wasn’t my magic hair going haywire? It must be underwhelmed by this dude as well.
In my shock at how not threatening this ubervamp appeared, I almost missed Turd and him having their own standoff. This Bill guy glared defiantly at the way bigger Foot leader. His smile made his already sarcastic face positively punchable. “Oh, mighty Turd,” he said, grinning even more obnoxiously. “I pay you great respect. I have seen much in my time, but know that you are the largest and most impressive turd I have ever witnessed.”
“My timing was better,” Gary said with a sigh. I had to agree with him.
The war chief’s face went surprisingly pensive. “You pay great honor to Turd, Freewill,” he replied solemnly, “Turd will remember this.”
“What is that in his hands? Is that—?” Gary trailed off.
I cocked my head and took in more of this Bill Ryder dude. “Um, I think it’s a Snapple bottle.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Are we there yet?” Gary sighed as we listened to another declaration of what sort of rituals could be submitted for magical evidence. Apparently only mutually agreed on, organic eye of newt was acceptable, among other things. At one point I think they even went into dietary restrictions—apparently eating the other delegations was a no-no. I guess that was mostly for the vampires. Try as both sides might, neither looked particularly interested as the details dragged on. I think everyone in the arena had managed to tune out the voice in their head. I did, however, put on my best show for Sayuri of looking like I was paying attention. If I had one true superpower, it was zoning out without giving too much away.
“No, we end this now!”
Wait, what? What did I miss? The faintest of smiles crossed Sayuri’s lips as one of the Sasquatches at Turd’s end of the table caused a major ruckus. “Rise, my brothers! Rise and let us kill the T’lunta!” the angry Bigfoot roared. Many of the groups on our half of the arena tittered and whispered furtively. This couldn’t be good.
The agitator went full-Tarzan, beating his chest and leaping to his feet. “No peace! NO PEA—”
Lightning struck again. In a flash, the rebellious giant became a pile of ash. Oh, crap, Big Green did not play. “YOU ARE OUT OF ORDER,” it said, as calmly as reading a laundry list.
The crowd burst to life all around us. “Are you not entertained?” I gasped under my breath. How was there ever going to be peace if everyone was out for blood?
I gave a sidelong glance to the dryads. Olivia remained seated with her companions, a look of horror on her face, while Sayuri’s side of the delegation stood and golf-clapped.
“PER SUBSECTION THREE OF THE SCROLL OF CEDAR. . .”
“Are they not going to stop? That dude was vaporized.” A hand clamped over my mouth as Sayuri stared right through me.
“Eyes open, mouth shut, child. You might learn something,” the dryad chided. What did she mean? I followed her gaze to the central table where the vampires, including his royal highness, king of the geeks, looked aghast and shaken.
The Sasquatches remained solemn, a few rubbing necklaces that looked suspiciously like mine. Even Burp had taken a break from glaring at me to stare at the proceedings. Only the Sasquatch leader looked calm, almost bored, with the same callous glint in his eyes that Sayuri had perfected. Maybe this guy wasn’t all brawn and no brains after all.
As the droning continued, I finally met Bush’s gaze. My blood ran cold as I saw something I’d never seen in her face before. My hair finally flared and I could feel her rage as if it was my own. A sinking feeling filled my chest, only heightened by Gary taking that very moment to grimace and slap his fist against his forehead. “Gary?”
“I have . . . a . . . bad feeling—” he stammered just as the moderator bellowed, “RECESS IS CALLED UNTIL TOMORROW NIGHT.”
“Are you talking stomach ache bad feeling, or a bad feeling?”
Dionaea and Sayuri both turned to watch us.
“We need to go, now, Jess. Something is—”
“I think you two need to get ready. Conqueror of Burp, tonight you will be my guest in the Grove, assuming that you still have that title,” Sayuri said, rising to her feet. She pointed to the Sasquatch and his much larger companion making a pointed march toward us. “Good luck.”
“You!” he cried. “Burp have challenge for you!”
“Let me guess. That kinda bad feeling,” I said as Gary and I discovered exactly how much discretion was the better part of valor by running for the exit.




Chapter Thirty-Two: You Have to Fight for your Right to Party

“He’s still following us,” Dionaea said.
“Thanks, Captain Obvious.”
“I don’t think he’s going to settle for talking this through,” Gary added, just in case Dionaea wasn’t doing a good enough job of describing how screwed I was.
Up ahead, the path forked. One side was clear, while what appeared to be a pack of fireflies fluttered in the other. Huh. A bit cold for them, but magic, I supposed. If video games have taught me one thing, it’s if something sparkles, you should probably check it out. I picked up the pace and headed that way, taking us into a thicker section of woods.
“I’m not sure about this, Jess,” Gary said. “I think those are will-o-wisps.”
The path narrowed and the overgrowth thickened. I could hear branches cracking behind us as Burp and his big friend kept coming. “Well what’s worse, will-o-wisps or an angry Sasquatch?”
“Will-o-wisps,” Gary and Dionaea both answered without skipping a beat.
Gary glanced around us at the sparkling orbs lighting up the trees. “You do realize they have a reputation for leading travelers to their doom, right?”
“So, what you’re saying is every video game I’ve ever played is a lie.” I cried out as my hand raked against a thorn bush, drawing blood. Maybe he had a point.
Once more the path split before us, around a gnarled tree straight out of a Grimm’s fairytale. One side looked like a fairly benign path through the forest, while the other was far more foreboding. There was almost no way there wasn’t a wicked witch waiting at the end of it.
“STOP RUNNING! BURP CHALLENGE YOU!!!” Seriously, does that guy even have an inside voice? “BURP FRIEND SMASH COWARDS!!”
“So, um, do you have a plan, sugah, or are you just wingin’ it? I’m not judgin’ but there are some . . . things at this conference that I’d just as soon not bump into.”
“Everyone knows the nice friendly paths always lead toward doom,” I said, hooking a right toward the dark and scary one.
“They do?” Dionaea asked, her voice rising an octave.
“Trust me. I’ve played this game before.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The path led to a clearing, one that reminded me way too much of a boss fight arena. “Yeah, I’m thinking we keep going.”
Sadly, this place had other ideas. I led the way to the far side just as the ground beneath us began to crumble. Fortunately, one of Dionaea’s vines shot out and snagged me by the back of my armor, pulling me in time before I could tumble into the sinkhole that opened up before us.
I stepped forward gingerly and peered down, seeing a drop full of frozen roots that ended in what appeared to be an underground river rushing past. Several of those dancing lights flittered around it.
“What was that you were saying about will-o-wisps?”
Gary rolled his eyes. “Oh, now you want to listen?”
“Quick,” Dionaea said, “what are you feeling right now?”
“You mean besides glad I didn’t fall?”
She shook her head. “No. I mean, your emotions.”
“Um, ticked off, I guess,” I said. “Definitely annoyed. A bit frustrated. . .”
“That’s good.” At my raised brow, she explained, “Will-o-wisps are trickster spirits. They thrive on fear and terror. It’s like a fine wine to them. There’s no challenge to them if someone is either too brave or too dumb to be afraid.” I was tempted to ask which she thought I was, but she wasn’t finished yet. “So long as we don’t freak out, they should get bored quickly and hopefully not throw anything else our way.”
“Oh. That’s good.”
“BURP COMING FOR YOU!!!”
I had to open my mouth. Unfortunately, he sounded so close, probably too close for us to circumnavigate the sinkhole before he could get here. I turned to Dionaea. “Protect Gary. Oh, and if it comes down to it, maybe me too.”
“That’s your plan?!” Gary asked.
“What can I say? I believe in the KISS principle.”
Dionaea grabbed Gary and dragged him behind her, eliciting a slight twinge of jealousy from me. Guess maybe that stupid pool wasn’t as out of my system as I thought. Fortunately, there wasn’t any time to ruminate on that as Burp burst into the clearing.
“GOOD! NO MORE RUNNING!” he screamed.
“Look, Burp, I don’t want to fight you. And I don’t think your mother wants you to fight me.”
“Burp’s mother weak! Burp strong!”
So much for the reasonable approach. Time to speak a language he hopefully understood . . . other than beating my chest and screaming. “Listen, I already beat you once. I respect your mother too much to do it again.”
“You refuse Burp’s challenge?” His eyes and face turned positively red. I’m gonna go out on a limb and assume his dad wasn’t big on telling junior here “no.” Somehow my life had devolved into one of three options at any given moment—run, make a quip, or punch something supernatural.
“You heard me.”
“Then Burp not fight you.”
Really? Well, that was easy.
“No! You instead be crushed by Burp’s champion!”
Uh oh. Something big came down the path behind him, knocking two trees out of the way so as to fit past the narrow opening leading to the clearing. The cloaked beast was easily twice Burp’s size, maybe more, every bit the equal of Turd in stature.
“You claim to be mighty like Hugh Jackman. But he now here to prove you wrong.”
“What?!” Call me crazy, but he looked a lot smaller in The Prestige.
The cloaked beast stepped forward and whipped back his hood with a roar of rage, revealing a shaggy mass topped with gleaming black horns. It was at that precise moment I realized that I needed to work on my listening skills. They’d never been saying Hugh Jackman. All along, they’d meant—
“Oh no, it’s Huge Yakman!” Dionaea screamed.
So much for asking for an autograph.




Chapter Thirty-Three: Azkaban Would be so Much Scarier With...

My opponent, now properly identified as Huge rather than Hugh, did exactly what I’d expect the minotaur’s hairier cousin to do—he stomped his hooves, lowered his horns, and charged.
Freaked out as I was, I still had enough sense to not want to be in his way. Fortunately, my parkour skills were up to snuff. I dove nimbly to the side.
And then promptly forgot how freaking long this thing’s reach was as he lashed out and caught me with a backhand. It was a glancing blow, but it still knocked me into a tree trunk. Ow.
“Jessie!” Gary yelled, his anime name calling right on time.
“I’m okay,” I said, climbing back to my feet. Fortunately, the armor Sayuri had given me was not just for show. Less fortunate, it wouldn’t protect me if he simply grabbed my head and crushed it like a bug.
I spent the next several seconds imitating a chicken with its head cut off, dodging and weaving the massive yak monster as it threw blow after blow my way. All the while Burp roared with glee at every near miss. Glad someone was enjoying the show.
I was smart enough to know a war of attrition when I saw one. It was only a matter of time before this beast connected and stomped me into a pile of Jell-O. Time for what was probably a terrible idea. I skidded to a halt right in front of the massive sinkhole, then raised my hand and waved him on, Matrix-style.
There’s no way he’s dumb enough to fall for. . .
But apparently, I was wrong. He charged me and I rolled to the side, hoping yak monsters couldn’t fly. One Wilhelm scream and a splash later confirmed that in the negative. Hopefully that was enough to dissuade my furry—”
“No! Huge Yakman!” Burp cried. “Burp smash you!”
Burp charged blindly at me, prompting the slightest of eye rolls as I stepped aside to let him join his yak buddy. Poor idiot should have probably taken a physics class.
Sadly, he wasn’t the only idiot present. In my arrogance, I’d failed to take into account that an adolescent monkey boy might be a tad more dexterous that a two-ton yak-man.
He went over the edge but managed to spin midair and snag my ankle on the way, sending us both into freefall.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Cold!
Hitting the icy water below was far more of a wake-up call than being attacked by even a ten-foot yak monster. Sadly, freezing to death would have to take a backseat to drowning as the current immediately swept me under. I was certain that was it. Dressed for battle as I was, I instinctively knew I’d sink like a stone.
So imagine my surprise a moment later when I managed to kick my way to the surface. Seems the dryads had a couple of extra tricks up their sleeve, as my breastplate proved surprisingly buoyant. Talk about plot armor. I didn’t know what sort of unstable molecules this thing was made of, but I wasn’t about to complain.
No, I had plenty of other things to complain about as I was swept through a cave full of twinkling lights—more will-o-wisps, judging by the strange whispered laughter in the air. There came a roar from somewhere up ahead, more pain than rage, but there wasn’t much I could do about it, swept along as I was. My teeth chattered, but I still seemed to have control of my limbs—a near miracle considering the temperature of the water, or maybe not. If even a smidgeon of that magic pool’s enchantment remained in me, it might be enough to keep me from turning into a Jess-sicle.
Mind you, neither armor nor cold resistance helped as the roar of the water increased and I once again found myself in freefall, this time over an underground waterfall.
Thankfully it wasn’t much more than a ten-foot drop. I once again surfaced, thankful—sorta anyway—to find myself floating in a wide pool with a much weaker current than what had pulled me over the falls.
I looked around, realizing I was luckier than I’d realized. A hairy form bobbed limply in the water nearby. Oh no! Bush would never forgive me if I didn’t do something.
I lifted Burp’s head out of the water and began to paddle toward shore, dragging him with me. The cold was getting worse by the second, but I was still in control enough to do the job. Sadly, I had a feeling that wouldn’t leave much left in the tank for what waited on the shore.
Huge Yakman lay in the mud, crawling his way up the bank beneath the will-o-wisps that continued to dart about.
Beneath their light, however, I could see he wasn’t in any better condition to continue our fight. He rolled over, breathing heavily, bloodied and with one of his legs bent at an odd angle. His size and weight, combined with the pull of the river, had seemingly made for a much bumpier ride than I’d suffered. It wasn’t the smartest move to beach myself next to him, but with Burp in tow, I didn’t have much choice.
I dragged Burp onto the beach, only to realize he wasn’t breathing. Damn it! Come on, breathe, you hairy ape!
I rolled him over and pounded on his chest to no response.
“The heir of Turd is no more!” Huge lifted his head and let out a long, low bellow.
“Not on my watch.” I remembered health class. The semester before last they’d forced us all to take CPR training. At the time it had seemed little more than an excuse for the cheer squad to practice Frenching the dummies. But now. . .
“Here goes nothing.” I pinched Burp’s nostrils shut and clamped my mouth over his. Oh, dear lord of all that is holy! Sasquatch smell had nothing on Sasquatch breath. It was like strapping a rotting skunk to my face. One, two, three, four, I breathed as hard and as fast as I could. Please work, damn it! Again.
Third time’s the charm—
I was rewarded with a mouth full of Sasquatch saliva and filthy water. I gagged, realizing this was probably far worse than any beating he could have handed out, all while Burp gasped and proceeded to hack up a lung full of water.
Huge let out a gasp. “By the ancestors! The mating rituals of the hairless ones can bring back the dead?”
There was no way I was justifying that with an answer.
Burp spat again, staring at me as if he’d just given Satan a rim job. “Ugh! What is terrible taste in Burp’s mouth?”
“It’s called fluoride. You might want to consider it.” I reached into my mouth and pulled out a hair—not one of mine. Please let me repress this memory!
Burp was out of the woods, so to speak, but Huge was still pretty banged up. CPR was one thing, but setting a compound fracture on a leg bigger than my torso was a whole different ballpark. Somehow, I doubted it would be as easy as it was in comics or movies. It was a testament to Huge’s hairy cojones that he wasn’t whimpering like a baby as I saw his leg just dangling and the bone sticking out of his fur. If I can suck face with Burp, how bad can this be?
Oh, that was a lot of blood, so much blood. Vampires just turn to death confetti when you kill them—this was meaty and gross.
“Are you . . . a god?” Huge groaned as I approached where he lay. I was tempted to ask why he would say that, but then noticed sparkles dancing at the edge of my vision. Warmth began to radiate down from my head . . . delicious warmth! My magic hair was recharged and ready to play. I guess I could see how bringing back Burp, combined with my glowing noggin, could maybe freak someone out.
Despite Ghostbusters logic dictating how I should answer, I knelt down and said, “I’m a Jessie.” Feeling the heat on my scalp spreading, I examined his injuries. His leg was definitely broken in multiple places. “C’mon, magic hair, help him if you can.” It felt a bit . . . odd to be negotiating with my hair, but I didn’t have any better ideas. The burning rose up my scalp and my hair felt heavy. I leaned over and rested my head against his giant yak thigh, hoping I didn’t burn him.
“Please work,” I begged again.
A moment later, Huge roared and the smell akin to that of roast beef filled the air. What had I done?
There came a snap, crackle, pop sound, and then blinding pain radiated from my hair down to my own leg, like some kind of terrible feedback loop. The room spun as the pain became too much to bear and I promptly passed out in front of the creatures who’d been trying to kill me mere minutes earlier.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Jessie! Jessie, can you hear me?”
My eyelashes fluttered open to see two pairs of concerned eyes staring down at me, one of them sans corneas.
“Gary?” Ugh. My mouth still had a nasty Burp aftertaste in it.
Not being dead was good, albeit surprising. Still, one thing at a time.
I lifted my head and caught sight of my hair back to its normal, unremarkable brown. I must’ve used all my mojo on Huge, although whether that meant I’d. . .
A quick glance around confirmed he was very much not vaporized. He was resting with his back to the wall. He didn’t exactly look great, but his leg was back to its normal shape . . . with the exception of a nasty burn mark where I’d touched him. Still, it seemed the good I’d done him had outweighed the bad, especially once he raised a hand in greeting my way.
“How did you find us?” Ugh, Sasquatch mouth is horrible. Dionaea pointed up where a cluster of lights whizzed back and forth. “I thought you said will-o-wisps were bad.”
“Normally they are, but you apparently entertained them enough that they were happy to lead us to you. Never discount the power of boredom, sugah.”
“Burp is . . . shamed.” The Sasquatch came shambling out of the shadows, his head hung low.
“Yeah, that’s twice you’ve lost to me in a fair fight.” I had a feeling this was better than letting the truth get out, for both of us. I gave him the slightest of nods, hoping Sasquatches understood subtlety. He returned it.
“Yes, Hairless Holy One mightier than Burp . . . for now.”
Fair enough. I could live with that.
“You even beat Huge Yakman?” Dionaea asked. “No wonder the wisps were entertained.”
“You know the saying about the bigger they are,” I said weakly. I let them pull me to my feet. The world spun, but I remained upright. The yak-man snorted but didn’t dispute me. I glanced at both of them. “Are we cool here?”
Burp nodded. Guess that was one problem solved. I then turned back to my friends. “How do we get out of here? My head is pounding, and I really need to find my toothbrush.”
Dionaea raised an eyebrow. “Same way the will-o-wisps showed us in. We’ll just backtrack and hope they’ve had enough amusement for one day.”
“Sounds like a—” I was interrupted by the sound of Huge growling. “Really? I thought we were past that.”
But Huge didn’t seem focused on me. His head was raised, sniffing the air. “Doom is upon us.”
What now?
There came a splash from the pool of water, followed by another. Soon the entire surface of the water churned as if something big were right beneath the surface. Hold on. Something big, or lots of smaller somethings.
The wisps began to circle us excitedly, the cave illuminated with their glow.
“Stay close,” Dionaea warned, waving her arms. A faint purple shimmer surrounded us all—all except for Burp. The idiot opted instead to panic, backing up and making an annoying screeching sound.
“Oh, shut up.”
My protest was cut short, however, as Dionaea grabbed my arm and motioned toward the pool. “Oh no.”
That couldn’t be good, especially with my hair lying limp and brown. There came a loud splash from the pool and then something skittered out of it. It moved with surprising speed toward us before stopping and rising to two legs.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Seriously, guys?” I asked. “It’s just an otter.”
The adorable little fuzz-bucket stared at me, chattered, and then its eyes glowed a sinister red. Oh boy. I might not be a zoologist, but I somehow doubted that was normal. “Death otters . . . really?”




Chapter Thirty-Four: Kushtaka Rhapsody

“Is there such a thing as death otters, Gary?” More of the adorable hellions crawled from the pool and surrounded us.
“Apparently,” he replied, wide-eyed.
For the moment, Dionaea’s purple bubble seemed to dissuade the creatures, but I couldn’t help but be unnerved by the fact that Huge stood with us trembling, while Burp continued screeching from where he’d backed up against the wall.
“Your spell will not save us,” Huge warned. “The kushtaka are too powerful.”
Even more of the critters arrived, scurrying around us. However, the playfulness of their antics was seriously downplayed by the oversized obsidian teeth filling their mouths.
“Kushtaka?” Gary asked. “I’ve seen that word before but can’t quite place it.”
Huge reached up and grabbed at something around his neck. It was a leaf amulet like Boo made for me. “They are the eaters of souls and bringers of chaos. To speak their name is to invite disaster.”
The lead otter stood up, revealing itself to be nearly my height, and nodded as if in agreement. He motioned to a few of the others who moved off to form a circle around Burp, then turned back toward us and . . . smiled?
Okay, that was freaky.
“You know of us, yes?” the head death otter hissed. And getting freakier by the second. “You know of what we want and what we shall have?”
I couldn’t help myself. I burst out laughing—not just a chuckle, but a donkey-esque belly laugh until the tears rolled out of the corners of my eyes. The whole thing was just too absurd to take seriously.
The death otter cocked its head. “I see your friend here has gone quite mad. Delicious.” His face fell though as I dropped to my knees, clutching my sides as my ribs started to ache. “Okay, we get the point. Really. You can stop laughing now.”
I could think of few things more hilarious than being chided by an evil otter, especially one who was totes adorbs! The kushtaka turned his attention to Gary. “Is she always like this?”
He shrugged, prompting me to slap him on the arm. That was enough to let me catch my breath. “Come on, guys, let’s be serious. This is a peace conference and I’m pretty sure the big glowy guy upstairs specifically forbade eating any of the other delegates.”
The kushtaka chattered amongst themselves while the leader grinned. Huge, meanwhile, bent over me. “They are not delegates. Underwater causeways such as these are their ancestral home, which we have invaded.”
“Oh, so these are the locals.” A sinking feeling began to war with the humor of this situation, although I still found it hard to take our plight seriously.
“War?” the leader hissed. “Peace? You all taste the same regardless.”
The ones surrounding Burp began to advance on him. I turned to Huge and Dionaea. “Any bright ideas? Maybe a weakness. You know, sunlight, crocodiles, maybe country music?”
Huge shook his head. “Nothing can stop the—”
“Did you say music?” The lead otter’s ears perked up and he skittered to face me again. He twiddled his tiny little thumbs in glee. “Music is part of the soul.”
“Um, okay. So, you guys like music?”
Huge stammered, “To parlay with the kushtaka is pure folly, Hairless Holy—”
“One song, for your lives,” the lead otter said. “If it fails to please us . . . we shall feast.”
I glanced at Gary. Hopefully he had his phone, or maybe a magic radio. Either way, as far as deals went, this one was a piece of cake. “Fine, a song. What do you like? I know every Weird Al song from Bad Hair Day—”
Dionaea screamed as the lead death otter slipped right through the magical barrier as if it wasn’t even there. It slithered against me, pulling upright so we could be face-to-face with no concept of personal space. I think it was supposed to be unnerving, but I had to stifle another round of giggles.
“Please tell me you’re one hell of a musician,” Dionaea said, dropping the barrier now that it became evident it was useless.
The otter took my hand, his paws so cute, and led me to the water’s edge. He stepped back and looked up. Almost as if on cue, the will-o-wisps concentrated their energy, bathing me in a spotlight. Little jerks.
The death otter cocked his head. “Be forewarned, human, you must give us a song straight from your heart, something that belongs to you and only you!”
Wish someone had told me it had to be original before I volunteered.
“Give us a song that is a piece of your soul,” the death otter said, twiddling his fingers like the world’s cutest James Bond villain.
“A great anthem of your conquests!” Huge suggested.
“Maybe something that gets your motor revving,” Dionaea added.
I turned toward Gary last. “Don’t look at me,” he said. “I’m tone deaf.” Thanks, Gary.
“It has to be my own song?”
The otter nodded. Nothing like staring into the eyes of an evil weasel to give you a terrible case of stage fright. Actually, no, the stage fright was pretty bad before my life was on the line.
I thought of all the pop songs I listened to as a little kid. Maybe one of them. . .
As if in response, the otter gave his head a single shake. He opened his mouth and leaned in, as if anticipating the kill.
No, it had to be more personal, something special. I let my mind wander back, before all of this, before even the debate team, back to my happiest memories. That’s where it would be.
But it needed to be quick. The otter swarm was closing in on my friends as they stood there in mute panic. Something about these creatures oozed pure, unadulterated fear . . . to all the others, but not to me. No time to wonder why—I needed to focus on . . . my dad! My dad and the special breakfasts we used to share on his days off. That was it!
I cleared my throat, and the otter backed up ever slightly. Here goes nothing.
“I want some toast. . .” I sang weakly. All the otters froze. “I want some toast. I want some to-ast. I want some toooooooooooooast. Toast! Toast! Toast! Toast! Toast! Toooooooooooooast.” Yeah, those lyrics definitely sounded a lot better when I was five, but it was all I had. That song and the memory of singing it to my dad on Sunday morning.
The head otter stared deep into my eyes. His mouth opened wide and he made a little “go-on” motion with his paw. His cronies turned and stared as well. Um, that was pretty much the entire song. He made the motion again. Okay, you asked for it.
“I want some toast?” I sang a little louder.
The lead otter burst into applause while a bevy behind him sang in the same tune, “She wants some toast!”
“I want some to-ast?”
“She wants some toooooooooooooast!” the entire kushtaka gathering sang in harmony, complete with a light show from the wisps.
My friends could only watch in slack-jawed amazement as one by one the death otters leapt into the water, each with a different tone of “Toast! Toast! Toast! Toast! Toast-toast- toooooooooooooast!” Call me crazy, but I could’ve sworn I heard an orchestra playing in the background.
“When did we step into a Disney movie?” Gary asked as the lights flickered. The lead otter danced around me as the mystical music swelled. All eyes fell to me. I needed to end a song that culminated in some lightly-browned Wonder bread. Usually there weren’t production values and a bunch of soul-eating monsters to live up to.
“Annnnnnnnnnd,” I sang, making it up as I went. “I want it noooooooooooowwwwwww!” I even added some jazz hands, because those always made my dad laugh. All the kushtaka followed in turn before diving back into the water.
At last, only the leader remained, a strangely pensive look on his face. He touched his paw to my cheek and in my mind’s eye I saw a snowy day with honey butter toast, hot cocoa, and Christmas music in the background. I could hear kindergarten me singing that terrible toast song with my father joining in, equally off-key, but there was now something different about the memory.
A shadow curled up into the kitchen chair opposite me. It grinned and suddenly I understood. My happiest memory would now forevermore be tied to killer otters.
. . .And somehow that made it even more awesome.
The kushtaka chattered, turned, and dove into the water. Wait, did this mean we won? A moment later he emerged with a clam and held it toward me with both paws. I guessed it would be poor form to refuse the clam of peace when offered. “You have pleased us, Jessie Jameson Flores. Please accept this token of our gratitude.”
Wait. How did he know my name?
The death otter smiled. “I know you, so it is only fair you know me. You may call me Dís-One.”
“Dís-One?”
He pointed to his chest proudly. “Yes, and Dís-One will be seeing you again soon.” I did not like the way he cackled as he swam away under the flittering lights of our antagonistic wisp guides.
Everyone was staring at me standing there with a stupid clam. I motioned to toss it over my shoulder, but stopped as Huge’s eye grew large with fear. Okay, guess I’ll keep the clam.
I walked over to Gary and Dionaea. “Were we really saved by a song about toast?”
Gary shrugged. “Guess so, but perhaps we should get out of here before they come back and demand an encore.” He then snapped his fingers and a ball of light erupted from his hands.
“Look at you.”
Gary nodded toward Dionaea. “We hooked up . . . magically speaking, of course!”
“Uh-huh, sure.”
Gary and Dionaea led the way out, me following with Huge and Burp taking up the rear. By the time we reached the surface, I’d concluded that maybe those otters hadn’t been so bad after all. I mean, they seemed scary down below, but had turned out to be pretty reasonable in the end.
We rounded a bend in the forest and spied a group who looked out of place—a trio of suited bloodsuckers and a whimpering human they were taking turns using as a snack. The vampires were too busy to notice the dark shadows slipping through the trees until they were surrounded. A familiar shape approached them. “Perhaps you’d care to give us a song.”
“The fuck?!”
It took less than ten seconds for the otter horde to descend on them. We could do nothing but watch as a spray of blood filled the air, followed by ash. By the time they were finished, there was nothing left but bloody snow and dust.
Dís-One turned my way and gave a little salute before picking his teeth with a bone splinter and scampering back off into the shadows.
After a moment I turned to my friends. “Remind me to never lose this clam. Death otters are a thing.”




Chapter Thirty-Five: Party Favors

Gary pestered me with question upon question regarding my well-being after we parted ways with Burp and Huge, then made our way back to the magical cave that served as our home base. Then I endured another round of fussing as both Fluff and Boo were waiting for us upon our return.
“Did mean Burp hurt Pretty? Floof get revenge!”
“Relax, guys. I won the fight then sang to the death otters and—
I realized a moment too late that I may have said too much, starting off a furious barrage of questions and highly edited answers.
As tempting as a soak in the hot tub of wonders sounded, I was on a strict magic-free diet for the time being, not to mention I really didn’t want to go back to having the hots for Gary.
I settled for Gary steam-cleaning my clothes dry while I cleaned up and brushed the taste of Burp out of my mouth. Yush and Phil joined us a few minutes later, prompting me to have to recount events yet again. Note to self: bring a battery pack and record vids for the next peace summit.
“Hey, has anyone seen Bush?” I asked once I was done. “I wanted to warn her that I tangled with her son again.”
“Bush aware. Gone to speak to Turd about son and more,” Yush said, stroking her hairy chin. “Yush worry that Bush making trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“Is it trouble with war wolf?” Fluff asked, wide-eyed. “Floof see Bush in huddled in forest with—”
“Floof say no more!” Yush snapped, causing the little furball to recoil. “Yush will go and see if trouble.”
Fluff pouted once she was gone. “Why Yush mad? Floof even hear great Turd say Bush and war wolf spend much time together.”
Phil exchanged a glance with Gary, making me think there was more to this subtext than maybe Fluff was capable of understanding. But before I could ask, she changed the subject. “I believe you’re scheduled to dine with the Meliae today, aren’t you?”
Fluff nodded, her short-term memory apparently able to switch gears with ease. “Not want make Sayuri angry, yes?”
I nodded. “That’s the last thing I want. Yeah, let’s get ready, but someone please remind me to only drink water.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Welcome, Mistress Flores, Great Conqueror of Burp and Defeater of Huge Yakman. You honor this humble servant yet again,” Mr. Keyne said with a bow as the others wandered off to mingle.
“Word travels fast.”
“I think you’ll find that the trees have eyes,” Mr. Keyne whispered as he leaned in. “Something to perhaps keep in mind.”
“Wonderful,” I said with a sigh. It was like the forest version of Big Brother.
“You came.” I turned just in time to catch Sayuri’s cloak to the face. She smiled and raised her goblet. “And your reputation has only grown. Well met, Conqueror of Burp and Huge Yakman.”
“Jessie is fine, really.”
“Mr. Keyne, please see to her needs, and then we have much to discuss, Jessie.”
She’d barely wandered away again when another greeting was thrown my way. “Dearest Jessie, you made it!” At least Olivia didn’t thwap me with her gown as she welcomed me. “Mr. Keyne, please see to her needs, then you simply must meet me in the sanctuary, we have so much to discuss.”
Um, was I having a Groundhog Day moment or something? “Yeah, sure.” I smiled awkwardly until Olivia darted to another group of guests. Why did I suddenly feel like a party favor?
Mr. Keyne’s brows furrowed. Was I missing something here? Sadly, the only answer to that question was . . . wait for it . . . more footsteps headed my way.
“My lady,” Mr. Keyne said quickly, bowing and slinking away. Oh boy. The only question now was I about to be slapped, whapped in the head, or stabbed in the back? I whirled around to see Ash, wooden mask on, spear at the ready. Could I just make it two hours without getting in a fight, for Pete’s sake?
“You came,” she said flatly.
“So, I’ve heard. Look, I’ve had quite the night so can we, maybe, do this tomorrow?” Maybe I shouldn’t have been quite so blunt, but after facing death otters, a royal birch didn’t seem so bad. I couldn’t really read her face, what with the painted plank on it, but she did that annoyed snorting thing again.
“I came to talk . . . to warn you, in fact. You can expect my sisters to offer you gifts this night—”
“And it’s not even my birthday.”
Ash narrowed her eyes, making me think maybe I should turn my snark-o-meter down from eleven. “They will then take you to the heart of the sanctuary, bring you before the council, and offer you up as the chosen one.”
According to Gary, that was supposed to be a good thing, yet Ash’s tone suggested anything but that. I held my tongue and waited for her to continue.
“Heed my words, Jessie Flores, Conqueror of Burp. I have walked among mortals for eons without measure. I understand your kind better than most, especially my sisters. I have seen the greatest of heroes and the foulest of villains, and I have peered deep into souls just like yours. I know you even better than you know yourself.”
I could feel heat burning deep in my guts. Sparks reignited the tips of my hair. “You don’t know me.”
“You speak bravely now, but I can see indecision in your eyes. Both your powers and resolve are uncertain. You stared at the heart of darkness yet felt nothing. You question your place and your purpose every day.” Okay, maybe she knows me a little. “Know this. Doubt is the destroyer of heroes and master of most men. The time will come soon enough when that doubt will fill your soul and you will realize what the depths of your heart already know—you are no one. There is nothing special about you.”
“Well . . . thanks for the vote of confidence.”
Ash snorted again. Man, I wanted to put my fist through her mask. Let her try snorting then!
She leaned in. “A true hero wouldn’t need my vote of confidence. A hero believes in herself and needs not the approval of others. You are no hero.”
I could feel the anger trying to bubble within. Why was she getting to me so much? She was just some stupid witch in a mask. “Thank you for your opinion. I’ll take it into account.”
Ash let out a deep sigh. “Perhaps I need to be more concise. It doesn’t matter what Sayuri or Olivia do. I am the last of the first and the gatekeeper of our greatest treasures. No matter what anyone may have told you, you are not chosen. I will never choose you.”
“W-Why?” That came out more desperate than I intended. “What’s your problem with me? It’s like you just decided that I’m unworthy—”
“You are, mortal, and the sooner you realize it, the less pain you’ll endure.” She swept past me, but at least this time I dodged her cloak. Score one for me.
I balled my hands into fists. Who did she think she was?
Ash glanced back over her shoulder. “I will give you this advice. Destiny is an illusion. Those that claim to know the future always lie—always.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I will never choose you,” echoed over and over in my mind as the heat in my gut and atop my head faded, leaving me feeling cold and alone. “They always lie,” I whispered to myself.
“Can I get you anything, Mistress Flores? I am sure the others won’t want to be kept waiting for much longer.”
I turned to find Mr. Keyne had returned once Ash had backed off. “Did you hear all of that?” I asked, with a sniffle. The look on his face told me all I needed to know. “She . . . hates me, and I have no idea why. But the thing is, I don’t get the sense that she’s lying. In fact, every word she said kinda hit me like a truck. I really have no idea what I’m doing in the middle of Canada watching vampires and Sasquatches settle their differences. What if this is all just some hilarious mistake and Ash is the only tree with enough acorns to tell me?”
Mr. Keyne averted his eyes. Maybe I shouldn’t have dumped on him. He was their servant, after all.
“I’m sorry. It’s unfair to whine at you.”
He took a moment, as if debating what to say, then replied, “Lady Ash has seen much in her time. She’s spent a thousand mortal lifetimes searching and training . . . and with all that experience comes certain preconceptions.”
“It’s okay, you don’t have to sugarcoat anything,” I said between sniffs.
He pulled something out of his jacket—an old smartphone, from the looks of it—with a cracked screen. “I looked into the chosen one prophecy just like you asked. Come with me, if you would.”
We walked into one of the temple gardens where the grass had been replaced with one of those Zen sand setups. Mr. Keyne motioned to a rather comfy looking rock. “The trees may have ears, but there are no plants here,” he whispered as he handed me the phone. “This contains everything I could find. Your boyfriend should be able to translate.”
“He’s not my boyfriend!”
“You may want to tell him that,” Mr. Keyne teased. “I wouldn’t look at that in any wooded areas. The dryads are not particularly fond of sharing their deepest secrets. However, I think it’s worth the risk to grab that for you.”
“I don’t want to get you into trouble. You’ve been so kind to me—”
“You were kind to me first, Mistress Flores. Knowledge is the greatest weapon mankind has ever wielded. If there is to be war, it would be my honor to ensure a great hero such as yourself is not left without arms to bear.”
“What if I’m not a hero?”
“Then you’ll need what’s here even more.” He set his hand on mine. It reminded me of when Dad would try to cheer me up. “I disagree with Lady Ash on at least one point. Doubt isn’t what destroys heroes. Doubt is what separates confidence from hubris. Knowing your limits may be what saves you one day.”
“Thank you.”
“It has been my pleasure to serve, Mistress Flores.”
“Please, can you just call me Jessie?”
He looked away. “It’s really not my place . . . plus, if I did call you Jessie, then you would have to call me by my given name, and, quite frankly, it’s kind of embarrassing.”
“It can’t be that bad.”
“My parents were, how can I put it, really into nature. My sisters are Luna, Rainbow, and Dawn if that tells you anything.”
“Oh, hippies?”
He pointed to the silver highlights in his hair. “Early hippies, I guess you could say. Anyway, it’s embarrassing.”
“I promise I won’t laugh, but if you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. It’s even fine if Ash is right. I just don’t want the people I care about to get hurt.”
“No matter what Lady Ash says, that sounds heroic in my book, Mistress Flores.”
I shook my head, needing to get this off my chest. “If we’re being brutally honest, I think I just like other people more than myself. It’s weird . . . but it’s just the way I’ve always felt.” We sat in silence for a while. Then he stood up and slipped me the charger cable. He really was good at his job.
“I’ve never met anyone like you, I must say. I’m glad I met you . . . Jessie.”
“I’m glad I met you too, um. . .”
“Sky,” he said, with a roll of his eyes. Oh, he was right. That was a hippie name, but I promised not to laugh.
“Like Sky Masterson, in Guys and Dolls?” I had at least one half-decent reference up my sleeve thanks to theater class.
He shrugged. “Either way, I’d appreciate if you would address me as Mr. Keyne in front of the others.”
“Your secret is safe with me.”
“Thanks, and I, for one, hope you stay just the way you are, Jessie.” He looked around furtively before leaning in for one more whisper. “Gifts like what the dryads offer always come with a price. Remember that and remember who you are.” He squeezed my hand again and looked me in the eye. “Lady Ash may seem cruel, but she has fewer ulterior motives than the younger council members. I can’t say any more other than please be careful.”
I gave him the biggest hug I could, then made my way back to the party where Gary and Dionaea lounged together talking and laughing while Fluff and Boo danced around like caffeinated jitterbugs. It looked like they were having a better night than me.
“Dearest Jessie, are you ready to talk?” Olivia asked from right behind me. For a plant, she could certainly sneak up on a person. I spun and a frown creased her face the moment she saw me. “Has something upset you? Did our servant—?”
“Your servant has been very kind to me, but your leader made her thoughts perfectly clear, so maybe you shouldn’t waste your time on me.”
Olivia swept in and wrapped an arm around me. “Dearest Jessie, Great Conqueror of Burp, Lady Ash may be the last of the first, but she is not the only voice on the Council of Meliae. I’m well aware how she feels, but believe me, I make up my own mind on who is or is not worthy. Now, walk with me and leave your cares behind.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
She led me downstairs to a different part of the temple than the library. Instead of dusty scrolls, I saw a well-lit hall full of statues and artifacts, including a set of three massive spiked dog collars linked to a single chain hanging on the wall. I shuddered.
“Cerberus . . . likes to get out from time to time,” Olivia explained with a laugh. “Heracles’ account is certainly the most famous, but Atalanta had to chase him through the valleys of Corinth for thirteen days before my sisters could get that on him. She finally lured him with a sacrifice of three goats.”
“Brains over brawn, I like it.” I took in bows and quivers, swords embellished with silver and gold, and more spears that I’d seen even in the Higgin’s Armory back home. One particular set caught my eye. “Holy Wonder Woman,” I stammered as I saw a red shield with a bronze upside-down V on it.
“Those belonged to Eirene, a Spartan heroine. She was gifted with the powers of faith but had to dress like a man in order to use them. When her commander found out, he sent her against the vampire armies still holding strong in Troy.” I gulped as I saw the scratches along the top. “She single-handedly defeated many of their oldest, yet she is all but forgotten while Achilles’s name has been sung throughout the ages.”
Olivia pointed to another shield, this one decorated with a wreath of laurels. “Daphne,” she said with a sigh. “A brilliant tactician and mistress of the hunt, yet she’s remembered for scorning Apollo and getting turned into a tree.”
“I’m sensing a trend here,” I whispered as Olivia led me to a podium at the end of the armory. A pedestal sat beneath the watchful gaze of a statue of Uranus, this one thankfully clothed. Upon it sat a silvery chain adorned with jewels of every color. I was never big into jewelry, but seeing that much bling caused some eye wobble. The necklace was coiled around a big bowl-like goblet, a platinum-looking one. “Wow.”
As we drew closer, I realized the goblet wasn’t empty. Inside I spied a deep red liquid, bubbling and frothing as if under its own accord. It all but screamed, “Drink me.”
“The blessings of our great father are numerous indeed,” Olivia whispered in my ear. “Long ago the Meliae asked for a guide to help us find our way again. With the power of Uranus, you could be that which we have so long sought.”
“Or you could choose something more pragmatic,” another voice said. “Something to defeat your enemies.” I looked up to see Sayuri leading against a nearby column. Next to her was a spear and shield combo, both with blue-black metal and a weird shimmer. “Come now, you’ve seen the fools both sides have sent to the peace table. It will be war soon enough and we’ll need a warrior to guide us.”
“We are not at war yet, sister,” Olivia spat. “We need someone to guide us down a gentle path and protect those who cannot protect themselves.”
They kept arguing, contempt flying back and forth. As they bickered, I glanced back and forth between the goblet and the weapons. All at once I was back in that horrific dream where I’d fallen into a star.
“Do you think yourself worthy? Do you think you are chosen?”
“No!” I snapped. Oops, that was not my inside voice. The two dryads stopped to stare at me, and I could sense each was going to start in with their spiel again. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to excuse me.”
I bolted up the stairs, not waiting to see what they’d say next. My first impulse was to find Gary, word vomit to him, and ask for his advice, but I saw him busy sucking face with Dionaea.
For a moment I stopped and stared, then took off again. Maybe it was for the best. Could he really help me with this? Could anyone?
What a stupid question. I knew that much. Major decisions, like accepting the blessing of a Greek god, required more than trite advice and some quiet contemplation. In fact, I was certain I was in over my head, so I did the only thing that came to mind. I ran. I almost made it to the tree line when a spear struck the ground at my feet, causing me to skid to a halt.
“They offered you the Blessing despite my dissent?” Ash asked, her annoying cloak flapping in the breeze.
“I didn’t take it.”
“Then there is hope for you yet, child.” She motioned for me to follow. Behind me, I could hear both Olivia and Sayuri calling my name.
“The goblet was filled,” Olivia exclaimed. “Never before has such a thing occurred, Jessie! This may be our only chance to have a true defender of light to lead us in the coming end of days—”
“Only fools refuse power when it is offered, girl,” Sayuri cried. “You’d be wise to remember that. You may never get the chance again.”
“Then I’m a fool,” I said before bolting into the forest.




Chapter Thirty-Six: Universal Education

By the time I finally slogged back into familiar territory, my legs felt like lead. Forget quiet contemplation—maybe I should just sleep on all of this and hope the answer was clearer tomorrow.
“Pretty!” I’d barely made it to the entrance of the cave when a streak of white crashed into me.
I rubbed the top of Fluff’s head. “How’d you get ahead of me?”
“Saw Pretty leave. Saw her take wrong paths to dark place, places where Floof told not to go. So Floof come back here and wait.”
Oh. I really needed a map.
I stepped past her so I could change out of my armor and hide Mr. Keyne’s phone in my backpack. “Come on, Floof. You must be as tired as I am. Why don’t we lay down?”
“Floof no tired! Want to play with Pretty!” Fortunately, despite her over enthusiastic words, she yawned and curled up next to me.
I stared up at the cave ceiling, feeling my eyelids grow heavy. “What am I doing here? I’m not a hero,” I said more to myself than anyone.
“Not true,” Fluff said, her voice slightly slurred. “Pretty is great hero. Save friend Boo.”
“Thank you. I’m glad someone believes in me.”
“Floof believe in Pretty.” Fluff said between yawns. “Floof think Pretty is brave.”
After all that had happened, it was a nice thought to fall asleep to.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I bolted awake to what sounded like a shotgun going off in the distance. It must’ve been a dream. What idiot would be firing a gun in the middle of a peace conference?
I untangled myself from the snoring baby Sasquatch and sat up. I saw no sign of the others, which only further stoked the fires of my anxiety . . . literally as my hair began to glow, lighting up the space around me in a red glare.
That couldn’t be a good sign. Something felt off, wrong. Oh, what I would have given for Gary and his blips to be there with me.
The sound of branches cracking got my attention and a moment later I heard heavy footsteps headed my way. An enormous cloaked creature limped from the shadows mere moments later. “Please, by the spirits of the ancestors . . . Yush, are you there? Yush!”
“Huge?” I cried at the sight of the giant yak-man. He looked winded and his eyes were bloodshot.
“Great Conqueror of Burp. You must hurry! There is not much time. It’s a . . . it’s a trap!”
“What do you mean?”
He wheezed and seemed to search for the words. “Bush. I went with her to confront her mate. She had discovered information about the T’lunta and treachery.”
Vampires . . . I knew it! “What treachery?”
“She wished to save her words for Turd, but we were attacked in the woods of our ancestors before we could reach him. They were strong.” He cast his eyes downward. “Stronger than us . . . and they knew to hide their smell. I told Bush to run, but she is alone—”
“How do I find her?”
“Yush can find her,” he said, a wild-eyed look on his massive face.
“You go find Yush. Just tell me where Bush might go or tell me where to find Turd.”
“Bush would go to the trees of her ancestors.” He pointed off in a direction. “That’s where we were to meet with her mate. Safe place, sacred.”
“Well I’m gonna go make it safer.”
Magic hair, don’t fail me now. I bolted for the tree line, sparks falling from my head with every step I took. I didn’t feel one hundred percent, to be sure, but I couldn’t leave Bush alone, not after everything she’d done.
I pumped my arms and cursed my plodding feet. If I really was some destined shiny one, or whatever the heck they wanted to call me, then I’d make it there in time. After all, that’s how comics worked.
The trees changed from pines and spruces to the red-leafed maples that I remembered Bush pointing out to us. Red leaves . . . all the leaves seemed redder than I remembered, and as I skidded into a clearing, I saw more red than I ever wanted to see.
No.
All the breath left my body at once. I tumbled into a bank of snow and leaves—red, blood-soaked leaves.
“No,” I mouthed but my voice failed me.
A furry form lay slumped against the largest of the maples in the grove. Red, so much red seeped around her, and time seemed to stand still.
“No!” I howled as I ran to her side. “No, this can’t be happening. Bush! Bush, can you hear me? Bush, please wake up. . . Wake . . . up!”
Bush gurgled and spat out some blood. Her midsection was riddled with wounds. Oh God, there were so many. The Sasquatch finally opened her eyes and reached a bloodied paw toward my face. I grabbed her hand. “Bush, please hold on. We’ll get your sister—”
“Hair . . . less . . . Holy. . .” she wheezed. Each breath seemed more labored than the last. “Listen . . . treach . . . treachery. Must . . . stop . . . must stop—”
“What? What must we stop?” Bush’s head rolled to the side and her eyes began to glaze over. “Bush!”
“Free . . . will . . . T’lun—” Her breath ran out before she could finish. No, no this couldn’t be happening.
Wait! I healed Huge, didn’t I? Maybe I could heal her, too, just enough to get her stabilized until the others found us. The others always found me, right?
“Do it. Just do it, Magic Hair,” I begged. “Please save her.” I laid my head down against her bleeding torso, the heat rushing from me into her. Once again, I felt a terrible feedback loop of being attacked over and over again.
It came from all sides. There was no way to defend myself from the onslaught. All I could do was black out.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Jessie!”
“Hairless Holy One!”
I blinked rapidly, and looked up, taking in the shocked faces of Yush, Phil, and Huge—all surrounding me with looks of shock on their faces.
Yush met my eyes with hers. “Hairless Holy One . . . what happened?”
“Where’s Bush?” Yush looked away. I could feel the cold sinking into my bones. “Where . . . is . . . Bush?”
“With ancestors,” Yush replied gravely.
“I wasn’t . . . I wasn’t—” Brown hair fell in front of my face. Whatever mojo I burned to try and save her . . . it wasn’t enough.




Chapter Thirty-Seven: Freewill is an Illusion too

“She said there was treachery, that we had to stop the freewill T’lunta.”
Huge and Yush muttered furiously in a language I didn’t understand while Phil kept bringing me towels. However, no matter how many times I washed my face, I still felt the hot, sticky blood on my skin. I wasn’t strong enough. My powers just weren’t enough.
“It makes no sense. How could the Freewill T’lunta kill Bush? That tiny T’lunta could not best a cub, let alone a female.”
Huge growled and shook his horns. I guess they were back to using English now.
“Where is she?” I asked. It wasn’t much, but I felt the need to pay my respects, apologize to her one last time.
“Turd take Bush’s body,” Yush grunted.
“I wasn’t fast enough. I couldn’t save her.”
Awful silence reigned for several long minutes until Phil stepped in and gave me an awkward hug. “It’s not your fault. And you were there for her in the end. She didn’t die alone.”
“She shouldn’t have died period,” I snapped. “I was at some stupid party while she was—”
“She was ambushed. There’s no way any of us could have known about it,” Phil said softly. “There’s more going on here than you—”
“Then you should have told me! Maybe I could have . . . could have. . .” I devolved into blubbering. Some hero I was. Sayuri was right—only fools turned down power when it was offered.
At least my misery had company. Fluff remained an inconsolable mess in the corner.
Gary slipped over to my side while Phil stepped away to confer with the other adults. “I’m so sorry, Jess. I should have gone after you when I saw you leaving. I—”
“We could beat each other up like this all night,” I replied weakly. “It won’t bring Bush back. Nothing will.”
We hugged for a good long while, tuning out everyone around us to become as comfortably numb as possible. It was only when I heard “accusing the Freewill” that I slipped back into the moment.
“What’s going on?”
Yush and Huge had moved to the entrance of the cave. Another Sasquatch stepped away from them as I approached. “What’s going on?” I asked again, a little more insistently.
Yush sneered. “Turd has taken Bush to the valley of speaking. Seeks to use her death for own gain.” She spat on the floor.
Huge repeated the gesture and stomped his foot. “The arrogance!” he added with a growl. “If what Grulg said is true—”
“Just tell me what is going on!” I barked.
“We must go, Hairless Holy One, or no peace,” Yush said, staring right through me. That didn’t sound good. “You stay—”
“No, I need to see this.”
“But—”
“I need to see this. I need to see what’s going on between that smug little vampire prick and Turd, and I need to see for myself.” A few sparks ignited on my head. “Anyone gonna try and stop me?”
“Fine.” Phil handed me a robe with a hood. “But at least try to be discreet. It’s not all-out war yet.” She leaned in and added, “There’s a lot going on here, things that Yush won’t tell any outsiders, even me, so please, I’m begging you, just listen and learn what’s going on.”
I closed my eyes and remembered what Bush said when I was in pain and she was soothing me. I whispered, “Peace is worth fighting for. Peace is worth dying for even. I get it. I’m not going to start a war, Phil, but I have to know. I have to figure out why this happened, okay?”
She nodded and pulled up my hood. “Remember, low profile, dearie. You’re not glamoured and your powers seem erratic at best. Try to stay calm.”
“I’ll be fine. It can’t be worse than finding Bush in that clearing.”
Talk about famous last words.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Within minutes I found myself face to face with a new nightmare as we joined a roaring, howling crowd full of furious supernatural creatures. Turd stood alone in the center of the arena, his fur streaked with blood and a look of deep sadness in his eyes. My entire body locked into place as I once more had to face the nightmare of last night. Bush lay lifeless on the table. I’d managed to heal a few of her wounds, but not nearly enough. A knot formed in my throat and tears welled in my eyes.
“Behold my mate!” Turd cried. “See what the Freewill T’lunta has done. Shame . . . shame has made Turd’s beloved take her own life—”
Howls, screams, and wails filled my ears. I could feel the rage of the crowd coursing through me at his words.
“Warmonger!”
“Death to the Freewill!”
“No mercy for the defiler!”
I wanted to scream with them, too. I wanted to howl “No mercy!” I wanted to yell until I couldn’t yell anymore, but then a terrible realization hit me. Turd was lying. Bush didn’t kill herself. Kind, brave, noble Bush who believed in peace above all else didn’t kill herself just so that she could be used to start a war. I may be an idiot teenage girl, but even I could see through that lie.
“No!” I cried out, stepping forward. Before I could rush to throw Turd’s lies back in his face, however, both Gary and Dionaea caught hold of me.
“Low profile,” Gary whispered in my ear as they dragged me over to the dryad contingent. Sayuri and Olivia stared at me expectantly, but Ash remained conspicuously absent from the delegation. I didn’t get much time to mull that over as the crowd picked that moment to rise to its feet, the din turning into an overwhelming wave of noise.
The opposing faction had chosen to make its entrance and this time when I saw the head vampire’s smug face, I felt more than a little fire in my guts. No matter how Turd tried to spin it, I remembered Bush’s final words. She wouldn’t have wasted her breath if he hadn’t played some part in her death.
Turd looked toward the ubervamp and snarled, “Freewill, see what your treachery has wrought!” A pall fell over the crowd.
He indicated the body next to him, anger and sorrow both evident in his voice. “My mate. The mother of my cubs. You defile the tree where her ancestor lay.” Turd turned to us all. For a moment I could swear he was looking at me and only me. “Such was her shame, she took her own life.”
The gasps and murmurs from our side of the arena made the vampires seem to pale more than usual. Turd began gesticulating and acknowledging each spirit designation in turn.
“Is it really surprise? Freewill T’lunta were known as conquerors, murderers. Many legends tell of their evil.”
Turd turned toward a group of stone-like monsters. “Terrocks, did not Freewills enslave your people long ago? Use them as servants to build their fortresses?”
Their response was a gravelly growl of anger.
He next addressed a party of creatures that I knew all too well. “Wisps, you have tales of the Freewills extinguishing your eternal flame many harvests ago, yes?” Okay, maybe those jerks deserved a little punishment, but two wrongs didn’t make a right.
I didn’t get too much time to stew over it. The war chief then pointed to another group in white robes. “Magi, do not your people speak of the death the Freewill brings? If he lives, the Silver Eyes shall rise and bring the end of your kind.”
I blinked a few times. What did I just hear? I glanced at Gary, but his expression was unreadable. Silver eyes? What is a silver eye, unless. . .
It was at that moment when I caught sight of exactly that—silver eyes behind a wooden mask, as Ash slipped into one of the rows closest to the front. She stared at the body of Bush, cocking her head as if studying it.
She wasn’t given long. Another jolt of green lightning flashed in the arena. When it cleared, the ball lightning of doom was back.
“DAY TWO OF THE PROCEEDINGS WILL NOW COMMENCE. BOTH PARTIES WILL MAKE THEIR WAY TO THE TABLE,” it projected, ignoring all of the angry commotion still rippling its way through the crowd. The vampires meanwhile chatted amongst themselves, looking somewhat frantic.
“THE PARTIES WILL MAKE THEIR WAY TO THE TABLE NOW.” The green globe of death did not sound like it was in a good mood, but the vampires kept arguing.
“THE PARTIES WILL. . .”
“Yeah, yeah! I heard you the first time!” the ubervamp shouted back. What a cock. Couldn’t he even show some respect for the dead lying near him? He wasn’t even acknowledging her. Was he guilty after all?
Stop it, Jessie. Don’t go down the rabbit hole just yet. Bush wanted peace. She wanted. . .
“THERE IS AN UNAUTHORIZED OBSTRUCTION ON THE TABLE. IT SHALL BE REMOVED.”
. . .And then she was gone. In a flash of green Bush vanished, replaced with a pile of ash. I collapsed against the stone, my hands shaking and my cheeks burning. How could she just be gone, discarded, blown away in a heartbeat? If that wasn’t bad enough, her supposed beloved and mate didn’t even give her a second glance. Both he and the ubervamp sat right back at the table as if she didn’t matter. I wanted to scream again, but Gary took hold of my hand at that moment. I took a deep breath and steadied myself. “I’ll remember you, Bush, even if they don’t care.”
I let the tears fall but kept my calm. We weren’t at war yet. There was still a chance.
“I have grievance!” Turd shouted, bringing one meaty fist down hard enough to shake the table. Dionaea made that motion with her hands again, and a shimmering field rose around us, allowing us to clearly hear what was being said below.
“VERY WELL, THE GRIEVANCE WILL BE HEARD,” the moderator replied calmly. How could anyone be calm after watching this travesty? That green blob liked to shout in all our heads—couldn’t I shout back? The globe quivered slightly. Did it just hear me?
Turd rose and looked to his supporters. “The Freewill knows no limits to his boldness. Freewill tell his human servants where sacred trees of ancestors were.” He pointed to a skinnier guy in the ubervamp’s crew. “This one left his waste upon the tree of Hush the Quiet, ancestor of Bush. He defile her spirit!”
I couldn’t resist hissing along with the crowd. We were told on day one where we were supposed to poop. Wait, this horror . . . all this pain was over a bunch of crap, literally? I had to cover my ears and catch my breath. I couldn’t take much more. The memories of Bush holding me when I was sick made me grit my teeth and punch my fists into the bleachers until I couldn’t take the pain anymore.
“Now my cub knows mother died of shame of dishonor!”
The cub . . . oh no. I looked frantically among the Sasquatches and finally locked my gaze on him. Burp seemed so much smaller than I remembered, his shoulders slumped and his head low.
No matter what I felt, he must have felt a thousand times worse. Tears welled up as I saw him patting Fluff, who’d wrapped herself around his leg. I would rather deal with a thousand cranky death otters than ever having to see that little ape cry ever again. I could feel the heat rising in my chest and spine. Someone had to pay for this. Someone here had to know the truth!
Turd kept going on and on about his motherless cubs, using her memory like a tool to his advantage. The heat rose again.
“Beloved mate is gone . . . and it is all Freewill T’lunta’s fault!” Turd bellowed. The crowd roared with battle cries. I really couldn’t blame them. He didn’t even look like he was paying attention. Even the hot vampire I once drooled over was sitting in the bleachers making a jerking off motion. What the hell was wrong with vampires?
I stared back at the ubervamp and his supremely punchable face, thinking I could learn to enjoy facing my destiny. I envisioned throwing him into a wall of stakes and then giving him a holy water shower before putting him in a choke hold. I’d make sure not to shave my pits for days so he would totally die by magic armpit muff!
Whoa, the anger was getting a little overwhelming, and I could feel my scalp burning.
Gary squeezed my hand. “Low Profile.”
Damn it, I know. I’m not going to blow my top yet!
Now the Freewill dude and the hot vamp were staring at each other while the hot one kept making the motion with his hands. Oh my God! Couldn’t they wait? Get a room, you two!
“HOW DOES THE FREEWILL RESPOND TO THIS GRIEVANCE?”
The ubervamp looked desperately to his companions, a mixture of surprise and stupidity in his eyes. I could totally rack him and not start the apocalypse, right? The universe would grant me that, right? What could he possibly say that would explain why Bush called his name before she died? What treachery would be worth her life? What could he say to Burp or to Fluff that might give some reason to this tragedy?
The ubervamp stood up and said, “It was an accident.”
An accident? That was all he could say at a time like this?! I screamed along with the crowd. This was on like Donkey Kong!
He added, “Sorry.” As if that somehow made it all better. More sparks ignited in my braid.
“Way to go, Socrates,” the only girl in the vampire contingent muttered under her breath. At least someone in his coterie had a brain.
The skinny dude stood up, looking just as punchable as his friend. “If I may. . .”
“YOU HAVE NOT BEEN RECOGNIZED,” the moderator beamed out. It started to pulse angry colors. “YOU ARE OUT OF ORDER.”
I probably shouldn’t have wished for a disintegration double feature. That was not the sort of thinking a hero should have, even a furious one.
The guy quickly sat back down. I mean, what was he going to claim, a diarrhea defense? When you gotta go, you gotta go? Ugh!
“DO YOU HAVE ANYTHING ELSE TO ADD?”
“Oh, do you mean me?” the ubervamp asked.
“YES.” The moderator even sounded exasperated in our heads.
“It won’t happen again,” he added. Lame. He looked expectantly toward Turd. This was not gonna end well. I could feel it in my bones.
Turd snatched a club from one of his lieutenants. He smashed it into the table with surprising force even for a Sasquatch. “No!” Turd bellowed. “Not accepted. I and my people demand blood!”
“VERY WELL. WILL THE LIFE OF THE OFFENDING HUMAN SUFFICE?”
“Human is nothing,” Turd growled. “The Freewill must die.”
“AS MODERATOR TO THE TWO PARTIES, I CANNOT OFFER FOR SACRIFICE THE LEADER OF EITHER FACTION. WHAT SAY YOU, FREEWILL? DO YOU ACCEPT THE TERMS?”
Even an idiot wouldn’t accept that. Besides, he didn’t look like the self-sacrificing type. Sure enough, he fired back, “Fuck no” without skipping a beat.
“THE OFFER HAS BEEN REFUSED. TURD, THE REMAINING OPTIONS ARE TO DROP YOUR GRIEVANCE OR—”
“Combat!” Turd howled.
The crowd went nuts. No, I went nuts—letting out all my rage in a single scream. Let those two fight it out. They both could use a good punching, even if the smug jerk didn’t look like he’d last thirty seconds.
This was it, wasn’t it? This was the real purpose of all that death. I howled as loud as I could, my hair now completely red once more. Did I even care which one of them started this? No. Both of them were guilty as far as I was concerned.
Let them duke it out. Let them kill each other.




Chapter Thirty-Eight: More than Meets the Eye

“I fight my own battles.”
I think that might have been the first thing the ubervamp said that didn’t make me want to immediately slap him.
“THE CHALLENGE IS ACCEPTED.” The ball of light fluctuated and seemed to spin toward the Sasquatches. “WHO AMONG YOU WILL FIGHT THE FREEWILL?”
Every Sasquatch jumped at the chance, but I couldn’t help but notice one in the back who seemed a bit slower than the others. With his darker fur and a slight ridge on his back he reminded me of Burp, maybe an uncle. None of it mattered, though. Turd pounded his club and declared, “Turd fight!”
Gary giggled next to me and I shot him a look.
“What? I laugh when I’m nervous.”
“THE FIELD WILL BE CLEARED, SAVE FOR THE COMBATANTS.” The ball pulsed again and then zapped the table. It began to disintegrate, causing the dryads to cry out in horror.
“There will be a reckoning for this insult,” Sayuri snapped. Meanwhile in the arena, the Freewill took a moment to finish his drink. I suppose hydration was important, even for the undead. Whatever he drank didn’t seem to agree with him, however.
“Oh, God!” he screamed, falling to his knees. Was he poisoned? Turd was too busy doing his best WWE impression and rousing the crowd to notice. It made me want to punch them both.
“Bill, are you okay?” his friend asked. I felt the fire rising in the pit of my stomach. The ubervamp’s eyes were now solid black, as cold and dark as the kushtakas’.
“I’m right as rain, motherfuckers,” the ubervamp snarled. Uh oh. I had read more than enough of the Incredible Hulk to know a transformation coming when I saw it. His hands curled into talons while his muscles began to bulge. “Run!” he said to his stunned companions.
Oh God, the heat. I tried to scream as I felt flames inside my chest, but no words came out of my mouth. The monster in the arena howled one last warning, “RUN!”
No, he was the one that needed to run. I looked at my fingertips and saw pinpricks of white light now burning under my nails.
“COMBAT WILL END WHEN ONE OF THE COMBATANTS CAN NO LONGER CONTINUE.”
Both the ubervamp and Turd hurled themselves at each other while I felt . . . I felt like I was falling, falling into a star. This was it. This was the moment, the point of no return. I felt a surge of certainty from deep within. I felt lips pressed against my lips. What the—
My eyes snapped open and saw Gary’s face smooshed against mine, his eyes a blazing yellow. No! No, no, no . . . this was just wrong. What was he doing, and why was he doing it in the middle of an epic supernatural battle?
I ripped myself away and wiped my mouth furiously. The dryads and Aunt Phil stared at us in horror. Couldn’t a girl commune with her Phoenix Force in peace? “Gary—!”
He held onto me tightly. “Please Jessie, just listen to me. If you change, if you give in now, there is no possible scenario where we don’t all end up dead, or worse. Just trust me.”
His words slammed into me. He’d blipped. That had to be it. I looked at my hands. One moment they glowed in righteous flames, the next, plain old Jessie. “Trust you? Gary, what is going on?”
Blood started dribbling from his nose and his eyes began to flash between blue and gold. Every time it happened his hair gained a new white streak. This couldn’t be good. He looked me pleadingly in the eyes. “Wrong place . . . wrong time . . . wrong. . .” His eyes rolled back in his head. “This . . . isn’t . . . your . . . dest—”
“What are you doing?” Sayuri must’ve been reading my mind. “The girl, she—”
“Don’t listen to them, Jess,” Gary choked out before he fell over. Both Dionaea and I rushed to his side. By the time he hit the ground, half his head had bleached to silver. A wisp drifted over to watch. Not good. Fortunately, the battle rose to a crescendo down below and people rushed to see a Sasquatch fly ten feet in the air from an uppercut. I couldn’t even see his opponent, he was moving so fast.
“We need to get him out of here,” Dionaea said. The world went hazy and in the blink of an eye, the three of us landed in the middle of the grove. A pink llama gave an irritated sniff and moved his grazing to the other side of the meadow.
Dionaea grabbed her head and dropped to her knees. “Dayum, that shouldn’t have taken so much effort.”
“We have to go back. I have to see what happens. Something was happening—”
A flash of light interrupted me and then Phil was rushing to her nephew’s side, shoving past both me and Dionaea. “Oh Gare-bear, what have you done?”
Gary groaned and fluttered his lashes. “It was the wrong time, Aunt Phil. I had to stop her. I had to—”
Phil looked to me. “What does he mean? What happened to you?”
“I saw the Freewill’s darkness, and I wanted . . . I wanted to burn it, but Gary’s right. Something is very, very wrong. Something Turd said, about the silver eyes, that it would come from the Freewill, that—”
“Would you really believe something that idiot said? He was playing to the crowd, trying to scare everyone.”
“What is the meaning of this?” Sayuri demanded, stepping out of a nearby tree and flanked by two dryad guards.
“He . . . um, just had a bit of a headache,” Dionaea offered. “And I thought—”
“Do you think me such an idiot? That one’s a seer, isn’t he?” Sayuri asked, an accusing finger pointed at Gary. “I heard him raving back there. He spoke of the future with a certainty that mortals should not have.”
Phil cradled her nephew in her arms. “Gary, have you been seeing things again?”
Sayuri pointed to me now. “You began to glow, but not like before. You know what that means. It is time to end these games and for you to accept your power. Whoever wins back there will kill the other and there will be war. There is no doubt. Ask your seer if he has seen what ours have. Ask him if he’s seen the great tide of death that is to come if you do not act.
“Will you risk everything over uncertainty, risk the lives of those you love? Or will you, Conqueror of Burp, finally accept your destiny?” 




Chapter Thirty-Nine: The Moment of Half-Truth

You know those moments when time seems to stand still? Those moments when you take a breath, close your eyes, and find yourself lost? I never expected that mine would happen in a Greek temple . . . in a pocket dimension in Canada. How did I end up standing in front of a pedestal, in front of a cup that possibly contained the blood of Uranus. . . err, a god? How did it come to this?
“Ananke rules us all, child,” Sayuri whispered in my ear. “Ash was right, you know—destiny is an illusion. Fate cares little for each strand, merely the tapestry as a whole. Those with the will . . . will hear the call. It is this necessity that draws heroes to the light. You have the fire in your veins, Jessie. It’s a fire that has burned from your ancestors all the way to you. You simply need to take the final step. Drink deep of the blessing of our great father and lead us to the path of victory.”
How was I supposed to argue with that? I refused once and Bush died. On the other hand, there was Gary’s warning—and kiss—back in the arena. How many prophecies could I dodge in a single road trip before Armageddon became all my fault? Perhaps I should just hop on the pale horse already and pray it was a unicorn.
“Lady Sayuri!”
I blinked a few times at the interruption, whirling around to find Mr. Keyne standing at the far end of the hall, having changed out of his old flannel to a red plaid version.
Sayuri snarled and whipped her spear around her wrist. As it rolled back into her palm, the weapon transformed into a katana which she brandished at Mr. Keyne with pure ice in her eyes. “How dare you interrupt us, servant?”
He bowed his head. “Lady Ash summons you to council. There has been a victor in the battle between the Children of Humbaba and the T’lunta. She orders you to her side immediately.”
Sayuri glared at me for a moment, then stormed to the entrance. I gasped as the sword flicked in her hand and a thin streak of blood appeared across Mr. Keyne’s cheek. “Keep her here until she drinks that blood. Do not cross me, servant.”
“Yes, my mistress,” he said, not bothering to wipe the blood away. As soon as the dryad disappeared in the stairwell, I ran to his side. With every step I took away from the goblet, my head started to clear.
“Mr. Keyne, are you all right?” I tore off part of my stupid robe to make a bandage. “What’s happening? My head feels all—”
“This place is enchanted, Mistress Flores,” he whispered. “The longer you stay, the more it seduces you.”
“Is that what happened to you?”
He looked away. “I made my choice a long time ago but . . . it’s not too late for you.”
“Someone is lying to me. I just don’t know who.”
Mr. Keyne finally looked me right in the eyes. “Everybody lies, Jessie.”
I raised an eyebrow “Do they?”
He leaned in so close that I could feel the breath on my cheek. “Like I just lied to Sayuri. Now, run.”
He squeezed me into a bear hug, and I felt a few droplets of his warm blood hit my forehead. He squeezed me even tighter. “Run to the river. I cannot tell you everything, but there you will find those who are beyond the grove’s power. You faced them once—”
“Wait, I can’t—”
“Abraxas and Alkire have already taken your friends back to the shaman. You must hurry before the fight really ends. Go!”
“But. . .”
“Just go! Don’t let my betrayal be for nothing, Jessie.”
I took off running. True to Mr. Keyne’s word, the grove garden was clear. I didn’t stop until I tore through the curtain of vines and had to zigzag for what felt like an eternity before finally finding the river’s edge. What was I even doing? Still, Mr. Keyne risked everything to warn me.
Reaching the water’s edge, I realized there was only one thing I’d met, apart from the two monsters in the arena, that seemed to make the dryads nervous, and they were certainly the type to hang out in a freezing river.
“Hello?” I called to the rushing water. “Um, I want some toast?”
What was I even doing? I dropped onto the bank and let out a deep sigh. My reflection shimmered and swirled until a happy little face burst out of my image’s chest. I really hoped that wasn’t foreshadowing. It made a cheerful chirping noise then skittered onto the ground next to me. Did I accidentally summon a regular otter by mistake? “Dís-One?”
His eyes turned solid red and a shadow surrounded him. As he curled around my legs, it became painfully obvious that this was not the same type of cheery critter that entertained me in Worcester’s Ecotarium.
“You came back. Did you want to join with us, perhaps?” he hissed, rolling onto his back and doing his best Mr. Burns impression with his claws.
“A friend told me to come here. I have a bunch of dryads looking for me. . .”
Dís chattered and wrapped around me even more. As his nose booped my temple, he recoiled with a sizzle. My hair could burn him—good to know. He sniffed again. “Did you steal something from them?”
“What? No. They want to give me the blessing of Uranus so I can lead them, or maybe fight some ubervamp and glow even more. I don’t know anymore. There are so many prophecies flying around that I don’t know if I’m supposed to bring balance to the universe or stop Voldemort.”
Dís-One chattered with horrible laughter. I didn’t think my joke was that good. “You are distraught and confused. Chaos and uncertainty run through your soul . . . so . . . so . . .tasty!”
I jumped to my feet and whipped my hair menacingly. Do not fail me now, bazooka braid! Dís rose to an upright position as well.
“Dís-One feeds on such negativity, yes,” he cooed, slinking around me. “Can even take it away, if you want.”
“No thanks, I think I’d like to keep all my memories.”
“Even the uncomfortable ones?”
My mind flipped uncontrollably between Gary or Burp face-sucking and finding Bush lying in the snow. No, I wouldn’t lose any of those, no matter how painful they were.
Dís-One clapped excitedly. I must have just given him a show in my mind. “Yes. We see the thoughts of those we contact and savor the ones of those we devour. Even the living dead pay their bounty to Dís-One. We learn . . . so very much from what we consume.”
“You know something I need to know, don’t you? How did Mr. Keyne—?”
Dís clapped eagerly. “The servant of the trees? Dís-One knows him, yes. The servant deals with outsiders, has paid his tribute, and sung songs to soothe us.”
“Mr. Keyne sang to you, too?”
“We like the Sky-song very much. Dís-One learned much.” He clapped even more excitedly and then stared into my cares. “You care about the Sky-song, too. Interesting. Dís-One can help you ever so much.”
“For a price?”
The death otter nodded.
“What is it? You kinda got my one-hit wonder with the toast song.”
“I have many strange and uncomfortable thoughts to give. Will trade. You share a strange and uncomfortable thought with me, I show you one in return. I shall even let you keep both!”
“Do I really want to know what you consider strange and uncomfortable?”
Dís smiled in a way that didn’t even remotely make me feel more at ease with this plan. “Share, and if I truly am satisfied, I may give you a clue.”
“A clue?”
“The kushtaka are tricksters, after all. We always lie, and we never lie depending on what is most fun.” I remembered Mr. Keyne’s words. Everyone lies, Jessie. “That makes us at least half-true, yes?”
I guess half the truth was better than nothing at all. “Fine. I . . . have uncomfortable thoughts about a much older man.” Images of Wyatt flooded my mind. “I know it makes me a stereotypical teenage girl, but there’s this one vampire I can’t stop thinking about . . . even though an old guy pretending to be me landed the boy that I thought I wanted.” Gah! That sounded even more pathetic out loud.
Dís-One leaned in closer as one other thought flashed by, even more disturbing than the last. Wyatt wasn’t the only older man who made my heart flutter recently. I mean, for an older dude, Mr. Keyne looked like he’d be pretty ripped under all that flannel, and... eww, did I really just go there? He was old enough to be my dad!
The death otter chattered with glee. “Yes, so very wrong, but so delicious. Would you like to know if he has such thoughts in return? I could get them for you, little girl—”
“No! I very much don’t want to know. I need to know what’s going on. I need—”
“Very well.”
I staggered as a rush of images bombarded my mind. I could see a small group of vampires—some of the other sleazy ones in suits. One of them was talking with a giant, a giant named Turd. What did that have to do with anything?
“Do not worry, my friend.” The vamp doing the talking sounded vaguely French. “The Freewill will play along. He is stupid beyond compare. By the end of this conference we will both have exactly what we want.”
The vampires and Turd were working together? Was it possible? If so, that meant the whole conference was rigged from the start.
More memories invaded my mind. The sleazy one smiled, showing off his fangs. “To another five-thousand years of peace, my new friend.”
Just as it was fading, I could see something else in the memory, a form skulking in the shadows. My heart skipped a beat as I saw eyes that I knew, eyes that I’d seen fixed and lifeless not too long ago. Bush had seen this, too, but what did it mean? What did any of this mean?
I lurched forward, almost toppling into the water. Dís-One caught me, even if it meant my hair slapped him and left a burn mark on his head. “Dís-One likes the pain, Jessie. You should hold Dís-One more often, yes?”
I shoved him away. I could feel the disgust and boredom in my mind—some vampire lackey happy to help his boss sell out to Turd.
But wait. If the conference was just a sham and the outcome already determined, why did Bush warn me about the Freewill T’lunta?
I was left with more questions than answers . . . again.
“Maybe this wasn’t your song, Jessie,” Dís whispered in my ear. “But someone wished to see if you could sing it anyway?”
The heat from my head returned with a vengeance, but along with it came stabbing pains filling my body. Hives broke out along my arms and the nausea from the other night came back with a vengeance.
Oh no. I’d been warned to avoid more magic because of the reaction I’d suffered, yet here I was, trading mystical memories with a talking otter. I made all manner of unpleasant noises, then fell to my side, curled into a ball.
Dís cackled and patted my cheek, careful not to touch my hair this time. “Only the liars tell you the truth. You should ask your older man about the flower, yes. He can’t, or won’t, tell you the truth, but Dís believes you are clever, girl.”
“I don’t . . . understand.” Please don’t vomit on the death otter, Jessie. Somehow I doubted even they were into it. “And it really hurts right now.”
Dís looked down at me, clicking and cackling. “Soon you will suffer the most terrible feelings, and if you would only promise a few of them to me, I would be ever so grateful. Wouldn’t you like my gratitude, Jessie of the toast?”
“I . . . don’t . . . think so.”
“You say that now, but we can make you one of us. Dís-One can strip away all that confusing morality and set you free. No more pain, no more lies, not unless you want them. Think about it. Such an offer I do not make to many.”
I scrambled backward as fast as I could, slipping and sliding on the mud while Dís loomed over me. Something in my guts warned me that no matter what, these death otters were never gonna leave me alone, not now.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Dís-One cooed. I blinked, and he was right in front of my face. “Your friends have already done that for me.”
I blinked again, and this time he was gone. I flopped into a mix of snow, leaves, and blood as the pain and nausea slowly faded. “Magic is bad,” was all I could moan as I tried to make sense of it all.
Wait, why was there blood here, by the river? I rolled over onto my stomach and realized there was a trail of it leading away. I’ve watched horror movies. There was almost no way I wanted to see what waited at the end of this, yet I followed it anyway.
What next, Jessie, are you gonna go down into the basement alone?
I followed the trail back to a tangled thicket, hiding behind a tree as I sensed movement ahead. It was a not-so-shallow grave, already piled high with body parts. I ducked down as I saw one of the lizardfolk schlepping a bag to this pit. It took all my willpower not to cry out as it dumped bloodied bones and clothes.
Despite knowing better, once the creature left, I crept out to get a better look—human remains, from the look of things. It was a chilling reminder of just how outclassed the so-called dominant species of this planet was compared to the things that lurked in the shadows.
Speaking of lurking, I was apparently not the only one waiting to investigate this pit.
“Excuse me, are you gonna eat any of that?” a brusque voice asked. I spun around to see a tiny goblin-like creature staring up at me. He had sharp, needle-like teeth, wore a sock on his head and, oh, was wearing two condoms as pants legs. It was like Papa Smurf after a meth bender. It spoke again. “I said, you eat that, or do you mind if I grab some morsels?”
“Um, help yourself.”
He tipped his sock to me before diving into the horror-show. After a few moments he started tossing stuff out: watches, cell phones and wallets, while warning me, “Don’t touch my stuff!”
“Ask him to dig a little deeper, yes. He will like what he finds.” I could see a dark shadow in my periphery, but when I turned there was no sign of Dís-One, just a severed human arm lying where I thought he’d been.
Ask him.
“Oh, God.” I felt nauseous again. “Um, hey, little imp guy?”
“Doug!” He called back in between rummaging.
“Sorry, Doug. Why don’t you dig a little deeper? I think you’ll like what you find.”
“Oh?” Rotten body parts went flying as Doug went to town. What the hell was I even doing, standing by a mass grave and asking Doug the imp to dig through it?
“Ooh, you were right! Shiny! So shiny!!!”
A moment later Doug resurfaced, holding a broken spear. The head was covered in floral etchings beneath a coating of crusted blood. Doug gave it lick and cackled. “Giant blood, and on a dryad spear. Very valuable!”
Before I could think of a better idea, I snatched the fresh arm off the ground and presented it to Doug. “Um? interested in a trade?”
The evil smurf held the spear tightly. “Mine!” But then he looked closer at what I was offering and smiled, avarice clearly gleaming in his eyes. “Okay. Gimme.”
He tossed the broken weapon at my feet and I did the same with the arm. He picked it up and sniffed. “Ooh, fresh.” Then he stripped off the watch still strapped to the wrist and held it up. “Yes! A Rolex and not fake!” He turned, grinned at me, and scampered off. “So long, sucker!”
I picked up the spear and stared at the bloodstained floral filigree. I ran my finger along the tip and a bit of brown, sticky hair caught on my nail. It couldn’t be possible, yet there I was looking at the evidence.
Was Bush killed by a dryad?
I stared at the flower etched onto the weapon and remembered what Dís-One had said to me. I needed to find Mr. Keyne and ask him about this. My hair flared, and the heat once more filled my body.
The spear in my hand likewise grew warm. Maybe this was my true destiny—to go back there, confront the Meliae, and ask them why they were trying to start a war.




Chapter Forty: Flower Power

The guards in the dryad grove were surprisingly accommodating considering I marched in covered in mud and had a broken, bloodied spear in my hand. I made a beeline for the paddock area where I’d been nursed back to health, then promptly stopped dead in my tracks as I beheld a bloodstained flannel shirt hanging off one of the nearby trees.
“No!” I raced over to it, my eyes growing wide as saucers.
“You shouldn’t have come back, Mistress Flores.”
Mr. Keyne was sitting in an alcove just past the copse of trees. He was surrounded by medical supplies and busy wrapping gauze around one of his arms. His undershirt was soaked through with blood and sweat, but he was alive, thank goodness.
“What happened?”
“Lady Sayuri is not one to suffer liars.” He coughed and grimaced, holding onto his ribs, but then his focused shifted to the broken weapon in my hands and he averted his eyes.
“Is she also not one to suffer Sasquatches looking to stop a war?” I tossed the spear at his feet. “Tell me about the flower.”
“The flower?”
“Don’t play dumb. Our mutual friends at the river said you knew about it. Whose spear is this?”
Mr. Keyne crouched down and picked it up, his expression unreadable. “It’s a manna flower. The shaft is made from a sacred ash tree. The more it kills, the more powerful it becomes . . . but if it kills against its nature, with dishonor or devious intent, it will weep and falter until its virtue is restored. I was asked to dispose of it.”
“Who gave it to you?” He looked up at me, a tear rolling out of the corner of his good eye. “Please Mr. Keyne, tell me who did this?”
“I told him to dispose of it.”
Of course.
I took the spear from Mr. Keyne and turned to face my favorite snorting, masked Meliae. The weapon vibrated in my hand and started to glow.
“Is it your intention to strike me down, child?” Ash asked, sounding only mildly interested. “If so, know that weapon is a part of my grove, my very body. It will never turn against itself.”
“Why would you kill Bush?”
“I didn’t, but to have a part of me used in such a dishonorable act would bring shame upon this grove and its children, so I asked it to be disposed of and nothing to be said of it.”
“Screw your shame! One of your people killed my friend and you tried to cover it up. If you think that I’ll ever help with your prophecy now—”
“Good!” she snapped, whipping her spear around and knocking the one out of my hand. She followed up by sweeping my leg like I was Daniel LaRusso, then towering over me triumphantly. “Maybe this will finally get the message through your thick skull that you don’t belong here. The longer you stay, the more my sisters will continue with their foolish notions, and the more of your friends will be hurt. Leave, accept this was never your destiny . . . and the torment will end.”
I picked up the spear again, tears welling in my eyes as I looked at Bush’s blood. “You people are seriously messed up.” It wasn’t anything witty or heroic, but it was all I could think of.
What else could I do, challenge a legendary tree lady? There was no way I was joining them after everything that had happened. Ash was right. I needed to walk away. But how could I without knowing how and why any of this insanity had happened?
Ash tapped her spear and snorted when I didn’t move. “You are testing my patience.”
“Why?”
Ash rolled her eyes. “Because a child such as you should do as she is—”
“Not that! Why me? Why does my hair glow? Why are all these crazy things happening to me? Why do I seem to fit your stupid prophecy? Answer me and I’ll leave.”
Ash seemed pensive for a moment. “There are those who believe certain individuals are destined for greatness, that they are chosen by fate. I am not one of them. Listen to me well. I spoke true when I said that destiny is an illusion. Fate does not care who fills the gap, so long as the weave is maintained.”
“So, you’re saying I was in the wrong place at the wrong time?” She inclined her head slightly as if to concur. “And how does that explain my glowing hair or what I can do?”
“It does not. It merely explains what you need to know. Push further at your own peril. I’ve answered your question, now prove that you are a girl of your word. Go.”
I lowered my head. She was right. I’d given my word. Going back on it would make me just like everyone else. I glanced down at the broken spear in my hand. It was the only evidence of Bush’s murder.
Ash held out her hand. “You know the truth now, and the truth is more powerful than any bauble.”
Reluctantly, I handed her the weapon. It shimmered in the Meliae’s hand for a moment then transformed into a necklace, just like the one Boo had given me—only the leaf etched in it was red.
She slid it around her neck. “We shall both remember her. And perhaps one day her spirit may be appeased and the weapon restored.”
I wanted to be furious, to solve this problem by punching her or someone else. However, that wouldn’t solve anything, so instead I turned and walked away.
I’d almost made it to the edge of the grove when I heard Mr. Keyne’s voice calling to me. “Mistress Flores, please wait up.”
I stopped and turned. “I’m sorry that you got wrapped up in this—”
“Our friends back at the river, what exactly did they tell you to ask me?” He said in a hushed tone. “Please, Mistress Flores, it’s important.”
“They told me to ask you about the flower, just like I did.”“
“I see.” Mr. Keyne looked furtively around. “You know, I never finished that one task you asked of me, and I would be remiss if I didn’t at least try.”
“What task?” I raised a brow.
“You asked me to find you some Pop-Tarts back at breakfast.”
“Um, really, it’s no big deal.”
“For a servant such as myself, fulfilling a request is everything. Besides, it’s the least I can do after all your troubles. If I find some, I’ll bring it to your cave.”
It was so ridiculous, yet sweet at the same time. I guess it was his way of saying goodbye. I leaned in and gave him a hug.
“Do not fear. Lady Ash will keep the others away, but I wouldn’t return to the grove if I were you. Sayuri is not one to be trifled with, and she desperately wants her prophecy fulfilled.”
“Thank you,” I told him, and then ran once more.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Confusion, dread, aimlessness . . . all those thoughts filled my brain as I tried to get some rest. Yush and Phil kept a nervous watch over Gary. Whatever had happened back when he’d stopped me from going super Saiyan had taken its toll on him.
Word had spread that, despite all odds, the Freewill had indeed bested the mighty Turd. It was . . . a lot to take in. I was just starting to drift off, blissful unconsciousness beckoning, when Phil wandered over and began rummaging through Gary’s bag.
“Gare-bear is sweating like the dickens,” she explained, her voice breaking a little. “I just thought I’d help him get cleaned up.”
“Here,” I said, standing up. “Let me help.”
“It’s okay, you don’t need to—” A notebook fell out from the bundle of clothes she’d retrieved, and I managed to grab it before she could. It was Gary’s.
“I need to know what else he’s hiding,” she said, obviously caught. “What happened to him, his hair . . . this isn’t the way it’s supposed to work. But there’s something different about him. I guess there always has been.”
I didn’t pretend to know how much of this magic stuff worked, but even I’d seen that Gary seemed to react differently to magic than his aunt or even Sensei.
Phil looked at me and seemed to pick up my psychic waves. “Come on. I need a cigarette.” She led me past where Yush was wiping Gary’s face with glowing water from the pool, while he whimpered and tossed in a fitful sleep.
Once we were outside, she leaned against a tree. After she checked that it wasn’t one of the sacred maples, she whipped out a menthol and lit it with her fingertip.
“All his life, Gary wanted to be a spell-slinger like me. My brother hated the idea. He thinks most Magi are idiots—all explosions and no finesse. He’s not wrong, really, but Gary . . . well, if he asked for the moon, I’d at least try to catch it for him. He deserved it after all his bitch of a mother put him through growing up. No matter what he did, he was never good enough for her. She was a seer, just like my brother. My family was pleased to have such a match, and when Gary was born, they thought they had the next generation of prophets at their fingertips. The irony is that neither one of them treated him like anything but dirt, so I stepped in.”
“He’s better than they are, isn’t he?” I asked. “I mean, he can see more.”
“Yes and no. Did he tell you how he used to get sick all the time?” I shook my head and she took a long drag. “The more magic he tried, the more it drained him. Even when he’s linked up to someone who doesn’t need any power from him, somehow it doesn’t work right. I was hoping he would grow out of his desire to be a wizard, since it was so difficult for him, but he’s one stubborn kid.”
“Peas in a pod,” I said with a grin.
She nodded. “I knew he had a touch of the sight, but I figured it was just little flashes and moments.” She started flipping through his notebook. “But now I’m beginning to suspect it wasn’t late night research and statistics that led him to choose you.”
She turned around the book to show several sketches of me, including a pretty good one of me in a Spidey hoodie. I had a spaced-out look on my face that could only mean that I was probably looking at Tony Castorini at the time. It seemed like forever ago . . . and everything that once seemed so important just didn’t matter anymore.
“Gary saw me,” I whispered. There were more pages of drawings: me working at Justice Comics, me hanging out at my uncle’s, scenes from my life. She flipped to the last page, where finally something different had caught his attention. This was the sketch of the ubervamp embracing a faceless shining woman. The one which had freaked him out so much.
“Icons have been the fuel for prophecy for centuries,” Phil said, looking at it. “Their actions seem to show up in all the predictions, but even the best seers can never see their faces. It’s one of the mysteries of their powers.”
“He said this was something he wasn’t supposed to see.”
She nodded but left unsaid that Gary had clearly seen my face, where this woman’s was obscured. It began to paint an unpleasant picture, although of what, I still wasn’t sure. Because at the end of the day, my hair still glowed, and I was still able to burn the undead.
“Gary said that people who seemed to fit in one prophecy might actually fit in another, something like that. Do you think that’s true?”
Phil stared up at the sky. The northern lights blazed a trail across the horizon, but they didn’t compare to sights I’d seen over the last few days. She leafed through a few more pages and let out a deep sigh. “I think that destiny isn’t set in stone. I think it’s more like there are opportunities that present themselves for greatness.”
“You can just be in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
“Or the right place at the right time.” She choked up a little. “Look, I’m sorry I haven’t been there for either of you. I thought I was gathering information to help us, but all I’ve done is be gone when you needed me most. That’s going to change, I promise.” She finished her cigarette, then disintegrated the butt. “Come on. You look exhausted, and I need to keep watch on the Gare-bear. Yush has been more than generous with her time, but she has her own work to do.”
“I’m so sorry for what happened to Bush.”
“So am I.” Phil wrapped an arm around me and gave me a little squeeze. “But there’s bigger things at play here. It wasn’t your fault.”
Once she left my side, I lay down and stared at the ceiling for a long time. “But . . . what if it was?”




Chapter Forty-One: It was all Going so Well

I was on the third shift of watching Gary. Phil had finally run out of coffee, and Yush excused herself to view the day’s proceedings. A terrible numbness had soaked into my soul, and even my hair had followed suit, lying flat and dim. I gave the hot tub a longing bit of side eye. Why did everything around here have to be magical?
Once I was alone, I took a crack at looking through the old phone Mr. Keyne had given me. It was all still ancient Greek to me, but flipping through the pictures helped pass the time at least until Gary finally started to stir.
“Hey, Jess,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I feel terrible.”
“You look even worse.” I gave him a light punch to the arm. “Welcome back to the land of the living.” It was a poor joke, all things considered, one which I tried to cover up by handing him a bottle of water.
“I’m sorry for kissing you,” he choked out after taking a sip. “I swear, I was only trying to pull your attention away from whatever was going on.”
“Well, it definitely worked.”
“Dio. . .” He hacked a few times. “Dionaea must be upset. I can’t feel her anymore.”
“I don’t think that’s you. I had a bit of a falling out with Sayuri, and I’m pretty sure we’re uninvited to the grove. I’m sorry. I know you liked her, and I messed it up.”
“Doing magic with her . . . didn’t hurt. Now . . . I just feel alone again.”
“Well, you’re not.” I squeezed his hand. We sat in awkward silence until he drifted off again.
I spent my evening doing katas, crunches, anything to fill the time. The freakish amount of night this far north gave the vampires and Sasquatch plenty of time to hash things out or make them worse, but for the rest of us, it was just a lot of darkness punctuated by a bunch of nothing, at least until Yush showed up again.
“Yush come with good tidings this night.” She seemed remarkably cheerful for a woman who had lost her sister only a day before. She hurried to Gary’s side and offered him something that looked like oatmeal. A moment later I got a bowl as well. “Eat and gather strength because today was day of peace. The T’lunta spoke with reason, had good sense to leave Freewill T’lunta out. Turd was able to make progress for new accord. For first time, I have hope for sister’s legacy.”
“The Freewill didn’t talk?” I asked, confused.
“He not even show up. No matter. Fight seems to make Turd listen to his advisors. It was good talk.”
“Bush would be happy,” I said softly, taking a bite. Hmm, definitely not oatmeal.
The Sasquatch smiled sadly and nodded. “She one with ancestors now. Watch over us all. Yush have good feeling that soon ancestors will sing praises of new accord. Now, eat and drink. Yush bring tea. Hard to be sad with good food, warm tea, and hope.”
She handed me a crude cup of steaming red liquid. I stared at it for a moment, remembering the stuff I’d had at the grove but then took a sniff, followed by a tentative taste. It was the same tea that Phil had served me back at the Worcester loft. I guess this was where she got the recipe.
I took a sip and immediately felt better. Dang if Yush wasn’t right. It was hard to be upset at this particular moment. If the accord was signed, Bush could finally be at peace and Gary and I could return home to figure out . . . well, whatever happened next. The rest, including the Freewill, could wait. Amazing the change one day could bring.
Fluff returned, looking far happier than when last I’d seen her, and when we finally all fell asleep, it was with a little more lightness in our hearts and hope for a brand new day.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I opened my eyes, untangled myself from Fluff, and smelled coffee. Oh my God, it smelled so good. I made my way out of the cave and immediately regretted not fixing my hair or checking for deodorant. Mr. Keyne and Dionaea stood outside our little homestead, both of them bearing gifts.
Dionaea had come to see Gary, which brightened his face up considerably, although he still looked like hell. She offered him a homemade biscuit. Who knew plants could bake?
But it was Mr. Keyne who had my attention. He stood front and center with a steaming thermos and a basket of pastries. Hopefully they weren’t magical, because my stomach was already growling. He placed them down on an outcropping then turned to face me. “I brought you some snacks.”
I could sense the big but in his voice. I held my breath, hoping he wasn’t about to tell me about cursed muffins.
“I was wondering if you would make the rounds with me, Mistress Flores. We should talk.”
“Sure, I’d like that.” I grabbed myself some coffee and followed him, as I was sure Gary was in good hands with Dionaea.
Hopefully just hands.
I followed Mr. Keyne into the woods, noting the smile he’d worn back at the cave seemed to quickly melt off his face. “What’s wrong?” I finally asked.
“Jessie, I don’t know quite how to tell you this, but you’re doomed.”




Chapter Forty-Two: Until it Wasn’t

How do you respond to someone telling you you’re doomed? Do you laugh, or ask for clarification maybe? Considering all that I’d been through this week, I opted for door number one. I figured destiny at least owed me that much. My ribs ached as I finally caught my breath. Mr. Keyne, however, wasn’t laughing.
“Mistress Flores . . . Jessie, are you all right?” I stared at him, unblinking. He pulled a scroll out of his bag. “I know, ridiculous question, but I need to show you this.”
“I just want some answers,” I replied, getting myself under control. “No more tricks, no more confusion, and please don’t lie. I don’t think I can take anymore.”
“We never know what we can take until we have to.” He looked away for a moment. “I thought long and hard on your question and can think of only one flower that our mutual friends would tell you to ask me about. I had hoped my suspicions were unfounded, but I was owed some favors by the other servants and, after some prodding, discovered it was true. You were served the actual Heroes Cocktail at the party.”
“You mean the red booze that flattened Hercules?”
“Heracles,” he corrected. “But yes, same guy.”
“I knew that already.”
“No. You really don’t. There are multiple recipes for this drink, all of them knock-offs of the original brew and far more benign. Same cool name, but these imitations are all little more than fermented berry juice with some harmless enchantments added. The real drink, the original, contains this.” He held up the scroll, showing me a drawing of weeping red flowers. “It’s known by many names but the only mortal Magi to ever see it called it flos fatorum, the flower of fate. It has the ability to grant power to the powerless.”
I traced the drawing with my fingertip. “Funny, I always thought if I saw a magic flower, it would be heart-shaped and from Wakanda.”
“Pardon?”
“Never mind. So, it gives you powers, but I think I cut you off before you offered up the ‘but’ in your explanation.”
Mr. Keyne sighed deeply, and not the kind of sigh I was used to getting from adults.
“Just spit it out already.”
“The flower’s other name is Ananke’s Tears. It is rarely used and only in times of great necessity. The essence of the flower . . . draws the attention of fate to the imbiber. In a way, it amplifies their destiny. It acts as a lure to the cosmic forces which maintain balance, opening up opportunities of greatness or wells of misfortune.”
“You mean it could make an ordinary girl . . . not so ordinary?”
He nodded. “It’s also quite toxic. It reacts with other magicks in unpredictable ways.”
“Like vomiting a rainbow?” The look on his face said it all. “As for the first part, could it maybe—I dunno—turn your hair bright red and make it deadly to vampires? Well, could it?”
“I . . . honestly don’t know. It hasn’t been used on a mortal in centuries. It’s forbidden. The only remaining plant is heavily guarded by the Meliae. All I know are myths and legends.”
“Like?”
“They say a single petal was stolen during the Dark Ages by a wizard named Merlin. The story has been heavily romanticized throughout history, but the bad ending for nearly everyone involved was quite real.”
“And I drank this Kool-Aid,” I whispered, my knees going all wobbly. “A lot of it.”
He shook his head. “No. Most of what you had was the fake stuff. It was only near the end where someone slipped you the real thing. And the fact that you vomited it out quickly means that—”
“You don’t understand. I had this hair long before I got here, Sky.”
“I. . .” He didn’t seem to have an immediate answer to that one.
“What would it mean if I had more than just a couple of sips?”
He averted his eyes. “Theoretically? The more you drink, the greater tribute fate demands. You either rise to the occasion and fulfil the destiny thrust upon you . . . or fate will lash back and, believe me, fate’s lash hits harder than anyone’s.”
I turned away from him, considering the implications. “I didn’t rise up to attack the ubervamp back at the conference. I didn’t do anything I was supposed to do—”
“Calm down. I don’t think it’s as bad as that. As I said, you vomited out—”
“But you just said I was doomed.”
“I . . . may have been trying to make sure you were taking this seriously.” As I glared at him, he quickly continued. “What I’m trying to say is yes, in theory, if you’d been fed multiple doses then it would be that bad . . . but that’s also impossible. I’m the only person in the dryad’s service who deals with the outside world. No humans have been given this flower, that much I can tell you.”
“So, what about the weirdness my life has been for the last couple of weeks?”
“I can’t answer that. All I can do is warn you about the here and now. Many of the dryads, Sayuri in particular, want you to fulfil their prophecy no matter the cost. Whatever you do, don’t drink anything they give you.”
I nodded, then remembered Dionaea had shown up with biscuits. “What about food?”
“Ananke’s Tears will stain anything it touches a bright red. It’s . . . hard to miss.”
“I’ll keep my eyes open.”
“Make sure you do because I have a feeling the more you imbibe, the greater fate will conspire to have you accept the blessing of Uranus, which is something you do not want.”
I smirked. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”
“I’m not joking,” he said. “You asked me to read up about this prophecy, and I can tell you there’s a good reason why none have accepted this gift from the Meliae.”
The trees rustled but there wasn’t a breeze. I had a feeling that whatever Mr. Keyne had to say, he’d better spit it out quick. “The father of the Meliae is known as a temperamental and capricious tyrant, and his wife holds grudges that would put Hera to shame. Whomever accepts this blessing will be cursed as well as blessed.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“Most curses aren’t.”
“So, what would happen if I drank it, his blood. I mean, is it really blood?”
“The dryads certainly believe it is. Unfortunately, I’m not sure I have an answer for the rest. However, I think it’s safe to say that if you imbibed the blood while under the influence of Ananke’s tears that the great sky father would notice. The question is . . . what then? If you accepted it willingly that would be one thing, but would a god really want a champion who’d been tricked into serving him?”
I knew it was a rhetorical question, but I answered anyway. “I always hoped that I would be the kind of hero that chose to do what’s right rather than have it chosen for her.”
Mr. Keyne smiled broadly at me. “Never change that about yourself, Jessie. Come, we should head back. I can feel the eyes and ears of this place turning our way. It would be best if we spoke no further on this matter.”
We started back. I had about a zillion more questions and concerns adding up in my mind, but Mr. Keyne was right. This was neither the time nor place.
“Oh, one more thing,” he said as we neared the cave again. I perked up, wondering if he had one last bit of advice to give me. But instead he slung his backpack off and pulled out a foiled wrapped object, which he held out to me. “Sorry to say I couldn’t find any actual Pop-Tarts out here, but I did manage to get my hands on this, and, hey, they’re not even expired.”
It was a package of generic toaster pastries called Toastee Deelightz. “Strawberry . . . maple?” I read.
“Welcome to Canada. Everything here is maple flavored. Sorry if it’s not—”
I turned and gave him a hug, wishing to convey my thanks for far more than a simple package of Pop-Tart knock-offs. “It’s perfect . . . just what I wanted. My dad always buys the generics anyway.”
“Then accept them with my blessings,” he said, returning the hug. “It’s the least I can do after everything that you’ve done for me.”
I pocketed them and we walked the rest of the way back, keeping the conversation as innocuous as possible. However, right before we stepped into the cave entrance I dared to ask, “You’re sure that stuff never got out?”
“I’ve never given so much as a petal to any human, or Magi for that matter, I promise.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Take care of yourself, Jessie Flores. My gut tells me that this will all be over soon.”
“They can’t argue forever,” I said, more to myself than him. He turned away, but I decided to press my luck one last time. “Do you know which of them killed Bush?”
Mr. Keyne nodded but his eyes were sad. “The magics that bind me to my service keep you from saying certain things, no matter how much I might want to. All I can say is keep your eyes and ears open. Sometimes the truth makes itself known no matter how badly others wish it to stay a secret.”




Chapter Forty-Three: Peace Finds a Way

“Have you ever heard of anything called Ananke’s Tears?” Okay, maybe not the subtlest breakfast conversation, but there was no way I was sitting on this information. “Or flos fatorum?”
“Oh, I’ve heard of it,” Phil said between sips of coffee. “But wouldn’t you rather ask me about something more plausible, like the Loch Ness Monster?”
“Is Nessie. . .?”
Phil rolled her eyes. “Nothing more than a good marketing campaign by the Scottish Bureau of Tourism. As for your mythical plant, where’d you hear about it? At the dryad jamboree?”
“Something like that.”
We sat in silence for a little while longer. “It’s all myths and legends about dangerous and forbidden magic,” Phil said, staring off into space. “Think of it as an allegory against tempting fate. Supposedly back in the day Merlin—yes, that Merlin—received the gift of the flos fatorum from a trio of mysterious sisters from the Isle of Avalon. Misery and woe followed.”
I nodded. Mr. Keyne’s story was checking out.
“Did they say where they kept it?” she asked.
I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said it was mythical . . . and forbidden.”
“Doesn’t mean I’m not curious. No sorceress worth her spell book would turn down a chance to get her hands on one of the most powerful enchantment reagents known, mythical or not.”
I debated whether to say more but decided against it. All it would take was one slip of the tongue. I didn’t think Phil would actually try to finagle some out of Mr. Keyne, but that wasn’t to say word wouldn’t spread, so I quickly changed the subject instead. “Gary should be back soon.” He’d gone for a walk with Dionaea, claiming to be feeling up for it . . . his wording, not mine. I, on the other hand, was trying desperately not to read more into it than—
Phil raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Jealous?”
“Not at all. Just concerned that he doesn’t overexert himself.” Yeah, I was not helping matters with regards to my subconscious. Thankfully, I was spared further questioning or horrific thoughts as he and Dionaea picked that moment to return.
“Oh hey, sugah!” Dionaea waved to me as Gary took a seat to catch his breath . . . hopefully just from walking. “I didn’t want to say anything while Mr. Keyne was around, but my sisters haven’t been botherin’ you, have they?”
I shrugged, not sure how much I should say. “I don’t get the impression Sayuri’s the type to take no for an answer.”
“She ain’t, but Ash is very persuasive, and Olivia was there to remind Sayuri that the blessing of our father can only be offered. She can’t hold you down and pour it down your throat, no matter how much she might want to. Oh, the drama and tongue wagglin’ that ensued. And here I thought this joke of a peace conference would be boring.”
“I’m not sure I’d call it a joke.”
“I would. All the battles and ridiculousness going on, it’s like the folks runnin’ this thing are looking to put on a show. I swear, I’ve seen less drama in a—”
“HAIRLESS HOLY ONE! BURP DEMAND YOU!”
“Oh, what now?” I muttered. “Excuse me for a—”
Gary stepped in before I could turn away and grabbed hold of my wrist. Before I could ask him what he thought he was doing, though, I looked up and saw his eyes flash bright yellow.
Uh oh. That can’t be good.
“Don’t fight him, Jess,” Gary cried, his eyes reverting to normal but with a crazed look still in them. “Whatever happens, don’t. The ripples . . . something bad will happen.”
“Why would I fight Burp?”
“No, not—”
“HAIRLESS HOLY ONE!!!”
Dionaea stood up straight and cocked her head to the side, as if hearing a conversation only she was privy to. “Too late, darlin’. Something bad already happened.” She turned to me. “I just got word from Ash. That Freewill guy just tried to kill Turd and now everyone is asking for blood.”
“He did what?” There came a crash from outside the cave, as if someone was beating up a tree trunk. Grrr! “Okay, let me go take care of this, whatever this is. Dionaea, Gary, try to find out what’s going on at the conference area. I’ll meet you there in a bit. Apparently, I have a Burp to deal with.”
I headed to the cave entrance. Gary and Dionaea, meanwhile, stepped over to Phil and were hopefully figuring out what was happening in this madhouse.
“HAIRLESS—”
“I heard you the first time!”
Burp had a heavy tree branch in one hand and a dead skunk in the other. As bad as he normally smelled, his new pet was not helping his cause.
“But you no come.”
“Yeah, it takes me a minute. I can’t just go poof!”
Burp seemed to consider my words. After a moment, he tossed both his club and the dead skunk at my feet. Um, okay. Now what?
I stood there awkwardly for several seconds as he glanced between me and the items, not knowing what to do, but then I remembered what Fluff had told me my first day here. Hopefully she was right.
I picked up the skunk, holding my breath. “Um, thank you?” So far, so good with heeding Gary’s advice.
“Hairless Holy One accept peace. Good.”
“Yes, I—”
“Because Burp have more important enemies to crush.”
“Wait, what?”
“T’lunta take everything from Burp. Freewill T’lunta kill mother, take father’s honor—”
“You don’t know that!”
“Freewill T’lunta is monster. Kill mother, then defeat mighty father. Burp must redeem honor.”
“I’m sure there will be a chance to redeem everything, but I think that now might not be the best time—”
“No! Now time!” He let out a roar and pounded his chest. Didn’t a dead skunk mean anything anymore?
“Listen, I just heard there’s some bad stuff going on and that your dad might be in danger, so maybe we should focus on that instead?”
In response, he beat his chest again. Screw it. I dropped the skunk, then pounded on my chest right back at him. Two could play this game. I must have been more intimidating than I thought, because he looked confused and cocked his head.
“Really?”
“Um, yes, really!” That must’ve been the Bigfoot equivalent of chill the frig out.
“You accept Burp’s family?” he asked, his voice a little higher pitched than usual.
“Of course. I cared about Bush. I just wish I could have saved her.”
After a moment he nodded. “Hairless Holy One strong. Stronger than Burp, stronger even than Huge Yakman. Maybe strong enough to defeat freewill T’lunta.”
“Maybe one day, but not—”
“Yes! One day. Fight with Burp to restore honor.”
“Definitely. Now let’s get going.” I started toward where I thought the arena was. Burp finally took the hint and started after me. But then, without warning, he scooped me up over his shoulder. “Hey!”
“This way faster!” He took off and it was almost as if the trees moved aside for him. “We save Turd together!”
His heart was in the right place, even if his phrasing needed work.
After a few minutes of playing Tarzan and Jane through the frozen woods of Canada, we emerged in the arena just in time to hear the words, “You betray the spirits! You betray our honor!” being roared.
“Why Grulg shouting?” Burp asked as he skidded to a halt and put me down. “Why they surrounding mighty Turd?”
We pushed our way through the crowd to get a better look just as the great green moderator pulsed over what looked like a bit of broken plastic in the middle of the arena.
Was that . . . an MP3 player?




Chapter Forty-Four: Alea Iacta Est

I blinked a few times, trying to make sense of the chaos. In the space of a few seconds the assembled vampires and Sasquatches had both seemingly turned on themselves, with the Freewill dude getting his butt kicked on one side while Turd was being manhandled on the other.
“What’s going on?”
“Burp confused.”
“You’re not the only one.” My confusion only increased as I watched one of the vamp’s, the sleazy one who’d I’d seen wheeling and dealing with Turd, start pummeling the snot out of the ubervamp. The fire inside me started to burn and I could feel my head heating up.
I remembered what Gary said. Maybe he hadn’t been warning me about Burp after all.
“Father!” Burp tried to rush into the wall of Sasquatches but just ended up being backhanded away.
It would be so easy. All I needed to do was wade into the sea of vampires and let my hair do the rest.
The ripples . . . something bad will happen.
No! I turned tail and ran as fast as I could back to the cover of the forest. Behind me I could hear the war cries, the roar of the crowd, and it took all my willpower not to run right back there and kick every last vampire into dust, assuming one could kick them into dust.
I refused to give in, even as the crowd grew ever louder despite me moving away from it. It was like their cries echoed in my ears, almost as if they were surrounding me, yet. . .
I skidded to a halt, suddenly dizzy, grabbing my temples as the world whirled around me. I couldn’t breathe. Why can’t I breathe? “Why?” I gasped as the shadows of the forest seemed to take on a life of their own, gathering around me.
Chattering noises came from the recesses of the underbrush. It combined with the unending roar of the crowd until it was too much. Everything became hazy, but I started running again regardless, moving aimlessly until, somehow, I came to a riverbank. Before me, the water churned and frothed, spilling over the shore. I had a bad feeling about this. The chattering grew even louder, and the shadows converged around me, blocking out all the light.
“Dís-One thanks you,” a voice whispered in my ear. “You bring so much fear and indecision back with you.”
I screamed as a thousand needle-sharp teeth sank into my shoulder. Everything faded to black.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, are your parents aware of your bullying problem, Jessie?” That voice—that nasal, cloying voice—echoed in my ears. I snapped open my eyes and found Counselor Flake peering over her glasses at me.
Why did it have to be this day? “You can call my dad. He’s a cop—”
“What about your mother, Jessie?”
Not this question again. I pounded my fists against the side of my seat. “My mother left when I was a baby.”
“So . . . she abandoned you?”
I wanted to scream at the helpful woman with her bland smile and pitying look in her eyes. She was about to ask if I was angry. Of course, I was angry. What a stupid question!
“Now, Jessie, you know it’s not okay to use violence against a fellow student.”
Of course, I know, I didn’t even hit them. I just took the fall for it.
“You could have really hurt someone.”
“I didn’t even touch him!” At least in my dream I could snap back at that obnoxious woman and her condescension. “But I wish I had!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
My eyes snapped open again, and I was sitting at my own table, my dad shaking his head at me. “Why, Jessie, why would you do that?”
I didn’t want to go through this again, not now, not ever.
“Hey, look. It’s Backdoor Jess.”
I blinked again, and this time I was in a hallway, hearing the whispers of the other kids and seeing their dirty looks.
“Stop it! These are just a bunch of stupid memories. It doesn’t matter. None of this matters!” If the other students heard me, they gave me no heed, continuing to point and whisper.
Your own mother didn’t want you. That sounded like my own voice, the one I kept hidden deep inside.
Shut up, Jessie, just shut up!
I blinked again, and this time I was in my room, reading what people had posted about me on social media. A picture of my former friend lay shattered on my desk.
“This is why you don’t have any friends.”
“Shut up!” I yelled. For a moment it became deathly quiet. All I could hear was my heart pounding and the blood rushing to my head.
Then I blinked again, and this time I was stuck in an anti-montage, one in which I got to relive every hit I ever took, every tumble, and every beat down I’d experienced in class. In the space of seconds, I was tripped, flipped, punched, and kicked more times than I could count.
I looked up and saw Sensei towering over where I lay.
“You should pay attention a little more, Jessie. You might fucking learn something.” She pulled me up and promptly turned it into a judo throw. “Did you see that coming?”
I landed hard, feeling the mat turn to rough tar paper beneath me. I rolled to my feet and found myself back on the windy rooftop in Worcester. “Who chose me?” I cried to the empty sky. “Who chose me?”
“You already know the answer, don’t you?”
Dís-One’s voice again tickled my ear as the world went dark, leaving me surrounded by shadows . . . some darker than others.
“What do you want from me? A greatest-hits of my suffering? Take it! Enjoy all the stupidity and the humiliation. Go on, choke on it for all I care.”
“Not yet,” Dís-One hissed in my ear. “You’ve become numb, not as delicious, but I think there is more to see, something you still do not wish to face.”
“What?”
“Think very carefully. Let what you’ve buried be set free. It should be . . . scrumptious.”
“Didn’t your parents ever tell you it’s rude to play with your food?” Everything felt swirly and weird like I’d been spinning for too long.
Dís-One laughed. “Open your eyes and let us taste these final morsels together.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I opened my eyes and found myself in Phil’s kitchen.
“You did this?! What was in that damn dye?”
“Whatever the package said was in it. I got it from some Indian market over in Shrewsbury.”
Time seemed to speed up, and now I was sitting with Phil. We were waiting for Gary to clean up following our training and she’d just handed me a glass of tea. I looked down at it—bright red, so bright red.
No. Please don’t make me hear his words.
“Ananke’s Tears will stain anything it touches a bright red. It’s . . . hard to miss.”
It was impossible. It was—
“Don’t make me say it,” I begged as I slumped to my knees. I could hear Dís-One breathing in my ear, tickling my earlobe with every exhale. “Please don’t make me say it.”
“It might make you feel better, Jessie. Haven’t you been holding onto this tasty doubt for far too long?”
He was right. There’d been clues, breadcrumbs, but I’d mostly ignored them, trying to live in my happy little world where the superheroes were the good guys. “Please don’t make me say it.”
Not possible.
Mr. Keyne appeared in front of me and I listened as he again told me that he’d never given the flower to any human or Magi. But then my memories betrayed me again and I saw Yush striding through Phil’s apartment as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Furry paws hugged me from behind. “You’ll feel better soon, yes? Just say it.”
“Mr. Keyne gave Yush the flower and she gave it to Phil,” I said. “It was in the tea . . . in the hair color. They hid it from me, and they lied. They all—”
Dís pressed a digit over my lips—eww, fishy. “No, say what has been bothering you. Let that truth out.”
I felt myself falling again, and once more I saw myself being pulled away from the bright light of a star. This time I could feel the darkness enveloping me, even taste it. I knew the bitter taste all too well. It was like blood—my blood.
“Confess, Jessie. Let that dark part out of hiding and give it its due.”
I blinked and saw a shadowy version of myself towering over me.
“You were never chosen . . . never wanted,” Shadow-Me explained. “You could be replaced by literally anyone. You are unnecessary, useless, nothing special at all.”
In that moment I understood everything, finally breaking the spell. My eyes fluttered open and I could feel blood still oozing from my shoulder. I looked up and saw three figures standing over me.
“Thank you, noble kushtaka,” Ash said, her alien eyes unreadable behind her mask. “You have prevented a grave disservice to fate. One can only speculate what sort of damage a false Icon could do in these dangerous times.” She spun her spear around and slammed the shaft into the wound on my shoulder. I should have screamed, knew it should have hurt, but instead all I felt was numb pressure.
Dís-One cackled and clapped. “Then my debt is repaid, yes? Dís-One is free?”
“Yes.” She glanced at the third member of this party, wearing his familiar flannel shirt again. Not you, too. “Both of you have paid your debts, but I’m afraid you have more to atone for, Mr. Keyne.”
Ash twisted the spear, and I turned my head to see a strange black ichor oozing from the wound on my shoulder. What the? Before I could summon the strength to ask, she twirled her spear around and slashed through my sleeve with the razor-sharp head. “Psevdí eikóna—let it be marked upon you so no one else may be fooled.”
Okay, this time it really hurt. I screamed as the spearhead sliced into my forearm. In my periphery I could see my hair spark once and then fade to its natural color. Ash continued to slice my arm, and my agony increased as I could feel additional wounds opening up on my torso, chest, and legs. Everything my hair had healed. It was being undone!
“Lady Ash, please stop!” Mr. Keyne pleaded. “Without Ananke’s Tears in her blood she’ll—”
“Silence! This farce ends now!”
Mr. Keyne moved to stop her, and she whirled her spear to menace him. I knew the truth now. I was nothing as far as destiny was concerned.
But that didn’t mean I couldn’t still do the right thing.
I reached up and grabbed the hem of Ash’s robe to stop her from hurting him. My efforts drew the business end of her spear instead. I let out one last gasp as it pierced my flesh, and then I was sent tumbling into blissful darkness.




Chapter Forty-Five: Falling Forever

Cold . . . so very cold . . . then I felt a bit of warmth. I slowly opened my eyes, but it was bright, too bright.
“You can rest if you want to, Jessie. You have earned it.”
That voice . . . so deep and crackly, but warm and soft. I opened my eyes again and saw a shadow looming over me. It reached down and cradled me in powerful, hairy arms.
“Bush? Is that you?” I choked out. “Where am I?”
“These are the woods where our ancestors lay,” she replied, her English suddenly much improved. “The Woods of Mourning, our sacred place. Here those who have passed watch and guide those who still walk in the light. We also guide those from our family at the time of crossing.”
I coughed. Something warm and sticky filled my mouth. I leaned against the mountain of fur. She didn’t even smell bad in this place. I couldn’t hear her heartbeat, but I could feel her steady breathing, and she was so warm . . . so very warm. “Does this mean. . .?”
She brushed the hair out of my eyes. “Not yet, but soon, if you wish. Here, let me help you.”
Somehow, I found myself standing again. We were back in the clearing with the red leaves. I looked down and saw I was wearing a nice clean Spidey shirt and some jeans. Tears welled in my eyes as I saw Bush the way I first saw her, tall and proud. She took my hand, so tiny in hers. “How am I here?”
“You joined my family when you agreed to be my cub’s mate,”
“What?! Hang on a minute, I d-didn’t, I mean, when did I. . . ?”
“I was surprised as well when you accepted his family and returned the mating cry, but I suppose true love knows no boundaries—”
“No, no, no. That was a mistake. I mean, I wouldn’t want to get into Sasquatch heaven under false pretenses.”
Bush burst into howls of laughter. “Oh, Jessie, it only matters that you said you would accept us, and I accepted you in return.” She picked up my hand and pressed it over her heart. “As I said, true love knows no boundaries. Although, if you should choose not to come with me, I think you may have a great deal of explaining to do to my son.”
“Choose? I still have a choice?”
“You are standing in the crossroads of life. Here we, the honored dead, can guide you to peace. . .” She closed her eyes. “Or, if you still have the strength and the will, we can guide you back to the land of the living.”
I felt an icy lump in my chest. My shoulder ached and my body grew heavy. “I’m so tired.”
“Then come with me and rest,” she said.
“No one will care . . . I was never special.” Once the sobbing started, I couldn’t bottle it up anymore. Soon it felt like a waterfall on my cheeks. My nose clogged up and I choked on snot. It wasn’t just an ugly cry. It was a sadness tsunami, and I rode the wave.
After what seemed like an eternity, Bush reached over and wiped my face with her arm. I stared guiltily at the damp fur.
“Look at me, child,” she said softly.
“I’m . . . I was nobody,” I replied, unable to lift my gaze from the ground.
“Look at me. There is something you should see.”
I finally looked up. As I met Bush’s gaze, we floated higher and higher until it seemed the whole world was nothing but a speck of light and only the endless array of stars twinkled around us. Bush gestured at the tiny, winking lights. “If you step back far enough, we are all tiny and insignificant . . . but if you change your perspective, if you just focus on what is close to you. . .”
I blinked my eyes and we were back in the clearing. Gone was the sky and the stars, the forest having morphed into a green barricade all around us.
I gasped as I saw myself lying bleeding and broken in the snow. Mr. Keyne applied pressure to the wound on my chest, while Dionaea and Boo held glowing hands over my side. Gary and Phil fretted on my other side while a tiny white Sasquatch cried alongside the braying form of Huge. Even Ash was there, kneeling and praying over her spear.
“Look closer, Jessie.”
I did and realized I could see myself reflected in all their worried gazes. Every one of them was focused on me, even Ash. The tears welled up as I thought of my cousins, Papa, Sensei McAdams. What about Uncle Jimmy and Aunt Camilla?
Above all else, what about . . . Dad? What would he do if I wasn’t there? Who would he come home to . . . to watch old movies or talk about work? Who would give him a hug when he had seen something awful but couldn’t put it into words?
“If you look close enough, you can be someone’s entire universe, Jessie,” Bush said. “Never forget that.”
“I’m tired and I hurt . . . but I can’t leave them. I guess . . . I still matter to them. I still . . . matter.”
Bush held me close. “You’ve always mattered.”
I held onto her as tightly as I could. The Jessie on the ground whimpered and the bite on her shoulder began to bleed even more. As the blood trickled out, a bit of black mist escaped as well. I looked back at Bush, but she seemed hazier, almost transparent now.
“I’m scared,” I whispered. “I don’t know what to do. I failed. I failed, and I couldn’t save you. I couldn’t do what they wanted me to do.”
“Save your strength,” Bush said, fading a little more. “You have many trials to come, little one.”
Everything grew cold and heavy. The pain started as a dull ache, but I could feel it rising by the second. I had to say it one more time. “I’m so sorry, Bush.”
She helped me lie down where the other me was. Bush squeezed my hand and smiled one last time. As she faded into the light I could just barely hear, “We all fail, we all fall. . .”
I felt a crushing weight on my chest. The pain was rushing back.
“It is how we get back up that matters.”




Chapter Forty-Six: Sick Day

“She’s reactin’ badly to the magic, darlin’. I can’t seem to get ahead of the bleeding—”
“Keep trying! I’ll help.”
“Please, Pretty, don’t die. Don’t leave Floof.”
Now firmly settled in my body again, I coughed, spitting up a mouthful of blood. Living really, really hurt.
“Maybe magic isn’t the answer,” I heard Mr. Keyne’s voice say. “Perhaps we should have a little faith in humanity for a change.”
“What? I don’t know anything about—”
“He means a hospital, Gare-bear,” Phil’s voice replied. “Good idea. You there, plant girl, help me carve a sending circle.”
A circle—that sounded nice. Not as nice as an ambulance, but then, maybe those were hard to come by in the Arctic Circle.
Yeah, I think I’ll pass out now.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
For the longest time I felt all . . . floaty. I kept wondering if I’d see Bush again, but then a jolt of pain would remind me I was still bound to my mortal coil, even if it all felt detached.
After a while, I could hear sounds in the fog—beeps, whooshes, faint voices saying things like “surgery” and “wait-and-see.” I’d try to wake up to tell them I was okay, but then I’d drift away again.
At one point a familiar smell caught my nose—cigarette smoke. Were you allowed to smoke in a hospital? Was I even in a hospital?
“What are you doing, Aunt Phil?” I knew that voice. It was a nice voice—wait, or was it a bad voice? It was hard to think in the fog.
“I’m trying to help her. One more dose—”
“Might kill her!” There were cojones in the—Gary’s—voice that I hadn’t heard before.
Good for you, Gare-bear.
I must’ve zoned out again, thanks to all the yummy drugs through my veins, but they were still arguing when next my mind surfaced from the painkiller ocean.
“Don’t you get it, Aunt Phil? I made it all up. She’s not the Icon and was never going to be.”
“I understand you like this girl, Gare-bear, but you need to step back, get some perspective here.”
“Perspective? Don’t you think she’s suffered enough?”
“Suffered enough? Do you have any idea what’s at stake here? What will happen to us if the Icon rises and isn’t under our control? Don’t you get it? If we find the Icon first, sway her, we have a chance—”
“I don’t care. Prophecies have been wrong before.”
“Not this one. Now get out of my way.”
“I won’t let you do this to her.”
“Don’t make me say this. . . Goddamn it, Gare-bear, we both know you can’t stop me.”
“Oh no? Watch me.”
There came the sound of something being knocked over, and I felt a pull on my arm . . . my IV being ripped out. In the next second, all manners of beeps and alarms went off.
“What have you done?”
The only answer that came was a bright light I could see even through my closed eyelids, followed by doctors and nurses rushing into my room.
Nope, not dealing with this now.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I was coming back up from unconsciousness, albeit I wasn’t happy about it. The drugs which kept me under also kept the pain away. With wakefulness came the ouchies, as well as the memories of how badly I’d—
I heard the sound of sobbing, but it was gruff and deep. Was that Dad? It couldn’t be. Dad didn’t cry. He—
“. . . I don’t know what to do . . . nowhere else to turn . . . loyal . . . I’ve been a loyal servant for over twenty years.”
I felt a sinking sensation in my guts. Even with all the pain and the drugs, the dread still began to override my senses.
“I wanna see her, Viktor. That’s the price for my help.”
No way. It couldn’t be him. I tried to force my eyes open, to see for myself, but the stupid things weren’t in the mood to listen yet.
There was muffled arguing amidst the beeping, and the medicine made everything so hazy. Focus, Jessie. Focus, even though you don’t want to.
“No, you can’t—”
“With all due respect, Viktor, you get a pass because your daughter is in a bad way, but if you ever try to lay hands on me again, I will open up on you full-split. We clear, old friend?”
There was no doubt about it. Wyatt was here and he was talking to my dad, speaking like they knew each other. “Now, you heard my price. I wanna see her. I’m cashing in favors for you here, so you’re gonna step aside and go get yourself some coffee. Then we’re gonna talk a lil’ more business.”
“All right, but—”
“You’ll be right outside. I know, and I’m sure you got silver bullets in your six-shooter there along with no compunction about ending us both if anything happens to your precious baby, right? I get it, man. Believe me, I do. Now, scoot on outta here.”
Once the door shut, I could sense Wyatt stepping to my side. Whatever fantasy reunion I might’ve imagined between us didn’t involve my being in the hospital and him knowing my dad.
Did that mean. . .?
“Hey there, kid. I can hear your heart fluttering, so I know you ain’t asleep, but hopefully there’s enough happy juice in your system for you to not freak out, or whatever the kids call it these days.” I felt him lean close to me. “I ain’t gonna lie to you or pretend you ain’t heard what you just did. Yeah, I know your daddy. He’s worked for us for a long time. Now, don’t you be thinking less of him. Hell, there ain’t many cops in Massachusetts that aren’t directly or indirectly on the payroll. It’s just the way it is. When you got hurt, he reached out for our help. Fortunately for you, darlin’, you got two lucky stars looking out for you. Your daddy cares for you somethin’ fierce. As for me, well, I ain’t found anybody better yet and you ain’t dead, so you’re still my girl, which means I’ll take care of you.” I felt him back away. “You rest easy, darlin’, and I’ll see you when you get better . . . if I can.”
“Why?” I wheezed.
“You saying my name or asking a question, Jessie? I guess it don’t matter much which. Just get better and know that if I ever find whatever did this to you, there shall be quite the reckoning.”




Chapter Forty-Seven: Homecoming

“Fortunately, the human body only needs one kidney, so it’s a good thing I had a spare.” I tried to keep it as light as possible as the doc relayed exactly how bad my injuries were. I’d been right—every wound my magical hair had fixed had come right back, including ones I hadn’t even sustained. My midsection was a mess of puncture wounds and scars while my femur had to be screwed together in roughly the same place where Huge had broken his. Then there was my right arm, with enough Greek letters carved into it to put a frat house to shame and, worst of all, it really itched.
My dad kept smiling, but I could see the strain on his face as he talked to specialist after specialist. He tried to keep the worst from me, but deafness was not on my injury list. Apparently if I hadn’t been young and healthy . . . or if my heart had been just slightly higher in my chest, maybe Sasquatch size, I’d be as dead as a doornail.
Eventually I was strong enough where the small talk petered out and Dad put on his serious face. “I know this might be tough to talk about, Jessie, but I need to know what happened to you.”
Sit back, Dad, because I’ve got a story full of prophecies, death otters, and a peace conference between vampires and Bigfoot. “I’m sorry, but it’s all really hazy. I don’t remember much.” Yeah, it was a copout, but the reality was, I had no idea how to tell him the truth, even now that I knew he was aware of the things that went bump in the night.
“Why were you alone in the city at night? They said they found you downtown, but nothing was called in—”
“I don’t remember, I’m sorry.” That much was true. How did I even get back to Worcester?
“Kiddo, this might sound strange, but do you feel like somehow someone told you not to remember what happened?” Dad furrowed his brows and gave me a strange look.
I should have opened up then and there, but instead I coughed, winced, and looked pathetic enough so that he dropped it for now, allowing me to glance over at the small mountain of balloons and get well cards from my family.
“Why didn’t you tell me about the other guy?” Dad asked softly.
“Other . . . guy?”
“Does Gary know you’ve been dating that quarterback from your school? ‘Cause I sure as heck didn’t.”
“T-Tony?” In all the craziness, I’d forgotten that Other Me had been busy in my absence. The question was how busy.
“Is that his name?” Dad raised the brow. This was not going to go well. I could feel it even through the painkillers. I nodded, shamefaced. “Anything else you’re not telling me?”
Only a story so crazy you’d probably have me locked up! “Not really. And I already told you Gary and I aren’t a thing.”
“Is that why he didn’t come to visit?”
I shrugged, not caring to either talk about it, or relive the strange fever dream—if it had even been a dream—of Gary and Phil arguing here in my room.
What will happen to us if the Icon rises and isn’t under our control?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Tony popped in to see me one more time before I was discharged. He didn’t stay long—not that I could blame him since my family seemed to be keeping a round the clock vigil at my side as I healed and slowly made the transition from wheelchair to crutches.
He asked me to be his date at the Christmas dance, giving me a longing glance that I wished I could return. Other Me must’ve done a hell of a job. He probably deserved an Oscar. Unfortunately, real me had changed. Even as Tony gave me a tame kiss goodbye, I couldn’t bring myself to feel anything but a slight tinge of sadness. The person I once was, including all the things she was once certain she wanted, was gone . . . and I had a feeling she wasn’t coming back.
Fortunately, there was enough to keep me distracted from such dark thoughts in the days that followed, even if most of it sucked. Going home was an adventure in relearning to do all the things that had once been easy. Then there was the mountain of make-up work from school waiting for me, not to mention my family. Much as I loved them, their doting soon grew tiresome. It was all I could do to wait for the day when I could return to school and go back to sitting by myself again at the wonky table in the corner.
The only upside was that I was young, athletic, and healthy, which meant I healed quickly. It wasn’t long before I was ready to leave the couch, which I’d been parked on since returning home, and was ready to make the trek up the stairs back to the sanctity of my own room.
Opening the door to my bedroom and letting myself in, I felt like a stranger. It was as if a whole lifetime had passed since I’d been here, propped up on my bed reading and generally not worrying about anything other than my next shift at Justice Comics.
I sat down, doing what I could to keep the tears from falling, and looked around. It was weird. All at once so alien, yet so familiar. There was my Punisher poster hanging over my closet door, my resin statue of Batman fighting the Joker, and even the laundry pile was still there complete with my Rocketeer Red Panda backpack sticking out of. . .
Hold on.
That had been one of the items I’d brought with me to Canada. How had it gotten back here?
Regretting the fact that I had to move again so soon after settling down, I rolled out of bed and limped over to it. I picked it up, then plopped back down onto my bed to start digging.
I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting to find, but my bag’s current contents left me underwhelmed. I saw a few items of clothes along with my phone charger. Nothing remained of my trip to the Woods of Mourning—no necklace, no armor, not even the sweater made of Fluff hair. It had all been taken, sanitized of anything even remotely out of the. . .
Wait a second.
Sitting beneath one of my old sweatshirts at the very bottom was a battered packet labeled Toastee Deelightz. A sticky note had been stuck to the front.
“I was told to wipe it all, but I left you this. It’s not much, but I figured you deserved at least one souvenir—G-Bear.”
I wasn’t sure whether to cry or scream, so instead I chose the middle road—binge eating.
“Here’s to you, Mr. Keyne.”
Making it a point to not look at the expiration date, I tore open the packet and beheld the somewhat bland-looking morsel waiting inside. Pink and tan swirled frosting greeted me, topped by bright red sprinkles.
“Yay. It’s a Canadian party in every box,” I said to myself, taking a bite. Ah, syrup and artificial berries. The gritty pastry hit my tongue and I gave my head a pleasant nod. I had no idea how long this had been sitting up in the frozen wilderness, but the taste was more pleasurable than I expected. The generic American brands could learn a thing or two from their Canuck brothers.
“Down the hatch, eh,” I said to myself, then proceeded to wolf down the rest with no regrets.




Chapter Forty-Eight: The Last Dance

There’s nothing quite like expired mass-produced pockets of unidentifiable ingredients to make you regret your life’s choices. After suffering most of the morning locked in the bathroom, I emerged to find I had company waiting for me downstairs.
Sensei had stopped by to see me. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to face any magicians again so soon, but the look on her face convinced me to at least give her the benefit of the doubt.
“Jessie . . . I . . . If I had known what Philomena was plotting, damn it, I would have stepped in sooner. I . . . failed you and I’m so sorry.”
“Do you know now?”
My teacher nodded and looked away.
“Good, because I’m still not entirely sure myself, and since I’m missing a few internal organs . . . and will most likely have one leg shorter than the other, I’d really love to hear someone explain it to me.”
She nodded and then looked around, especially toward the kitchen where my dad had wandered off to give us a minute alone. “How does discussing it over coffee sound?”
Some fresh air sounded good, so I wasn’t about to argue. Dad offered to drive us, but she pulled out the girl-talk card, and he was smart enough to not want any part of that.
Soon we found ourselves in the same coffee shop I had once discussed the Meliae with Gary. As it turned out, that wasn’t coincidence.
Gary and Julius were both waiting in a back booth, although Gary appeared to be trying to disguise himself, wearing sunglasses and a hipster hat while hunched behind his laptop. Nice try, Gare-bear, but you’re not fooling anyone.
Tempted as I was to tell Sensei to take me back home, I took a deep breath and sucked it up. This was going to happen eventually. A confrontation like this, especially with people who could zap into someone’s house at will, was inevitable. Best to rip that bandage off now.
Both dudes smiled sheepishly as I sat next to Sensei across from them. I turned to Julius first as, master spy or not, I got the feeling he was little more than a stooge in all of this. “Thanks for the straight-As and the cute boyfriend. You know, you really should consider a career in being a teenage girl. You’re better at it than I am.”
Before he could say anything to that, Gary spoke up. “You should know, my aunt has been recalled to New York for questioning.” He was trying to sound calm, but his voice cracked ever so slightly. “I may have called up some of the regional mentors, including Harry Decker, and told them what she’d done.”
“Why?” I asked flatly.
“Why did I rat her out, or why did this happen in the first place?”
“Yes.” He wasn’t getting anything but nasty Jess, no matter how many times he tried to say sorry.
“Jessie, I know this is hard, but please try,” Sensei said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever Philomena may have done, Gary tried to stop her before it was too late. Why don’t we get something to drink and you can at least hear him out?”
“He lied to me . . . and I want a peppermint mocha.” My poor remaining kidney was not going to be happy, but screw it. The world was probably going to end anyway. I turned back to the two across the table. “I drink fast, so you might want to take that into account.”
Gary turned his laptop screen around and I immediately recognized the images on the screen. “You took the phone Mr. Keyne gave me, too?”
“Yeah, unless you’re going to tell me you picked up Ancient Greek in the last few weeks.” Gary returned my iciness snowball for snowball. I could respect that, as well as volley back.
Rolling up my right sleeve and pointing to the scars still etched there, I replied, “I learned that psevdí eikóna means false icon. How about that? Oh, and I want my sweater and necklace back.”
“They’ve been confiscated by the Salem Coven for research purposes. Besides, you could potentially have a reaction to any magical residue left on them.”
“That concoction Philomena gave you,” Julius added, “will probably linger in your system for a few weeks. Although Gary said he stopped her from exposing you to more of it at the hospital.”
Guess it wasn’t a dream after all. “Go Gare-bear,” I deadpanned.
“It was her last dose,” Gary said. “And Yush and the rest of the forest folk have been quiet ever since war was declared.”
War?! “So they managed to ruin it after all?”
Gary nodded. “The Freewill’s personal guard killed one of the war chief’s cubs in front of the entire—”
“Burp?!”
“No. It was Burp’s half-sister, Fume. No one could believe it. Turd declared war then and there.” He looked away for a moment before speaking again. “Dionaea was able to get me one last message. She said that the Meliae were going back into hiding. Ash ordered them to stay out of this mess, at least until their prophecy truly comes to pass.”
“Good. The less dryads I have to deal with again, the better.” That killed the conversation quickly.
Sensei returned a few moments later, having had the good sense to get mine in a to-go cup. “We should have stopped her, and we didn’t,” she said softly. “I know you’re angry, and you have every right to be, but I . . . we wanted to get you some answers. You deserve that much.”
I shook my head, staring at the steam rising from my coffee. “I don’t even care anymore what she did. I just want to know why. Why was it so important to drug me with some mystical flower of doom?”
Everyone looked uncomfortable. Good! I didn’t want to be the only one miserable in the room.
Finally, Gary said, “I didn’t know she really had the flos fatorum. I thought it was just a myth.”
I glanced from him to the other three at the table. “Anything else I should know?”
Julius responded by sliding an envelope across the table. “I had some free time while you were gone, and the fact that there were vampires at your high school kept bugging me. So, I dug a bit deeper.”
I didn’t answer. I just sat there staring at the envelope, knowing what I’d find inside and dreading it because seeing it now, while I was wide awake, would make it real.
“Nearly the entirety of Massachusetts is a vampire stronghold, Jessie,” he said. “Including Worcester. The local politicians, the police, they’re all part of it.”
“My father,” I whispered.
“I’m afraid so,” he replied. “I also wanted to apologize for scaring you that night. I thought if we planted the suggestion that you were chosen and stimulated adrenaline, your powers would awaken on their own.”
“That night? The one that terrified me . . . It was you?”
Julius nodded.
“And the girl that went missing?”
“A false report. Since your father was in a police department already infiltrated by the supernatural it was easy—”
I raised my hand to shush the Spy Who Used To Be Me. It wasn’t like I didn’t already know about Dad. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be at peace with it, but at least they hadn’t caught me by surprise with that one. I should have figured they were setting me up all along too. “So, what now?”
“Hard to say,” Gary replied. “Everything is . . . chaos right now. The vamps are frantically preparing for war.”
“Your Magi peeps?”
He shook his head. “No. We’re technically neutral in this. Which is a good thing, because right now every wizard on the Eastern seaboard is losing their mind over the Icon.”
“The real one, you mean?”
He didn’t avert his eyes this time and simply nodded.
A memory flashed through my mind. “That’s who Turd was talking about.”
“Turd?” both Jules and Sensei McAdams asked.
“The Sasquatch war chief,” I said, still focused on Gary. “The silver eyes. He wasn’t talking about the Meliae, was he?”
“No, he wasn’t. Silver eyes is just their name for Icons.”“
“He said they would be the end of your kind.”
“You’re talking about the prophecy, right?” Sensei asked.
“Which one?”
She looked confused for a moment, then replied to me, “The one which states that when the Icons return it will be the end of all of us, of the Magi.”
“My aunt thought that if she could find the Icon first and win them over, she could either convince them to be on our side—”
“Or neutralize them before they became a threat,” Julius finished.
“So . . . is that it? I’m a loose end now?”
“Of course not!” Gary said. “Do you really think I’d let that happen?”
“I don’t know anymore. You said it yourself, wizards are freaking out all over the place. How do I know you—”
“Because I’m an ex-wizard,” he snapped.
“What?”
Gary lowered his sunglasses and pulled off his hat. His eyes had bleached to a sickly pinkish-blue, and his hair was now almost pure white. “I mean it. Whatever few gifts I had . . . they’re gone. Ever since I saw that vision, the one I wasn’t supposed to see.” He pushed up his sleeves to show bleached patches on his arm as well. “Phil thinks I’m leeching out whatever magic is left in me. Soon, it won’t matter who I link up with. I’ll be as normal as—”
“Me?”
“Everyone else.”
I took a deep breath, pity warring with the anger and sorrow already fighting for top billing inside me. “Look, I’m sorry, and I remember you trying to help me while I was in the hospital . . . but you lied and used me, and I think . . . I think we’re done, here and everywhere. Okay?”
He nodded, and I let Sensei lead me back out to her truck. Sitting in the front seat made every wound on my midsection ache, making my body reverberate with tiny pulses of pain.
“Jessie, you know your dad tried his best to have nothing to do with the local vampire covens, right?”
“How would you know?” I asked.
“He told me.”
“He told . . . you?”
She sat back and sighed. “I guess there’s some things you tell your girlfriend and not your—”
“Girlfriend?”
“Fuck, I’m shooting myself in the foot, aren’t I?” she asked. At my raised eyebrow, she tried to steer the conversation back on track. “What I meant to say is, he’s trying to protect you. You’re the most important thing in his world and he would do anything for you.”
I nodded, then asked, “So he talked to you about vampires?”
“He knows that I’m different, but he doesn’t know, you know, and I haven’t told him about you or anything that happened.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that.” I let out a long breath. “I guess Dad and I have one heck of a breakfast talk coming at some point.”
“I don’t envy you.”
“But first, I have a dance to get ready for. Think you can help me out with that?”
She smiled at me from the driver’s seat. “Hell yeah.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Is this for real?” I looked at my X-rays one more time.
According to my doctor, my healing was progressing ahead of schedule, and she showed me the evidence. Not only was I getting a new, much more flexible cast, but I was cleared to go to the dance, albeit with the caveat that I stick to light activity. It was about time. I was due for some good news.
The next several days were all about getting through school, a strange prospect in itself. Gary made good on his word, keeping his distance. In the meantime, Tony was doing the opposite, finding every opportunity to chat me up in the halls or at lunch. Turns out Other Me had turned him into quite the Toonami addict. All the while I kept catching tons of stink-eye from Lindsey frickin’ Stallings whenever I’d see her.
All of it should have made me deliriously happy. Hell, I deserved to be happy. But I wasn’t. I had everything I ever wanted, yet that strange apathy that surfaced when Tony had visited me in the hospital refused to lift. I just couldn’t bring myself to be interested in him, despite him deserving better. Heck, he was perfect—polite, engaging, not to mention so fine to look at.
So it was that I found myself lost in thought at lunch one day, wondering what the hell was wrong with me, when my daze was interrupted by Lindsey. Seeing her anywhere but the popular table was rare enough, but watching her plop down across from me at my little oasis of wonkiness was downright unheard of.
“What really happened to you, Flores?”
“Accident,” I lied, willing her to find some other table to skank up.
“We both know that isn’t true, don’t we?” I narrowed my eyes but decided to let her take the lead. Why spill the beans until I understood how much she knew? “You know you can’t mess with them, right? Not without paying a price.”
“Charging people now, Lindsey? I hear Craigslist is a good place to advertise your services.”
“You know what I mean, ho.” Lindsey banged her fist against the tabletop. “You’re supposed to be dead, but somehow my uncle is instead. They said it was a turf war, that one of Wyatt’s dogs killed him, but I don’t believe it. You were there.”
There was no point in pretending anymore. “So you did send him after me.”
She smirked. “I don’t know what sort of basic-bitch Buffy you think you are, but you’re not gonna get away with it.”
I should have taken the high road, walked away and left her there, but all of the annoyance of the past several weeks seemed to come to a head as I stared at her self-satisfied, spoiled, stupid face. “I wouldn’t mess with me if I were you. Think about it. Your uncle attacked me, but I’m still here while he isn’t . . . and I’m more than happy to bet that I have friends who are higher up the food chain than yours. So, you better consider your next words carefully, because after everything I’ve been through, I’m not just gonna get you sent off to therapy with Counselor Flake. We clear?”
Her face turned red, almost the same shade as my hair had once been. But after a moment or two she got a hold of herself and smiled. “Enjoy your date with Tony . . . while you can.”
Then she stormed off before I could retort.
Whatever. I’d seen death otters. What could she really do to top that?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I managed to avoid Lindsey for the rest of the week, and by then I was too busy working with Sensei to get dolled up. Though I still didn’t feel much enthusiasm for my date, I was hoping for . . . well, let’s be honest. I was hoping for some magic to happen. That moment where we’d be at the dance and it would all suddenly come rushing back to me, like a scene out of Dirty Dancing, maybe minus him picking me up over his head and, if he did, I wanted to look my best.
The dance itself was nice, I guess . . . so was Tony. He was the consummate gentleman, bringing me soda, staying by my side, and talking about stuff I really didn’t pay attention to. Instead of magic, however, I was simply bored. What I wouldn’t have given to be called out by an angry Sasquatch at that moment.
Speaking of which . . . I turned and saw Lindsey finally make her appearance. Unsurprisingly, she was dressed in a tiny black dress and stripper heels as if she was planning on turning tricks out on the corner once the dance ended. However, even if I was nonplussed by her appearance, her date made my jaw practically hit the floor.
Todd?!
Tony raised a brow. “Who’s that?”
“Someone I was hoping to never see again.” What the hell was he doing here with her?
Tony gave me one of those aha looks, probably thinking I meant he was an ex-boyfriend or something. He squeezed my hand. “Come on, let’s get some air . . . if you’re up for a limp outside, of course.”
“Yeah, I think some fresh air would be nice.” The gym suddenly felt oppressive, and it only got worse when I saw a stripe of white hair by the front door. Gary was definitely the lesser of two evils compared to a vampire douchebag, but I really didn’t want to talk to him either. “Let’s go out the back instead.”
Tony helped me get onto my crutches and out the back door in time to avoid both Gary and the vampire. In true Massachusetts fashion, snow piles lingered under every tree. Most of the sky looked clear, yet thunder rumbled on the horizon. Suddenly my arm itched something fierce.
However, I couldn’t linger on it too much as Tony took both my hands in his. “Listen, Jess, I wanted to talk. You seem different, distant. Is it something I did?”
I shook my head, prepared to give him at least a half-truth. “You didn’t do anything, Tony. I’ve just been through a lot, and it’s like I don’t know how to react to anyone anymore.” I squeezed his hands, and he must’ve misinterpreted it, because he pulled me close. I nearly tripped on my cast and had to keep myself from stumbling into him. Why couldn’t this have happened a month or two ago when I could’ve appreciated it?
“Jessie, you’re unlike any girl I’ve ever met. You’re different, special.”
Special? I tried to shake my head, but in the next second, he was kissing me.
Holy Hannah, the moment of way too many dreams had come and I just stood there, dumbstruck, unable to even enjoy it. Thunder rumbled again, despite the clear sky, and the itching in my arm multiplied, becoming almost maddening.
Tony pulled back, a wide-eyed expression on his face. “Wow, Jess. I never thought . . . Ugh!”
Even without a cast, I would’ve had no chance of moving fast enough to stop the blur that knocked him to the side. Before I could so much as react, strong arms grabbed hold of me and flung me into the side of the building. Words could not describe the pain, atop all my other injuries. I slumped to the ground, landing on my broken leg and splitting the cast, waves of agony washing through me. When I was finally able to blink past the tears in my eyes, I saw Todd towering over me in all his asshole glory.
“All this fuss over nothing,” he spat. “I didn’t want to believe Wyatt had gone soft, but then I heard how he was wasting coven resources on a bitch like you.” He blinked and his eyes turned the color of tar. “Sorry, but that simply won’t do.”
He picked me up with one hand, as if I weighed nothing at all, then reached down and grabbed hold of Tony’s limp form. Todd began carrying us toward another cafeteria door further down. Despite the pain I was in, I wasn’t sure how this could get any worse, but then fate decided to answer that by having Lindsey fall in line behind her new bloodsucking boy toy.
He kicked open the door and Lindsey pointed. “There.” What a bitch. Bad enough she put her lot in with a vamp named Todd, but she wanted him to do whatever vile deed he had planned on my table. Talk about adding insult to injury.
Todd dropped Tony like a sack of potatoes and then slammed me down on top of the table, knocking the wind out of me . . . not that I had much left after the pummeling I’d already suffered.
“Make it hurt,” Lindsey said.
Todd glanced back at her, flashing his fangs. “You watch yourself, babe. As for you.” He leaned down over me. If I thought the Freewill was Smuggy McSmugpants, he had nothing on a vampire stuck in the 80’s. “There was a time when my coven master was feared throughout New England. The name Wyatt stood for anarchy, chaos . . . fun. No one doubted him and it was magnificent. Then you came along and, well, it’s like he’s suddenly defanged.”
“Yeah, I get it,” I wheezed. “So, what now? You going to kill me? You know, it’s kind of sad. A big, bad vamp like you versus helpless little me, willing to piss off your boss all because you’re jealous.”
Todd’s eyes flashed. “You’re right. Simply killing you won’t do. I need to make a statement, something to motivate Wyatt to get in his right mind again. But you know what? The young lady here is right. I need to make it hurt first.”
With that, he stepped away from me and back toward where he’d dropped Tony. No—
“What are you doing?” Lindsey asked, for the first time ever echoing what I was thinking.
But he ignored her, dragging Tony up by his hair, and then grasping his chin with his free hand before giving his arms the barest of twists.
CRACK!
No!
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I stared in stunned silence as Tony’s body fell limply to the floor. Horror, grief, and sadness they wanted to come rushing in, but all I could feel was a spark of rage forming in the pit of my soul. Tony had deserved so much better—better than me, better than what fate at the hands of this monster had handed him.
Yet, despite the anger building up, I couldn’t do anything about it. Not with my broken, bruised body.
“What the fuck did you do?!” Lindsey shrieked, sounding more outraged than horrified.
Todd merely grinned at her. “Why, I do believe your words to me were if I can’t have him, nobody can. Simply fulfilling your wish, babe.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she snapped. “You were supposed to . . . urk!”
Quick as lightning, Todd’s arm flashed out and caught her by the throat. “Supposed to? You know, for little more than a thrall bitch, you sure got some big britches on you. It’s time to teach you some manners.”
For a moment I thought he had the same fate in store for her as he’d done to Tony. Good. Wait, no, what was I even thinking? No, I was wrong. He pulled her in, pushed her head to the side, and bit down on her neck. Arterial blood sprayed as he dug in, her struggle growing weaker moment by moment while I could only watch.
I never thought I’d say this, but what I wouldn’t have done for Gary’s help right now. Hell, maybe even Phil’s, but all I could do was lie there weakly, barely able to push myself to a sitting position as Todd let go of Lindsey and dropped her to the floor.
He circled around me, his clothes stained red and a look of sadistic glee on his face. “Don’t be sad now, Jessie-girl. You and your friends are going to have plenty of company in a few. . .”
That didn’t sound good, but what sounded much better was the clunk of a fire extinguisher to the back of his head. Todd went down to one knee, while Gary wound up from behind him and brought it down again, knocking the vamp to the floor. Poor Todd. Guess he didn’t know the rules about monologuing.
“Come on!” Gary said, grabbing me, hooking one of my arms over his shoulder, and dragging me to my feet.
He helped me limp-run out of the cafeteria and into the hall. There was a janitorial supply closet nearby, which he headed toward. Once inside, he grabbed a gallon of bleach and dumped it onto the floor. “It’ll keep him from sniffing us out,” he whispered.
“Why?” I asked. “How did you . . . Tony. . .” Everything I’d just seen and experienced wanted to come out in one jumble of words and emotions, but instead Gary clamped a hand over my mouth—and with good reason, too.
“Jessie! Come out and play-yay!”
I shot the closed door a glare. Rage was really beginning to win out of all the emotions vying for dominance in my mind, especially with Todd now quoting The Warriors, and badly at that.
Footsteps echoed in the hall.
“Come on out, Jessie, or stay hidden. It doesn’t matter much to me, although it will to you in a few minutes. Either way, the results will be explosive, if you catch my drift.”
Todd’s footsteps faded away in the distance just as Gary’s hand clamped down on my wrist hard enough for me to spin to face him. When I did, I saw his eyes were glowing yellow. Uh oh.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I don’t think he was kidding,” Gary said, as his eyes faded back to normal.
“What did you see?”
“Fire. Lots of it. I think he meant explosive literally.”
Oh God! “But how? Can vampires—”
“Anyone can, if they have the right tools,” Gary said, closing his eyes. “Hold on, I’m trying to recall everything I saw. Oh . . . crap.”
“Oh crap doesn’t sound good.”
“It’s not. I think he did something to the boiler room.”
Every instinct inside of me was screaming that we should run, but . . . but that’s not what heroes did. There was no way we were going to get everyone out of here in time, not with Todd roaming the halls. That meant someone needed to distract him.
I turned to Gary. “Find what he’s done and figure out how to stop it. I don’t care if you have to call the spy who would be me or Phil, just do it.”
“What about you?”
“I’m gonna face him and hopefully keep him busy long enough for you to save everybody else.”
“Jessie, you can’t, you’re hurt. You can barely—” he stammered.
“I don’t care.” He was right. This was a stupid idea, but I owed Todd for what he’d done to Tony. There was no way I was running from that. I tested my leg. It wasn’t able to hold my weight, but I could hop like a beast. Good enough. “Please, Gary, you owe me this.”
He looked like he wanted to say something else, but finally just nodded.
“Do whatever you have to do to stop this, and so will I,” I whispered before pushing open the door.
I only had to turn one corner to find Todd. He was standing in the hallway, a crumpled body at his feet. It was Mr. Turner. I’d seen him chaperoning the dance earlier. It didn’t take much to figure he’d caught Todd loitering in the hall and paid the price.
Todd, for his part, waited calmly as I hopped toward him, his fingernails making a clacking sound against the lockers as he drummed his fingers against them. Smug bastard.
“You do have spunk, I’ll give you that,” he said as I approached. “I can almost understand what Wyatt sees in you.”
“Understand this!” I got within range and lashed out with a jab to his jawline. It barely turned his head but sent unpleasant reverberations up my arm.
He grinned so I tried again, but this time he caught my fist with apparently little effort. He must’ve seen the scars peeking out from beneath the bandages I still wore, because he tore them off and took a good look at the writing etched into my flesh before laughing. “You kids and your crazy tattoos.”
Funny as he found that, he apparently got a much bigger kick out of backhanding me. I tasted blood from both my mouth and broken nose. Then Todd grabbed hold of me and slammed me against the lockers hard enough to knock the wind out of me.
That was fine. Every minute he wasted on me was another for Gary to stop his plans. I was already hurting. What was a little more pain?
“So what should I do with you?” Todd asked, almost sounding like he was interested in my opinion. “I could turn you and make you my slave, but Wyatt would just take you back. Nah. Killing you is really the only way to go, babe. Problem is, if I just gut you and leave you here, they might not be able to identify the body after it all goes boom. What fun would that be?” He emphasized the point by slamming me into the lockers again. Then he looked past me, and a grin spread across his face. “I know.”
He reached out and wrenched the locker door closest to us open. He glanced at it, then back at me a few times. “It’s been a while since my school days. Tell me, do they still stuff nerds in lockers?”
“W-What?”
“I mean, it’ll be a tight fit. Might have to tear off one of your arms first and all. . .”
“Not that,” I said, my voice shaking. “Seriously? You’re fridging me?”
“Excuse me?” He raised a brow.
“It’s when you kill the girl then leave her for the hero to find just to prove how evil you are.” The anger rose in my throat, and I felt my cheeks burn. Sure, I was probably gonna die terribly, but to end up like this, the butt of the worst comic book trope? Why not just fling me off a bridge and have Wyatt break my neck trying to lasso me while he was at it?
The rage inside of me intensified and in my very core I felt heat . . . fire.
“Babe, you don’t know what evil is,” Todd said, “but allow me to give you a lesson.” He slammed the back of my head into the locker this time, making me see stars . . . stars, like the one I’d almost fallen in during my vision.
The heat in my chest blossomed further and I closed my eyes, focusing on that white-hot fire, willing it to me again even as I went hurling into the air.
“Please, if anyone is listening. People are going to die if I can’t help them, people who don’t deserve to. Please—”
“Do you think yourself worthy? Do you think you are chosen?”
“It doesn’t matter what I think. Someone needs to stand up to these bullies, this evil—”
I opened my eyes and found myself standing out on the football field. However, this was totally an away game. Familiar figures filled the bleachers, but they weren’t from around here.
I looked around, finally settling on the silvery eyes watching me from the sidelines. “Ash, I don’t care if you won’t pick me, but I need to stop this. You can kill me later if you want, but these are just kids, kids who had nothing to do with any of this. Please, help me fix this.”
“Does this mean that you accept the blessing of our great father, no matter the cost?” Ash asked, her voice softer, more unsure than I ever remembered. “Because there is no turning back.”
“Will you use your power to defend the weak?” Olivia’s voice whispered in my right ear.
“Or will you lash out and destroy our enemies?” Sayuri’s disembodied voice hissed in my left.
“Look, I’m not ready to pick a major yet, let alone my destiny, but my father always said one should find a balance in all things. I-I want to choose, not be chosen.”
“Very well,” Ash said, approaching me, her mask still hiding her face, but her body language far less aggressive. “Make your choice.”
“What do you mean?”
I couldn’t see Ash’s expression, but I got the impression she was smiling anyway. “Our father has already given you his blessing. You simply have to choose to accept it and it shall be yours.”
“What? But I never drank. . .”
Ash was already gone, though. They all were. Everything was, everything except a single star floating before me.
“Accept them with my blessings,” Mr. Keyne whispered in my ear.
What?!
And with that one last question screaming in my head, I fell into the heat of the star and let it consume me.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I snapped open my eyes and felt the world slow down around me. Todd was winding up again, no doubt intent on tenderizing me against the row of lockers and I was still falling.
It was as if every martial arts lesson I’d ever had came screaming into my head all at once. I landed on my hands and snapped my feet squarely into Todd’s smug face. He didn’t even have time to switch stupid expressions as I leapt back to my feet. He latched on one more time, parasite that he was,
lifting me up like I weighed nothing. I grabbed hold of the hand grasping me and twisted, feeling the snap of Todd’s thumb as I put on the pressure. Strong he might be, but there are some things that will always even the odds.
He cried out and let go, dropping me to my feet on legs that were suddenly more than healthy enough to support my weight, and that wasn’t all. I gave my head a quick turn, seeing locks of pure red in the corners of my vision. This was more like it.
I spun, whipping Todd in the face with my fiery do. He screamed as he reached up to cradle his burning face, allowing me to sidestep behind him.
I pushed him against the open locker, then lowered my head against his shoulder blades. Before he could fight back, the heat from my head spread to his body and he combusted into a shower of dust.
“In case you’re wondering,” I said, watching the bits of him settle all around me. “Yes, we still stuff nerds into lockers.”
And with that, I slammed the door shut.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I couldn’t help myself. I repeated my capoeira kick in the now empty hallway, noting how light I felt. I glanced down at myself. The worst of my scars had faded to mere dimples, with the rest being gone altogether. In fact, only one set remained unchanged—the brand on my arm identifying me to the world as a false Icon . . . or at least the part of the world that understood ancient Greek.
I stared at it for a moment before realizing I didn’t have time to gawk. It was possible Todd had been bluffing about blowing up the school, but, somehow, I didn’t think it wise to call his hand, especially with Gary still trying to stop it.
I pulled the nearest fire alarm, making sure I could hear the stampede of people vacating the gym before turning and heading toward the basement. There was no way I was leaving without my sidekick.
I raced downstairs, trying not to revel in the fact that I was moving as good as—no, better—than I had before Canada.
There! I reached the boiler room and stepped in through the doors just as Gary was backing away.
He glanced over his shoulder and saw me, panic in his eyes. “It’s too late,” he cried. “I couldn’t stop. . .”
The rest of his words were lost as the boiler blew apart. A wave of heat and flame raced toward us just as I stepped in and wrapped my arms around him.
But, where I expected to be immolated, time slowed in the same instant my skin touched his. I felt a familiar tug in the back of my mind, as if someone were knocking and asking to be let in.
Come on in, Gary, and do what you can to stop this.
Both of us blinked and then Gary’s eyes turn brilliant violet. He raised his hands and a bubble of purplish energy instantly sprang into existence around the oncoming blast. The whole room shook as the magic absorbed and deflected the worst of the explosion, until it finally dissipated in a smell of sulfur and a massive sound as if a giant had let one rip.
We both stood there, staring at the scorched but mostly intact room while the fire alarm howled all around us. Gary turned toward me, his hair now completely white, and laughed. “A flexible barrier to disperse the energy,” he explained. “Damn, I’m really glad I paid attention in physics for a change.”
His eyes then opened wide as he took me in, glowing hair and all. “What happened?”
I shrugged. “The Blessing of Uranus happened, I guess.”
“What?! How. . .?”
“I did what I had to do.”
Gary nodded, although I couldn’t say he looked happy. “You saved everyone.”
“Not everyone.” I turned away. “I couldn’t save Tony. I. . .” My voice trailed off as a horrible thought hit me, one even worse than watching Tony die. “Oh my God!”
“What’s the matter, Jess? What’s wrong? Does it hurt, does—”
“Todd,” I said. “He left my phone at the gym. He knew all about my family. Where they worked, where they lived. What if this wasn’t just him tonight. What if . . . I have to get home to my dad.”
“Jessie!” Gary cried after me. “You can’t go home! You need to—”
But I was already running, bolting up the stairs five at a time and picking up speed.
Hang on, Dad. I’m coming for you.




Chapter Forty-Nine: Can’t go Home Again

It was as if every hair on my body was electrified and I was able to use that energy to push myself far past my normal limits.
Let me tell you, it’s a good thing I’d trained for years in parkour, because otherwise I’d have slammed into just about every obstacle known to man as I raced toward home at seeming breakneck pace. I can only imagine how I might’ve appeared to any onlooker—a blur with a flaming head somersaulting over bushes, leaping over fences, and almost missing that sedan that suddenly pulled out in front of me.
Hopefully the driver didn’t catch a good look at my face due to the deer sized dent I left in his fender. None of it slowed me down, though.
I finally reached my cul-de-sac, noting a large, black SUV with tinted windows sitting in the driveway. Who? But, just then, another vehicle pulled up in front—a black coupe with similar tinting. I skidded to a halt just as the driver’s side door opened and a familiar face stepped out.
Wyatt stared at me from where I stood across the street. “Jessie? That you?”
“What are you doing here, Wyatt?”
“I caught wind that one of my people was planning on doing something stupid. Are you—?”
“It’s not me, it’s my dad!”
“Viktor?” He turned toward my place, then hesitated. I tried to rush past him, but he held out an arm, blocking my way. “Oh boy. Jessie, darlin’, I know that car and believe me, you do not wanna go—”
“Get out of my way, or so help me, I’ll fight you.” My hair seemed ready to prove my point, flaring around me and making him back up a step. He held up his hands in surrender. I turned for the door and saw it was slightly ajar. “Oh, no.”
“Jessie, please, let me—”
I ran, pushing through the door and keeping my fists at the ready, but they dropped to my side the moment I saw my living room carpet. So much blood. “No, no. . .”
“Jessie. . .?” a soft voice choked out. Sensei was sitting on a dining room chair. One of her eyes was blackened and her hands were bound behind her back. I took a step toward her and she recoiled in horror. “W—What happened to you?”
“Yes, what happened to you, Ms. Flores? Last I heard, I was paying a ridiculous sum of money to treat you at UMass. I dare say, you seem to have made a remarkable recovery.”
I turned toward the kitchen to see a person I hadn’t seen since that night in Boston step into the room. Oh crap, it was that vampire I kneed in the balls. What was his name again?
“Colin!” Wyatt said, deciding to join the party. “What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same question, Mr. Dalton. Aren’t you supposed to be on an assignment for James?” Colin replied, wiping his hands on one of our towels. I gasped at the streaks of red left behind.
“What did you do?” I snapped, facing him.
“I have a mission of my own to follow—recruitment,” Colin said with a sigh. My heart plummeted. This couldn’t be happening. “It’s simple really. We have a war coming, and wars need soldiers.”
“What the hell have you done?” Wyatt growled. I stepped next to him, hoping I didn’t fry him in my terror and anger.
“I don’t answer to you, boy.” Colin glanced my way. “So, care to tell me what exactly you are?”
“She’s an adept like me!” Sensei McAdams cried. “Leave her alone. You know we’re neutral in this—”
“Oh please. I recognize that look in your eye. Fear. Besides, I know what you Magi smell like, and I can assure you the stench wafting off this child is quite different. Unique, even.”
I didn’t have time for this. “Where is my dad?” I cried.
Colin grinned, looking smugger than ever, if that was even possible. “I do suppose I owe you my thanks.”
“Your thanks? Where is my—”
“That night in Boston. I was ready to dismiss it as a waste of my time, but then I met you. I was intrigued and it made me look a bit closer into your family. Quite the history. All of them large, burly types, some with advanced combat training. Excellent cannon fodder, all in all.”
He stepped to the side and snapped his fingers. I then watched in mute horror as Diego and my Uncle Rico stepped from the kitchen, dragging my father between them. A thin trickle of blood dropped from the side of my father’s neck.
“No!”
“Oh, yes, and I might never have looked twice at them if not for you, child.”
As I took a step forward, both my cousin and uncle hissed at me, their eyes black and soulless. I hesitated for the barest of minutes, but then took another step at which point Diego took a swipe at me.
“Diego, stop, it’s me. It’s—”
He lunged and I just barely ducked his swing, my hair whipping up from the motion and striking him. He fell back with a cry, a nasty burn etched into his arm.
“Oh, now I am intrigued,” Colin said.
“She’s a weapon,” Wyatt said, stepping in front of me. “The kind James tasked me with looking for. Well, I found one. She’s a . . . a. . .”
I lifted my arm. “I’m a false Icon. It says so right here.”
“A false Icon, you say?” Colin replied raising an eyebrow. “I don’t believe I’ve seen mention of that in our archives.”
“I don’t care. Just let my dad. . .” Words failed me as Dad collapsed to the floor. He didn’t appear to be breathing “Dad!”
“Yeah, she’s a false Icon,” Wyatt said quickly. “Just like the Wanderer sent me to find.”
“What?” Both Colin and I replied.
“Do you expect me to believe such a preposterous story?” Colin said, ignoring the fact that my father might at this very moment be dying.
“Not my place to say what you believe,” Wyatt shot back. “But, you’re more than free to call up my sire if’n you want. Although, considering his recent promotion, I reckon he might not appreciate the interruption.”
For the first time since he’d stepped out of my kitchen, I saw indecision flash across Colin’s face. Whoever this Wyatt’s sire was, Colin seemed to be afraid of him.
“So rather than go and ruffle the First’s feathers and potentially bring the hurtin’ down on both our doorsteps,” Wyatt continued, “how about we make a deal?”
“What?” I cried. “No—”
“Go on,” Colin said ignoring me.
“You go on your mission and I’ll continue with mine. Better yet, I’ll sweeten the pot. Turn your back, pretend this never happened, and I’ll step down as head of Worcester coven. I’ll be out of your oily hair for good.”
“Wyatt, no—”
Wyatt turned to me and lowered his voice to a bare whisper. “Listen to me, Jessie, and listen good. You can’t win this. They’re turned and compelled, all of them. You can’t help your dad, not without going through your family first, and even then. . .” He trailed off, the meaning clear. It was already too late.
“Mr. Dalton seems to understand the situation rather well,” Colin said, straightening his tie. “Of course, I could simply compel him to turn you over, too, but I have a feeling that could get unnecessarily messy.” He turned to address Wyatt again. “Very well. I shall accept your compromise under one condition.”
“What?” both of us asked.
“You will leave the state of Massachusetts by sunrise and never come back. Should I ever see you again, our deal is off. Also, be warned, if I find myself in the Wanderer’s esteemed presence again and the question of your mission comes up—”
“I get it,” Wyatt deadpanned. “We’ll be gone and stay gone.”
At almost exactly the same moment, my father’s eyes opened. They were solid black, just like the rest of my former family.
No.
Tears streamed down my face as Wyatt moved to block my view of him. “Come on, Jessie. You can’t win this. We need to get a move on.”
“Yes, child, heed his words. Oh, and Wyatt, the clock is ticking.”
I couldn’t stop staring at Dad. He didn’t seem to recognize me. He didn’t even seem to see me. All the fire drained from my body. A terrible numbness took over.
I became vaguely aware of Wyatt dragging me outside, but all I could see in my mind’s eye was my father’s face.
We were halfway to his car when a German sedan screeched to a halt in front of it and a white-haired streak came racing out of it toward us. “Hold on, Jess! I’m here.”
Gary tackled Wyatt, or tried to. Instead he ended up suspended in midair, held aloft by one arm grasping the front of his shirt as he flailed impotently.
“Link up with me, Jess!” he cried. “And then we have to get out of here.”
“Friend of yours?” Wyatt asked.
I nodded, still numb. “He’s . . . yes . . . a friend.”
Wyatt seemed to consider this before lowering Gary to the ground. “You got one thing right, Shave-Tail. We gotta get outta here and pronto. Let’s go. You’re driving.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I don’t know how long I lay in the backseat, crying until I had nothing left in me. Once more I’d failed. Once more I’d made everything worse.
Eventually Wyatt directed Gary to pull over at a diner in Worcester. What the heck were we doing here?
“Just give me a moment. We’re gonna need supplies,” Wyatt said, getting out. “Keep the motor running and don’t do anything stupid. The poor girl has been through enough.”
Gary looked at me in the rearview mirror. “Should we. . .?”
“No,” I said. “Wait for him.”
“I’m so sorry. I tried to warn you before you left, but you were so fast.”
“Warn me . . . about . . . what?”
“Aunt Phil didn’t want me to. But then, after everything that happened in Canada, I didn’t think there was any reason to. But now. . .”
“What?”
“The Blessing of Uranus comes with a companion curse, the Curse of Gaia. Whomever accepts the blessing is cursed to wander the earth until she proves her worth to the old gods. Until you can complete their trials, you cannot go home again, or else great tragedy will befall you,” Gary said, his voice breaking with each word. “Damn it, leave it to the Greek gods to be total assholes. I’m so sorry, Jessie.”
Wyatt returned after a few minutes and got back in. “Glad to see you waited for me.”
“Only ’cause she said so,” Gary spat. “If it were up to me, I’d have left you in the dust.”
“And gone where? You got money? Passports? Weapons of any kind? You may not realize it, but I have an inkling we need each other.”
I glared at them both. “The only thing I need is a way to save my father.”
“There isn’t any—” Gary started.
“Who’s to say there isn’t?” Wyatt countered. “Look, this world is strange and it’s getting stranger every damn day.” He turned to me. “I wasn’t lying back there. I am on a mission for my sire. I’m a collector of rare things and, occasionally, people, and I’ve seen enough weird in my day to know you don’t never call something impossible.”
“But—”
“Hear me out, now. You may not believe this, but your dad is safe for now. Colin may look stupid, but he ain’t. He’s the type to play his enemies like a fiddle. He’ll keep your family close, as insurance in case we break our word—which, believe me, he’ll be expecting. Now, because of that, you can be sure they’ll be well cared for until you can help them.”
“What’s the catch?” Gary asked.
“I help y’all and in turn you help me, simple as that.”
“How?” Gary asked before I could.
Wyatt looked at me as he answered. “Because if there is a remedy for this . . . condition then I want it, too.”
“You want to be human again?” I asked. “Why?”
“That’s my business and mine alone, and speaking of business, I think those supplies I mentioned are here.” He rolled down the window. “Come on over, friend.”
At this point I was too numb to even react to seeing my classmate walk out of the diner and head our way carrying a guitar case. Linebacker Larry’s jaw dropped as he saw me, though.
“Is everyone at school connected to vampires?” I asked.
“It’s just the way things are, darlin’.” Wyatt handed some bills over to my classmate and then shooed him away. “Take the shiny veneer off the world and you start to see there’s all sorts of connections you never noticed before.”
Just before Larry walked away, he picked up something off the ground. “Did one of you guys drop this?” he asked with glazed over eyes. I cocked my head as I saw the familiar outline of a red panda with goggles. Wyatt grabbed it, but I snatched it from him even faster.
I ripped it open to see a card with the name and address: “Dee’s Biscuits—Marshville, NC.”
I flipped over the card to see a name and address, and a note. “It’s dangerous to go alone, Sugah. Take this.”
Under the card was my sweater and my necklace . . . and that damn clam.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
An hour later we found ourselves camped at a rest stop just inside of Connecticut. Gary and I had recounted most of what happened to pass the time, at least the parts we understood. Wyatt leaned against the car and scratched his whiskers, surprisingly unfazed at hearing about dryads. We did omit the death otters, because there was only so much weird even we could take at once.
“So, let me get this straight,” he said. “You’ve met with the Alma, and you think they’re the good guys? Sorry, Sasquatches. Now that’s right interesting.”
“You sure you want to help someone who’s friends with your ancient enemies?” I might as well get the obvious question out of the way early.
He shrugged. “What’s that saying about war making strange bedfellows? Besides, like I said before, I got my reasons.” He glanced over to Gary. “And what’s your reason for wanting to be a juvenile delinquent?”
“As far as I’m aware,” Gary said, “I’m the only one here who knows Ancient Greek.”
“That all?”
“That’s all you’re getting.”
“Fair enough, Shave-Tail.”
“What the fuck does that even mean?” Gary snapped.
Wyatt grinned. “It means you, albino.”
“Whatever,” Gary said with a sigh. “I’m still working through those notes Mr. Keyne stole.”
“Yeah?” I replied, wondering what other bombshells there were left to drop.
“Seems we have to wander the earth until we find the trials the gods left for us. Either you’ll become a hero of legend . . . or die terribly.”
“Ain’t that called life?” Wyatt offered with a chuckle.
I walked away from the car and stared up at the stars. How could I have been so dumb? Mr. Keyne had even mentioned the sky father . . . Sky, his freaking name. Yet it never dawned on me.
Then again, who would ever guess they’d be cursed by a box of knock-off toaster pastries? So maybe I shouldn’t beat myself up too hard about that one.
No, I had enough on my plate to beat myself up over.
I shook my head. How could I save the world when my world was already destroyed? I took a deep breath and considered Gary’s words. Trials lay ahead of us—trials that would either make or break me.
. . .And that right there, I realized as visions of my father floated before my eyes, was the answer. I was a Flores. We were fighters. No matter what the world threw at us, we fought back. Would my father lie down and die? My grandfather, my uncle, any of my cousins? No . . . and neither would I.
This wasn’t the end. It was just the beginning, and now it was up to me to take all those lessons to heart and make something of it, make something of myself. I looked up at the sky again, but this time focusing on my loved ones.
Tomorrow we start, and don’t worry, Dad, I’m going to win. I’m gonna save you, no matter what.
THE END
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Bonus Chapter

Wannabe Wizard (False Icons – 2)

“Hey! I’ve got a beef to pick with you.”
Maybe that wasn’t the best quip in the universe, but what else could you say when face to face with a minotaur in a labyrinthine home goods emporium? Apparently, the cow man wasn’t impressed either, as he merely snorted and carried about his business. . .
Eww, he apparently wasn’t finished goring some of the staff. I guess that answered the mystery of Craig from Dining.
“Oh, that is not right.” It was saying something when my vampire companion seemed grossed out by the carnage. “Folks should be eating steers, not vice versa.”
I cast a sidelong glance. The minotaur wasn’t the only monster in the house with red dripping from his lips. “Wyatt, did you just stop for a snack while I’ve been chasing down—?”
I didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence as the minotaur let out a bellow and raised its double-headed axe out of the ruins of a dinette set. It turned and glared at both of us. Even though Wyatt leveled a shotgun at the beast, it seemed intent on staring at me, the girl with only glowing fists on her side . . . glowing red fists.
“Can you maybe change the color on that glow, darlin’? I don’t think it’s wise to be flashing red in front of a bull.”
“Actually, they disproved that on Mythbusters.” Gary also decided to join the party, albeit from a safe vantage point behind a kitchen island.
The monster lowered his horns and pointed his axe toward me.
“When did they have a minotaur on Myth—?” Crap, time to dodge. I rolled left while Wyatt dove right. The cow-man-beast wheeled and took off after me. I whipped around to deck him, but with our height difference, I ended up not only hitting him squarely in the solar plexus, but finding myself face to giant, hairy balls. “Jeez, can’t any myth monsters wear pants?” Why didn’t I nail him in the nuts?
The minotaur snorted at me and returned my punch with enough force to send me flying into a pile of boxes. Ow.
Wyatt had the good sense to fire both barrels rather than make stupid comments. However, as I was getting up, the minotaur brushed the buckshot off his fur and laughed. “Tiny man.” I guess that answered the question if minotaurs could talk.
“How about a fireball, dickhead?” Gary wheeled around and leveled his hands at the monster. Time seemed to slow, and I felt him knocking around in the back of my brain. Come on in, sear the beef, please.
Unfortunately, the resulting spell ended up far from Pyro and more like Jubilee on a bad day. The shower of sparks barely singed the minotaur’s nose hair.
“Really?” So far, my backup had done jack squat to help me get through trial number one. How the hell was I going to survive this one, let alone twelve more?
“Tinier man!” Cow-head bellowed before chucking his axe at Gary. The blade cleaved through the countertop like a hot knife through butter.
“No!” Gary’s magic might be wimpy, but he was still my friend. This time I aimed lower as I plowed into the mountain of beef . . . and all I did was bounce off him like a Day-Glo superball.
“Jessie!” Another round of sparks shot past my shoulder. Thank goodness Gary didn’t get cleaved. A streak bolted from the right and Wyatt managed to slash the beast’s arm. I should probably make my move before the big guy got to his weapon, right?
Crap, the air around the minotaur’s arm shimmered and the axe came flying, Mjolnir style. “That’s just not fair.”
Time for round two.
WANNABE WIZARD
COMING SOON!
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