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Author’s Note

Welcome to Wannabe Wizard, book two in the False Icons series and part of the Tome of Bill Universe. Bringing this book to life alongside my co-author R.E. Carr was not an easy road, but it sure as hell was a rewarding one. I think I speak for both of us in hoping you have as awesome a time reading Jessie Flores’s further adventures as we had writing it.
The second book in any series is both a challenge as well as a joy. The challenge lies in expanding upon the characters and world established in the first story, showing that what you know is only the tip of a much larger – and often far more sinister – iceberg. The joy, well, hopefully that’s obvious. It’s all in picking up the pen again and once more bringing life to this world.
And what a world it is. Jessie’s tale kind of mirrors Bill Ryder’s. His is a world of darkness, with bits of light peeking in here and there, as well as lots of assholish commentary along the way. Jessie, however, is all about hope in her quest to become a hero. Sadly, the darkness that makes up Bill’s world is hell-bent on consuming hers.
Will it succeed? Well, there’s only one way to find out.
Turn the page and prepare to step back into this world of monsters, mages, and magical hair…
Rick G.




Tome of Bill Universe Note: This story takes place shortly before the events of Holier Than Thou (The Tome of Bill – 4).




Chapter One: New Adventures

Run! Run, Jessie, and don’t look back.
A scream echoed through the trees, seeming to come from all directions at once, but I focused on putting one foot in front of the other, always looking for the next dodge, the next jump. After all, the first rule of parkour was to always look ahead.
Too bad whoever had coined it probably hadn’t anticipated running from a churning, erupting magical forest while shattering glass exploded from the high-rises overhead. Metal groaned all around me and I heard the crack of concrete but kept focused on the task ahead.
One of the few remaining streetlights on Boylston came crashing down, forcing me to jump over it as I raced the rushing tide of green pouring into downtown Boston. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the mass of vegetation pouring over the fences of the common, accompanied by a cacophony of howls and war cries.
How did things get so out of control?
At last, I skidded to a halt in front of the old state house, its golden dome reflecting all manner of colors from the freakishly stormy sky. Last time I was here I’d been bored out of my mind. That wasn’t going to be an issue now, especially since the parts of the city not overrun by freakish vegetation were busy being consumed by fire.
The war had finally come to my home, as I knew it always would. I just hadn’t expected to be the one to lead it here.
What the hell am I doing?
I turned back and saw hundreds of eyes staring out from the shadows cast by the trees, all of them focused on one single point—me.
“Command us, Holy One!”
They weren’t the only things trained on me, though. Half a dozen red dots converged on my torso—laser sights. Uh oh.
I glanced toward the financial district to see a line of troops in black armor making their stand—a column of tanks accompanying them from the rear and rapidly approaching their position.
“Oh shi—”
Before they could gun me down, though, a shimmering violet shield rose up around me, deflecting their firepower harmlessly away . . . just as planned.
“Now!” I shouted.
Fire rained from the skies upon the troops’ location. The soldiers began to scream as their flesh sizzled, right before they exploded into clouds of stinking ash.
Vampires. The fools still refused to realize that Boston was lost to them.
“We cleared you a path, sugah.” My faithful lieutenant, Dionaea, her body alit with green fire, stepped up beside me and smiled, revealing needle-like teeth beneath a pair of soulless black eyes. “Take out the big guy and we’ll clean up the rest.”
Take out the big guy . . . my mission. My. . .
This isn’t right! The voice in my head stopped me in my tracks as memories crashed into my mind like a runaway truck. I wasn’t some general. I was a high school student, or at least I had been before being infected by the divine dick blood of a god, gaining powers that would’ve made Captain America jealous.
Talk about a crazy origin story, and that was only the half of it. I’d gotten mixed up with wizards and vampires before finally being cursed by Gaia—Mother Nature herself—to wander the Earth until I’d completed a bunch of stupid trials.
Talk about a. . .
The sounds of battle dragged me back to the here and now as another wave of soldiers opened fire on my allies, reminding me I still had a job to do.
I looked up and saw the highway onramp and the accursed car wash beyond it, the one I’d been warned to avoid. Unsurprisingly, shock troops surrounded it, all no doubt waiting for me.
Pity for them I hated to disappoint.
I took off running, my body accelerating far beyond what any normal human could do. All around me, the pavement rang with the sound of bullets ricocheting, but these clowns might as well have been Stormtroopers for all the success they had in hitting me.
“My turn.” I barreled into the first wave, slamming my fists into whatever undead flesh stood in my way and leaving behind ash wherever my flaming hair touched. It was pretty awesome, but I could do better.
I opened my palm and heard a whistle of air as something flew my way. A moment later, my hand closed around the handle of a double-bladed axe, sharp enough to rend steel. It’s party time!
I . . . I . . . wait a second. Since when did I have a magical axe?
My confusion gave my enemies an opportunity to counterattack, stepping in with their claws to slice at me, as if that would do them any good.
I screamed, unleashing a wave of red-hot fury and giving them all a taste of my true power. Within seconds, nothing but burning ashes stood in my way.
My path was now clear, as was what I had to do.
He was waiting somewhere up ahead, and it was my destiny to destroy him and end this once and for all. The Skyfather’s will would be done.
Hold on. The Skyfather? Since when did I work for. . .
“What have you done, girl?”
Wait. I know that voice. “Wyatt?”
Another group of armor-clad vamps approached with Wyatt at their forefront, his hands cuffed in front of him.
My heart began to race at the sight of him, the only man who’d ever truly been able to satisfy my. . .
Whoa there! Wyatt’s just a friend!
Or maybe he wasn’t, as a single look from him was enough to set every nerve in my body aflame.
One of the guards shoved him to his knees. “Surrender or your boy toy takes one to the brainpan.”
Wyatt looked up and met my eyes. “It’s not too late to make this right, Jessie. You can get him to stop. All you gotta do is ask.”
“Ask him? Who?”
“The shave-tail. He’ll listen to you.”
Gary?! “What does he—?” I spied the gun shift ever so slightly as the guard’s finger tightened on the trigger.
It was the wrong move. Vampires may be fast, but they had nothing on me, and there was no way I was letting this joker kill the man I. . .
I what? Come on, finish that thought!
The world seemed to slow down around me as I refocused on racing forward, nearly at the speed of thought itself. I leapt over Wyatt, burying my axe in his would-be killer’s chest. The vampire’s helmet fell away just in time for me to see the face lurking beneath it.
Dad? No!
His body erupted into dust before I could even cry out. The scream I wanted to make came a moment later, though, as something sharp buried itself deep in my back.
I dropped to my knees, mortally wounded, the glowing blade of a dagger protruding from my chest.
“I’m sorry, Darlin’,” Wyatt whispered from behind me as I collapsed to the ground. “You left me no choice, Jess—”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Jessie!”
I sat up, sweat pouring off my brow and my heart thundering in my chest as the vision of the battlefield vanished around me, leaving behind the drab walls of a motel room.
Across from me, Gary rolled out of the other bed. He hit the floor with a thud, his eyes dimly aglow with magical energy.
“Jessie!” he cried out again.
I pushed myself up, nearly tripping over the covers. Whatever was happening, he didn’t look good. His white hair stuck to his blotchy face and blood dribbled from one nostril.
“Gary! Are you okay?” I tried to help him up. Unfortunately, I still wasn’t used to having super strength, so I ended up pretty much tossing him back onto the bed like a ragdoll. “Oops.”
“Y-you saw it?” he asked wide eyed, grabbing hold of my arms.
I couldn’t do anything except nod numbly.
“I’m so . . . sorry,” he stammered before promptly passing out again.




Chapter Two: Rotten Fruit

I tucked him back into bed as I thought things over, trying to be as gentle as possible. Gary was a wizard in training, or trying to be anyway. More importantly, he was a seer, one capable of seeing the future, or at least possible futures.
Not too long ago we’d managed to somehow link up our abilities. It had been a desperate move as we’d fought off a pack of vampires and their zombie slaves, but it had allowed him to tap into my energy to empower his spells. We’d swapped a few memories in the process, but I’d thought the actual sharing of power had been a one-way street. Now I wasn’t so sure. Call me crazy, but I had a sinking suspicion that what I’d woken up from hadn’t merely been a bad dream.
Sure, some of it had been a rush—the power, the super strength, kicking vampire butt. But it hadn’t been all good, not by a long shot. My father had been in it as well as Wyatt, and neither had met an end I cared to think about.
Speaking of Wyatt, it was almost sunset, which meant he should be stirring soon. He’d elected to get his own room with nothing more than his guitar case and a do not disturb sign on the door for company, because apparently few things annoyed a vampire more than being woken up during the day.
Yeah, I was now traveling with a vampire and a sickly seer. There’s no way I would’ve guessed that just a few short months ago.
“Jess,” Gary groaned, sweat beaded on his forehead. His hair—once dark brown—was now almost completely white, just part of the price he paid for using his magic.
I did my best Florence Nightingale impression, dabbing his brow until his eyes finally opened again—once more a freaky pinkish-blue, which was probably still better than a freakish glowing yellow.
He smiled weakly. “I feel terrible.”
“No offense, but you look terrible. Did you have a—?”
“It was a bad one. I . . . saw you . . . d-dest—”
“Destroy Boston?” Gary’s face paled considerably, no mean feat with his already pasty complexion. “Yeah. I saw it, too.”
He rubbed his eyes. “H-how? You shouldn’t have. . . I can’t—”
“I think the definition of what we can and can’t do might have changed after the dance.” I stepped away. Pacing sometimes helped, but not now. Memories fought for purchase in my brain, none of them good.
Three days ago, I was limping to the Christmas dance to enjoy a token bit of normalcy. Now, my would-be boyfriend was dead, my school had almost been blown up, and my dad. . .
I turned away from Gary, not wanting to worry him by the tears spilling down my cheeks.
Three days ago I also had the best father a girl could wish for, but now . . . now he was gone, taken from me by vampires. And now I’d just killed him in a dream that likely wasn’t a dream.
“Um, Jess? You’re glowing.”
I cast a sidelong glance at the braid on my shoulder. It was aflame, albeit magically, which probably explained why the rest of me—my clothes included—wasn’t. Thanks to a mix of mystic flowers and the attention of a Greek god, every hair on my body was now capable of bursting into a flaming aura—and it only seemed to be getting stronger.
I took a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down. The glow faded but not the color, leaving me with cherry-bomb locks that probably would’ve looked more at home on a clown, or maybe a stripper.
“Hey, if you want to talk about it,” Gary weakly added.
“Talk about what? Watching Tony and Lindsey die? Barely stopping the school from being incinerated? Watching my father—”
Gary tried to sit up, letting out a yip of pain instead.
“Are you okay?” I asked, happy to change the topic. “Did I hurt you earlier?” He was clearly favoring one shoulder. I’d seen enough injuries both in my stint as a kiddy parkour teacher and all my years in martial arts to not be fooled. “Let me see.”
“It’s fine.” He tried to flinch away.
“Let me see. Do not make me rip your shirt off, young man.” Okay, that definitely came out wrong.
We both stared awkwardly at each other. For all the powers I’d gained, I still had a nasty habit of sticking my foot in my mouth.
He sheepishly raised his arms, allowing me to peel the sweat stained t-shirt off of him. I’d expected to maybe find a few bruises, but it was much worse. Somehow, I managed not to gag at the thin trail of pus leaking from the worst case of bacne I’d ever seen.
Gary grimaced. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
I nodded fiercely even as I choked out, “Between your shoulder and your spine. I . . . think you had a mega-zit burst.”
Though I wasn’t proud of the fact, I was as guilty as the next girl for sneaking a peek at pimple popping vids on YouTube. This was easily among the worst of them, the skin around the red patches bleached to albino white and looking none too healthy.
Whatever had started with Gary’s eyes and hair was spreading. I held my breath as I started counting more white splotches along his spine and side. I wasn’t sure whether I should clean him off or leave it all alone out of fear of making it worse.
I stepped back to try and get a better read, giving me more insight into just how awful he looked. He was skinny to the point of looking anorexic and the skin on his entire right side was pale and waxy, giving his body a veined, undead look.
All of this must’ve shown on my face because Gary let out a deep breath. “I think I need help.”
“Yeah, it’s almost like parts of you are. . .” I trailed off, not wanting to say what I was thinking.
Fortunately, before I could mutter anything too depressing, the door to our room swung open and Wyatt stepped in.
“I didn’t realize you were awake,” I said.
“I wasn’t, but then I smelled something coming from here, something that smelt way too much like gangrene,” he explained before taking a good look at Gary. “Huh! That explains it. Is it me or is the shave-tail in an even sorrier ass state now?”
Yep. Leave it to a vampire to make a bad situation worse.




Chapter Three: Vampires Really Do Make Everything Worse

“So, you gonna tell me what’s up with the barber’s cat back in there, or you gonna make me guess, Darlin’?”
I wasn’t sure what to say. Wyatt had given up being the coven master of Worcester to go on the run with me, but the reality was I’d known him for less than a week . . . including one innocent date. Sure, we’d kissed, and yeah, it had been weird, violent, and seriously awesome, but that had just been hormones mixed with some teenaged rebellion. Just because he was a truck stop hottie with bright blue eyes, sandy blond hair, and a smirk that could make a girl think of all the ways he could use those lips to. . .
“You still with me, Darlin’?” He waved a hand in front of my face, snapping me out of my poorly timed daydream.
I slumped in the seat of the tiny lobby café. Gary had passed out after one round of Wyatt cleaning his back. As for me, it had been an effort not to hurl in the sink.
“I think . . . maybe he got hurt when your buddy tried to blow up my school.” It was as good a story as any.
“Todd was a lot of things, but my buddy was never one of them.” Wyatt raised a brow. “Anyway, that might explain the open wound on his back, but not the stink of magic seeping out of his pores. Whatever rot has gotten hold of him, it ain’t your garden variety ailment.”
What?! “You smelled—”
Wyatt touched the side of his nose. “Yes, ma’am. You see, magic’s got an aroma all its own. Hard to pick up, but once you get a taste for it, it’s difficult to miss. I don’t suppose you know anything about that, do ya?”
So much for keeping secrets. He knew that we’d both been at the peace summit in Canada, but we’d glossed over the details. Could you really blame us? I mean, I was there and I still barely believed the things I’d seen. We’re talking dryads, witches, talking Sasquatches, and that wasn’t even counting me being turned into a vampire-slaying superhero.
How could I explain everything that happened when I was still processing it myself? Still, Wyatt probably deserved to know—some of it anyway—but Gary’s gift of seeing the future wasn’t really my story to tell. Unfortunately, it was a gift that also seemed to be slowly killing him.
Wyatt continued to stare at me expectantly as this all went through my head. Where to even start? There was so much to tell, from death otters called the kushtaka, to me somehow being both blessed and cursed by a freaking god. Where was Morgan Freeman to narrate my life when I needed him?
“Look, you’ve got your secrets, Darlin’. Lord knows I’ve got my fair share, but if we’re gonna work together, I think it’s high time we start talking.”
“I don’t know where to start.” It was probably the most truthful sentence I’d managed in three days. The problem was, talking about some of it brought up memories of the rest, memories I was desperately trying to repress.
“Here’s an idea,” Wyatt said, leaning forward in his lounge chair. He looked me in the eyes, causing my breath to catch in my throat. “I know it’s crazy talk, but why don’t we just tell each other the truth, y’know, like normal human beings? Because, far as I see it, the alternative is to purposely omit things that could likely get some of us killed. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’ve seen that movie already.”
“I-I barely even know you,” I sputtered, forcing my eyes away from his. “Everything is all upside down and I don’t know who to trust. So why should I . . .?” I took a quick glance around the lobby, lowering my voice to the barest of whispers. “Why should I trust a vampire?”
Wyatt stared hard at me, his expression unreadable. Fine, be that way. There was no time for his hurt feelings, not when Gary needed looking after.
I got up and walked away, barely making it to the hallway when a blur of motion cut me off. Damn, he was fast. Wyatt took hold of my hand—brave of him even if he was wearing gloves.
“Come on now, I’m not just some random bloodsucker. I’ve been a friend of your daddy’s since before you were born—”
“So you say, but I never saw you before last week. Now, if you’ll excuse me—” I darted past him, totally retreating from the conversation.
Unfortunately, as fast as I was, he was a lot faster. I barely made it to the first flight of stairs before he was once again in front of me. This must’ve been how Barry Allen felt facing the Reverse Flash.
“How about we finish this conversation first?”
“Will you stop doing that?” I hissed. “They could have . . . cameras or something!”
“In a fleabag like this?”
I meant to tell him off, but my renegade mouth instead muttered, “Fine.”
We stepped to the shadowy alcove behind the steps. In the dim light, I could make out the red aura emanating from my braid. I needed to calm down or this was gonna be a really short discussion. Wyatt, no dummy, made sure to lean against the opposite corner as me, a bemused smirk on his lips.
“You planning on roasting me, Darlin’?”
“That depends on how long we keep playing motel tag.” I felt heat rise to my cheeks, hoping he didn’t take what I’d said the wrong way.
“Fair enough,” he replied, growing serious. “First off, I reckon I should warn you that vampire senses are a country mile sharper than human ones.”
“I knew that.”
He nodded. “Then you know I can hear you and the shave-tail whispering in your room clear as day.”
Crap!
“Something weird is going on with your bleached-out wannabe boyfriend.”
“He doesn’t want to be my—” I began to protest.
“He talks in his sleep.”
“Oh.”
“Look, we both know he’s sick, and I’m pretty sure you realize he needs more than a regular sawbones.”
I nodded, barely looking his way. “Fine. So, we’ll find him a—”
“I ain’t finished, Jessie girl.” Something about his tone made my hair flare a smidgen more and my cheeks redden. “I’ve heard you sob over that boy’s condition, over missing your home and your family, but the one thing I ain’t heard you talk about is your daddy.”
My dad . . . just thinking about him made my throat close up and my hair sizzle. I’d psyched myself up internally, promised that I’d be strong and do whatever it took to save him, but three days of aimless confusion had allowed the shock to wear off. “I . . . I can’t . . . I just don’t know what to say. Vampires—” No. I was not wimping out this time. “Vampires took everything from me, Wyatt. . . And yes, I know you’re one, but excuse me if I’m a bit less than generous when it comes to your buddies.”
“Former buddies.”
“Fine, former, whatever!” I shouldn’t have snapped, but I couldn’t take it anymore. “I watched that bastard Colin wipe my father’s blood from his hands while my cousin and uncle tossed him to the ground like a . . . like a piece of trash. I’ve never not had my father in my life. I honestly don’t know what to do or even think without him. . . And now he’s . . . gone, bitten. They turned him into a. . .”
I knew heroes weren’t supposed to cry, and if they did it was supposed to be dignified tears that could be wiped away before kicking the next villain’s butt. What came out of me, though, were ugly sobs and snot bubbles.
Wyatt stood there facing me for a moment, before pulling me in against his chest, taking care that my hair wasn’t touching his exposed skin as he gave me the hug I so desperately needed.
“He ain’t gone, Darlin’, he’s just . . . different now. And different, well, it ain’t always bad.”
“But what about that thing where you make other vampires do what you want?” I managed to get out between sniffles.
Wyatt squeezed me a little tighter. “It’s called compulsion, and I won’t lie, Colin’s enough of a flea-bitten Johnson-wrangler to use it on any of the poor saps beneath him. But Darlin’, compulsion is no more than a mean dog barking in your brain. It’s loud and you’ll do anything to shut it up, but it don’t change who you are. And yeah, things are crazy right now, but I promise you, it won’t be long before the folks at the home office got other things to worry about than your daddy. That’s the point where we can step in and get him out of there.”
“But he’ll still be a vampire.”
“Yeah, but he’s also still your father. If there’s one thing I know about Viktor, it’s that there ain’t nothing he loves more than you. He never lost track of who he was or what was important to him, not in over twenty years of working for us. Trust me, you don’t see that often in this line of work.”
I wiped my eyes and finally glanced up at him. Damn if he didn’t at least look sincere.
“And hey, just because you’re a vamp, it don’t automatically make you an asshole. The human parts are still in there, they just get . . . lost at times. I won’t lie, some folks get lost harder than others, but your daddy’s the most stubborn man I’ve ever met, so I highly doubt he’s gonna develop a sudden case of being a quitter. Have a little faith, just like an Icon’s supposed to. That’s your bag, ain’t it?”
“I . . . guess it is.” If I were a real one.
But I wasn’t. Icons were legendary heroes chosen by fate to rise up against the darkness. Thanks to some magical meddling by Gary’s aunt, I’d been led to believe I was a hopeful for the position, a warrior prophesized to battle an ubervamp called the Freewill. I knew now that wasn’t the case. I’d even been marked in order to never forget I was nothing more than a pretender to the throne.
However, I understood what he was trying to say, and darn if it wasn’t hard to believe him while staring into his eyes.
He curled his arms around me one more time. “You’re still my girl, Jessie, and with your daddy away, I’ll take care of you. I promise.”
I know it was supposed to sound comforting, but with the red glow of my hair surrounding us and the thundering in my chest, it was hard to feel anything but a sense of impending dread.




Chapter Four: The Bates Motel

“Hey Gare-bear,” I whispered. “We need to get you some help.”
He started to open his mouth to reply but clammed up the moment he caught a glimpse of Wyatt. Not that I could entirely blame him. Few things about a slouchy, drawling vampire wearing Civil War memorabilia really screamed “trust me.”
“You need magical help to boot,” Wyatt chimed in. “Now, I know a few folks, but I reckon you have your own resources that you probably trust more. Am I right?”
Gary narrowed his gaze at me, but before I could pipe up to defend myself, Wyatt let out a deep sigh. “Don’t be getting pissy at Jessie. She didn’t say nothing. Not her fault you reek of magic.”
I could feel the temperature drop as Gary glared at Wyatt.
Wyatt, however, merely smirked back. “Listen, kid, you ain’t gotta like me, but—”
“You poured whiskey over the open wound on my back, asshole.”
“Heh. Sorry, kid, and by that, I mean no, I ain’t really. Trust me. Cleaning out those sores beats the alternative.”
Gary clammed up, but the toxic testosterone cloud remained. Guess it was up to me to be the adult in the room.
“Real mature, guys.” I stepped back to Gary’s side and knelt next to him. Jesus Christ, I could feel the warmth radiating from him even before my hand touched his forehead.
Wyatt must have sensed my worry, because rather than lay into Gary again, he said, “So what’s it gonna be, Shave-Tail? You got a place to go, or am I calling my people?”
“Stop calling me that.” Gary rolled unsteadily to a seated position. He tried his best to stare down the vampire, but it was an exercise in futility as he sweated and trembled. Finally, he looked away. “I . . . think I need to go home.”
Home. The word hit me like a truck. “But what about . . . the Curse of Gaia? It says if I go home again, disaster will befall my family.” They both stared at me, obviously not understanding what I was getting at. “What if my curse affects you both since you decided to help me? What if going home means disaster for your families, too?”
Gary burst into coughing laughter. “Don’t get my hopes up.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Listen, you can just drop me off at the front gate if you want. I won’t be insulted.” We turned onto an impressive warren of tree-lined estates just outside of Hartford and accelerated, causing Gary to shoot Wyatt another death stare. “Watch the lead foot, Lone Ranger. There’s usually cops around here.”
“And who do you think owns those cops, buckaroo?”
I tuned out the latest round of their bickering and instead tried to focus on the daunting prospect of meeting Gary’s parents. My only experience with them to date had been a few flashes of resentment when we’d first linked powers, but that had been enough. However, even he had to admit there was probably no one better equipped to help him right now.
Unfortunately, unpleasant thoughts replaced the bickering. I closed my eyes only to see Tony’s lifeless body. He wasn’t the worst my mind had to offer, though, as next I was once again forced to witness my father as he was. . .
“Oww! The hell?!”
. . .Or maybe not. I opened my eyes to see a halo of red around me, one that extended far enough to singe the vamp in the driver’s seat. I quickly took a few deep breaths to calm down. Time for my happy place—Spider-Gwen and some Age of Apocalypse storylines as I continued to breathe. Get it under control, Jessie.
Wyatt had somehow managed to veer the car safely off the road even with a smoking hole in his hand.
“Oh crap!” I squeezed against my door and stared in horror at the charred edges of his palm. “I’m so sorry.”
“I reckon it’s about time for me to invest in a pair of driving gloves.” Wyatt pulled a flask out of his pocket and chugged the contents. As he did so, his hand stopped smoking and the damaged flesh began to repair itself. Vampire healing was truly something to behold.
Gary leaned forward, wild-eyed. “Are you okay, Jess?”
“You’re worried about her? I was the one on fire,” Wyatt muttered from behind the wheel.
“I’m sorry. I . . . lost control again.” Some fresh air would probably help. I jerked on the door handle— a bit too hard as there came a snap of metal. “Sorry again!” Why couldn’t super strength come with an instruction manual?
Rather than destroy more of Gary’s car, I turned and stared out the window. The previous stretch of McMansions seemed positively puny compared to the palatial estates that made up this part of the neighborhood. My eyes widened at seeing what appeared to be a genuine castle set atop the wooded hill ahead of us. Almost as if on cue, lightning streaked across the sky, making the gray stone monstrosity even more imposing.
This can’t be it. It’s too cliché even for my life.
Gary blanched a bit more, twisting his hands and becoming transfixed by the Gothic nightmare house on the hill. Guess that answered my question.
Sweat beaded on his forehead as we reached a locked gate leading to a long winding driveway. “Look, I need to warn you about my parents. They are seriously paranoid, with active defenses all around the perimeter. Let me text them so they don’t incinerate us—”
“Huh. Thought this address sounded familiar,” Wyatt remarked. “Small world.”
“What?” I asked.
The little speaker in front of the gate sparked to life. A bored voice asked, “Can I help you?”
“It’s Dalton.”
What the?
“Ah, welcome, Mr. Dalton. It’s been quite some time. What brings you at such an hour?”
Wyatt replied genially, “I come bearing gifts for the lady of the house. Tell her I brought her darling baby boy home.”
Gary darted forward. “Wait. How do you know—?”
“Didn’t realize you was a member of the Hartford Bates, Shave-Tail. You may not believe this, but your aunt and me go way back. Don’t give me that look. It pays to be on good terms with the local Magi. Same deal with your ma. Knew she had a kid. Just didn’t realize it was you. Ain’t that just the damnedest?”
Wyatt turned back toward the gate as it eased open. He made a point to sniff the air and only rolled the car forward once a faint shimmer flickered in front of us.
Hold on. Wyatt knew both our parents? Quite the coincidence. Although, in all fairness, Gary had warned me that once the weird started, it just kept getting stranger. Guess he wasn’t wrong. Still, all of this was starting to feel oddly personal, almost enough to make a person paranoid. . .
“I’m sorry in advance for anything my parents say or do,” Gary said. “If you want to leave. It’s not too late.”
“I’m staying, okay?”
Gary had been there for me when I’d needed him—no way was I leaving him now. Besides, he was the only person I knew who could decipher the ancient Greek symbols Mr. Keyne had left for me. If I was going to have any chance of breaking this curse and saving my family, it was with him by my side.
I gave him the best reassuring smile I could muster. “They can’t be any worse than vam. . .” Okay, that was the wrong thing to say in present company. “Than any of the monsters we’ve faced.”
Speaking of which, we pulled up in front of a row of particularly nasty-looking statues. Angry stone faces seemed to glare down at us with malevolent intent, as if trying to tell us we didn’t belong.
Don’t be silly, Jess.
“In case you’re wondering, those are real gargoyles,” Gary said conversationally, as if that were the most normal thing in the world.
“Real?”
“Yeah, but don’t worry. Grandma was really good at binding spells. They almost never eat anyone who’s been invited.” He pointed over my shoulder. “I named that one Goliath.”
“Cute. Let me know when we run into Demona—” I trailed off with a squeak as the door next to me was opened from the outside. My hair flared up for a moment before I saw it was simply a big guy in a trench coat and gloves, and not some rocky hell-beast.
“Welcome to Bates Manor.”
Okay. Calm down. That wasn’t so bad.
In the same moment, all of the statue heads turned to face us, as if daring us to say the wrong thing.
Scratch that. This was so much worse than bad.




Chapter Five: Magical Mystery Tour

“So, this is where you grew up?” I blinked as I tried to take in the scale of just the entryway to Bates manor, full of dark wood paneling and creepy artwork. A rather grizzly family crest with a dragon breathing fire upon villagers filled the landing of the double grand staircase in front of me. I squinted at the rough-hewn text.
“Ut incenderent futurum sit fatum praebebit spem fallacem,” Wyatt read as he inched beside me.
“Fate is an illusion, so burn the future,” Gary translated. Talk about fun family mottos. “And in answer to your question, I didn’t grow up here. I just sort of survived it.”
“You have actual suits of armor in your foyer. I didn’t think houses had foyers outside of the movies, much less armor in them.” Yeah, I was totally gushing while Gary was busy grousing. Probably not cool of me, but there was so much awesome stuff here. I mean, across from us there was an entire wall full of tribal masks, and we’d barely walked in.
Even Wyatt seemed impressed. “Won’t lie. This place almost puts the home office to shame.”
The towering dude who had escorted us inside motioned towards one of the side doors. “Mr. Dalton, I have made suitable accommodations for you in the west cellar dungeon. Please be assured it’s for your safety, not as an intended insult. The mistress would feel terrible if any errant sunlight were to cut your visit short.”
“That’ll do fine, thanks.”
“Hold on,” I said. “You have a dungeon? Can, I see it, um, Mr.. . .?” I paused before accidently calling him Lurch.
“Jorgenson. I’m the night manager here. My brother will assist you during the day.”
“So, two Jorgensons?”
The manservant nodded. With his grim face and severe buzz cut, he looked more like a CIA assassin than Alfred Pennyworth. “The master is happiest when he has fewer things to remember.”
“Like his son,” Gary added bitterly. “Um, Jorgenson, this is Jessie. Can you find her a place to stay while I go see my parents?”
Jorgenson was intimidating, but I was a Flores and had faced worse at our Sunday barbecues. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
He sort of half-smiled, which was probably all a face like his could do without cracking. “A pleasure. I will take you both to your rooms. Young master, your mother is currently away on business and your father requested that I not interrupt his . . . meditations.”
“You might want to rethink that, Jorgenson,” Wyatt replied. “The boy’s in a bad way. He needs looking at now.”
Jorgenson’s face remained totally unreadable as he pulled a pill bottle out of his breast pocket. “I have been instructed to give these to the young master, and Dr. Nair has agreed to make a house call. Now, if you would be so kind as to follow me, I will now show each of you to your rooms.” His voice didn’t leave much room for argument.
We all shuffled behind him down a narrow stone stairwell lined with wall sconces that had been fashioned to look like real torches. Jorgenson opened a solid steel door to reveal a room more suited to a bed and breakfast. Gotta say, it was the first dungeon I’d seen with potpourri, throw pillows, and a flat screen TV.
Jorgenson handed Wyatt a key. “Supper is in the fridge defrosting, Mr. Dalton. We can have fresh food brought in for tomorrow night should you choose to stay with us.”
Fresh food?
“Works for me. I’ll be staying as long as the boy and Miss Jessie are here.”
“Very good, Mr. Dalton.” Jorgenson motioned for Gary and me to follow.
I lingered for a moment as they stepped out the door. “Are you okay staying here?”
“Aww, you worried about me, Darlin’?”
“I’m serious, Wyatt. There’s something about this place that . . . I don’t know, isn’t right.” My hair momentarily flared up, causing a shower of sparkles to fall from the ceiling.
“Simmer down, girl. This whole place is rigged with wards and sentinel magic. That’s probably what you’re sensing. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. You just keep an eye on the shave-tail.” He slipped his phone out of his pocket and checked the signal. “Least they didn’t ward against cell phones.”
“Jess?” Gary called back, sounding perhaps a little irked that I’d stayed behind to chat with Wyatt. “You coming?”
“Go on, Darlin’. You don’t wanna stick around to watch me eat.”
I wasn’t exactly comfortable leaving him in a dungeon, deluxe accommodations notwithstanding, but I didn’t think I had much choice. Gary still looked half past dead, and this place probably wasn’t doing him any favors either.
I followed the sounds of wheezing and caught up to them on the stairs. Jorgenson was helping Gary but they were taking it slow.
We’d barely made it back to the first floor, pausing to let Gary catch his breath, when I got distracted again as a broom swept across the floor completely of its own volition. “Holy Fantasia, Batman!”
“Please don’t mind the servants,” Jorgenson explained.
Gary nodded as if magical cleanup crews were the most normal thing in the world for him, but I couldn’t stop watching as a dustpan bounced along the marble to collect the rogue dust bunnies the broom missed.
“So, is there a talking candlestick and clock to go with them?” I asked as visions of Beauty in the Beast danced through my head.
Gary suddenly looked grim. “Yes, and if I don’t find true love by my twenty-first birthday, I shall forever be a beast and all these damned souls will be trapped as knickknacks.” A moment later, he smirked.
“You do know this isn’t normal, right?”
“Relax. They’re called unseen servants and yes, before you ask, I’m pretty sure whoever made D&D stole the idea. They’re tiny bound spirits that can animate objects. Mom uses them to keep the household staff to a minimum.”
“Like the sprites back at the grove?” He nodded in agreement. “Did your aunt Phil use them, too?”
“No, she usually just handed me the broom instead.” Gary let out a little laugh then gestured toward the stairs. “I’m guessing my old room is ready?”
Jorgenson nodded. “If you need another moment, young master—”
You know what? Two could play the freak out game. I swept my arms around Gary and scooped him up like he was a kitten. Come to think of it, he didn’t feel like he weighed more than one.
“Jessie!” he squeaked as I hoisted him to the second floor without breaking a sweat. As I set him down on the landing he said, “You know, I always wanted to be swept off my feet by a girl.”
Jorgenson simply shook his head and sighed. “You certainly do keep interesting company, young master.”




Chapter Six: Meet the Parents

I stood awkwardly in the doorway while Gary sat on the edge of his bed. It’s just a room, Jessie. Why are you being a dork? I’d fought vampires with him, shared a magical hot tub, even listened to him beating his . . . okay, probably best to not go there.
As far as bedrooms went, his looked like something out of a magazine—neat, matching, and utterly sterile. He had a bookcase full of novels and notebooks, but there were no photos, posters, or random crap lying around. In short, it felt devoid of anything resembling fun.
Not knowing what to say, I fell back on boring chitchat. “So, Jorgenson seems . . . nice.”
“He can be a little intimidating. To people without superpowers, anyway.”
“Has he worked here long?”
“All my life. He and his brother pretty much run things.” He coughed and winced. “Don’t look at me like that. I used to be sick all the time. I’ll be fine.” As if to emphasize the point, he changed the subject. “I’ll show you around tomorrow. Oh, and you’ll get to meet Sir Barkley!”
“Sir Barkley? Are you talking about a knight or the basketball player?”
“Neither. Our dog.”
“Oh.” I shuddered. “Yeah, I’ll pass. Not really a dog person.”
“Come on. Sir Barkley is like this big.” He held his hands about a foot apart. “And he likes everybody. He’s a wee lil’ yorkiepoo—”
“That sounds more like gastric distress.”
“Did someone say gastric distress?” I jumped as a man barely taller than Gary stepped past me with a medical bag in hand. So much for me paying attention. I could only guess this was the Dr. Nair who’d been mentioned, a name that fit with his bald head. “How is my favorite patient doing this evening?”
The doctor wasn’t alone either. “If you would follow me please, Miss Flores,” Jorgenson said from the hallway, giving me an excuse to duck out before Gary could pull off his shirt. “I took the liberty of finding you some fresh clothes. I believe you’ll find the pajamas to be quite . . . flame retardant.”
“Thanks,” I said, following him. “Um, he’s aware that Gary’s . . . um, different, right?”
“Do not fret. Dr. Nair is a member of the Hartford regional coven. He’s been the Bates family physician for years.”
“Oh. Okay then.”
Jorgenson led me to a room that was more like a fancy hotel suite, with an oversized bed and an attached bathroom. I raised a brow at the rows of symbols etched into the walls and four-poster. They glowed a vibrant violet the moment I entered the room.
“Warding spells, along with fireproofing,” Jorgenson explained. “This room is normally reserved for our more volatile guests.”
“Volatile guests?”
“Such as Mistress Philomena and her myriad companions.”
Can’t say that really surprised me to hear.
My arm began to itch furiously the closer I got to the bed. I didn’t need to glance down to know it was coming from my scars. The words psevdí eikóna—false icon—had been carved into my bicep, courtesy of an angry dryad. What the itching meant, I wasn’t sure, but it seemed to get worse whenever I was near powerful magic.
Far less daunting were the clothes laid out at the end of the bed. As nasty and smelly as my sweats were becoming, I could deal with the itch if it meant feeling a bit less grody.
Speaking of which, Gary might be the one getting examined right now, but as far as I was concerned, a long, hot shower was just what the doctor ordered, and after that, maybe a little exploration on my own.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Your friend Mr. Dalton was astute in his observations,” said Dr. Nair from within Gary’s room while I lurked outside like a total creeper.
“He’s not my friend,” Gary countered. “Just tell me if it’s going to get worse.”
“I’ve stopped the progression for now. Usually the ritual spores only bloom in dead flesh, but your immune system has been so compromised. . .”
Oh, God, Gary was weaker than I thought.
“You should have called me the moment you started feeling sick.”
“I was busy.”
“Busy can be fatal for someone with your condition.”
Condition? What condition?
“I need to run more tests, but I can tell by looking at you that you have anemia and likely eldritch toxicity buildup.”
I wasn’t a doctor or a witch, but I remembered how horrible magic poisoning could be. I’d ended up vomiting flaming rainbows all over the dryad grove while wishing for death’s cold embrace. Gary wasn’t in as good of shape as me, so I could only imagine how bad he felt.
“And here I thought only us bloodsuckers were into eavesdropping.”
I spun to find Wyatt had snuck up behind me at some point. “How. . .? I mean, why are you here?”
He pulled a packet out of his pocket. “Sanctified devil’s snare mixed with a proprietary blend of eleven herbs and spices. Lily used to brew it for home office ritualists. The sawbones in there might find it helpful.”
“What does it do?”
“It’s part of a cleansing ritual used for zombies that had gone rogue. Makes rot go bye-bye. I figured it might help against whatever’s eating the shave-tail up from the inside. Plus, there’s the bonus of him being high as a kite for a few hours.”
“And you know this how?”
“Two words: the 80’s.” He brushed past me and knocked on the door. “Hey, doc, I think I’ve got something that might help.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I kept tossing and turning despite the fluffy, enchanted bed, seeing the faces of all those I’d failed. First Tony, then Bush, and then my thoughts would inevitably race back to that night in my parlor . . . to my father’s lifeless eyes as he was thrown to the floor at my feet.
So, of course, the moment I finally managed to drift off there came a knock at my door followed by, “The mistress has returned and wishes you to join her for breakfast.”
My stomach growled in response. As tired as I was, this was my first chance in three days at a decent meal.
I changed as quickly as I could into a flowery dress that had been left for me, of all things. At least the print didn’t clash with my hair. Finally, I peeked outside to see Jorgenson waiting impatiently for me.
“This way, Miss.”
He led me through more of stately Bates manor and all its excess. I half expected to be led to a dining room table so long we’d need intercoms to talk to the person across the way.
However, we ended up in a cozy breakfast nook surrounded on three sides with windows. Hopefully Wyatt wasn’t planning on joining us, but I quickly realized he was the least of my worries as I found myself face to face with a woman who looked far too perfect to not be the product of either good breeding or tons of money.
“So, you’re the girl my son dropped out of high school for, hmm?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Apparently awkward silence was a perfectly valid way to pass several minutes. The resting expression of superiority on this woman reminded me of the dryads I’d met in Canada, specifically their leaders, the Meliae. She sat perfectly straight and still, her hands folded in front of her. Finally, one of the human servants, a young woman who refused to make eye contact with either of us, brought out two big, thick, bright green smoothies along with toast that looked like it was ninety percent seeds.
“It’s vegan,” Mrs. Bates said, as if that was all the explanation needed. Oh well. Maybe it would get the conversation moving.
It was going to get something moving, all right. I took my first sip and almost spit it right back out. Somehow they’d managed to distill grass clippings into a chunky, cauliflower-scented mess. Gross!
Mrs. Bates, on the other hand, sipped hers with nary a flinch, her expression suggesting this was a competition and she was judging me.
“It’s . . . nice to finally meet you, ma’am.”
“Do I look like someone’s grandmother to you?” she replied, eyes narrowed. “Ashleigh Bates.”
“Jessie Flores.”
“I would say it’s a pleasure, but I think we both know that isn’t true.”
I’d been taunted by vampires, Sasquatches, and evil tree witches. No way one over-botoxed trophy wife could get under my skin.
No, I reminded myself. The goal wasn’t to make more enemies. It was to help my friend.
“Gary is sick. He needs—”
“Because he insists on listening to his ridiculous aunt and making himself sick by casting magic above his power level. Because he decided to follow a red-hair harlot who—”
“Because being sick is better than being here,” a weak voice finished behind me. Gary shuffled into the seat next to me, wearing a bathrobe and slippers. “Morning, Mom. We got any cereal?”




Chapter Seven: Don’t You Hate Uncomfortable Silences

“I’m glad to see you up and about so soon.” Mrs. Bates made a motion with her hand. A minute later, coffee arrived on the table, along with cereal for Gary. “I suppose it’s a good thing our mutual friend Mr. Dalton had the good sense to bring you back home.”
“He’s not my friend, Mom, and I’m only here until I’m feeling better.”
“Oh?” his mother replied. “And then where are you off to? From what I hear that podunk school you insisted on transferring to is closed indefinitely. Can you believe the news had the gall to list you as one of the missing students? You can’t imagine the questions I’ve had to endure.”
“Sorry to inconvenience you by almost dying.”
“I don’t blame you so much as that reprobate aunt of yours.”
“You couldn’t even be bothered to check on me. Aunt Phil has her issues, but at least she—”
“Cares? Don’t make me laugh.”
All the while, I sat there watching this back and forth, sipping my smoothie and barely noticing how vile it tasted.
“Not that it matters much,” Ashleigh continued. “Philomena is currently missing, probably on the run.”
“Missing? I thought they were taking her to New York.”
Mrs. Bates actually laughed, a high-pitched, annoying titter. “Did you really think Decker and his lackeys could keep tabs on her for long? Not only has she vanished but several artifacts slated for the Salem Coven have conveniently gone missing, too. And that’s not even mentioning a certain person of interest who’s supposed to be under our protection but is oddly nowhere to be found.”
“Person of interest?” I asked.
“Julius,” Gary replied, looking far less surprised than I would’ve expected. “He probably helped Aunt Phil get away.”
Oh yeah. If any human could do such a thing, it would be him—a British former superspy slash rock star slash person destined to be the ubervamp until the Magi intervened. When last I’d seen him, he’d been impersonating me at my school . . . and arguably doing a better job at it than I had.
I nodded. “Guess that makes sense. I just hope he didn’t do it while wearing my face.” That seemed to perk up Ashleigh Bates’s interest momentarily, as she raised an eyebrow at me. “Long story.”
“I’m sure. Just don’t flatter yourself into thinking I was about to ask.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Gary didn’t have the stamina to both argue and eat his breakfast and it showed. After several minutes I offered to help him back up to his room, but Mrs. Bates waved me off and summoned Jorgenson to do it, leaving me alone with her for round two of uncomfortable silence.
It gave me pause to consider that this now made for two Ashes in my life, both of them insufferably arrogant and neither of them fond of me. Heck, Mrs. Bates even kind of reminded me a bit of the Meliae leader. Though Ash had worn a plank of wood over her face the entire time I’d dealt with her, it was easy to imagine the same smug expression on her face as Ashleigh Bates wore.
Finally, either having sized me up to her satisfaction or as weirded out as I was, Mrs. Bates stood up. “This has been . . . fascinating, but I really do have other more important matters to attend to.”
I stood up as well, refusing to let her get under my skin. “It’s been a pleasure, Mrs. Bates.”
“I’m certain it has been.”
Grrr!
Unfortunately, we were both headed in the same direction. As we walked back toward the grand staircase in cold silence, an imposing figure in an expensive suit was waiting for us. He had silver-streaked blond hair and a superior expression at odds with his below-average height.
Daddy Bates, I presume.
His icy azure stare made Ashleigh’s seem positively welcoming. “The council will be here soon,” he said in a thick, blue-blood New England accent. “We have matters to discuss.”
“Of course,” Mrs. Bates replied coolly. “I’ll go get changed for decent company.”
Decent?!
They gave each other dagger eyes as she headed up the stairs. Then it was my turn as she flipped her braid over her shoulder and glared at me. “Do be mindful of what you touch, girl. Most of the relics here are far beyond your ability to replace.”
I nodded, tight lipped. There was a farmer had a wife and bee-otch was her name-o.
Regardless, I was glad for the opportunity to escape. As I passed Mr. Bates, though, he glanced sidelong at my hair. “So, you’re Philomena’s pet project,” he noted. “Heavy on style, low on substance. How typical of her.”
“As if you could do any better, Royce,” Gary’s mother called down, not quite coming to my rescue so much as sniping back.
“Hi. I’m—” I started.
“What you are is a failed experiment,” he said as he passed me by. “One that should be manacled, studied, and then disposed of.”
Great—his mom was a witch and his dad wanted me dissected.
What could possibly happen next to make my day any better?




Chapter Eight: Master Bates Jerks Us All Around

I found myself wandering the massive halls of stately Bates manor since the alternative was sitting in my room while my arm itched like crazy. Normally I’d call myself paranoid for feeling like the walls had eyes, but in this case, the corridors were plastered with portraits and masks that seemed to follow my every movement. Considering the owners were mages, I doubted it was all in my head.
Just as I passed by the third library on this floor alone, I stopped cold. The hairs on my arm all stood up at once. Strength, speed, and a flaming new ’do weren’t the only powers I’d gotten from Uranus. They’d come complete with a knockoff Spidey-sense, too, one that was now tingling like mad.
I was still figuring it out, but right then, I got the sense that I wasn’t alone.
“All around the mulberry bush, the magi chased the otter . . . a magus thought twas all in fun. Pop! Goes the otter,” a male voice echoed from down the hall.
Whoever was singing was either not too bright or purposely forgetting that it was a weasel, not an. . .
All at once, I heard tiny footsteps scuttling across the hardwood. Oh no! Not them.
But that was impossible. Just because some disembodied weirdo was singing about otters didn’t mean the kushtaka had somehow followed me to—
Something rounded the corner and came straight at me. I spied pointed ears, pointed teeth, and a fuzzy tail.
It wasn’t a death otter, but it was almost as bad.
I flattened against the wall while the black and tan hell-beast bolted straight for me, my squeal loud enough to rattle the artwork. I shut my eyes, waiting for the inevitable attack, when the scuttling abruptly stopped. I cracked open one eye to find my would-be attacker doing little more than sniffing my sneakers.
“Be nice, Sir Barkley!”
I remained frozen as Gary rounded a corner and called to the miniature monster. The beast broke off and leapt into his arms.
Gary immediately started making baby noises at the tiny hell hound as he approached me. “Who’s a good boy? Do you wanna say hi to Jessie? Is that what you want?”
“Yeah, well, Jessie doesn’t want to say hi back,” I whispered as the dog turned and gave me a growl. Needless to say, I wasn’t fond of yapping, drooling, butt-sniffing fleabags. “Can you take that thing somewhere else?”
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of Sir Barkley,” Gary replied with a laugh, doing nothing to improve my mood. He turned to the dog. “Who’s my little Cujo? You are!” The tiny terror responded by slobbering all over his face.
Ugh! So . . . many . . . germs! “I’m not afraid. I’m just not a dog person.”
At the sound of my voice, the pint-sized demon started growling again. “That’s weird. Sir Barkley likes everyone. Did you yell at him or something?”
“No. Dogs don’t like me. I think they can tell I’m a cat person at heart.”
Gary smirked at me, making me want to noogie him unconscious. Guess he must’ve been feeling better.
“Hey,” I said, changing the subject. “You weren’t singing just now, were you?”
“Singing?”
“Yeah, like a freaky sounding nursery rhyme.”
“Nursery—”
“Jessie had a little foot, its fur was white as snow, and everywhere that Jessie went, the foot was sure to go.”
Gary flinched at the sound. At least he’d heard it, too, meaning I wasn’t going crazy. “Let’s get out of here,” he suggested, inching past me and heading toward the stairs.
“What’s going on?”
“Family stuff. We really should get moving before—”
“Gary Ambrosius Bates! I’d like a word with you,” his mother called from downstairs. Oh man, not only was Gary’s middle name in play, but it was exactly as pretentious as I assumed it would be.
Worse, that left us trapped between two freaky voices—creepy Mother Goose up in here and the wicked witch of the west downstairs. That, and I kept getting the stink eye from the furry monster in Gary’s arms.
Finally, he sighed. “Why don’t you wait in your room, Jess? I’ll see what Mom wants.” He paused, then added, “And don’t worry. I’ll take the big bad puppy with me, won’t I, Sir Barkley?”
Why did people always get all gushy around rat dogs? The furball glared at me from over Gary’s shoulder as he retreated.
I took a few steps towards my room but then stopped. Hold on. I wasn’t some timid teenager trapped in a haunted house. I was a freaking superhero, at least in training. Would Spider-Man run from a freaky disembodied voice? Heck no!
“There once was a vampire from Nantucket. . .”
Oh, no. The magic voice was not going there. I turned around. “Seriously? That’s the best you’ve got?”
“My, what bright hair you have!” the voice replied.
“The better to burn you with!”
I guess my comeback was pretty good because laughter echoed back at me from the recesses of stately Bates manor. I followed the sound to an ornately carved door at the far end of the hall. Of course there were skulls on it. Why wouldn’t there be?
My hair flared as I approached. Whatever was in there, I needed to be ready. I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and slowly eased the latch open.
And then got hit in the face with the biggest contact high of my young life.
I wasn’t even remotely prepared for the haze of smoke that rolled into the hall as I pushed the door open. I coughed and waved away the grassy cloud, revealing a room unlike any I’d seen so far in the mansion.
A lone figure with a mop top of long, black hair sat draped over a violet armchair, partially obscured by an inflatable zebra. A bucket of KFC lay splayed at his feet and several drumstick bones littered a tiny doggie bed by the fireplace. Neon signs and gaudy paintings filled the walls, with easels and drop cloths filling half the space. The other half consisted of a kiddie pool and more inflatable animals, like Noah’s ark as envisioned by Snoop Dogg. A lone table stood in the center, covered in paints, brushes, and bottles of things that glowed in the dim light. What the heck was going on here?
“I see you managed to find me,” the man said in a nasal, weirdly accented voice. He giggled before exhaling a few more puffs from his lit joint. “Let me guess. You couldn’t resist my singing.”
“Yeah . . . something like that. Who exactly are you?”
“The better question, Jessie Flores, is who are you?”
Great, yet another mysterious person who knew my name before I knew theirs. I rolled my eyes but didn’t dare sigh with this much weed in the air. I could already feel a buzz setting in. Through the haze I saw the stranger roll out of his chair, his wobbly matchstick legs topping clunky black boots. He took a single step before tripping over a beer bottle and thudding to the floor.
“Don’t worry, I’m all right!” His voice was like something out of the movies, old movies.
“Who are you?” I asked again as he tried to crawl through the inflatable zebra’s legs. As he lifted his head, I saw more metal in his ears than in the average hardware store. His pale skin, long nose, and dark-ringed eyes kind of reminded me of a scummier looking Gary. Did he maybe have an older brother he’d forgotten to mention?
“Answering questions with questions, Red? How will that get us anywhere?” The stranger stumbled to his feet and flipped his Tim Burton-esque mane out of his eyes. The face, haughty attitude, and super-skinny frame—yeah, this guy was one hundred percent Bates. That much was easy to see. What was less clear was why he was wearing a woman’s silk bathrobe, open in the front— displaying nipple rings, a pentagram tattoo, and way too many ribs to be healthy.
He wobbled and swayed as he studied me, his head inclined like the darned dog’s had been. “But, if you really must know, my name is Lucien. Lucien Lysander Bates . . . the third or some nonsense like that, if we’re being formal.”
From somewhere down below, Gary cried out, “You can’t be serious!” Guess his discussion with his mother was going well.
Lucien, in response, clapped his hands, sending the remains of his joint flying. “This is wonderful,” he squealed, sounding more like a teenaged girl than I did.
“What is?”
“Gary’s home. That means it’s time for cocaine!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Despite all the strange things I’d experienced as of late, nothing had prepared me for the sight of a dude snorting lines off the back of an inflatable rhino while splashing his feet in a kiddie pool full of . . . peach-flavored seltzer, judging by all the empty bottles.
Once properly medicated, Lucien offered me his coke spoon. “How rude of me. Did you want some? Or do kids prefer pills these days? I’m sure I’ve got some somewhere—”
“I’m good, thanks.”
He sniffled a few times and shook his head. “Suit yourself. So tell me, what brings an Icon like you to a wretched place like this?”
“I’m not—”
“Oh, that’s right. The world isn’t engulfed in flames. When are we again?”
“Excuse me?” Whatever this guy had snorted, it certainly hadn’t made him any more coherent. He cocked his head and stared at me. After a few blinks, he flopped down into the kiddie pool and groaned. “Are you okay?”
“Oh. I remember now. This isn’t the one where the world dies in fire and blood . . . yet anyway. I get so confused. Tell me, Red. Kennedy was assassinated, was he not?”
“Uh, yeah. Last I checked.” I started backing away slowly.
Lucien thrashed in the pool for a moment or two before his eyes once again focused on me. “When are we? Please tell me. When are we? When?”
“No! You can’t do this!” echoed in the halls behind me. Whatever was going on, Gary was headed this way and probably not a moment too soon.
“You need to help him,” Lucien whispered as he tried to pull himself up using the inflatable animal. “It’s all about to go . . . badly.”
“Um—”
“Go. Help him! Please!”
That got me moving. I turned and bolted for the door, barely managing to leap back in time as it burst open to reveal Gary, complete with snarling fuzz-bucket in hand.
“Jessie?” His eyes widened in horror as he looked past me to where the skinny Goth dude was trying to hide behind the rhino. Gary stepped up to me while Sir Barkley yapped and gave me the stink eye. “Barkley, hush! Are you okay, Jess? Did he do anything to you? Tell you anything—”
“I’m fine. Are you okay?”
The dog jumped out of Gary’s arms and yapped at me again for good measure before scampering off to hide beside Lucien. Gary barely seemed to notice he was gone, though. “Did he say anything to you, Jessie? Did he try to cast any—?”
“Oh relax, we were just talking,” Lucien interrupted. “Though I have to say, you’re right to be concerned. I do so like the dangerous ones.”
That prompted an “ugh.” He had the audacity to leer at me while peeking through his painted nails. Double ugh!
I could also hear Mrs. Bates calling after Gary a moment before she burst through the door and pointed an accusatory finger at Lucien. “What did you do this time?”
“Ah, and now my life is complete.” Lucien plopped down onto the floor and grabbed hold of a bottle of Skye vodka, which he proceeded to chug like water. When he was done, he wiped his mouth, belched, and turned toward Gary. “I should probably warn you, before you get too attached, that I see wedding bells in her future . . . of the Sasquatch variety.”
“What?! How did you know—?”
“That’s ridiculous,” Gary replied. “Jessie would never—” He stopped and stared at me. “Wait. What?”
“Heh.” I cringed, remembering that I might have sort of forgotten to mention that I was technically engaged to a Bigfoot named Burp, an oversight I hadn’t gotten a chance to correct on account of getting stabbed.
Wait. How did this Lucien guy even know that? It’s not like he’d been up there in the Woods of Mourning with us.
“Lucien!” Ashleigh Bates’ no-nonsense tone cut through the chaos. She pointed an accusing finger at the bottle still in his hand. “Jesus, man, it’s not even noon.”
“It’s five-o-clock somewhere,” Lucien said, raising a two-fingered salute her way. “Now, Dearheart, what have you done to piss off our son now?”
Son? Wait, this meth-head was Gary’s father and not his older, infinitely more stoned brother?
Before I could ask, though, Gary jumped in. “She’s trying to send me back to Amherst. She—”
Ashleigh snapped her fingers and suddenly no sound came from Gary’s mouth, despite his lips still moving.
Oh, that was so not cool!
I turned and glared at her. “You can’t—” She snapped her fingers again and for a moment the air grew hazy around me and my tongue felt too heavy to move. But then my hair flared involuntarily, clearing it up. “Y-you can’t just shush him!”
Both Lucien and Ashleigh exchanged surprised looks while Gary smirked. I’d almost forgotten that one last quirk of my powers. Magic had a nasty tendency to fizzle out around me.
Lucien unscrewed the lid of another bottle and took a deep swig. “Are you certain you’re not the Icon in this timeline?”




Chapter Nine: Domestic Disturbance

“We are not having this conversation in front of an outsider, young man.”
“No, we are not having this conversation at all,” Gary countered as his little fur-demon finally decided to stop growling at me and started growling at his mom instead.
“Anyone mind catching me up a bit?” Lucien asked. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I haven’t been sober since Wednesday.”
What could I say? This wasn’t any of my business, but Gary was also my only friend. Well, my only friend who didn’t drink blood or stab me in a nightmare.
“I’m not going back to that stuck up, joke of a school!” he protested.
“Don’t you take that tone with me, young man. You’re the one who demanded to be a wizard! My terms were if you insisted on becoming a gutter-trash spell-slinger like your aunt that you would at least receive formal training. You agreed—”
“Things change, Mom!”
I slunk behind the cocaine rhino. A moment later, Lucien scrambled next to me as Gary and his mother escalated into full-blown yelling.
“Shouldn’t you, you know, step in?” I asked my partner in cowardice.
“Why bother?” Lucien pulled a flask from his pocket and took a healthy slug. “It’s not like either of them ever listens to me. Besides, it’s been a while since Gary’s been home, so maybe they just need some time to express their feelings.”
“I hate you!” Gary howled.
Lucien took another drink before offering it my way. “I have a game I like to play when they go at it. One sip for every ‘I hate you,’ two if it’s followed by, ‘I wish I’d never been born.’”
“You have a drinking game for your family?”
“You spoiled, selfish—!”
“That’s a triple!” Lucien proclaimed.
I scrunched down next to him. My family might not be perfect, but they were nothing like this. Papa had a strict rule about not screaming at each other. He figured if you had to yell, you probably didn’t have anything worth saying to begin with. Ironic coming from a man who’d been one of the most notorious heels on the New England wrestling circuit, but it had served us well.
“You sure you don’t want any?” Lucien asked, his eyes growing more unfocused. “Pretty sure they’re just getting started.”
I shook my head. Last time I took a drink from a stranger, I’d ended up regretting it. “You really should do something.”
“I am doing something.” He crawled under the rhino and flashed me a big thumbs-up. “See? I’m covering my ass.”
“. . .You will not disgrace this family by becoming a high school dropout. You’re going back to Amherst and I’m sending that dye-job slut back where she belongs.”
“Don’t call her that!”
Oh great, now they were arguing about me.
“I’ll call her whatever I choose to. This is my house.”
“Only because Dad was too drunk to order a prenup.”
“That’s it. I want her out of here.”
“She can’t leave, Mom. Vampires will kill her father if—”
“Do you really expect me to believe—?”
“ENOUGH!” I jumped to my feet and glared at everyone, as my last nerve frayed and snapped.
Even Ashleigh clammed up as the room lit up bright red from the fiery halo surrounding my head.
Whoa! Better rein it in a bit. “Can’t you all stop yelling and talk like human beings? You’re not even listening to each other!”
Gary’s mom glared at me but then took a deep breath when I refused to lower my gaze. When next she spoke, at least it was at a lower volume. “I’m sorry, Gary, but if you absolutely refuse to see reason and return to school, then I will be forced to do whatever I can to protect you from yourself.” That ominous proclamation made, she turned sharply and stormed out the door, the furball chasing after her.
With her gone, I forced my hair to behave. Just in time, too. With the fireworks over, Gary once again looked terrible. I made it to his side just in time to keep him from collapsing to the floor.
“A guy could get used to this,” he said as I caught him in my arms.
Sappy as it was, I couldn’t help but smile back at him.
“Leave him alone, you . . . harpy!” Lucien stumbled forward, a margarita glass in one hand and an inflatable unicorn in the other. For a moment, I thought he was speaking to me, but then he glanced around looking confused. “Oh. Missed my chance, didn’t I?” At my glare, he added. “Sorry, but I have a rule about needing tequila to face her. Oh, well. Looks like all is going swimmingly here. I’ll just leave you to it.”
“Seriously, Dad? That’s your idea of helping?” Gary growled, stumbling against me again.
Lucien, however, ignored him to slip out the door, stopping once to peer back at us. “You’re absolutely right. Rubbers are in the top drawer of the bar, right next to the molly. Have fun, you two!”
I watched him stumble down the hall before turning back toward Gary. “Are you sure you aren’t adopted?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Excuse me, but have you seen Gary?” I tried real hard to ignore the fact that I was asking a floating duster for directions, but it seemed a saner choice than either of the elder Bateses. Amazingly enough, it bobbled a few times before spinning and pointing towards the stairs. “Um, thanks.”
Gary and I had gone our separate ways after the train wreck in his father’s room. He said he’d wanted a nap, but when I stopped by later, I found his room empty. An odd feeling of disappointment had settled in at the discovery, but I pushed it away. I’d wanted to talk, nothing more . . . even if in the back of my head, his words from earlier kept playing on repeat.
A guy could get used to this.
Voices came from below—Ashleigh Bates demanding wine and wheatgrass juice from Jorgenson along with other voices, most of them hushed. No screaming, so that likely meant Gary wasn’t down there. A part of me was tempted to snoop, remembering Mrs. Bates’ threat from earlier, but I figured it might be best to keep a low profile.
A guy could get used to this.
Argh! Why couldn’t I get that out of my head? Fine. Up it was, then.
I hadn’t been up to the third floor yet but it sure smelled like Gary’s father spent plenty of time there, judging by the stench of weed. “Gary?”
“Up here!”
Fourth floor it was, then. The hardwood steps ended, replaced by an iron spiral staircase straight out of The Room.
As I ascended into what looked to be a tower greenhouse, the air became thick with smoke, but it wasn’t from Lucien this time. I found Gary lounging on a chaise, surrounded by all manner of plant life. Orchids dangled from the ceiling while overgrown palms framed the ornate windows. He tipped his head back and puffed on a joint, staring out at the setting sun. “Hey, Jess.”
“Hey. Are you okay?”
“I am currently mellow as fuck, thank you very much. Say what you will about my old man, but he really does buy the best shit.”
“I can come back later if you’re busy.”
“No, it’s cool. Hang for a bit.”
“Okay.” There was another chaise in the room. I pulled it over, took a seat, and immediately felt glad I’d decided to stay. As I leaned back, my vision filled with beautiful flowers and a glorious sky.
Gary held out his hand toward me. “Toke?”
“My dad would kill me.” Even as I said the words, I regretted it. “I meant he would if. . . Hey, should you even be doing that? We practically had to carry you in here less than twenty-four hours ago, after all.”
“I can assure you, it’s purely medicinal.”
“If you say so.” Tempted as I was to argue about that, I took a breath and leaned back. Much as I couldn’t believe he was this chill after practically dying the day before, maybe he was right. Perhaps a little mellowing out would do us both good, allow us a brief respite from all the things that had. . .
He turned my way. “Can I ask a question? Why are you still here?”
“You told me to sit down.”
“No, I mean why are you still putting up with me?”
So much for relaxing. “What kind of question is that? You’re my friend.”
“Even after everything that I did? All the lies I told?”
The silence descended once more, back to the terrible awkwardness that had defined us since our return from Canada. How could I possibly say what needed to be said without it dissolving into incoherent word vomit or me bursting into tears? Hell, where should I even begin?
His face fell and he quickly shifted to stare at a row of herbs with neat labels like “aconite” and “belladonna.” I guess the Bates family was into horticultural poisons. Nice hobby.
I followed his gaze to more of the lethal herb garden, some of which were plucked clean as if they’d been recently harvested. What the? Either someone in this household was making some seriously freaky tea or. . .
I heard Gary sniffle and looked over to see a tear rolling out of the corner of his eye.
“Hey. Are you okay?” I crept to his side, secondhand smoke be damned.
“You should just forget about me,” he whispered, furiously wiping his eyes. “I’m no good. I’m—”
“Don’t talk like that.”
He finally dared to look at me. Something in his gaze made me gasp. Maybe because one of his irises had bleached to pure white. He took my hand and gave it a halfhearted squeeze. “You should forget about me because of all of this.”
“You’re sick. I’m not going to leave you because of—”
“You should, though. Even if I knew how to stop it, I’m pretty sure my mom is going to bind me.”
“Bind you?”
“Everything I have that’s of any use, all the tricks and the magic knowledge, it’s about to be locked away. Every single part of me that can help you is about to go and, knowing my mom, it’s never coming back.”




Chapter Ten: Family Ties

“What does that even mean?”
“Binding is a ritual where a group of Magi get together and lock away someone else’s magic and sometimes their memory of it, too. The irony is, it’s usually for people who are too powerful or dangerous. Me, I’m just . . . inconvenient.”
“But your magic makes you sick, too. So maybe she’s just trying to—”
He reached behind his seat, pulled out a scuffed sketchbook, and handed it over to me.
“What’s this?”
“I lied about the nap. I wanted to use whatever time I have left to finish translating those scans from Canada. I don’t know how good they are, considering the source, but I did what I could.”
I flipped through page after page of drawings and scribbled notes. His handwriting was truly terrible, but I could see things I recognized, like the diagram of Ananke’s tears and the Curse of Gaia.
“At least this way I’ll be able to help you after I’ve been—”
“Oh, will you knock it off already! I swear, weed makes you all melodramatic just like my cousin.” Unfortunately, my snapping had exactly the opposite effect I’d intended, as I could see him barely holding it together. “I’m . . . sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”
“It’s fine,” he muttered, slipping off of his chaise and away from me.
I wasn’t fine with letting him slink away, though, not like this. Using my supernatural speed, I leapt from my chair and caught up to him. Unfortunately, my speed didn’t come with preternatural grace, so I totally stepped on his foot. At least his yelp of “Shit!” brought a smile to both our faces.
Okay, enough with the awkwardness.
It was time for me to use my words. I took a deep breath and made eye contact—damn, the odd-eye look was disconcerting.
Before I could quite figure out what to say, he started talking. “Look, I know how bad it’s going to get for you. It’s all in that sketchbook. The Curse of Gaia—the trials that are coming. If you try to run from them, it will only get worse, and if you try to go home . . . well, we already saw how that worked out. We all thought this was about finding a champion, but it’s so much more than that.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but he put his hands on my shoulders. Despite him being weak as a kitten, I suddenly felt powerless to do anything but listen.
“You’re going to need help. As for me . . . I’m either going to be stuck back at Amherst, bound, or both.” He let out a deep sigh. “And honestly, after everything I put you through, I deserve it. So, take my notes, and that vampire if you have to, and get going already. I don’t know when it’s going to happen, but trouble is going to find you, and when it does, you need friends who can back you up.”
Whatever spell had come over me dissolved as his pity party played out. “Are you done yet?”
“Excuse me?”
“You heard what I said? Because I have yet to hear what you want. I’m screwed no matter what, I get that, and you’re right, I need all the help I can get. But you have a say in this, too.” Wow, look at me being all coherent.
Gary let go of me and backed up a step. “I want to help you, Jessie. I owe it to you. Hell, you wouldn’t be in this mess if I’d just had the balls to stand up to my aunt.” He looked away and shook his head. “Who am I kidding? If I hadn’t been so desperate for real magic, I never would have agreed to help her. I’ve fucked everything up, haven’t I?”
“I don’t need your magic, Gary. I just need. . .” Why was this so difficult to say? “I need the guy who hits vampires with fire extinguishers when they’re about to kick my ass. I need the guy who can tell me about all this magic crap. Heck, I need someone who can drive.” Okay, that was probably not going in the direction I wanted it to. “Um . . . and I need the guy who was brave enough to kiss me to stop the world from ending.”
That brought the silence back lickety-split. I could feel heat rising on my cheeks rather than my scalp for a change. They say honesty is the best policy, but if so, why did it feel so awkward?
“But without my magic—”
“I don’t need your stupid magic! I need you!”
Gary leaned toward me. My heart started racing in my chest like a hammer, but I didn’t pull away.
Oh, this was so stupid! The last thing I needed right now was more confusion and drama. I had a curse to break, trials to overcome. Besides, comic books were living proof that ill-timed romance never worked. How many dinner dates or quiet evenings had been broken up by super villains trying to—?
And . . . and . . . holy Hannah! Lips were touching. Okay, universe, time to show me the error of my ways with an explosion, or maybe a random act of Sasquatch. Any moment now . . . before I really start to enjoy this. . .
Oops. Too late.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I made it all weird again, didn’t I?” Gary asked as we curled up by one of the windows. The late afternoon sun poured through the haze while I flipped through the notebook he’d made for me. Wow, there was the image of blood splattering on the ground with little tree people springing to life. No sign of Uranus’s dick, though, which was nice.
Speaking of nice, Gary started giving me a shoulder rub—a good one, too.
“Don’t forget, you were the one who said once the weird started, it would only keep going, right?” I flipped the page again to see a circle of trees with women in armor. A lone, blazing figure stood in the center. Her face might have been obscured in the drawing, but the glowing hair looked all too familiar. “Hey, watch the hands, mister!”
“S-Sorry!”
I cut him off by turning around and planting one on him for a change.
Luckily, I heard the stairs creaking just in time. Thank you, super-speed! By the time Mrs. Bates stepped into view, I was already flopped onto my own chaise again with the book. She gave us both quizzical looks as she fanned the air.
“I see you’ve gotten into your father’s medicine again, young man.” Odd. Mama Bates seemed remarkably unfazed to smell pot on her kid. “At least it’s organic.”
“What do you want, Mom?”
Mrs. Bates strode past me like I wasn’t in the room. She crouched by her son and forced a smile onto her face. “Look, I know we’ve been at each other’s throats since you got here and I’m sorry. The truth is, when I heard you were sick again, I was terrified and I didn’t handle it well. I couldn’t even face you until I knew you were going to be all right. I know that makes me a coward and a terrible mom, but I’m here now.”
“I should let you guys talk,” I said softly as I plotted my escape route. Gary shook his head frantically and gave me pleading eyes. What to do?
“What do you want, Mom?” he repeated.
“I am trying to apologize,” she replied tersely, glaring daggers my way. I debated whether to leave or stick up for my . . . friend who just so happened to be a boy. “I know we haven’t always had the best relationship—”
“I’m going to ask one last time. Tell me what you want. Otherwise, Jessie and I are outta here.”
“I want to apologize . . . and also let you know that I pulled some strings with the Amherst Academy for the Esoterically Accomplished so you don’t forfeit any credits. It will be like you never left.”
Gary sat there, unblinking, for what felt like an eternity, until his mom finally let out a pained sigh. “Well, aren’t you going to say something?”
“Yes. What part of I don’t want to go back there was unclear?”
“It’s all set now. You won’t lose your GPA or—”
“This has nothing to do with GPA! I don’t belong there. I’m staying with Jessie.”
“You are not doing anything with that girl, young man.”
I probably should’ve said something, but all I wanted to do was sink into the chaise cushions and disappear. Punching vampires was so much easier than family drama.
Before I could do anything, though, Gary stepped past her to my side, taking my hand. “You will not talk to my girlfriend that way!”
Girlfriend? All at once, both hiding and speaking up were the furthest things from my mind. The only thing I could think was, wow, that escalated quickly.
But Gary wasn’t finished making things better with his mother. “We’re in this mess with the Meliae because of me, so I’m going to help her whether you like it or not.”
A vein began to pulse on Mrs. Bates’s forehead. Oh yeah, this was going well. “I will not let you throw away your future for some freak-of-nature tramp, and don’t feed me that girlfriend garbage. I know what you and Philomena did. Do you honestly think she could ever forgive you for that?”
We all stared at each other in mute, angry silence for several long seconds.
Ashleigh Bates certainly knew how to hit a nerve, but she was wrong about me. I already had forgiven Gary.
Interestingly enough, though, that was what pushed me over the edge. This witch could say what she wanted about me, but seeing her tear Gary down, it was too much. My hair flared up like a beacon.
I wasn’t sure if it was for selfish reasons or her being actually frightened of my powers, but Ashleigh grabbed hold of her son and tried to pull him behind her. No way was I letting that happen. I grabbed onto his other hand and yanked him back, totally forgetting my strength for a moment. Crunch.
“Fuck!”
“I’m so sorry!” I cried, staring at his dislocated thumb. “Let me fix—”
Before I could finish apologizing, a shimmering wave of power plowed into me, sending me sprawling over the furniture.
“See, I told you she’s nothing but a freak!”
I scrambled to my feet to find a purplish glow surrounding Mrs. Bates as she now stood between me and her son. My scars began to itch ferociously as her magic tried to push back against me, fizzling where it touched my hair.
“I know you feel responsible for making this monster,” she said to her son, her eyes never leaving me, “but you need to stay away from—”
“Shut up!” Gary’s eyes lit up bright yellow. In the same instant, Ashleigh’s purple force dome collapsed, and the words coming out of her lips simply died. “I mean it!”
His mom and I both stared in horror as Gary’s left eyebrow instantly bleached to white. Now it was my turn to protect him as he swayed on his feet and sweat beaded on his forehead.
“I’m staying with Jessie, Mom,” he said, his voice steadier than his body. “You can bind me if you want. Fuck it, disown me if you feel you need to, but I’ve made up my mind.”
Mrs. Bates took a deep breath and shook her head a few times before finally speaking. “How dare you use a shushing spell on me!”
“How’s the shoe feel on the other foot?” Gary asked as he stumbled against me. I caught him just in time, managing to do it gingerly enough not to break anything else on him. Unfortunately, the itching on my arm was only getting worse. I had a feeling Gary’s mom wasn’t about to back down from this fight.
Turns out I was wrong.
Power flared around for a moment, but then it died away as her lip quivered and she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. All at once, the itching faded away. “That wasn’t . . . a half bad spell. I guess Philomena isn’t completely hopeless as a teacher after all.”
“Mrs. Bates—”
There was no tenderness reserved for me, though. “Hurt my son again and I’ll make you wish I’d let the Hartford Coven lock you away.”
Hurt? Oh crap, his hand! I dropped all semblance of posturing and took a look at what I’d done. So much swelling and angry colors.
All of my powers seemed to have gotten a boost since accepting the Blessing of Uranus. Now it was time to see if that applied to the parts that helped instead of hurt. Do your thing, magic hair.
A current of pure heat ran down my arm and into my fingertips. I had to admit, that was a heck of a lot more convenient than head-butting his wrist. Both Gary and I watched in awe as the glow passed from me to him and back to me again. In that same second, his finger popped back into place while mine popped out, his injury transferring to me.
Ouch! I’d really done a number on him.
“You didn’t have to do that. It was an accident,” Gary said, flexing his hand as it returned to normal. As an added bonus, some of the color returned to his face, quite literally. Once more he had two dark eyebrows and a slightly less pasty pallor. That alone was worth the pain it cost me.
I turned to face Gary’s mother, not sure what to expect. However, she gave me the slightest of nods. “Maybe you’re not completely a monster,” she said, nearly choking on the words. “But you’re still dangerous. Know this, girl. I don’t care how special you think you are. I would never choose someone like you for my son. You hear me—I will never choose you.”
It wasn’t so much her anger which caused my breath to catch in my throat so much as I’d heard those exact same words spoken before, in that exact same tone.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Did you hear what she said?” I asked once Gary’s mother had retreated downstairs. “It was the same thing that Ash told me up in Canada. I will never choose you.”
“Yeah, so?” While Gary didn’t look quite as ghastly as when we first brought him home to stately Bates manor, he still wobbled a bit even while leaning against a wall. “Pretty sure you’ve noticed by now, but Mom can be kinda melodramatic.”
“What do you mean, so? They said the exact same thing.”
“It’s just five words, Jess. People say the same things all the time.”
“Yeah, but not to me.” My eyes opened wide as I remembered what I’d been thinking earlier. “Holy Hannah!”
“What is it?”
“Ashleigh! Your mother’s name. Ashleigh . . . Ash? That can’t be a coincidence.”
Gary raised an eyebrow. “You’re not serious, are you?”
“Think about it. Your aunt turned a mustachioed British dude into an exact replica of me. I’m pretty sure it would take a Meliae even less magic to hide some bark and leaves.”
“Pretty sure it’s not the same thing.” Gary swayed to his feet and I reached out to steady him, using my injured hand like a spaz. I was instantly rewarded with a fresh spasm of pain. Guess I didn’t heal any faster with the Blessing of Uranus. Good to know.
“Hey, are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine. Don’t change the subject. How is it not the same, huh?”
Gary gestured to himself. “Well, for starters, pretty sure I’d notice if I was some kind of flower child.” Points to him for making a convincing argument. “Not to mention we were both around the Meliae. Don’t you think one of them would have said something?”
“I . . . guess.”
“It’s like Freud said. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”
I started to nod, ready to drop the idea when Gary got a funny look on his face. “What is it?”
“Come with me. I wanna check something.”
Soon we were back downstairs, keeping an eye out for his mom while I tried to focus the heat from my head into my wrist. Finally, just as we reached a set of double doors on the second floor, my finger popped back into place and the heat receded. Much better.
I glanced into a mirror hanging on the wall to see only a single strand of brown hair atop my head. Not too shabby. Last time I’d healed myself, I’d drained my batteries dry. Guess this really was my Planet Hulk upgrade.
Gary eased open the door and peered inside.
“Are you gonna tell me—?”
“Shh!” he hissed in my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. Huh. Maybe he wasn’t too far off on that girlfriend presumption after all. However, that could wait. For now, I was curious as to what we were doing sneaking into one of the libraries.
And what a library it was. It easily rivaled Phil’s back in Worcester.
It was only once Gary had locked the door behind us that he spoke up again. “Sorry, I just wanted to make sure we were alone.”
Alone, in a library. Was this some weird kink I wasn’t aware of? “Okay, what’s up?”
“What you said upstairs reminded me of something I’ve seen before.” Before I could reply, he held up a hand. “Not about my mom. That’s still kinda silly. But in a way, it is kind of related.” He pulled a ridiculously large volume off one of the shelves and dropped it onto a table in the middle of the room. It seriously looked like a movie prop, complete with a leather cover and yellowed paper. “There’s a reason I picked the prophecy of the Meliae for Aunt Phil’s experiment.” He leafed about a third of the way in and showed me a drawing of a flaming figure surrounded by a circle of dryads.
“Yours was better,” I said, leaning in to take a closer look. He returned to the shelf, pulling out more books, until the table was littered with them. It took only a few moments to realize what they had in common. “Your family has an awful lot of books on dryads, doesn’t it?”
He nodded as he started flipping through the texts. Not schooled in ancient Greek, I stepped away, taking the time to study some of the expensive artwork on the walls.
One panel in particular caught my eye not so much for what it held, but for what it didn’t. There was a pair of ornate wooden masks with a discoloration on the wall between them as if something had once sat there, something with a very familiar shape.
I still wasn’t sure why Gary had dragged me down here, but my earlier suspicions were now stronger than ever.
“Holy Green Goblin, Batman. I think you might be my Harry Osborne after all.”




Chapter Eleven: Are the Ties that Bind

“Mind translating from geek to English?” Gary asked as I continued to stare at the outline on the paneling. In my mind’s eye I could see it clearly—that damn plank of wood Ash kept tied to her face the entire time I was in Canada. No way was this a coincidence.
“Jessie?”
I pointed to the spot on the wall. “The missing mask! It’s the same shape as the one Ash wore in the Woods of Mourning. Sort of like the one Norman Osbourne had in his study when he went all Green Goblin. His son was Peter Parker’s best friend. Ergo, you are the Harry Osborne to my Peter Parker. Duh!”
“Just a slight leap of logic, but okay.” Gary blinked a few times then gestured to the wall. “And what mask are you talking about?”
I pointed toward the empty spot, but Gary shrugged. “What about it? It’s from one of the tribes in Ghana Aunt Phil visited when she was a missionary.”
“Your aunt was a missionary?”
“She’s been a lot of things.”
“Can’t say that surprises me. Anyway, I meant the one that’s missing.” I pointed again to the empty space on the wall.
“That’s the one I’m talking about.”
“Exactly. There’s nothing there.”
“Yeah, there is. You’re pointing right at it.”
I glanced back at the empty spot where my finger was aimed, wondering if maybe his sickness had screwed up his spatial awareness. “How many masks do you see?”
He smirked. “I think I remember this one. There are four lights.”
“I’m not joking. Although you get brownie points for that reference.”
“Fine. Three.”
There was something weird going on here which, in all fairness, seemed to sum up stately Bates manor to a tee. “Do you see a mask in front of my finger right now?” He nodded as I pointed to the blank wall. “There’s nothing there. It’s just a gap.”
He shuffled next to me, still obviously thinking I was kidding around. His confidence quickly turned to confusion, though, as he tried to pick the phantom object off the wall. He cocked his head at me as his hand went right through the spot. “So, you can see through glamours now?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Strange. But all it proves is someone was anal enough to use magic to make the wall look less empty.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes, seriously, Jess. I mean, let’s think about this for a moment. Evidence for this crazy theory: my mom said five words you’d heard before, she has a common name, and one of the servants glamoured a wall in a room Mom’s probably never been in. Evidence against. . .” He held his arms out. “Oh look. No leaves sprouting from anywhere.”
“But—”
“Hold on. That’s why I brought you down here. I can prove it.”
We went back to the book and soon I was pacing while he flipped through pages. After what seemed like ages, he clucked his tongue. “Here you go.”
“Care to enlighten me, Hobgoblin-in-training?”
“It says right here, dryads are forbidden to procreate with mortals.”
“Oh?”
“Hold on. I’ll paraphrase. A long time ago there was what was known as the silver age of man when people were all uppity and thought themselves equal to the gods. They intermixed with mythical creatures, ate the hearts of their enemies, bathed in blood. That sort of stuff. Anyway, the gods became angry at their hubris and struck them all down. Now, according to legend, some of their children, half-breeds known as Silver Men, survived—”
“See?”
“. . . into the equally bloody Bronze Age, at which point the gods got really pissed and caused a great flood to wipe out everyone. The end.”
“Well, considering humanity and the dryads both survived, I’m going to go out on a limb and assume the gods missed a few.”
“You can’t take these parables at face value.” Gary turned the page and it showed a circle etched with magical gibberish. “But look here. It says, to appease their father, the Meliae created a ritual to make themselves incompatible with mortal men.”
I shrugged. “I thought you said not to take these parables at face value.”
“Everyone here who’s fluent in ancient Greek raise your hand.” He waited a beat. “Thought so. Now, as I was saying, the Meliae even had to sacrifice one of their own to consecrate the ritual.” He pointed to an image showing a wilting, barren tree.
“Doesn’t prove anything.”
He flipped back and forth until he found a picture of a man in armor with what looked like solid white eyes. “’Silver Men were singularly gifted in the arts of warfare, strategy, and dark magic. Tell me, does that describe me in any way?”
“Okay, I guess you have a point.”
Gary feigned looking hurt. “You know, you could have at least lied about that last part.”
We shared a laugh then started reshelving the books. It still struck me as odd that Gary’s family had so much information on the dryads, but I guess he was right. I was being silly in my—
As I grabbed one of the smaller books, my scars began to itch furiously, so much so that I dropped the tome with a heavy thud.
“Are you o—” His voice trailed off as we both stared down at the page the book had opened to, an illustration of eleven women sitting on thrones in front of a forest. The chair in the middle was conspicuously empty, but it was more the appearance of those present that caught my eye. “Is it me, or is that—?”
“Olivia,” I said, pointing to a serene lady in a flowery dress. Next to her sat a dryad wearing full armor and a cold expression. “And Sayuri.”
“I don’t remember too many of the others, but one of the ones holding spears could be Ash without her mask,” Gary noted as he scanned the caption. “The council of Meliae following the ritual separating the divine from the mortal. Huh. I guess the empty chair was their sacrifice.”
“Maybe,” I replied as my arm continued to itch.
We both leaned in to pick up the book, giving us a moment to play that awkward guessing game as to whether we should take advantage of the proximity or stay cool. This really wasn’t my strength, all the flirting and feelings and stuff, so I took the easy road and laughed it off as Gary placed the book back.
My arm went from itching to practically throbbing while Gary finished packing up the last of the tomes. What was it with this place? I gave one last sidelong glance to the space on the wall. Something felt wrong here, but he was right. As far as evidence went, I had. . .
“How’s lunch sound?” Gary offered. “He might not look like it, but Jorgenson can make a mean grilled cheese.”
“Okay, sounds—”
A singsong voice from somewhere in the hall interrupted us. “Zakim Bridge is falling down, falling down, falling down! Zakim Bridge is falling down, my dear Icon!”
“On second thought. I think your dad is looking for me.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Mr. Bates?” I called into the sea of inflatable animals. A giraffe had entered the party at some point, this one wearing a top hat.
“What the hell do you want now?” Gary snapped.
Wow. If I’d ever taken that tone, I’d have been grounded for a month.
“Oh, Gary! I wasn’t expecting you, too. Tell me, did we win?” Lucien stumbled out from one of the corners of the room, his eyes bloodshot and his hands covered in black and red. Before I could panic, I noticed blue and white smudges on his face and a paintbrush tucked into his breast pocket.
“Win what?”
Lucien sank to his knees, shaking his head. “Nothing! Nobody wins. If we win, we lose. If they win, we lose more. No matter what . . . if we win, it all goes black.”
I really didn’t have time to play games with Crazyman Bates. “Why do you think Zakim Bridge is falling down? Is something going to happen to Boston?”
“Maybe,” he replied, his eyes unfocused as he looked at me. “I think you save it . . . or maybe destroy it. Pardon me for a moment.” He turned Gary’s way. “Tell me, son. Is this the timeline where you go back to school or the one with the tomato?”
“Let’s go with tomato since I’m not going back to Amherst.” He stepped in and took a closer look at his father. “Exactly how fucked up are you right now?”
Lucien rolled up his sleeves to reveal multiple track marks. “Oh, I’m exploring brave new worlds, new civilizations. That much I can tell you.” He rolled his head limply towards me and let out a deep sigh. “I was with my father, you know. We were at home and he had a knife, or maybe it was an orange. Do you remember me talking about my father, or did I forget and vomit on your shoes?”
“I don’t know anything about your father, Mr. Bates.”
Gary tried to intervene but his dad sidestepped him—remarkably quick for a guy who was completely wasted.
Lucien flipped his hair over to the other side of his face, revealing a scar from his scalp to just above the nape of his neck. “Pro tip: if you want to gouge somebody’s eyes out, don’t cut your own out first!” He started giggling. “The blind see better, according to dear old dad, but I chose to be difficult.”
“Stop it, Dad, you’re freaking her out.”
“Your father wanted to cut out your eyes?” Wow, this family was seriously messed up.
Mr. Bates rubbed his scar and nodded. “The blind ones are always watching, looking from their cave. They can’t see me though. Dear, sweet Baby-Bitchmuffin takes care of that. I don’t get out very much anymore, but she keeps me adequately zonkered.” He tapped his forehead. “Seen too much but know too little. Roger, roger, Red?”
I nodded even though I had no idea what he was saying. He dropped to his knees before me, cutting quite the pathetic figure as he folded his hand as if in prayer. “There is one thing I have to tell you, Jessie. You have to know this. Your life depends on it.”
“Okay, that’s enough, Dad—”
I crouched down next to Mr. Bates so he could look me in the eye, all while making a shushing motion towards Gary. His dad might have punched his ticket on the crazy train, but he looked both desperate and sincere. Besides, my gut was telling me it was important, and I needed to learn to trust my instincts. “Go on. It’s okay.”
Lucien took a deep breath, pressed his hands against mine, and stared deep into my eyes. “Everything depends on you finding a massive wiener.”
So much for my instincts. I jerked away just in time to avoid him toppling against me, but not fast enough to avoid him spewing his cookies onto my shoes.
I guess his fortune telling was at least partially right.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I’m sorry about him. He’s not in his right mind,” Gary explained while I scrubbed my sneakers in the bathtub.
“I’m more interested in you.”
“Oh?”
I could once again feel the heat rising to my cheeks. You have quite the way with words, Jess. “I meant how are you doing? Are you feeling good enough to hit the road yet? Because I don’t think I can take it here for much longer. I know it’s not my place, but your parents are . . . kinda awful.”
“Trust me, you’re underselling it. My parents are absolutely awful. We’re talking zero redeeming qualities.”
“That’s not true,” I said, leaning in and giving him a slumping hug. “They had you.”
And, of course, his mother picked that moment to barrel into the room, looking positively pissed to see us snuggling at the edge of a Jacuzzi.
I thought she was going to explode, but she took a breath before speaking. “Have you given my offer any thought?”
“Not really, but the answer is still no.”
“Then you’re hell bent on following this little troublemaker on some suicidal adventure?”
“I told you not to call her—”
“I figured as much, so I invited the Hartford Coven over for tea. I believe your words were ‘do your worst.’”
I jumped to my feet and stared her in the eye, sparks already flying in my periphery. This woman had just struck my last nerve. “You can’t—”
“I can and will do whatever it takes to protect my son. If he wants to live outside my rules, that’s his choice. But I will not allow him to kill himself, especially now that Philomena has—”
“Then I’ll make sure he’s all right,” I snapped. “I’ll protect him.”
“You? A failed experiment?”
Oh, she was so going to get it. My magic hair flared up, bathing the room in a red glow. “I may have started as an experiment, but I’m the real deal now. I chose this, which means I’m going to help as many people as I can. That includes your son, so back off. He’s with me now.”
Gary hopped to his feet next to me. “Yeah, I’m with her. So, you can either let me help her, or you can bind me and leave me with no way to protect myself. Either way, I’m going.”
“You don’t understand—”
“No, you don’t understand, Mom! You’ve never tried to understand me. Jesus, I know I’m shit at spellcasting, but it’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. You don’t care that magic makes me sick. You just care that I make you look bad in front of your social circle. Well, guess what? I finally met someone who believes in me, and I made friends out there, too, friends who make the magic not hurt anymore.”
Ashleigh’s eyes darkened. “What are you talking about?”
“The Meliae. We found them, together. And guess what? When I did magic with them, it was awesome. They made me feel powerful. Them, Jessie, even that stupid vampire. They all make me feel the exact opposite of how I feel here—special!”
As awesome as it was to hear Gary speaking up for himself, I’d almost forgotten about Dionaea and the special bond he’d formed with her. Even though she and I had gotten along in the end, that had potential to be weird. Although it’s not like we had an exclusive thing going on here. I didn’t even know what this thing was.
“Did magic with them?” Ashleigh asked. “How?”
Gary shrugged. “Same way as any other catalyst mage, I guess. We synced up. Except it worked with them.”
“You connected with a Meliae?” Ashleigh whispered, clutching her chest. “I . . . I need to go talk to my coven. This . . . this changes everything.”
“It does? How?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Mrs. Bates stopped me with a glare. “It means that I need to have a discussion with coven, then talk to my son . . . alone. I will see you downstairs, Gary.”
She got up and stormed out the door, leaving me wondering whether we’d won or lost this argument and whether I should push my luck to find out which.




Chapter Twelve: Getting Lost

They’re just talking. Nothing to freak out about.
Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible might be happening to my . . . friend who still happened to be a boy.
Gah! How did everything suddenly become even more complicated than it already was?
Regardless, I had at least one guaranteed cure for dealing with my problems—running. The daytime Jorgenson had been nice enough to inform me that the Bates estate had a full set of hiking trails and garden paths to run along. Considering that it was still sunny and brisk, I donned my Yale sweats and took off for a bit. There was nothing quite like working up a sweat to wash away my troubles.
I ran twice around the prissy, if slightly subdued, flower gardens before taking off into the more overgrown and natural parts of the landscaping, eschewing the manicured lawn, still green despite it being December. Gotta love magic.
Unfortunately, my superpowers didn’t include direction sense. As I passed a tree with a lightning-strike gash for the third time in a row, it occurred to me that I was legit running in circles. I finally stopped to catch my breath just as a gust of wind rustled the remaining leaves. There came the sound of loud cawing from overhead. Oh yeah, nothing creepy about that.
I turned around just to be cautious and saw nothing but a bunch of bare trees interspersed with the occasional conifer. The path ahead of me forked to the left and right, although I wasn’t sure which I had taken last time. Oh, well. “Left it is.”
The cawing grew louder. Damn that bird was loud, but not as loud as the CRACK of wood shattering which followed a moment later. A heavy branch fell from the treetops in front of the left path. Okay, maybe I meant the right path.
There came the sound of flapping from above me, probably some bird disturbed by all the clatter. The branches rustled some more and brought with it a whooshing noise far too loud to come from a crow. I glanced upward and immediately wished I hadn’t.
Holy crap!
A freaking ginormous eagle was diving right at me! Where the heck had that come from? It was like a feathered pteranodon, and I just barely managed to hit the dirt to avoid talons that looked big enough to carry me off. No way was I waiting for that thing to make a second pass. I scrambled to my feet and bolted down the right-side path, staying close to the trees.
Just up ahead, I spied a stand of bushes beneath a fallen log. I slipped beneath it, hoping it gave me cover until Rodan there decided to give up.
“Oww.” My upper arm began to throb wildly right in the spot where my false Icon scars were. I guess that answered my question. Some sort of magic was afoot. So much for just taking a peaceful jog.
“I know you’re in there, hero,” a haughty voice called out.
Really? First a megabird and now some stalker in the woods? More and more I could understand why Gary stayed away from this place.
“Only a warning, that was. Keep neglecting your duties, though, and my actions might not be so . . . restrained.”
Duties? Who the hell was this guy, and why did he talk like a dude-bro Yoda? Curiosity got the better of me and I poked my head out. Probably not a smooth move as I was instantly rewarded by a sickle-shaped blade pressed to the side of my throat. Wicked smart there, Jessie.
“Sloppy, hero. Better you must do.” Rather than decapitate me, though, my attacker vaulted off the log and into view, landing nimbly thanks to the pair of massive wings protruding from his back.
“Holy Hawkman, Batman!”
The stranger cocked his head at me, displaying feathered blond locks, a smug smile, and a face that seemed eerily similar to my first movie star crush.
“Um, anyone ever tell you that you kinda look like Billy Zabka?”
He snorted as if he found that amusing, then made a come-hither gesture, giving me a moment to dig myself out of the hollow. Once I emerged, he gave me a slight bow of his head, allowing me to take in his tight black pants and a red leather jacket, tailored of course to let his wings flap freely. It was sort of like if Castiel had decided to become a K-pop singer.
“I appear to you in a form chosen by the gracious Earth Mother, I do. Know this, and heed my words, for you have tasks to perform should you wish your worthiness proven and your curse lifted. Failure shall bring nothing more than an honorless death.”
“And success?” I dared to ask.
Hawkman smiled like a leering creep. “In all likeliness? An honorable death.” With that, he leapt into the air and his form shimmered with bright light. I blinked and found myself face-to-face with that enormous eagle again.
All I wanted was a nice jog.
The enormous bird extended his wings as if preparing to take flight.
“Wait! Who are you? What are these trials? You need to give me more than that!”
“Guidance has been given. Listen you must.”
“Really?” What the heck was it with supernatural beings and their stupid riddles? So far this day I’d been threatened by a bird man with a leather fetish and told to look for a giant wiener. Maybe I should start my quest on Pornhub.
Perhaps sensing my thoughts, the bird beast glared at me, reminding me just how freaking big it was. So, I did the only sensible thing.
I ran.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Guess I should have taken the other path.” I found myself face to face with a maze of thorn bushes. Despite the chill, the walls of brambles looked positively verdant. How had I not noticed this the first dozen times I got turned around in the woods?
I traced my way carefully along the rows of hedges as even the slightest brush against them tore into my sweatshirt. These were not garden variety thorns, that’s for sure. Finally, after becoming certain that the only way I was making it out of there was naked and covered in scratches, I noticed a gap in the vines up ahead. Sure enough, as I drew closer, my scars began to ache again. What now?
I peered through the opening to find a series of ornate wrought-iron greenhouses tucked away in a forest clearing. Though the glass was frosted, I could see figures moving about in a few. Maybe it was just the tint of the windows, but not all of them appeared human in shape. Considering the way my scars were itching, it didn’t leave me with a good feeling.
Speaking of bad feelings—
There came the crackle of leaves from up ahead, and I saw none other than Gary’s mom step into the clearing. What was she doing out here? Last I’d heard, she was supposed to be having a heart-to-heart with her son.
Ashleigh stopped in her tracks and glanced my way, causing me to pull away from the gap in the brambles. Call me paranoid, but I doubted I’d get any warning shots, not way out here where nobody else could see us. After a moment, though, she kept walking, eventually stepping out of sight behind one of the greenhouses.
Now was my chance. I pushed through the opening in the bushes, shredding my sweatshirt but thankfully not my skin, and did my best ninja impersonation as I snuck closer to where she’d disappeared. I flattened myself against the wall of the building and began sneaking around it.
Voices came from around the corner, speaking in a language I didn’t understand.
“. . .Psevdí eikóna.”
Make that mostly didn’t understand. That was pretty much the only Greek I knew, but it was enough to tell me there was no way this was a coincidence. Even Gary would have to admit it. I just needed to figure out how to get back before—
Someone cleared their throat from behind me and I spun to find none other than Ashleigh Bates glaring my way.
Oh crap.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“You sneak about as well as you dress,” she whispered with an eye roll.
Guess my ninja impression needed work after all.
“Now hunker down,” she hissed. “And make yourself as small and quiet as possible.”
“What—?”
She shushed me just as there came the sound of a door opening from around the corner. Ashleigh stepped past me toward it.
What the heck was going on?
A moment later, another figure stepped around the corner to join her. My breath caught as I took in the emerald cloak and wooden face mask.
Ash! Guess I’d been wrong after all . . . albeit not as much as I’d hoped, as the Meliae leader was still here for some reason.
Mrs. Bates bowed deeply before Ash and the two began to converse in Greek as I continued to huddle there, praying the Meliae didn’t decide to glance to her left. I couldn’t understand much of what was said, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to tell that Ash was unhappy about something.
After a moment, Mrs. Bates stepped past her and led the way further into the clearing. Curiosity outweighing caution, I stayed put until they were out of sight, then crept toward the corner and peered around it.
Ashleigh led the Meliae leader to a much larger greenhouse at the far end of the clearing. This one had two massive stone gargoyles in front of it, similar to those that I’d seen outside the mansion upon our arrival. There was no doubting these were alive, though. Their eyes glowed a malevolent red and they both held polearms, crossed to bar entry. Ash stepped up, waved a hand, and the statues parted to let the duo pass.
The smart thing to do would’ve been to make my escape and confront Ashleigh back at her house, but I needed to know more. Taking the easy way out wasn’t what superheroes did.
I snuck around one of the greenhouses, staying low and near the hedges. The figures inside—almost certainly dryads or servitor spirits, now that I knew Ash was here—seemed intent on staying put for now, so I was able to get closer. Unfortunately, the door to the big house was now shut tight, but at least I managed to find a shrub with a good angle to hide behind for when it opened again. I took a few deep breaths, willing my magic hair to behave. The last thing I needed right now was to recreate the burning bush scene from The Ten Commandments.
I waited, trying hard to ignore the fact that I had to pee. Finally, the door slid open again, bringing with it an overpoweringly sweet scent. What the? Was a mall perfume department in there or something? More importantly, the itch on my arm became more like a burning sensation.
As if in response, my hair flared to life around me, turning my hiding spot into a beacon. Ash and Mrs. Bates stepped out a moment later, spotting me in seconds. Ash cried out in alarm, her voice echoing around me, seeming to go on forever.
After several moments, though, I realized it wasn’t because she had killer lung power. I looked up to see Ash and Mrs. Bates rooted to where they stood. Stranger still, a leaf hung suspended midair as it drifted to the ground. The gargoyles’ heads were stuck mid-turn as they spun to face me. It was as if time had somehow stopped, or at least slowed to almost nothing.
I’d experienced something like this before, back when Gary had connected with me as we fought against a zombie horde in Boston, but he was back at the house as far as I knew. So then what was causing—
I heard the sound of wings flapping from above.
“More you said you wanted. Well, more has been offered. I suggest you hurry.”
I didn’t bother to look up to where harpy Billy Zabka was likely hovering. Ash had already seen me. There was no way I was talking my way out of this, so I might as well take advantage of the bullet time while it lasted. Maybe I could at least learn something before the Meliae started moving again.
I made a run for it, dashing past Ash and Gary’s mother, then vaulting over the left gargoyle and sliding into the still open door. The moment I crossed the threshold, the air shimmered and everything changed.
Time went back to the way it was supposed to be, but that was the least interesting thing going on. Instead of being in a glass building, I now found myself standing inside a cavern, one even more majestic than the holy hot tub chamber up in the Woods of Mourning.
A waterfall emptied into a pool glowing with power while what looked like a golden disco ball pulsed overhead. No wonder my magic senses had been tingling. This place was one giant arcane fest. I wasn’t sure whether this place was some kind of TARDIS or the door to the greenhouse had acted as a portal of sorts, but I doubted I had time to figure it out. Best to see what I could before Ash pulled a one-eighty to kick my butt.
Other than the magic rave lighting and the glowing water, the only other things of note were some fairly run-of-the-mill flowering shrubs. Except for one, anyway. At the far end of the cave of wonders I noticed a twisted, gnarly, and sickly-looking mess of a sapling. Its branches drooped around the trunk and only a handful of white flowers decorated its sad canopy. As I got closer to it, however, the air grew thicker with that sickly-sweet stench. There was little doubt this was the source of the pungent, fruity smell.
It would have almost certainly been pruned from any other garden, but this was a dryad cave, one that Ash was interested in. So that meant there was likely something special about it.
Almost as if in confirmation, the room flared red as I took another step closer. Rings of runes lit up on the ground beneath my feet. My hair followed suit, igniting both on top of my head and up and down my arms. Soon it felt as if the very air itself began to push me back, and then, a moment later, I heard the sound of things groaning.
Oh, that can’t be good.
The flowering shrubs began to shudder and change. Vaguely man-shaped forms of bark and leaves rose up from the ground, raising their arms as they shambled my way.
“I am . . . zombie Groot?”
It wasn’t just one or two either. A small horde was headed my way, and all I had to defend myself was glowing hair and good intentions. Here goes nothing.
I jabbed at the closest one, cutting my hand on its thorns. Oww. However, I gave as well as I got and the plant zombie burst into flame where I’d decked it. A few more jabs and it was reduced to nothing more than burning embers. Leaving me with . . . a small army of its buddies to deal with, and they didn’t seem deterred in the least. Freaking zombies!
Okay, time for a different tactic. I let another close in, this one more bark than bite in that its body was mostly solid wood. It took a swing and I grabbed hold of its arm, tearing it off . . . perhaps not at the roots, but close enough. There, now I had a club.
I screamed out a battle cry and started swinging, knocking them aside as I tried to fight my way through to the exit, my whipping hair setting fire to any dumb enough to try attacking my flank. I was just starting to make progress in this game of whack-a-zombie when my time apparently ran out.
“Enough!”
There was no mistaking that dismissive, obnoxious voice. Ash! At least the plant zombies were good enough to obey her commands. They collapsed into heaps of leaves and sticks, revealing the Meliae in all her cape-flipping glory. It was a shame she was still wearing her mask. I’d have loved to have seen the look on her face right then.
“Much like an infestation of aphids, you have this irritating tendency to pop up in the most unwanted of places, child.”
“What can I say? I have a gift.”
“Too bad for you, gifts can be returned,” Ash retorted.
Sadly, quick as I was, I wasn’t nearly fast enough to dodge the butt of Ash’s spear as she spun and slammed it into my face.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
“Say it, don’t spray it,” I muttered as I drifted out of the haze. The disgusting smell of overripe apricots was gone, replaced by something else—lavender, I think. Something cold and soothing was pressed against my swollen cheek. When I finally opened my eyes, it was to see Gary’s mom holding an ice pack in place. Her face looked paler than I remembered, and fear had replaced the haughtiness in her eyes.
“I had one duty—to protect the roots that were seeded on this estate, and you nearly cost me everything.” Mrs. Bates let go of the compress and lifted the hem of her blouse so I could see the green vine tattooed on her side.
“You’re a servant, like . . . like Mr.. . .” It didn’t matter, though, because I finally had my answer. Too bad it only brought more questions. What was Mrs. Bates doing with the Meliae in the first place? And what did that mean for Gary?
“Lady Ash told me everything you did up in Canada,” she said, sounding far more humble than I’d heard her before now. “She also said that she concealed Gary’s identity from the others as a courtesy to my station, and to avoid a scandal.”
“A scandal?”
“If it became known that a servant was careless with knowledge of the Meliae, and that said knowledge may have played a part in, well, you, then Lady Ash would be embarrassed, and I would face further punishment. It’s only because you won the Blessing of the Skyfather that I’m even alive to hold this conversation.”
At least now I knew why there were so many books about dryads upstairs. “I didn’t know any of this, and believe me, I’m not trying to mess up your life. I’m just trying to figure out how to fix my own.”
Ashleigh nodded. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to be beholden to a creature like her? She ordered me to keep watch over that odious man-child upstairs and to seal his loyalty with my own . . . charms. Needless to say, I did as ordered, but never has a day gone by where I didn’t curse my luck that those roots emerged here.”
“You mean, you only married Gary’s father because you were ordered to?”
Mrs. Bates nodded. It wasn’t right, but it explained so much. “The money makes it worthwhile most days. I was the only one of Lady Ash’s servants with both the pedigree and the assets to seduce a man of his station, so I did what I had to. Then when he grew disinterested, I fell back on the one thing that can keep a man in his place.”
“You mean . . . Gary?”
“Clever girl.” She didn’t even seem ashamed of this. “I know what you’re thinking, and no, I don’t despise him for it. He’s still my son after all, but I’m not about to pretend that I don’t see Lucien’s influence in him all the time. Regardless, I’m telling you this so you know that I’ve been used as much as you have in all of this. Dryads may appear as noble forest spirits, but once you get to know them, you’ll see—” She choked up for a moment, coughed, then scowled. “You’ll see there are spells that prevent you from saying what you want to say.”
“I know. I met another servant who told me as much. Look, I don’t know what to say other than Gary thought he was just picking an easy prophecy to fulfill.”
“What if it wasn’t simply random chance, though?” she replied. “I’m not just any servant. I’m Lady Ash’s most trusted, her guardian of the roots. If her enemies could gain control of my son, they potentially gain power over me and eventually her. There’s more than one council of dryads, after all. The Aigeiroi—”
“Aigeiroi?” I prompted, trying not to butcher the word.
Mrs. Bates lowered her voice “Dark dryads. They split from the collective when their leader, Aigeiros, went missing. They’ve held a grudge against my mistress ever since.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, but you need to tread with care. You managed to get past wards that were designed to stop both Magi and greater spirits alike, so I doubt my words alone are going to stop you, and Gary has made it abundantly clear that he intends to follow you, to the ends of the earth if need be.”
What was I supposed to say to that?
“I can’t stop you, either of you, but perhaps I can offer a compromise.”
“Go on.”
“A deal, if you will,” she said. “If you can prove to me that you’re capable of protecting my son, I’ll let you both leave with my blessing. I’ll even throw in all the traveling money you need.”
“And if I can’t?”
“Then you’ll leave with Mr. Dalton. You’ll forget about Gary and everything you saw here and never come back. Sound fair?”




Chapter Thirteen: Terms and Conditions May Apply

My day had started out weird and ended up . . . with me in a little black dress?
Mrs. Bates tilted my head and applied concealer to the faint traces of the shiner Ash had left on my face.
“Listen. I know I said I’d prove that I could look out for Gary, but isn’t this a bit . . . odd?” I lifted my arms to show off the baby doll number she’d picked out for me. I’d never even worn fishnets before and here she was handing me black lipstick. She sniffed it first, though.
“It’s from Lucien’s room,” she explained. “So is the dress.”
Of course it was. “Why exactly?”
“Because you wear his size of course, and, also, because the club you’re going to has a strict dress code.”
“Explain again why I’m going to a club.”
“Vampires. The Hartford coven, specifically. They use it as their feeding ground.”
I nodded. Considering all the weird I’d been through lately, this test seemed almost pedestrian. At least they were a foe I’d fought before.
“The Hartford regional coven, the Magi one that is, has been—”
“Doesn’t that get confusing?”
“Not really,” she replied.
And shutting up again.
“Anyway, troubling news has reached our ears as of late. The local vamps are getting out of hand. Something has them riled up. Instead of picking off a few tourists here and there, they’ve been hosting nightly bloodbaths for the past week. Even with the police on their payroll—”
I cringed at the thought.
“—There’s no way this will go unnoticed for long.”
We’d tabled all other discussion regarding Gary or the craziness I’d seen pending my passing her test. Although, hearing what she had in mind, I got the impression that pass/fail here came down to living or dying. That was one way of ensuring I didn’t renege on my word.
“How many vamps are we talking about?”
“I can’t say for certain. Apparently, there have been some new faces in town. Royce told me that he’d heard—”
“Royce? You mean that guy I met earlier?”
“He’s both Gary’s godfather and our coven mentor.”
“Ah. He seemed . . . nice.”
“He’s a prick, but that’s unimportant. What matters is whether you can solve this situation without drawing any additional attention to it. If so, then I’ll know you can protect my son.”
“Without drawing attention, huh?” I lifted up my braid, throwing just enough willpower into it to make the end light up. “You do realize subtle isn’t my specialty, right?”
“I figured as much, so I’ve arranged for some assistance to both guide you and make sure you get in the door without being carded.” She turned toward the door. “Oh, Mr. Dalton? If you would.”
Wyatt? The bedroom door opened and my jaw dropped. He was so . . . clean shaven! And that wasn’t the only change. Words failed me as I took in the long, black coat and ruffled pirate shirt he wore.
He definitely cleans up well.
Wyatt let out a whistle as he checked me out. “Look at you, Darlin’. You are quite the peach.”
“And you look so . . . different.” At least I managed to refrain from saying any of the half dozen things I was thinking. Woof!
“Not my choice, Darlin’, but where we’re going, casual Friday don’t cut it.” He gave me another glance then turned to Ashleigh. “Miss Ashleigh, you certainly have worked some fine voodoo, but I reckon this here spell needs one more ingredient.” He whipped a bobby pin out of his breast pocket.
I knew it! He did steal one of my magic hairpins that night on the roof when . . . when we . . . my hair started to glow from the memory. Eek.
Ashleigh took the pin from Wyatt and spent a few moments studying it. “Interesting bauble. A lot of concentrated glamour magic in such a small space. You’re lucky it didn’t explode.” Though her words should have been chilling, I was far more interested in the fact that she was looking at Wyatt in a decisively non-brotherly way.
Gah! What was wrong with me? Just because he shaved, put on nice clothes, and smelled really good was no excuse to forget that I was taken. Sort of, anyway. I mean, it’s not like Gary and I were exclusive.
“Do you think you can calm your hair down so I can finish?” Mrs. Bates asked.
“Oh. Sorry.”
“If it’s all the same to you,” Wyatt said to our host, “I’d like to at least try to resolve this without wholesale slaughter. I know their coven master, so I’m hoping we can calm things down with some talk.”
“Then why do you need me?” I asked.
Wyatt chuckled. “Because I know these honyocks. You’re there for when the talking goes south.”
I had a feeling he was gonna say that.
Before I could follow up with any more questions, Mrs. Bates stepped in and put her hand on Wyatt’s shoulder. “Do whatever gets the job done. Now, if you’ll excuse us for just a moment, I have some final touchups to make.”
Touchups?
Wyatt gave a nod. “As you wish.”
No, do not get lost in some Dread Pirate Roberts fantasy, Jessie. Oh God, is he wearing leather pants?
Wyatt thankfully stepped out of the room before I could start drooling. A moment later, the air shimmered around me and I felt the itching return to my arm.
She gave me a tight smile. “Don’t want to risk prying vampire ears, now do we?”
“What do you mean?”
“Exactly as I said. Innocent people are dying, and I want to see what kind of hero you really are. It’s not complicated.”
“Almost sounds like you want the talks to go badly.”
Before she could answer, the itching on my arm turned to outright burning and then I felt a breeze from behind me. I whirled around to see we were far less alone than Mrs. Bates had let on, as my least favorite masked dryad stepped out of a ficus in the corner of the room.
Neat trick. I hadn’t realized they could do that with houseplants, too.
Ash waved a hand and Gary’s mom collapsed to the floor. “What did you—?”
“This is not a conversation for the ears of mere servants.” I couldn’t see the sneer on the Meliae’s face, but I sure could hear it in her voice. “Don’t worry, the barrier she erected will still keep us from being overheard.”
I put up my dukes. “Good. Because if you’re here to finish what we started earlier, I can guarantee you it’s gonna get noisy.”
“I’m not.”
“No?”
“I’m not here to fight, at least not at this time. After all, you carry the blessing of the Skyfather within you now.” Why did that sound so creepy when she said it? “Be at peace and heed my words. Unless, that is, you prefer more unnecessary death on your hands.”
She knew how to bait me, that’s for certain. Images of Bush flickered through my head. Even though I’d only known the Sasquatch for a few days, she’d made quite the impression, and then she was gone, taken before her time. “Did you come here to taunt me, or do you actually have something to say?”
Ash snorted from behind her mask. Oh, how I didn’t miss that sound. “You do realize my mother’s trials will test your mind, body, and soul, right?”
“Thanks. Would have never guessed that on my own. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to deal with an uppity coven so I can get back to running off with my wizard boy—”
“Your wizard what?” she interrupted, suddenly perking up.
“Um, boyfriend, I guess?”
“You and the Bates offspring?” she replied, sounding as if she was feigning disinterest. “You seemed . . . more distant than that with one another at the conference.”
“Things change. Look, I get it. He’s your servant’s son, and I’m fraternizing with the help. But it’s also none of your business, so back off. For that matter, you might want to consider giving all of your servants a break, cause you never know who they’ll turn out to be.”
Ash cocked her head to the side. “What are you prattling on about?”
“Mr. Keyne.”
“What about him?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Only that he’s also Uranus!”
“Did I perhaps hit you harder than intended earlier? Keyne has served me faithfully for years. I can assure you, he’s nothing more than a man.”
“Fine. Keep fooling yourself, but he’s the one who gave me magical toaster pastries.”
“Do you have any idea how idiotic you sound right now?”
She kind of had a point. “Um, maybe.” I guess she really didn’t suspect him. On the other hand, he was a god. If anyone could hide in plain sight, it would be Uranus. “Never mind. Go on.”
“The things you’ve seen today—”
“Are you talking about being harassed by hipster Castiel or getting ambushed in the secret cave of plant zombies?” Ash snorted again. I guess she didn’t like being interrupted—good. “But yeah, I’ve had a bit of a day.”
“Believe me, child, it could be so much worse. Now, if you’re finished, I have business to discuss.” I bit my tongue and waited for the back half of the lecture. “Normally, I would simply cast a silence hex upon you, but magic behaves . . . unpredictably in mortals blessed by the divine, so I’m here to appeal to your humanity instead. I’m not certain how I can impress upon you the gravity of the situation, but you mustn’t tell another soul about what you’ve witnessed today.”
“Why?”
“Stop bleating like a child and listen,” Ash growled.
“Except I am a child! Why is that so hard to understand? I’m sure back in ancient Greece someone like me would be married with twelve kids by now, but that was then. I’m just a high schooler whose father is missing. This is all new to me and I’m barely hanging on. Now, threaten me, command me, or tell me to shut up all you want, but get on with it, because I have things to do.”
Ash cocked her head again. “You’re more self-aware than I gave you credit for, Conqueror of Burp. Please understand this. I may not be fond of you, but I am far angrier at my father for once more asking a girl to fight his battles. The ancients take great joy in playing with their little pawns. Still, you accepted his blessing, so you must accept some of the responsibility. If you want answers, go find them. Fight your battles and earn whatever truth you feel you deserve. In the meantime, though, I ask you to remain silent about what you saw not because I am—how did you put it—a royal birch, but because it is the only way to protect the helpless creature lying dormant in this domain. If you do not, its death shall be on your hands.”
“The roots,” I whispered as realization dawned on me. That plant in the cave had looked sick. I didn’t know much about the supernatural, but in the natural world, the strong preyed upon the weak. There was no way of knowing what that plant was, but Ash seemed concerned about it. And if a being as powerful as her was worried, then that meant there was a real threat at play. I wasn’t certain how that concerned me, but I wouldn’t be a party to an innocent’s death. That’s not what heroes did. “Fine. I won’t tell anyone. You have my word.”
Ash sized me up again before putting a hand on my shoulder. Despite my best efforts, I flinched anyway.
“You’re not entirely wrong in your methods,” the dryad said. “Keep putting one foot in front of the other and the path will eventually become clear.” She plucked the enchanted bobby pin from my wig and glanced at it. “A rudimentary construct, yet effective. Although, I think you’ll find it’s not as necessary as you might think.”
“Redheads tend to get noticed,” I replied, remembering the infatuation that had pulled me into this mess in the first place. “Flaming redheads even more so.”
Ash snorted. “Psevdí eikóna.” She reached to touch my arm, but I jerked away.
“Why are you—?”
“I suppose you still have a ways to go, after all,” Ash said with a sigh. She turned and walked back into the corner, stepping into the pot and disappearing without another word. As quickly as she’d appeared, she was gone, leaving me with more questions than answers.
A few moments later, Ashleigh’s eyes fluttered, and she sat up.
“Mrs. Bates?”
She brushed off my concern, though. “Never mind me. I believe we were discussing that vampire coven and how you were going to deal with it.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“A mustang for a cowboy. Not ironic at all,” I said flatly as Wyatt pulled out of the garage in the Batesmobile we’d been provided for our evening of bloodsucking fun. I eyed the snow just starting to fall, making our choice of transport even more questionable.
Wyatt must’ve sensed I was already on edge because he took us out of the residential area with nary a peep, even driving at sensible speed.
How much freakier could my day get?
“This is probably the wrong time to bring this up,” Wyatt said at last, breaking the silence. “And I don’t mean to alarm you . . . but the rumor mill is saying that another Icon has been spotted, and this one is the real deal.”
I had to ask.




Chapter Fourteen: Panic in the Disco

I tried to wrap my mind around Wyatt’s little bombshell. I’d been so caught up in the new prophecy I’d stumbled into, that I’d all but forgotten the original one Phil had wanted me to fulfill. “Come again?”
“I didn’t wanna believe it either, Darlin’, but with that Freewill running willy-nilly and starting a war, well, I guess it was inevitable that heaven would eventually retaliate.”
“Heaven?”
“Heaven to some, hell to others,” he said softly, the look on his face unreadable. “Heck, nobody knows for certain. All we know for certain is they’re walking death for my kind.” With those words, silence descended once more, at least until we pulled into a garage in scenic downtown Hartford.
Once nestled in a spot, he turned my way again. “Look, I know you ain’t on the best of terms with the vamp nation, and for good reason, but I want you to promise me that you ain’t gonna toast everyone the second you walk in.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t use harsh language.”
He snickered. “What I’m saying is, we don’t wanna play our best cards too early, and the vamps around here are right spooked already. If you go in, locks a-blazing, they might just burn down the block to be sure they got ya. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’d prefer they didn’t.”
“Can’t argue with that.”
“Good. But if we gotta bust heads, then bust them well. Vamps heal quick, but we can feel pain just fine. Ain’t nothing wrong with our nerves.” He rubbed his gloved hand where I’d accidentally burnt him. “We can also be cold-cocked, sure as Christmas. But first, let’s try talking, okay?”
I tugged a bit at my wig. “I hear you, but I don’t know how well my hair’s going to behave once I’m in there.”
“All we can do is our best, but if it helps, maybe try thinking happy thoughts.”
Easier said than done. For starters, I was sixteen, not exactly a hallmark age for emotional stability. Then there was the fact that vampires had blown up my school and taken my family. Even now, I could feel the heat rising from underneath my wig.
I took a deep breath and focused on the reason I was here. I needed to prove to Ashleigh Bates that I could protect Gary. I needed to prove it to myself, too, but that didn’t mean I had to be stupid about it. Wyatt was right. If I walked in there looking for a fight, I could very well be inviting disaster. Being strong sometimes meant being in control.
“Okay. I’ve got this.”
“Good to hear.” He held out his hand and, without thinking, I took it. I mean I had no idea where we were going, so it made sense to, but not in a date sort of way.
Yeah, definitely not.
The snow had just started sticking to the ground and tree limbs around us. As we rounded the corner, a neon sign served to amplify the magical glow of the night. A short line of shivering people dressed in black marked the entrance to Club Eternity. Oh yeah. No doubt that was a name vamps would choose.
“Anything else I should know before we head inside?”
“Yeah. The coven master is named Abby. She’s about three cards short of a deck, but she ain’t stupid. None of the vamps ’round here are older than me, but they have a few roughnecks. Albeit a lot of the bloodsuckers in these parts couldn’t quite cut it in Boston, so they have a few bees in their knickers, if you know what I mean.”
“I didn’t understand half that crap, but I think I get the gist. We’re going to a club full of freaked out vampires with chips on their shoulders. What could go wrong?”
Wyatt raised the back of my hand to his lips. “See? You do understand me.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
After Wyatt had a word with the bouncer, I stepped foot into my first ever nightclub. In the movies they always seemed so smoky and mysterious, but I guess all the anti-smoking laws changed all that. However, there was still plenty of BO in the air to make up for it. Everything inside was dark paint and dim lighting. Combined with all the black clothing, it looked like a bunch of pale faces floating in a sea of darkness.
“Shall we, Darlin’?”
Wyatt led me to a pair of unoccupied stools then waved the bartender over, a petite girl almost lost beneath a mountain of violet dreadlocks. A few moments later she handed him two bottles.
“You do realize I’m underage, right?” I whispered to him.
Perhaps sensing my discomfort, Wyatt leaned in close. “Relax and have a drink with me. Otherwise you’ll draw attention to us. Nurse it if you have to.”
He probably had a point. Besides, it was just a light beer. No big deal. One small sip, however, almost caused me to spew it all over the bar. “Ugh. Who drinks this crap?”
“Lightweights,” he said with a grin. “And people at places like this who are trying to fit in. Besides, this ain’t so bad. Try drinking moonshine out of a boot sometime.”
“Why would you. . .? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” I managed to pull myself together and fake a few swigs, annoyed that Wyatt somehow managed to look about a thousand times cooler and more comfortable than me.
The music got louder as the crowd filled in and I caught a glimpse of some shifty-looking dude luring a pack of coeds towards a room in the back. That couldn’t be good. I squeezed Wyatt’s arm and tried to do the most subtle head nod I could.
“Relax. He’s probably just bringing the VIPs their supper.” Supper? That meant they were going to be. . .
I took a step in that direction, but Wyatt grabbed my arm and hissed, “You can’t save everyone.”
“But I can try.”
Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. During our short stint at the bar, the crowd had built to near claustrophobic levels, most of them flailing about to the music.
I threw a frustrated glare back at Wyatt, feeling the heat beneath my wig starting to rise again. After another moment, he sighed, downed his beer, and then grabbed my hand. “Time to dance, Darlin’.” Before I knew it, he whipped me out onto the black-lit floor.
We ducked and weaved through waving hands and stomping feet. Who needed a parkour course when there were ravers to dodge? As I twirled past a dude covered head to toe in latex, Wyatt pulled me in close, ending with me face to chest. Oh my.
Focus, Jessie!
Before I could start drooling, I gave him a playful shove, sending him stumbling back against the wall. Oops! I really needed to learn my own strength. Thank goodness he was able to shake it off with a grin.
We’d done it, though. We’d reached the opposite end of the room and the door those unwitting girls had disappeared through, all without anyone seeming the wiser.
The VIP area was guarded by a neckless thug who made my dad look tiny. He cocked his head as Wyatt sauntered up. “You from outta town?”
“I take it you’re new here, otherwise you’d know already.” Wyatt wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me against his side where I forced a smile. “Having a bit o’ fun with my girl before paying my respects to Abigail.”
Both Wyatt and the giant sized each other up, both of them sniffing the air. Maybe vampires and dogs greeted each other the same way. Ugh. There was a thought. Now the big guy was sniffing in my direction. Double ugh!
Apparently, I passed muster because he turned back toward Wyatt. “Which coven are you representing?”
“The home office sent me.” I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but it certainly made the bouncer pause.
“By all means, come in. Sorry to keep you waiting.”
“Home office?” I whispered in his ear as we slipped inside.
“Tell ya about it later.”
That was fine because as we walked in, my discount Spidey-sense started tingling like mad. I didn’t see those girls, but I saw plenty of arrogant-faced bruisers who were almost certainly vamps. Wyatt stopped after a few steps, surveying the crowd with an unreadable expression.
“Wyatt? Is that you?” a shrill voice cried. A tiny woman approached from the far back, wearing a similar dress to mine but accessorized with a top hat, horn-rimmed spectacles, and a pair of mismatched boots. Her multi-hued hair flared out from beneath the brim in all directions as she practically skipped our way.
“Abigail!” Wyatt let me go to give her a quick hug. “Long time no see.”
I stood there as Wyatt and this Abby chick shared exaggerated cheek kisses, practically smelling the crazy wafting off of her. Though the smallest person in the room by far, I could tell she was the big dog here.
“That’s a new look for you, hon,” she said, stepping back and sizing Wyatt up. “I like it, although not as much as I’d like it on my bedroom floor.” Abby threw him a wink before turning to me. “Ooh, did you bring a snack for your dear Abby?”
“This here is my girl, Jessie. Darlin’, please make the acquaintance of the lovely Abby Normal, master of Hartford Coven.”
Abby Normal? Oh yeah, this rabbit hole was getting deeper by the moment.
Abby tossed me a glance over her glasses before facing Wyatt again. “She’s young, even by your standards.”
“Girls are like horses. Gotta break ’em in early if you expect them to ride the way you want them to.”
Oh, he was so gonna die tonight.
Abby, however, merely shrugged as if this were the type of answer she expected. “Well, you can send her out back with the other thralls if you want, luv. Wouldn’t want her getting mixed in with the buffet.”
“Buffet?” Wyatt and I asked at once.
“All you can eat,” she said with a schoolgirl giggle. “And lucky you, you’re right on time.”
Abby snapped her fingers and another big guy lifted a radio to his lips and said, “Lock it down.” That sent her minions into a flurry of action, meaning I likely only had minutes to stop the impending bloodbath.
There were at least ten vamps in the room, with more out on the dance floor. Even with my souped-up powers, I didn’t like our odds.
But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.
I reached up to whip my wig off, but Wyatt grabbed hold of my arm, giving his head a quick shake. “Whoa there, partners!” he exclaimed, sounding somehow more cowboy than usual. “I don’t mean to spoil yer fun, but I come bearing a message from the home office. So, Abby dear, if you could maybe get the whole gang rustled up before the shenanigans start, well, that’d be mighty fine.”
“Please tell me it’s from the Wanderer and not that dreadful sidekick of his,” Abby replied before smiling sheepishly. “I meant Prefect Colin, of course. No offense intended.”
Prefect Colin?
Either way, she nodded to the guy with the walkie-talkie and a few moments later, another handful of shifty looking dudes sauntered into the VIP lounge. The bouncer hooked the velvet rope and joined us as well, locking the door behind him.
I couldn’t help but notice Wyatt maneuvering us to the spot vacated by the giant, putting us between about sixteen hungry vamps and a club bursting at the seams with snacks. Oh yeah. I didn’t need superpowers to have a bad feeling about this.
Abby, however, beamed at Wyatt. “So . . . is this a general PSA or are you actually here to yell at us?”
“Let’s just say you’ve been attracting a lot of undue attention lately, young lady.”
Abby pouted, sending out some serious Harley Quinn vibes, even if her accent was more Boston than Brooklyn. “What of it? Times are a-changing, baby, and we’re just changing with them.”
“Oh?”
Abby put her hands on her hips. “Don’t act stupid. It doesn’t suit you. We both know the Freewill’s going to lead us to a new age. We’re just getting the party started early, is all.”
“Ain’t your call to make.”
She let out a sigh, as if he’d just sent her to bed without supper. “Fine. If the home office wants us to pretend the world isn’t about to drown in blood, we can play along . . . for now.”
“I’m glad we’re in agreem—”
“We’ll burn it all down after we’re done tonight, make it look like an accident. The club’s fully insured, and it’s overdue for a renovation anyway.”
What?!
“While I appreciate you meeting us halfway.” Wyatt did his little aww-shucks shuffle. “It kinda misses the whole point about subtlety.”
Abby stamped her foot like a child. “But we already have a full house of blood balloons just waiting to be popped. How about this? You let it slide and I’ll give you pick of the litter—any three you want. You can fuck ’em, suck ’em, or break them like your little filly here. Hell, I’ll even join you if you want. How’s that for a deal?”
She sounded way too chipper about mass murder, which was starting to make my hair steam, bobby pin or not. Wyatt, no doubt realizing things were headed south, winked at me, then stepped forward.
“Not bad, Abby dear, but I have a counteroffer. You and your buckaroos stand down right now, or you’re gonna learn the hard way that even the daintiest filly can still kick you in the teeth.”




Chapter Fifteen: Backroom Blitz

“Why doesn’t anyone ever pick ‘stand down?’” I asked as my foot connected with a bloodsucker’s face. I snatched the bottle he’d tried to break over my head and flung it at another guy running towards me, smashing it across his nose. Ooh. That had to leave a mark.
“Where’s the fun in that?” Wyatt ducked as another goon lunged for him.
I had to dodge as well, albeit I didn’t go far. One knee to the nuts later and yet another vamp dropped to the floor. Contrary to what seven seasons of Buffy had taught me, not all vampires knew kung fu. In fact, this was getting downright embarrassing as I easily avoided a right hook, all the while these guys could barely keep from tripping over each other.
“Put some effort into it, you idiots!”
Apparently, Abby had much the same opinion as I did.
Right jab, left hook, shuffle side to side, the violent dance continued as the song changed, but that didn’t make it any better for the other side. These vamps couldn’t hold a candle to Todd and company, and I hadn’t even whipped out my hair yet.
One of the grunts raised his hands in a time out motion as I was about to rack him up. Curious, I froze mid-swing, waiting to see what happened. Much to my surprise, the others stopped as well. After a moment, Captain Timeout turned to Abby. “I can’t get my ass kicked to Lacrimosa, boss. It’s just not fair.”
Abby let out a deep sigh. “Gregor, call the DJ. Tell him to start spinning and make it good so we can get back to this!”
A few bars later and a barrage of electric guitar and synthetic drums took over. I had no idea who was playing, but at least it wasn’t bumming me out as I kicked butt.
The music seemed to energize my opponents as well, as I had to summon my inner Patches O’Houlihan and dodge, duck, dip, dive, and dodge. Fists flew my way, one or two connecting on my arms, but not enough to slow me down.
Crash! Bottles went flying over my head, smashing into the wall. I ended up rolling through the fray, trying to get a better position to break some faces. As I popped up, I caught a glimpse of white ruffles.
“Hey, Darlin’.” Wyatt punctuated his greeting by decking another vamp, then grabbing a bottle of Dom Pérignon. “Working up a thirst yet?”
“I’m good!” I kicked out and another vamp went flying.
“Suits me.” He broke the bottle over a Hartford goon’s noggin.
Roundhouse time! I sent the big guy with the walkie talkie to the ground, following it up with a Randy Savage elbow to the back of his head. Oh yeeeaaahhh!
“No way is she human!” one of them shouted.
Duh!
I involuntarily reached to check my wig, letting my guard down long enough for the bouncer to land a solid blow to my midsection. It was almost enough to knock the wind out of me—almost. I returned the favor a few inches lower, if you catch my drift. While he dropped to his knees, squealing like a stuck pig, I took a fresh count. Ten down, six to go. Make that five thanks to a Jägermeister to the head from Wyatt.
“What are you?” Abby cried, ducking behind the last of her defenders.
What I was, was hot, sweaty, and itchy, but I still had a lot more fight left in me than these losers.
“Fuck this!” one of the last remaining goons proclaimed. I skidded to a halt as I found myself staring down the barrel of a gun.
Oh crap. I might have super speed and strength, but that was a long way off from being able to dodge a bullet. It was time to bring out my own heavy artillery. Sparks danced as the tiny hairs on my arms lit up and—bang!
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I stood there in shock, waiting for pain that wasn’t coming. Was I faster than a speeding bullet after all? Doubtful, since I hadn’t even moved.
The gunman, however, dropped his weapon with a cry and grabbed hold of the expanding bloodstain on his arm.
“Y’all sure you wanna turn this into a gunfight?”
I spun to find Wyatt holding a six shooter. Had he been carrying that this whole time, knowing we might need some extra firepower? Nice of him to let me know.
“Make up your mind, dear Abby. My trigger finger’s getting’ itchy.”
She apparently got the memo as she raised her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I see we’re not playing fair tonight.”
“Fair is in the eye of the beholder, dearheart, seeing as how you have us outnumbered five to one.” Wyatt relaxed his stance a bit but kept the gun pointed at the pipsqueak bloodsucker. I took a few deep breaths to try to calm the heat atop my head as I wondered about the proper etiquette for a vampire standoff.
There came a flash of movement to my left—another vamp trying to draw his weapon. Too bad Wyatt saw him first.
“WHOA THERE, NELLY!!” he cried, the words seeming to reverberate inside my head.
The guy who’d tried to draw, though, was frozen in place, the piece in his hand still halfway in its shoulder holster. What the heck? Guess that was one of those compulsions he’d told me about.
As for Wyatt, he looked positively ticked. “Y’all wanna play, we’ll play. But this ain’t a fight you’ll win. Comprende?”
More weapons were tossed to the floor and the grunts raised their hands. I didn’t get it. If he could’ve just commanded them to stop, why did we start a fight in the first place?
Now was not the time for Q&A, though. Over the next few minutes, the vamps all sat down with their hands in their laps like scolded children. Only the guy with the walkie talkie was allowed to move so he could direct the human employees out front to unlock the doors and let people out.
“No human girl could’ve done all that,” one of the grunts muttered at me.
“Maybe you just suck,” I fired back.
“She’s right, you do,” Wyatt replied. “You all do. This coven is a joke and you’re damned lucky I like a good punchline because, believe me, there are folks up in Boston who’d have dusted the lot of you for looking at them funny.”
Whoa. Look at Wyatt getting all authoritative. It was kind of hot . . . in a firmly platonic way. Yeah. That was it.
Liar liar, hair on fire, Jessie.
“Y’all need to simmer down,” Wyatt continued. “You’ve not only caught the attention of the higher-ups, but there’s other forces rattling their cages, too, all because you can’t behave yourselves. This is Connecticut, not a war zone.”
“But it is a war zone!” Abby cried, a whole lot of crazy in her eyes. “The whole fucking world soon will be. The Freewill has risen.” She stood up and grinned, going into full-on Harley and Mister J mode. “As has been foretold. He will crush our enemies and lead us into a new age of darkness. None will be able to stand against him. Not even the Icon.”
Wyatt glanced my way, muttering two words in response. “Goddamn it.”




Chapter Sixteen: Ubervamp Rising

“Excuse me, but could you repeat that?” I thought I’d heard it all, but this Abby person had just punched a whole new ticket to crazy town.
“The Freewill. He kicked those dirty apes’ asses nine ways to Sunday, snapped their leader’s neck like a twig. And that was just the beginning.” She grinned. “Oh yeah, baby. It’s the end of the world as we know it and I feel fucking fine!”
Try as I might, I couldn’t rein in my disbelief at the vamp version of what had happened up in the Woods of Mourning. It wasn’t even close to reality.
“Yeah,” another goon said, Captain Timeout I believe. “I heard the Freewill ripped that monkey’s face right off before killing his entire ugly ass family.”
“That’s not true!” I glared at him, feeling my hair starting to sizzle again.
“Like you were there.”
“As a matter of fact, I was!” Oops, maybe I shouldn’t have blurted that out.
Lucky for me, the vamps in the room all burst out into guffaws. But that didn’t mean I liked hearing a bunch of undead mooks gloating over the death of my friend Bush.
Abby chimed back in, opting to ignore me again. “What do you say, Wyatt? I know Boston has their hoity toity rules, but all that stuff’s for show. We’re in the endgame now. It’s only a matter of time before the Freewill burns it all to the ground.”
“Yeah! They don’t call him Dr. Death for nothing!” another of her minions cried, eliciting cheers.
“Dr. Death?” I asked with a chuckle. “Seriously?” I’d be more scared if he called himself Dr. Doom. Hell, even Dr. Demento would be scarier. Dr. Death sounded like something a twelve year old would use for Call of Duty.
Wyatt covered his mouth, but I could tell he was smirking, too.
Abby glared at me. “You might want to watch what you say . . . you . . . you. . . What exactly is this thing, Wyatt?”
“The thing that’s about to kick your teeth in again,” I snapped.
“Settle down, Darlin’, ain’t no more fight in them,” Wyatt said before turning to face Abby again. “I’m surprised none of you figured it out. Remember when I told you your rabblerousing had caught the attention of other eyes? Well, I weren’t lying. The Hartford Coven, the other one, sent a representative up to Boston to complain. And she, in turn, followed me here so we could discuss the situation.”
“A representative?” Abby replied.
“Use your noggin, you dye-job floozy. She’s one of them fightin’ type witches. What do y’all call yourselves, Darlin’?”
Bonus points to Wyatt for covering for me! On the flip side . . . oh crap! What did Sensei call herself? Oh yeah!
“I’m a somatic thaumaturge,” I replied, as if I knew what I was talking about. “Don’t bother trying to remember it. Just know that I punch harder than you do.”
“And if you can’t guess,” Wyatt added, jumping right back in, “the fact that the Magi sent someone to talk, rather than just blowing up the joint outright, means they’re willing to let this go with a warning.”
“The Magi don’t have a say in—” Abby started, but Wyatt was ready for her.
“They’re a neutral signatory as per the Humbaba Accord, whereas this coven is a little shit stain that nobody up in Boston will miss. You gotta look past those glasses hanging off your nose and see the big picture here.” Wyatt let out a sigh. “Now look, guys, I know y’all are excited about the glorious rise of this Dr. Death fella—”
I didn’t bother hiding my snort of disbelief. Fortunately, the vamps were too focused on Wyatt to notice me.
“—but prematurely culling the local population is royally pissing folks off, folks we don’t have time to deal with right now. The last thing the home office needs while it’s busy planning a war effort is a bunch of cannon fodder yahoos making waves. You following me down this winding trail, missy?”
Abby pursed her lips but nodded. “Don’t piss off the Magi, check.”
“Don’t piss off anyone, least not until you’re told different. Time is on our side, mi amigos. Think about it. We got all eternity to cause a ruckus. A little patience now means a helluva lot of glory later. You can either be a part of that glory, or you can be nothing more than hot ash trampled beneath the boots of destiny. The choice is yours.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I sat at the bar, quietly enjoying a soda while Wyatt stayed in the backroom to chat some more with the vamp in charge now that she’d been put in her place. When he was finished, we stepped back into the cold night together, no worse for wear thanks to enhanced healing and scrub opponents.
“Do you think they’ll behave?”
Wyatt rubbed his chin. “I reckon they will. But if they don’t, I wasn’t lying. The Hartford mages could easily blow that club sky high then blame it on a gas main, and I sincerely doubt the folks in Boston would blink twice. Abby’s got a few screws loose, but she’s smart enough to understand that much.”
“Would your home office really not care?” I at least had the decency to wait till we were in the garage to hit him with that one.
“Hard to say.” He shrugged noncommittally as we approached the Mustang, cluing me in that I was probably going to have to pry any answers out of him on the drive back. I should’ve expected that.
What I wasn’t expecting was a vaguely familiar figure leaning against the driver’s side door, no doubt waiting for us. Hmm. Tall, dark, and handsome. I’d seen him before . . . up in Canada? Oh yeah. I’d originally mistaken him for the ubervamp—mostly because he looked far more like an ubervamp than the actual ubervamp.
Wyatt motioned for me to stay back but he didn’t seem particularly concerned. If anything, his obnoxious default smile seemed just a bit wider. “If’n you wanna know what the home office thinks, now’s the time to ask, Darlin’.” He then turned to face our visitor. “Been a spell, James. Care to tell me what brings a highfalutin gentleman of means like yourself to a podunk coven like this?”




Chapter Seventeen: Daddy Issues

Well, this was awkward. The guy standing in front of us was a vampire so hot, I’d actually hoped he was the ubervamp just so I’d have to get up close and personal fighting him. How messed up was that? Even in the terrible parking lot lighting, he managed to look stunning . . . the stubble, the leather jacket, and, oh lord, I was totally gawking.
“I don’t believe we’ve formally met,” he said to me, his voice as melty as the rest of him. “Perhaps you’d care to introduce me to your companion, Wyatt.”
“Why certainly. James meet Jessie, Jessie meet James.”
“Heh. If we were a couple, we’d be Team Rocket.” Oh God! I did not just say that!
He raised a brow. “I would have thought we’d make an outlaw, but perhaps I’m a little outdated on the current vernacular. Nevertheless, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance—in more ways than one.”
More ways than one?
“So, how’s this supposed to work now?” Wyatt asked before I could respond. “Is there some salute I should do? Drop to my knees, maybe, while screaming the praises of the First?”
James grinned a smile so disarming I almost wished I had a gun just so I could surrender. “Quite unnecessary. Truth be told, the extra pontification quickly grows tiresome.”
I had no idea what he was talking about, and apparently neither vamp was in the mood to enlighten me.
“Suits me. So, what are you doin’ here?” Wyatt stretched out his drawl more than normal.
“Can’t one simply have a random encounter with an old friend?” James chuckled. “And no, I don’t expect you to buy that. Truth of the matter is, I’ve asked the regional coven heads to keep their eyes open for you.”
“So you knew I was here?”
“From the moment you crossed the city limits.”
“And you just happened to be in the area?”
He nodded. “Dealing with some dreadfully dull business down in New Haven, as a matter of fact. Can’t say I was sorry for an excuse to leave. Nice work in there, by the way. I’d considered making an entrance, but we both know how Abigail can be. No need to further stir the pot, especially since it sounded like you had it well in hand.”
Wyatt frowned and the atmosphere got a bit thicker. Who was this guy and why had he been up in Canada? “Still trying to get past that keeping an eye out for me thing.”
The ice in Wyatt’s voice gave me pause. Whatever was going on, I got the feeling it didn’t involve me. “Maybe I’ll go take a walk so you two can—”
“Not so fast.” Wyatt interrupted their stare-down to step next to me and rest his hand on my shoulder. “I’m not leaving you alone, not with Abby and her goons probably still riled up. Just give us a minute.”
I jerked away, probably a little bit faster than I should have. “I’ll be fine. Look, I don’t know what is going on, but I’ve had enough pensive glaring for one evening, thanks. I’ll be. . .” I pointed toward a neon sign just visible through a gap in the concrete—a donut shop, from the look of it. “I’ll be waiting over there.”
“This one speaks her mind. I like that. Come now, Wyatt. I think you can spare a few minutes while your friend enjoys a cruller.”
“But—”
“Don’t worry about Abigail. I’m certain you put sufficient fear of the prefecture in her. I sincerely doubt she’ll cause any further mischief this night.”
“Fine. There any reason you’ve been putting feelers out on me, or were you bored and just feeling the need to wander?”
James chuckled at that for some reason. “I simply wanted to know why my favorite hunter had abdicated his position and disappeared, especially at a crucial time such as this.”
Wyatt’s jaw tensed again, raising my curiosity a notch but not enough to get involved.
“Look, I get that you two are both vampires and that probably means you have history, but maybe you could try talking instead of having a glaring contest.” That caught their attention—the expression on Wyatt’s face suggesting he couldn’t believe I’d just said that. Whatever. “Either way, I’m outta here.”
I’d taken maybe half a dozen steps when James simply appeared in front of me, blocking my way, the breeze from his movement hitting me a moment later. Damn, he was fast. A lot faster than even Wyatt.
My danger sense screamed, or maybe that was just the surprise at seeing him there, but either way, heat poured down from my scalp and the hairs on my arms burst into red sparkles as I assumed a defensive position.
However, this James guy merely held up his hands as if in surrender and stepped back a few paces. “My apologies, my dear Jessie, but after hearing what went on inside the club, I was curious to see how you would react.”
“I’m a semantic thaumaturge!” I blurted out. “Err, somatic, that is.”
James gave me a smile I’d learned all too well from my dad, one that said he didn’t buy my story for a second. He instead motioned to the café. “Maybe some coffee would do us all good. My treat, of course.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I’m sorry if I upset you with my sudden appearance, Wyatt, but things are moving quickly, and in my new position, I simply don’t have time to entertain minor matters such as hurt feelings.”
“Bully for you, boss man. After all, you’re one of the First now and thus above reproach. Ain’t that the party line? Besides, you seemed to have a hog-killing time up north with your new pet project.”
James in turn grinned. “By all means, my friend, do tell me how you really feel on the matter.”
Was this all about the ubervamp? Either way, Wyatt shot him a glare that was hard enough to cut diamonds. Thank goodness the woman behind the counter picked that moment to call out that our coffees were ready.
“Be right back.” I made a mad dash to grab them but took my time figuring out the logistics of two hands and three cups. Hmm, I never would’ve pegged Wyatt for an extra light, hazelnut mocha kinda guy, while James got a triple espresso. I guess even vampires needed a caffeine buzz.
While I waited for the whipped cream to be piped onto my pumpkin spice latte, I glanced back at where Wyatt and James continued sizing each other up. What was up with these two? And who the heck were these First clowns that Wyatt kept griping about?
“I should thank you for bringing a little hotness in here on a cold night,” the woman who’d made the coffees said, fanning herself a little. I couldn’t disagree. “Need a tray, hon?”
What I actually needed were answers. I craned my head to listen as I crept back with the drinks. “—I would like for you to come back to Boston.”
“You gonna compel me?”
“I would prefer not to.”
“Then not gonna happen.”
“You do realize the position you’re taking, right? Do not think the others of the First would hesitate for a moment to order you back, or Colin for that matter, now that he’s—” James stopped short as I returned to the table. “Ah. Thank you, my dear.”
“Triple espresso for you, and barely coffee with tons of nutty goodness for you.” I put on my best smile as I handed out the drinks. “No offense, but your cowboy image is completely shattered.”
That got a grin from James. Not that it ratcheted down the tension much. The hell with it. I had superpowers. There was no need for me to pussyfoot around. “Okay, I’m gonna go for broke here. I know about vamps, Sasquatches, Magi, and the war, so there’s no need to dance around the subject. I also know you were up in Canada. I was there, too.”
“I’m aware.”
“You are?”
“Of course. As a senior member of my delegation, it behooved me to be aware of the other participants, however minor their impact. I see you changed your hair.”
“Oh.” I once again felt heat but this time it was rushing to my cheeks. “It’s a wig.”
“You were with the Magi if I’m not mistaken.”
I shrugged. “I’m surprised you had time to notice me what with all the important things going on, like stopping your fearless leader from attacking a food vendor.”
That caused Wyatt to snicker. However, rather than show offense, James joined him. “Fearless leader. I shall have to remember that. Back to the point at hand, I am led to believe that somatic thaumaturges are rather rare these days. Tell me, which coven do you hail from?”
He put a strange emphasis on the title, but I refused to take the bait. “Worcester coven. The wizard one.”
“So, I figured,” James said dryly. “Interesting. So, you were both members of covens in Worcester, and you both left the city at the same time?”
“What can I say, boss man? I’m a romantic at heart,” Wyatt said.
“Oh?” James asked, raising his eyebrows. “Is that why you told Colin that you were acting under my orders regarding individuals with special abilities?”
Wyatt’s face immediately darkened. “I take it you talked to that flannel mouthed chucklefuck.”
“I believe you mean Prefect flannel mouthed chucklefuck,” James said with a grin. “Not that I suggest you call him that, our current circumstances being what they are. I am, dare I say, in a position to speak a bit more freely on the subject.”
“Look, I don’t know what he said to you—”
“So, of course, I told him you were indeed working on a project for me, one that did not require his personal oversight.” James stopped to take a sip of his coffee, the look on his face unreadable. “Despite what you may think, my friend, I know you all too well. You may be rash, opinionated, even infuriating at times, but you always have the best interests of our people at heart. I only wish you had come to me first. It may have spared you both a bit of sniping.”
“Doubt it. Cigarettes and gasoline get along better than me and him.”
“I know my former assistant can be difficult at—”
“Difficult?” I snapped, unable to control myself. “That bastard turned my family!” Silence descended as I glared across the table.
“Jessie here is Viktor Flores’ daughter,” Wyatt said softly. “The one I promised him I’d look after. You of all people should know what that means.”
“Ah. That explains it then,” James replied, equally as soft.
“I can’t just leave her alone out there, not after everything that happened. There’s people after her. You were eavesdropping at the club. You know she’s special, but not in the way she said. The local spell slingers, they did a number on her. Changed her.”
“Not a thaumaturge, I take it?”
“No,” I replied. “I’m something else.”
I debated saying more, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Wyatt give me a single shake of his head. Screw it. This James guy was important, that much was obvious, especially if that douchebag Colin had been little more than his assistant. Maybe it was time to spread the word among the vamps that I was nobody to be messed with.
“If you must know, they gave me vampire-slaying hair that bursts into flames whenever I’m angry or scared. That’s why I was at the Woods of Mourning. They took me up to Canada as an insurance policy in case things got out of hand, but I ended up being stabbed before I could stop your Freewill guy from starting a war.” And that’s probably enough sharing for now. It was none of this guy’s business that a freaking god had doubled down on me.
“Flaming hair?” James mused. “I think that’s a new one even for me.”
“A magic hairpin keeps the wig from burning up,” I explained, taking a sip of my beverage. Ugh! “Wow, this coffee is really terrible.”
James nodded in commiseration as Wyatt put an arm around me. Oh yeah. We were definitely having a talk about boundaries later. “It’s true, old man. I got wind of her after Chaz and Jav ended up dead in her high school.”
“That was you?” James asked. “Interesting. Shall I likewise assume you were responsible for that mess in Chinatown?”
“They started it.” I should have ended it there, but once the truth started flowing, it was hard to turn off the spigot. “Look, I won’t lie to you. I don’t particularly like vampires. In fact, present company aside, you’re some of my least favorite people on the planet. Vamps have threatened me, shot at me, stabbed me, and nearly blown up my high school—”
“Todd,” Wyatt noted.
“And last but certainly not least, your so-called assistant bit my father. And I swear, as God is my witness, that I will—”
Smoke rose from my head as the lone hairpin finally failed. Thankfully the shop was empty except for us, the counter girl having gone into the back for something.
I whipped the smoldering wig off, freeing my flaming locks. Wyatt scrambled backwards out of the booth just in time to avoid getting singed as the bright red glow overpowered the shop’s anemic fluorescents.
I glared across the table at the vamp seated opposite me, the one stupidly standing his ground. How easy it would’ve been to let loose in that moment, to let fire do what it did best.
But that’s not what heroes did, at least not sane ones. I wasn’t the Hulk hopping from town to town, wantonly smashing what I pleased regardless of consequences.
I let my hair flare up once more before taking a deep breath. The coffee may have tasted terrible, but the soothing aroma helped me to get myself back under control. After several long seconds, my hair finally died down.
“Most impressive,” James said after a moment, although gone was his easy casualness from earlier. In its place was tension, as if he were waiting for me to make the first move before acting. “It saddens me to think we must be enemies.”
“Look. I . . . may have overreacted a bit. I don’t hate all vamps, just a lot of them. I’m not interested in running around playing vampire slayer. All I want to do is keep my friends and what’s left of my family out of danger. I’m not stupid. I know you have my father. If I try anything, you’ll—” I couldn’t finish that sentence.
However, if James was interested in following up on that threat, he didn’t show it. “That burning glow. It’s the wrong color, but not entirely different from an—”
I yanked up the sleeve on my right arm, showing him the scars etched into it. “I don’t know if you know ancient Greek or not.”
“False Icon. Very interesting.”
Of course he read ancient Greek. I was beginning to think I was the only one who didn’t. “Yeah. I’m not the same shiny one you guys are freaking out over. I thought I was, but in the end, I guess I didn’t measure up. So, don’t worry. Whatever prophecy is hanging over your heads, I’m not a part of it. My destiny is on a different trajectory.”
“Fate can indeed be a funny thing.”
“You’re telling me.”
The danger over for now, Wyatt slipped back into the booth next to me. “Look. You’ve seen what she can do. Let me get her away from this mess and figure out a way to help her daddy. You know as well as I do that we have enough problems right now without making any new enemies. Pick someone else to hunt for you. Let me keep her safe. All right?”
James took a moment to consider this. “How many others have seen what you can do?”
“You two,” I said softly. “Colin, the Magi, of course, and several dead vamps.”
James nodded. “I find myself in a precarious position. I may hold a status of power among my people, but my freedom is limited nevertheless. There are too many eyes upon me. The very fact that I’ve stayed here as long as I have will not go unnoticed. That said, I cannot help you—”
“You can’t?”
“But I can pretend this conversation never happened.”
“What do you mean?” Wyatt asked.
“Leave New England, together. Nobody will question if your special assignment takes you off the radar, so to speak. Colin may grouse about it, but he won’t press the issue, and if Calibra should happen to ask—”
“She won’t,” Wyatt growled, tugging at his collar and looking way angrier than I was expecting. “We ain’t just on a break. We’re done. For good.”
I made a note to ask him about this later when there weren’t prying ears around.
“That settles it then.” James turned to face me. “I don’t suppose you’d mind giving us a moment, dear Jessie. I’d like to discuss a few matters in private.” Not seeing any reason to disagree, I nodded. “Excellent. Then I shall wish you well, along with the hope that we meet again under better circumstances.”
I took the hint and got up for a well needed bathroom break. There I did what any sensible teenager would do. I sat in the stall and dug my phone out.
Oh look, twenty-six unread messages, twenty-five of them from Gary with one reminding me that I had a free pizza slice waiting for me at Antonio’s . . . back in Worcester. That last one caused me to finally lose the sliver of self-control I’d held onto out there in the booth. Alone at last, I broke down and let the tears fall freely.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Gah! I’d been wearing way too much makeup for a good cry. Fortunately, Wyatt’s talk went on for a while. I was just washing the worst of the streaks off when I heard a knock on the door.
“Darlin’, you okay in there?”
“Just a second.” I finished up and eased open the door, finding Wyatt alone in the shop.
James and his espresso were gone, while the sign on the door had been flipped to “Closed.” I immediately looked around for the waitress. My heart skipped a beat as I saw feet poking out from behind the display case.
Oh no!
“Easy, Darlin’! She’s fine. Just sleeping off a compulsion.”
“But why?” I asked, racing over and confirming the waitress was indeed still breathing.
“James. Best she didn’t have any memory of him here. Trust me. It’s for her own good.”
“Who exactly was that guy and how much trouble are we really in?”
“Relax, Darlin’. You ain’t the only one with daddy issues. All you need to know is that James’s word is good, something that can’t be said for most vamps. Now, how’s about we get back before the shave-tail gives himself a stroke worrying about you. How many times has that boy blown up your phone?”
Oh yeah, Gary. In my minor meltdown, I had kinda forgotten to reply to him. I pulled out my phone and glanced down at it.
Go figure. I was up to thirty-three messages now. This was gonna be fun.




Chapter Eighteen: When in Doubt, Move

“We’ll talk later, I promise.”
Wyatt seemed off the whole ride back, and I wasn’t in the mood to press him. Instead, I used the time to type a few noncommittal notes to Gary, mostly about not being dead or dying. Jeez, one day into our relationship and he was already getting clingy.
Was at a bar with Wyatt, nbd.
Ooh, phrasing. I could see the dots of fury immediately, so I quickly typed, Relax. Just vampire stuff. Nothing else.
“He playing jealous or are you two sexting?” So much for Wyatt giving me the silent treatment.
“You’re like a hundred and fifty years old. How do you even know what sexting is?”
“I’m one-hundred and sixty-eight, actually, and Lily was a big fan of digital hookups after dawn. You ain’t looking too hot and bothered, so I’m gonna guess it’s the former.”
“Men are pigs,” I muttered, doing my best to focus on the trees outside rather than the grinning vampire next to me. “Besides, it’s not like anything happened.”
“Yep, especially since Ashleigh was kind enough to offer me fifty grand to bed ya tonight.”
“What?!” I didn’t know what shocked me more: that Mrs. Bates was willing to bribe Wyatt, that he didn’t take the money, or that I was slightly disappointed he didn’t even try.
“I’m a lot of things,” he explained, “but I ain’t the type to go sparking on another fella’s catch. I also ain’t bought that easily. Just because I dress the way I do, don’t mean I spend my evenings begging for spare change.”
A part of me wanted to ask what amount would have tempted him, but I bit my tongue and put down my phone, ignoring the texts piling up. Some things were better said in person. “Really, she actually tried to—?”
“She was probably thinking teenage girl, vampire. You know how that works in the movies.”
“I get it.” Thank goodness we were already turning onto the stretch that led up to stately Bates Manor. My blood was starting to boil at the thought of being pimped out, no matter how hot my date was.
“So,” he continued, obviously changing the subject again, “you actually met James before?”
“Look, I’m sorry I blurted out all that crap—”
Wyatt shook his head from behind the wheel. “Don’t you worry none about that. You did good. He won’t say anything about us, but I’d bet dollars to donuts he’ll make mention to Colin that he’d best keep your daddy safe. And once that weasel gets an order, he’ll follow it.”
After a few moments, he let out a breath and his demeanor lightened considerably. “What I meant was, you actually saw the old man up in Canada?”
“Yep.”
“Any good stories to share?”
“About him? Not really, but there was plenty of other weird stuff going on.”
“Oh? Like what? Give me a good story to bring date night to a close.”
Don’t comment on the date part. Just do not! “Well, at one point I ended up in an underground cave singing a song about toast to a bunch of giant death otters. That was kind of—”
“Holy shit!” Wyatt slammed on the brakes. Despite wearing my seatbelt, I still ended up almost banging my face onto the dash as we screeched to a halt. “Stay here!”
“What the hell?” I snapped, but he’d already whipped open his door and was running off into the trees adjacent the road. What the? Was it something I said?
I unbuckled my belt, turned off the engine, and climbed out after him. “Wyatt? Wyyyyyyyyatt!”
Thankfully, the snow was deep enough to leave prints. I darted into the tree line after him, realizing I hadn’t had the best of luck in the woods as of late. On the upside, at least they were never boring.
“Wyatt!” I called out again. A twig snapped somewhere, then I heard a sound from the branches above me. “Hey—”
Holy Hannah! A knife flew out of nowhere, embedding itself into the bark right above my head. No sooner had I hit the dirt when a blur emerged from the shadows. Wyatt stopped in front of me, his eyes as black as the sky. “Jesus! What the—?”
“Told you to stay in the car.” Wyatt sniffed the air then pulled the knife from the tree. “There’s . . . something out here.” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “You okay, Darlin’?”
“You threw a knife at my face!”
“Yeah, but I didn’t hit ya.”
How did one even respond to that? “What did you mean, there’s something out here?”
“Back there when I was driving. I . . . thought I saw. . .” He glanced around, suddenly looking embarrassed. “I dunno. Maybe all the stuff going on as of late has me spooked.” He took another sniff of the air. “Yeah, must be that.”
“I guess that’s good,” I replied, trying to lighten the mood. “For a moment there I was worried you freaked out at the thought of me singing.”
“Bad timing, that’s all.” He stared hard at me, though, absolutely zero levity on his face. “But, just for the record, it weren’t the singing part that bothers me, Darlin’. It’s the—”
“The what? The kushtaka?”
“Don’t say their name out loud!” he hissed.
“Um, okay.”
He shook his head. “You actually saw them? Red eyes, hungry all the time, and everything gets all shifty when they’re around?”
“Well, they definitely had red eyes. Was hard to tell about the shifty part with all the will-o-wisps around.”
“You saw wisps, too, and you’re still alive? Color me impressed.”
“Wait a second. How do you know about the kush . . . death otters?”
“Had a run in with them, just like you, ’cept it was a long time ago.”
“Oh. So did you have to sing for them, too?”
“Was meaning to ask about that. What does singing have to do with those soulless devils?”
“I’m guessing you didn’t get away by belting out a cowboy tune, then.”
“You could say that.” He opened up his jacket, resheathed the knife he’d thrown at me, then pulled out a different blade.
“Exactly how many weapons did you bring with you tonight?”
“A good knife is like American Express, Darlin’. Don’t leave home without it.”
“Uh huh.”
The one he held now was one far more ornate than the knife he’d chucked at me. Whoa! I stared at it and for a moment could’ve sworn the blade had glowed. From the look on Wyatt’s face, he’d noticed it as well.
“Holy crap. Sting is real.”
“Of course, he is, Darlin’,” he replied idly. “Though, The Police ain’t been the same since he left.”
“God, you’re old.”
“If’n that ain’t the understatement of the century, I don’t know what is.” He flipped the blade in his hand, a pensive look on his face, and held the handle out to me. “Here. Mind taking this for a second?”
“Why?”
“Just indulge me, will ya?”
“O-kay.” I reached slowly for the handle. It looked distinctly like bone, making me wonder who or what it had belonged to. I hesitated for a second and Wyatt tensed. What? Did he think I was gonna stab him or something? Finally, I took hold of it, hoping it wasn’t one of those cursed weapons that would try to subjugate me to its nefarious will.
Nope. Just a knife. I held it for a few seconds until Wyatt finally took it back.
“Thanks. I appreciate it.”
“Care to tell me what that was about? Because it felt like some sort of test.”
“It was. You passed.”
“Not following.”
“The kush . . . those evil buggers are trickster spirits, and one of those tricks is wearing the skins of their victims.”
“Eww! But what does that have to do with the knife?”
Wyatt twirled his fancy dagger once more before tucking it safely in his jacket. “This blade is special, one of only three in existence. A shaman outside of Cheyenne spent his entire life forging them. The blade is made from some alloy I can’t pronounce, inlaid with pure copper and doused in the blood of an albino dog—”
“Gross!”
“I never claimed it was PETA friendly.”
Ugh! What kind of weirdo carried around a dead dog dagger? Oh yeah, a vampire.
“Anyway, this pig sticker here was made for one purpose—destroying death otters. Just touching it alone will burn them. But to kill them, you gotta drive it deep into their—”
“I get the picture. But what’s that got to do with handing it to me?”
“Sorry about that. I just get a bit nervous when anyone living claims knowledge of them. They don’t leave a lot of survivors.”
“Fair enough. No offense taken. So I’m guessing, being that you carry an otter-killing knife on you, that you’re one of those survivors.”
“Barely at that. Let’s just say I’ve seen enough so that this blade never leaves my side. One don’t easily forget a run-in with soul-sucking monstrosities who have the indecency to ape the most adorable critters on the planet.”
“Aww. You like otters. That’s so—” I trailed off as his eyes opened wide. “Sorry.”
“It ain’t that, Darlin’. Don’t you smell it? We ain’t alone out—” Wyatt turned his head skyward just as I heard what sounded like a pair of gigantic wings beating the air.
He’d told me he’d seen something out here, and I suddenly realized he was not only right, but it might be much worse than a death otter.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Duck!”
Both Wyatt and I rolled into the snow as a pair of massive wings just barely missed us. Why was evil birdman coming after me now?
“I told you there was something out here!” Wyatt cried. He whipped out his gun but was a hair too slow as our attacker swooped to the ground and hurled him face first against a tree.
“No!” I lunged for Harvey Birdman but ended up getting knocked to the cold, hard ground instead.
I tried to get up but a studded leather boot landed on my chest and a blade was pointed at my face. Go figure. Winged Billy Zabka had changed out of his K-pop ensemble into goth gear, complete with killer eyeliner.
“I warned you what would happen if you continued to ignore the path laid out for you.” He ground his heel a bit to drive home the point, tearing my dress in the process.
“Who are you?”
“Your personal fury, of course, and I’m warning you to get thee to thy quest by dawn’s first light, or someone you care about will die. Are my instructions clear enough?”
“Crystal,” I whimpered, still trying to digest what he’d said.
He let up his foot a bit just as there came a blur of movement from behind him. Claws raked across one of his wings, sending blood spraying and feathers flying.
A part of me realized fighting a messenger of the gods, if he really was one, was probably suicide, but no way was I letting Wyatt tangle with this pompous jerk alone. I grabbed hold of the fury’s leg. Rather than hold him down, though, he gave one flap of his wings and dragged me to my feet . . . right before kicking me off. Oof! Damn, he was strong!
I staggered to my feet to find the battle had taken a turn for the worse. The fury held Wyatt by the throat, suspended in the air as he hovered about ten feet off the ground. As my friend struggled to free himself, the fury’s free hand began to glow a malevolent red.
Oh no!
“Stop, please!” I raised my hands in surrender. Evil-Zabka-vulture looked at me and inclined his head, as if waiting for more. “I’ll get moving by dawn. I swear! Just let him go. Please!”
“Very well. I shall be watching and listening,” the flying freak replied. He touched a glowing finger to Wyatt’s forehead, then dropped the vampire to the ground like a sack of trash. “Oh. And one more thing. Say nothing about me, or—”
“People die?”
“Exactly. I do hope I’ve been rather clear about it this time. Don’t make me remind you again.”
The fury gave one more flap of his wings and shot up into the night sky like a rocket, mocking several laws of physics along the way. I raced to Wyatt’s side, turning him over to find a strange symbol burned into the side of his neck. What now?
“Say nothing,” echoed on the breeze as if in response.
“Hey, are you okay? Wyatt? Wyatt!” What did that thing do to him? I tried to pull him to his feet but my foot slipped on the frost, toppling us both to the ground.
There came a brilliant flash of light from nearby as I struggled to roll Wyatt’s semi-conscious body off of me. Headlights? No. We were too far from the road for that. What now?
“Well, well, now isn’t this just delightfully cozy?”
I looked up to see Ashleigh Bates peering down at us, a high-end digital camera in hand.
I had to ask, didn’t I?




Chapter Nineteen: Road Trip

At least Mrs. Bates had the decency to let me get Wyatt back to the main house before laying it on thick. Whatever the fury had done to him, it had apparently scrambled his circuits a bit. As for me, a day of near constant stress and beatings had taken its toll, leaving my hair a limp brown mess and my batteries drained.
Needless to say, I mostly tuned out Ashleigh Bates to focus on the fact that I needed to get my butt on the road before dawn. It was only when silence once again descended that I looked up to find her staring at me expectantly.
“Cat got your tongue, girl? Or was that little bit of violent foreplay enough to tucker you out?”
Violent foreplay? Normally I’d have had a witty comeback, but my own circuits were on overload. So, I simply glared back.
“Lay off her,” Wyatt interjected, holding an ice pack to his head. “She’s had a rough day. We both have.”
“Really?” Mrs. Bates replied, grinning like a leopard. “Did it have to do with you putting a little vamp bun in her oven?”
She was lucky I was mostly spent. Otherwise I’d have turned her coffee table into tinder. “I . . . have to get out of here. Don’t ask why. I just do.” Mrs. Bates stared at me, no doubt expecting juicy details that weren’t forthcoming. “I did what you asked. The all-you-can-eat people buffets are off the menu in Hartford. So, if you don’t mind, I’m gonna go tell Gary that we need to get going.”
“What you need is to get some rest, Darlin’. Me too. Ow! What in tarnation hit me?” Considering his lack of talk of birdmen with scythes, I had to assume that was the fury’s doing.
“You can rest on the road. Is Gary in his room?”
Mrs. Bates scoffed. “If you think for one second that I’m going to let him leave with some vamp tramp—”
I slammed my fist down into the table, splitting it in half. Guess my batteries had a bit of juice left after all. That at least shut everyone up. “Nothing happened and you know it. We were just . . . just. . .” Crap! I couldn’t say we’d just been fighting a fury. “Sparring.”
“Sparring?” Wyatt asked with a sigh.
“Yeah,” I replied, rolling with it. “We were blowing off a little steam since those Hartford vamps didn’t provide much of a challenge.”
“Guess that explains how I got cold-cocked.”
“Oh.” Mrs. Bates pursed her lips. “Does it?”
“Yeah. I was helping him up when you arrived,” I said. “Speaking of which, how did you even know we were there?”
Mrs. Bates let out a scoffing laugh. “As if this entire property isn’t warded against intrusion. I sent myself to your location once I realized you were both stationary, so I could catch you—”
“Knocking my block off?” Wyatt replied. “Won’t lie. Kind of glad you didn’t get a picture of that.”
“Who knocked whose block off?”
I turned at the sound of the voice. “Gary!”
“What the hell happened?” he asked, stepping in and checking me out from head to toe. “You’re . . . you’re bleeding!”
“Been punching vamps all night. A few managed to punch back, but don’t worry about that. I need to know if you’re up for a road trip.”
“I . . . think so,” he replied, sounding suitably confused. “When?”
“Now.”
“Absolutely not!” Mrs. Bates stepped in, a vein pulsing on her forehead. “You are both going nowhere except your own rooms.” She turned to Wyatt. “Not so fast, Mr. Dalton. We still have business to discuss.”
“So where have you been?” Gary asked, ignoring his mother. “And what was that about a bar?”
“Like I said, vampires.” It was pretty much all I could say without mentioning the deadly flying dude. Speaking of which, why hadn’t either Gary or his mother mentioned the strange glowing sigil etched into the side of Wyatt’s neck? It looked like an O with a sideways I stuck in the middle. He even kept scratching it as if it itched. Yet no one else seemed to notice—
“Earth to Jessie?”
“Huh?”
“I asked if you were hurt.”
Just as I opened my mouth to say something, though, the same mark that had been burned into Wyatt’s neck appeared smack dab in the middle of Gary’s forehead. What the?!
The fury’s words echoed in my memory. “I shall be watching and listening.”
“I . . . I need to go. Right now.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Clearly, Mrs. Bates had anticipated us ignoring her, because by the time we reached the front entrance, every door and window in sight began to glow a dull purple. Whatever mojo she’d conjured was top notch. The handle wouldn’t budge, and when I hit the door with my shoulder, something invisible rebounded into me with equal strength, sending me tumbling across the marble floor. Grr! I hadn’t expected inanimate objects to start hitting back.
“Are you okay?” Gary asked.
“Define okay,” I growled, debating whether to try a wall next. “This isn’t right.”
“There’s a lot about this that isn’t right.”
“I meant the magic. It shouldn’t be stopping me.” Guess my batteries really were low. Unless this wasn’t just Ashleigh Bates’s work. She was Ash’s servant, after all. Regardless, brute force didn’t seem to be the answer here.
“I want to help you, Jess, but I have no idea what the hell’s going on. Talk to me.”
I faced him but found myself unable to take my eyes off the mark on his forehead. It glowed an angry red, accentuated by the acne around it. Yet neither his mother nor Wyatt had so much as flinched when it had appeared.
“What? Is there something on my face?” he asked, no doubt noticing me stare.
“Um . . . not really?”
“What do you mean ‘not really?’”
Okay, time for a different strategy. “Do you trust me?” Heck, it was the sort of line that always worked in comics.
“What kind of question is that? Of course I trust you.”
“Good—”
“Although I still want to know why you went out with Wyatt in the first place.”
“It was your mom’s idea!” I probably shouldn’t have blurted it out so bluntly, but now there was nowhere to go but forward. “She wanted me to prove that I could protect you. That’s why I was in a bar kicking bloodsucker butt all night. Wyatt was just there to run interference.”
Fortunately, I stopped short of the seducing part. That wouldn’t have helped matters. Sadly, that was still just the tip of the iceberg. In the past day alone I’d seen a magical cave, a sick tree guarded by zombies, and now a murderous fury, none of which I could talk about. Oh, and knowing my luck, if I said anything about the kushtaka, Wyatt would throw another knife at my head.
“Argh! I can’t believe she’s pulling this crap again.” Again? “I’m surprised she didn’t try paying off that vampire to seduce you, too.”
“Well—”
“She never knows when to quit! You’re right, it’s time for us to get out of here. First thing in the morning, I’ll tell Jorgenson—”
“No! We have to leave now.”
“Why? It’s two AM. You’re covered in blood and your hair is almost brown again. You need to get some rest.”
“Can you just trust me on this one?” The mark on his forehead seemed to glow just a tad brighter. I needed to figure out how to word this without setting Big Bird off again. “We both know I’m cursed, right? And . . . lately, I’ve had a terrible feeling that if I don’t get moving right now, it’s gonna catch up to me. I can’t really explain beyond that, but I have to go with my gut on this one.”
Maybe I didn’t need to, though. I had one more weapon in my arsenal. It wasn’t fair to play that card, but fair had gone out the window hours ago. I grabbed hold of him and pulled him in for a kiss, hard enough to hopefully erase any doubt in his—
“Way to go, Gary!”
Oh no.
We both broke away to see Gary’s father . . . butt-scooting down the stairs, for lack of a better word. Mr. Bates arched his back and rolled down a few more steps before stretching both hands and waving them at us. “Now if you’re finished snogging, be a good boy and get Daddy some vodka from the library bar.”
“Get your own fucking vodka, Dad.”
Had I spoken to my father that way, I wouldn’t have seen daylight until I was eighteen, but Mr. Bates merely let out a high-pitched giggle. “How about this? If you don’t get me a proper drink, I’m gonna tell Red here every potty-training story Jorgenson ever shared with me, including that time you shat your—”
“Fine!”
“Make it the cock vodka. It’s on the top shelf!” Lucien called after him in his most sing-song voice. The moment Gary stormed out of the main hall, his father scooted the rest of the way down, landing at my feet. He smiled broadly from under his buoyant hair, the stench of weed practically oozing out of every pore. “Why, hello there, Ms. Flores. Did you happen to see my giant wiener yet?”
“I don’t have time for this!” I started after Gary, but Mr. Bates latched onto my leg.
“Shh,” he tried to whisper, mostly just spitting on my calf muscle. “Don’t say anything, but I know all about your fine-feathered-fiend.”
“Excuse me?” I asked, dragging him to his feet.
“Listen closely. The vodka on that shelf is exactly six-point-seven centimeters higher than Gary’s reach so he’ll need to hunt for a stool. That gives us time, but not much. Now, I know we’ve already had this conversation at Gary’s funeral. Oh wait. He’s still alive, isn’t he?”
“What does any of that even mean?!”
“So he’s not alive?”
“Yes, Gary is alive and on a vodka hunt.” I so can’t deal with this guy.
“Good to know. I could use some vodka.” Lucien’s face grew suddenly serious. “Also I’d prefer to keep him that way. Now feather friend has made his presence known, right? Just nod or shake your head.” I nodded. “Good. And by that, I mean not good. But, lucky for us all, I just dumped a kilo of my cheapest hash in the upstairs salon fireplace.”
“Why?”
“Because Ashleigh-dearest hates the smell of it.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
He pointed to his metal-studded nose. “She hates it so much, she’ll insist that I open a window. The stench will become overpowering in exactly sixteen minutes and thirty-two seconds. Don’t forget the rhino, by the way.” He cocked his head. “Yes. You’re definitely going to need the rhino when you escape.”
“You do know she’ll try to stop us, right?”
“Of course she will. That’s why I asked for the vodka. Also, you need to get Edward to go with you.”
“Edward?”
“Your vampire friend. Oh wait. That’s from a movie, isn’t it? I meant the cowboy fellow. Anyway, there’s a tracking spell on Gary’s car and mine’s a stick . . . and might not have an engine. Oh wait, no. That’s only if we get invaded by garden trolls. Sorry. Hard to keep track of realities some days. Here. Take this.” He pulled a keychain out of his pocket and held it out.
“Wait? What’s that for?”
“The mark is a mark of death,” he said, answering a question I hadn’t asked. “If you don’t leave tonight, everyone will die. Don’t tell them, though. Only those with the sight can see it, and Gary’s acorns haven’t dropped yet.” Mr. Bates grabbed my shoulders and stared down at the dress. “It looked better on me.”
“What?!”
“The blood’s a nice touch, though. Can I lick it?”
I shoved him away. “Eww, no!”
Lucien frantically peeled off his leather jacket, a fitted number with enough metal in it to set off every airport detector in a mile. “Oh, very well. Take this, then!” He didn’t have a shirt on, just electrical tape over his nips. So much gross.
I let it drop to the floor. “No way!”
“You have to take it.”
Oh crap. Was he actually starting to cry? I could handle a lot of things, but not a grown man crying. Fine! I picked it up and put it on, probably looking like some punk princess. At least it was a woman’s cut.
“I got your booze!” Gary cried, storming back in. “You’d better still be conscious—”
Lucien grabbed the vodka from him, downed half of it in one gulp, then turned back toward me. “You now have fourteen minutes. Nosferatu will be leaving the kitchen soon. He needs to see the jacket. Give him the keys and tell him this, exactly as I say it. I need you for a gig like the one in Havana, but there won’t be a hooker this time.”
“What?!?” both Gary and I cried.
Lucien drained the rest of the glass. “Tell him that, word for word. No paraphrasing, otherwise we’ll all be devoured by fire locusts. And don’t worry, I packed both your bags. Now, go hide in the make out spot while I vomit on my wife.”
And with that he turned and left us. True to his word, Wyatt came storming out of the kitchen. The moment he saw me in the old-school leather jacket, he stopped cold and stared.
Guess now was as good a time as any. “I need you for a gig like the one in Havana, but there won’t be a hooker this time.”
Wyatt raised a brow but nodded. “I’ll go get my case. Where should I meet you?”
That actually worked? “Um, our make out spot?”
Fortunately, Gary was on the ball. “Conservatory. Third floor.”
“Yeah and you need to get up there in the next thirteen minutes.” There was no way he was just going to play along, was there?
Color me shocked, but Wyatt gave a quick nod of his head, then made a beeline for his basement haunt. If ever we had a moment to breathe, I was totally going to find out what the hell had happened in Havana.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Do you have any idea what’s going on?” Gary asked as we crouched in the tower of poisonous plants. Next to us lay a pair of duffel bags with our names written on them in nail polish. My Rocketeer Red Panda backpack was there, too, along with Gary’s sketchbook.
“Your dad agreed to help us leave tonight and he came up with an escape plan that involves drugs, Havana, and an inflatable rhino. I think that about sums it up.” I glanced his way. “Is it just me or is this not the weirdest situation we’ve been in this year?”
“Probably not. What I don’t get is why he gave you his trophy jacket. He said he’d disown me if I ever even touched it.”
“Go nuts.” I held out my arm, letting him poke it a few times and causing us both to grin. “So, is it magic or something?”
“Not that I know of. I’m just a little weirded out that you and he wear the same size.”
“That makes two of us.”
“All right, I’m here. Care to tell me what the heck is going on?” Wyatt entered the room, brandishing the guitar case he’d picked upon our way out of Massachusetts. “And what’s with the jacket, Darlin’?”
“Gary’s dad. He wouldn’t stop crying until I took it.”
“And Havana?”
“Gary’s dad again. By the way, what does a hooker have to do with it?”
“She was working with a group of lizard men trying to overthrow the Cuban government.”
“You were in Havana to stop a lizard hooker?”
“Not stop. Shoot,” he said, patting the case.
“You have a gun in there?”
“What else would a fella keep in a guitar case?”
“A guitar!”
Gary stepped between us. “This is all fascinating, but I still have no clue what’s going on, so can we please shut up unless it’s to say something that makes sense?”
I quickly repeated the plan about stinking up the house with weed so we could jump out of a window . . . something . . . something, inflatable rhino.
Wyatt sighed. “I at least understood the window part. Let’s go.”
“Wait, how do we know it’s been enough time?” I asked.
Before anyone could answer, Wyatt made a shushing noise just as the sound of angry screaming floated up to us.
“You useless . . . worthless . . . jackass!” Mrs. Bates cried. “This was my favorite sweater!” A few tense seconds passed, and then she added, “And for God’s sake, open a window already!”
“Yes, my dear harpy,” came the slurred reply.
“I guess that’s how we know.” I whispered, stating the obvious.
We scooped up our bags and headed down to the second floor toward Mr. Bates’s room. Movement up ahead nearly gave me a heart attack, but then I realized it was nothing more than a feather duster fluttering by. Wyatt and Gary followed me closely as we all ran headfirst into thick, hazy purple smog, causing me to nearly double over coughing. Whoa! I could barely breathe, much less see.
“There’s no time to indulge, Darlin’. Hurry it up now.”
We finally reached the door to Lucien’s room, although the knob seemed to keep moving out of my grasp. I looked down at it and . . . awesome! My hand—it was like transparent or something. Wicked cool! I held it up for Gary and Wyatt to see. “Check it out.”
Wyatt, however, had to be a buzzkill.
“Lightweight.” He stepped past me and popped the door open easily. Guess the handle liked him better or something. Just what the world needed: sexist doorknobs.
I leaned down to give it a piece of my mind. “I’ll have you know, I’m all woman.”
“Let’s go, Mary Jane,” Wyatt said, dragging me into the room with him.
Woo! If I thought the smoke was thick out in the hall, it was nothing compared to the party going on in Lucy’s room. I could barely see my two companions as they fumbled their way forward.
“Who wants to get topless?!” I shouted.
Wyatt let out a sigh. “No more clubbin’ for you, Darlin’.”
“Grab . . . cough . . . the . . . rhino,” Gary cried, for some reason.
“Rhino?” I asked with a giggle. “I barely know him.”
All at once a breeze hit me, the cold wind like a slap in the face, clearing my head a bit, although apparently not enough as a large, dark shape went flying past me in the haze. “Was that a—?”
“Damn, that was the elephant. Sorry, Darlin’.”
“Do you have to keep calling her that?” Gary growled.
“Yeah,” I replied. “We all know I’m Sheena, queen of the otters!”
“What?”
“Don’t mind her, Shave-tail. She’s stoned.”
They continued throwing pool animals out the window until I finally saw one that looked like a chubby gray unicorn. “Sheena salutes you all! Fly, my pretties, FLY!”
Next went our bags. Then Wyatt stepped to the window. “Well, here goes nothin’.” He jumped out the window and landed superhero style amid the plastic jungle of critters on the lawn.
“Show-off!” I cried. “Bet I can do better. Come on, Gare-bear. Let’s kick his butt!”
“Um, I don’t know about this,” he replied. Wuss.
“Fine. Climb on my back,” I ordered, taking charge.
“Your back?”
“Yeah. We’re gonna do this tandem, lover, or as I like to say, reverse doggy style.”
“Um, okay?” He grabbed hold of me and climbed on piggyback-like. “Are you sure, this is safe?”
“Hell no. But I bet it’s gonna look wicked!” And with that, I launched us out the window.
Gary screamed as we careened through open space. Then his grip failed and he went tumbling off. A part of me felt I should be worried about that, but I was too busy focusing on a rad landing.
Oof!
Okay. Maybe not so rad.
But at least Gary landed on that inflatable horned donkey rather than eating a face full of dirt like me.
“Perfect ten!” I shouted, spitting out frozen grass. “And the crowd goes wild as she sticks the landing.”
“Come on, Jess,” Gary said, pulling me to my feet.
“Where to?” Wyatt asked.
“Garage is that way. My car is—”
“No can do, Gare-bear,” I said, giggling. “Daddy said you have a training bra spell or something on your car.”
“A tracking spell?”
“Yeah. That’s it. Gave me these.” I held out the keys and promptly dropped them. Fortunately, Wyatt was there to pluck them up before they hit the ground.
“Come on,” he said. “And don’t let her wander away or anything.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
We found the garage after several long minutes, or maybe it was hours. It was hard to tell. All I knew was that there was now a strange heat in my chest and my mind was rapidly starting to clear.
Although maybe not fast enough, as we stepped in only to be met by the sight of a black minivan with skulls painted on the side along with a . . . logo?
“The Counting Crowleys?” I read, shaking my head at what had to be the most unsubtle getaway car in history.
As we drew closer, the skulls began to glow.
“Holy shit,” Gary cried. “It’s my dad’s old band van.”
“And that’s good, why?”
“It’s warded out the ass.”
“Oh. Wait. Your dad was in a band?” Of course he was. The guy dressed like the lost member of Fall Out Boy.
Wyatt perked up and sniffed the air. “Less yammering, more skedaddling!”
My arm started itching. Whatever time Daddy Bates had bought us, it was rapidly running out.
We piled into the van. Wow, so much velvet . . . and so many odd smells, too. The back seats had been ripped out to make a love nest full of ratty pillows and a questionable looking mattress. What was I getting into?
That was a question for later, though. I took shotgun while Wyatt cranked the engine. Please let Mr. Bates have had the foresight to gas up. Despite looking like the Addams Family’s Dodge Caravan on the outside, the engine roared to life more like a sports car. Wyatt whistled appreciatively before doing something with the extra pedals and the chrome skull covering the gear thingy. Note to self: learn more about cars if I’m gonna be stuck on the road.
First we had to get to the road, though.
“Holy Hannah!” A massive winged monster stepped into view.
I let out a sigh of relief once I saw it was only a gargoyle . . . which, upon second thought, shouldn’t have been much of a relief.
“Gun it!” Gary cried.
“What?”
“Trust me!”
“Hang on.” Wyatt stomped on the gas and the tires squealed as we rammed straight into the massive beast.
Holy crap! I expected us to wreck, but instead the gargoyle was knocked to the side. I guess they really didn’t make cars like they used to. We didn’t appear to have suffered any damage either, although the radio seemingly turned on of its own accord, blaring heavy guitar strings along with a lead singer who sounded like a cat screeching to be fed.
I really hoped that wasn’t the Counting Crowleys, because if so, they sucked.
There wasn’t time to appreciate the awful tunes, though. I grabbed hold of the dash as Wyatt swerved and turned toward the front gates. Holy crap, were the hedges actually moving to block our way? Guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, not with Ash lurking about.
“I’ve got this!” Gary cried, leaning forward. Unfortunately, in all the swerving, he slammed face-first into the dashboard between us. Ooh! Go figure the pussy wagon here did not have seat belts. Rather than cry out, though, he wiped the blood from his nose and then slapped his hand onto the center of the dash. “Don’t slow down. Keep driving.”
The blood on the dashboard glowed for a moment, then seemed to sink into the plastic paneling. What the?
We veered around more of the house gargoyles before reaching a straight run for the exit.
“Faster!”
I didn’t know what Gary had done, but a moment later, both the gate and the hedges began to glow an eerie blood-red color before they all sprang apart to let out onto the street.
“Holy crap! It worked.”
“Heh. Blood magic opening spell,” Gary wheezed. “Good for . . . garage doors . . . gates, and . . . and . . . demon hedges. . .” He collapsed backward onto the stained mattress.
“Gary?”
Fortunately, his breathing was strong and steady. Poor guy had probably exhausted himself in the escape.
In better news, the marks on both his forehead and Wyatt’s neck faded until they were barely visible. As weird as this day had been, at least I could finally say I was on the right track.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I had no idea where we were going, but I was happy enough to relax in the passenger seat and let my hair slowly recharge.
“You should get some sleep, Darlin’,” Wyatt said, continuing to navigate the dark roads.
“I’m too tired to sleep.” I turned and stared out the window, seeing nothing but the occasional glimpse of trees.
“Know the feeling. Been there too damn much lately.”
We rode in silence for a while longer until I snuck another peek at him, noting the mark had disappeared completely. Phew.
“See anything you like?”
“Just a vamp playing roadie in a freaky minivan.”
“Touché. The shave-tail still out?”
I peeked into the recesses of the van, seeing Gary had curled into a ball around the duffel bags. “Yeah. Magic takes a lot out of him.”
“I’m sure escaping a freaky mansion didn’t help matters.”
“No doubt.”
“Well, let him get some rest then. Plenty of time to talk later. You should try to get some sleep, too. Gonna need one of you awake soon enough. This van might be enchanted, but no telling if the windows will keep out the sun once it rises. That means either one of you needs to take over or we need to find a place to hunker down.” He glanced at me. “You know how to wrangle a manual?”
“Nope.”
“Fair enough. Got any idea which way we should be heading?”
“See my first answer.”
“Aimless wandering it is. James used to tell me that just going out in the world and traveling was soothing for the soul. Guess it worked for him. He’s been doing it forever.”
“Oh? I got the impression you didn’t like him.”
“Nah. We have our disagreements, but that ain’t nothin’ new,” Wyatt replied. “We might not share blood, but the old man’s always looked out for me. And I gotta admit, I do like his style from time to time. So for now, we take a note from his book. We make like Kwai Chang Caine and just keep wandering until something makes sense or the universe gives us a sign.”
“Works for me.”
Ironically enough, though, the universe apparently had no plans to wait on the matter. We crested a hill and there it was, clear as day. Standing proudly on the side of the road was a diner, the building in the shape of and painted to look like an enormous hot dog. A neon sign outside flickered brightly proclaiming it was open twenty-four hours.
“Take the next exit!”
“Why?”
“Because I just saw a giant wiener.”




Chapter Twenty: Chores from Heaven

“Sure you want to go in there alone, Darlin’?”
We had pulled into the motel next door to the wiener place, booking a cheap room so as not to get towed. However, we’d kept watch from the van after Gary had assured us of the powerful mojo worked into the frame and paint job. Well, okay, he’d mumbled, “safe from prying eyes inside the band van,” before passing out again, but good enough.
“It sounds nuts, but this feels like something I have to do alone.”
“That one of your crazy powers, or are you just making it up as you go?”
“The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”
He lifted one of my auburn locks out of my eyes. “Your batteries look kinda low. Why don’t you rest until morning? Then you can—”
Even as he said the words, the mark reappeared on his neck. Uh oh. “Sorry. This can’t wait.”
“What ain’t you telling me?”
There was so much I wanted to say, but what came out instead was, “Some stuff I’m guessing at, others I can’t say . . . literally. Trust me, it sucks to be cursed. All I can say right now is I’m supposed to visit that giant sausage over there so I can get my next clue.”
Wyatt considered my words for a moment, then shrugged and popped the locks on the doors. No arguments, no reproach, he just gestured towards the diner. “Holler if you need me, and I’ll be there.”
I mouthed “thank you” then slipped out the passenger side. I didn’t know if it was my hair being out of gas or a change in the weather but damn, it had gotten cold. I could feel every rip and tear in my dress and leggings as I made my way across the parking lot. In comics the hero always strode proudly toward their fate. I was more like a penguin on amphetamines, trying my best not to slip on any rogue patches of black ice. So much for making a grand entrance.
A chime sounded as I stepped in shivering, but I couldn’t see anyone behind the counter. Despite the crazy exterior, the inside looked like pretty much any other New England diner. Vintage advertising lined the upper section of the walls while most of the lower half consisted of stainless steel and cheery red leather. Noting the sign instructing me to wait to be seated, I rubbed my arms and called out, “Hello?”
“Just sit anywhere, hon!” a voice finally called from the kitchen. Whoever she was, she sounded harmless enough which, knowing my luck, probably meant she was a flesh-eating demon waitress. Still, I settled in the booth furthest from the door and nearest to the heating vent. There I took a deep breath and willed the universe to give me its best shot.
“Can I get you something to drink or are you waiting for someone?” I looked up to see a plus-sized waitress with adorable pink glasses, a winning smile, and a magnificent set of cornrows bundled atop of her head. Her smile warmed me up faster than the forced air, at least until she sized me up and frowned. “Are you . . . okay, honey?”
I glanced at my reflection in the window. With my tired eyes and torn ensemble, I could see what she meant. And she was right, even if my problems couldn’t be explained in any sane way. Much as I hated to lie, I was beginning to see it was a handy skill to have in this new lifestyle. “I’m fine, thanks for asking. It’s just been a long night. Got stood up by my date, then my stupid car got a flat.”
I waited to see if she would point a finger at me and call me out for the filthy liar I was. However, she merely nodded. “Men are pigs. Believe me, it’s his loss. So, what can I get you to make this night a bit better?”
The concern in her eyes ratcheted down several notches. Thank goodness! Luckily in trying to keep my hands warm as I’d wandered over, I’d discovered a few wadded up bills in the jacket pocket, mixed in with god-knows-what. I pulled one out and got lucky in that it was a twenty. “I could really use a cup of coffee, ma’am.”
“Coming up. My name’s Terra, by the way. You want anything to go with that coffee?”
She had a twinkle in her eye, and her fingers tapped to an unknown tune as she waited for me. It was a longshot, but with everything I’d been through lately, I needed to know what I was dealing with. “I want some toast?” I half-whispered, half-sung.
“Gotcha. White, wheat, sourdough, or French with rainbow sprinkles?”
I almost laughed out loud. What had I been expecting? For her to be a death otter in disguise? Wow. What I really needed was a chill pill to go with my coffee. But, since they probably didn’t serve those. . . “Let’s go with the rainbow sprinkles.”
“I had a feeling that’d be the winner.” She made it halfway back to the kitchen when she turned and looked at me with concern. “You sure you’re okay, hon?”
Not even remotely. “Just tired.”
That seemed to appease her and she headed back into the kitchen. A few moments later, the door chime went off again.
This has gotta be it.
“Be right with ya!” Terra called from the kitchen. She had apparently neither felt the whoosh of wind that came from the direction of the door, nor heard the flap of massive wings.
Oh no! Please stay in the kitchen!
I slowly turned to see my harassing angel in full feathered glory. Well, his hair was still feathered anyway. His wings had disappeared into a sensible pea coat that was a far cry from how he’d first appeared. He sat at the counter across from my booth.
Terra stepped out of the kitchen with my coffee and I waited to see what would happen. If he tried to harm her . . . actually, I had no idea what I could do. He’d already proven to be more than a match for me. Fortunately, he let her deliver my coffee before turning her attention to him.
“Hey there, hon. What can I get for. . . Hey, do I know you from somewhere? You seem awfully familiar.”
Yeah, like the villain from an eighties coming-of-age movie?
However, he merely shrugged and replied, “Just one of those faces, I guess. Now, would you be a dear and get me the breakfast special? I’m positively starving.” If anything, his English had improved considerably from his earlier Yoda-speak.
I waited for Terra to step back in the kitchen before asking, “What are you doing?”
“Ordering breakfast.”
“No! I mean, why are you here?”
“Because of you, Jessie Flores. Obviously, you got my message loud and clear because you’re right where you’re supposed to be . . . which is good, especially for those I’ve marked.”
“You didn’t give me any message.”
“Or did I?” he asked mysteriously before grinning.
Grr! “Okay, enough with the word games. Who exactly are you?”
Terra, of course, had to pick that moment to pop her head out to let us know our food would be ready in a bit. We both smiled back innocently, just two normal customers who weren’t supernaturally empowered at all. Yeah. As if. At least the coffee here was good. Score one for the house of giant wieners.
Apparently, that satisfaction was shared by the giant chicken hawk in the room, as he took an extra-long sip before replying, “I already told you. I’m the fury assigned to your case. Think of me like an extra-dedicated life coach. You see, in the olden days, all great heroes were guided by their furies. We are observers, arbitrators . . . and, if required, motivators. If that fails, we are called to deliver divine punishment upon those deserving of it.”
“So, aren’t you guys supposed to be like a trio of angry women or something?”
“Sometimes. A fury is meant to be a counterpoint to its hero. Male warriors are shadowed by female furies. Heroines such as yourself get a fury like me. It’s all about balance.”
I flinched at hearing him say one of my dad’s lines. Then again, if he was some sort of spirit sent to hound me, it was reasonable to expect that he’d hit below the belt.
“In all fairness, my sisters tended to get most of the work. The harsh reality is heroism is kind of a sexist concept, and the few heroines there have been, well, they got my older brothers. So, you can imagine my surprise when mother selected me to manage your case.”
“So . . . you’re new at this?”
“I’m older than you can possibly imagine and, I can assure you, I’ve shadowed my siblings countless times over the eons.”
“So, you’re new at this.” Oh boy. Just what I needed to make my life complete. An apprentice fury.
I shut my trap as Terra returned, plates in hand. Even fury-dude looked impressed by the small mountain of bacon and eggs set down in front of him.
As Terra returned to the kitchen, he turned toward me questioningly, holding a plate piled high with hash browns. “Do you mind if I join you? I think I might actually need some help with all of this.”
Oh yeah. Definitely a newb.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I don’t think it’s humanly possible to eat all of this,” I said, staring at the heap of French toast before me.
“I’m not human,” my fury replied, “but even I may have to agree.” Regardless, he was giving it the old college try, curling up pancakes like tacos and scarfing them down.
I snagged a slice of bacon before he could set to work on that next. After all, he had asked for help. “So, I kind of need some answers.”
“The only answer you need to worry about is that you are cursed to wander until you have completed the thirteen trials of Gaia.”
“Hold on? Thirteen? Didn’t Hercules only get like seven labors?”
“What’s that saying? Oh yes. A woman has to do twice as much to be considered equal.”
I glared at him, but rather than say something that would get even more trials dropped in my lap, I shoveled a forkful of toast into my piehole.
“So, here’s how this works. You complete your trials, and I don’t have to invoke my marks. It’s simplicity itself.”
I narrowed my eyes as he slathered enough butter on a pancake to give an elephant heart failure. At least the dual actions of eating and having this guy annoy the crap out of me were having a positive effect, as I could see my hair starting to turn red again.
“How can I complete trials that I don’t even know about? And why do my friends have those marks and not—?”
“You? Simple, really. Most heroes don’t fear death. If they did, they wouldn’t be heroes. So instead, we dole them out to those you care about most. It’s quite the motivator . . . unless the hero is secretly insane, which I really hope you’re not.”
“But the person I most care about—”
“Has already had his punishment met.”
“You marked . . . my dad?”
He nodded. “Consider that one a warning. Technically they’re marks of death, but circumstances sometimes dictate death isn’t the end.”
“A warning?” Sparks rose from my head, but my fury continued to eat as if this were the most normal thing in the world.
“Now, now, behave.”
“But how? Why—”
“You were given instructions. It’s not my fault you chose to ignore them.”
“They were in Greek!”
The fury finished his eggs and took a moment to lick his fork. “The gods communicate their will in whatever language the gods see fit. Heed my words, girl, for this is a lesson you should learn sooner rather than later. Fate is neither fair nor does it come with its own Rosetta stone.”
Deep breaths, Jessie. My hair calmed down as our waitress came to refill our coffees. She must’ve been pretty tired as she didn’t so much as blink that I had different colored locks from when I entered.
The moment perfectly pleasant Terra wandered away again, my hair flared back up. “How the heck was I supposed to figure any of that out on my own?”
Rather than do me the favor of at least acting intimidated, the fury looked momentarily confused. “That is an excellent question. One I shall have to ask my older siblings.” He slipped out of the booth and stood up. “However, we’re here now regardless. No point in crying over spilled ambrosia, as they say. Now, if you’ll excuse me. . .”
“You can’t just leave without—”
“Sorry. But the time has come for you to receive your trials.”
“But you’re—”
“Not the one giving them to you.” One of the fury’s wings slipped out from beneath his coat and I ducked to keep from being clocked. When I looked up again, he was gone. Son of a. . . At least he’d had the decency to leave enough cash to cover his meal.
Frustrated, I cried out, “So who’s supposed to give them to me then?”
Almost as if in response, the door chimed once more.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Of all the faces I expected to see walk into a diner at God-knows-what o’clock in the morning, a third grader with a Spider-Man backpack wasn’t among them.
That, however, was nothing compared to the disturbing feeling of familiarity she carried with her. No way. As she walked beneath the neon “open” sign, her hair caught a green sheen in the light, cementing the illusion.
She walked right up to me and grinned. “I’ve missed you, Conqueror of Burp.”
“Boo?”
The little human, definitely not dryad, nodded.
“Bougainvillea Rose Orlando, what in the name of all that is holy are you doing here at this hour?” Terra cried, stepping from the kitchen. “Your mama is gonna be worried sick.”
“She knows I’m here, Miss Terra. You can call her if you like,” Boo replied, wandering over to my booth. “Besides, I couldn’t wait to see my personal hero!”
What the heck?
Boo slipped into the booth opposite me, taking off her backpack. Except it no longer held an image of Spider-Man. Instead, somehow an image of me was now embroidered upon it. Holy Hannah! I didn’t realize I had my own merchandising going on.
Wait a second. If the waitress knew Boo, did that mean she was less human than I’d originally assumed? Maybe it hadn’t been a coincidence that she hadn’t noticed my hair going from brown to neon after all.
Terra came striding over to our table, hands on hips. The slight change in angle let me see the edge of some green ink peeking out from beneath her sleeve. Another dryad servant? What the heck was going on here?
Once more, as if mocking my unspoken question, the door chimed, this time causing a chill to run down my spine that had nothing to do with the frigid air.
Terra in turn stormed toward the entrance. “You’re not welcome here.”
I froze at the sight of silver-tinged hair, rugged stubble, and red flannel. There was no doubt about it—Mr. Keyne had wandered into my life again for some reason.
He raised his hands in surrender, giving his kindest smile to the angry waitress. “Look, I know we’ve had our differences, but he has custody for the weekend. And you know I can’t leave Boo alone in her human form, not with everything that’s happened. We’re just here to talk, I swear.”
“You have no right to—” Terra stopped and glanced over her shoulder at Boo and me. I knew that look all too well. Sure enough, a moment later, the adults stepped outside so we couldn’t hear what they were arguing about.
Boo, meanwhile, pulled a lunchbox out of her pack and opened it to reveal it was full of crayons. She looked up and eyed the remains of my rainbow toast. I slid it over to her and she tore into it with all the gusto of an eight year old presented with sugar. “Mr. Keyne and Mrs. Terra don’t get along anymore,” she said between bites. “It makes me sad.”
“What happened between them?”
She pulled out a notebook from her backpack and started scribbling in it. “Mother and Father don’t get along. Mrs. Terra serves her, and Mr. Keyne serves Father’s Meliae.”
“Oh.” It was kinda like what happened in a divorce, I guess. “Sorry, to hear that, Boo. But, if you don’t mind me asking, why are you even here?”
She continued to draw. “To help you of course. I told Father it wasn’t fair to give out a blessing and a curse without any help, and no matter what we should always be fair. I learned that in kindergarten. He agreed, so he’s coming to help, too.”
He? Her father . . . Uranus. But wait, wasn’t that Mr. Keyne? He was the one who’d given me those cursed knockoff Pop-Tarts. Was I remembering wrong, or was this more magical crap that mere mortals like me weren’t meant to understand?
“He’s coming?” I asked. Boo continued to color and gobble more French toast but managed to nod anyway. “But isn’t he already here?”
The door opened and Terra stalked over to our table. Her face softened as she turned her eyes to the little girl. “Hey there, Boo. I know you want to see your friend, but do you think you could help me in the kitchen for a spell?”
“Sure thing, Mrs. Terra!” Boo tore a sheet out of her notebook and left it on the seat with a little wink. She then followed Terra to the kitchen, giving me a big, bright thumbs up before disappearing inside.
That damned chime sounded again and Mr. Keyne came back in, approaching me with a furrowed brow and the slightest of frowns. “I am so sorry, Jessie. I tried to warn you.”
“You’re . . . sorry?” God or not, I didn’t care. My hair flared to life. “You’re the one who told me to never trust deals from gods, right before slipping me contaminated toaster pastries! How does that even remotely equate to being sorry, Uranus?”
“You’re wrong about me.”
“And exactly how do you figure that?”
He stepped next to me and I hopped to my feet so fast I nearly upended the table with my knee. Oww!
“You have to understand how dangerous he. . .” Something in his eyes made me pause. He took my hand in his. “He’s about to wake up, but please know that I never wanted any of this for you. You helped me when you didn’t have any reason to. I may be nothing more than a tether, but I’ll never forget that.”
“A tether?” I whispered. He stepped in and grabbed me in a one-armed hug. I tried to pull away but couldn’t. He was simply too strong, and then it got weird. His body posture became more relaxed, and he started . . . sniffing my hair.
What the hell?
“Mmm, Ananke’s tears always smell like fresh strawberries, don’t you think?” Mr. Keyne’s voice had changed, becoming an octave deeper and taking on a strange accent.
I’d heard a voice like that before, deep in the recesses of my mind. Oh no!
I tried to wrench free again, but it was like trying to escape a bear hug from Superman. Every hair on my body burst aflame to no avail. I manage to crane my head to see our reflection in the window. Not only was I glowing, but he was as well, only his was a mix of blues and violets, like he was a living, breathing galaxy stuck smack-dab in a Connecticut diner.
“Let me go.”
“Is that what you really want, my child?” His other hand started inching around my waist.
“Yes! I mean it!” This time when I shoved, he let go and stepped back.
The glowing figure that had been Mr. Keyne chuckled and straightened his collar. The glow around him shimmered, transforming flannel and jeans into a slick three-piece suit. The light around him faded, leaving him with a bluish pallor and a silvery sheen to his hair. Only his eyes remained glowing, pulsing different hues like he had the entire cosmos in his head.
He motioned to the booth. “I thought you wanted answers, Champion. Sit and let us talk in person at last.”
“Uranus?”
“I have many names. That just happens to be the one you know me by. Come now, sit and relax. I can feel your exhaustion.” I remained standing. “Really? Do you honestly think I have time for childish spite?”
My legs wobbled at his words and suddenly it was like my long day caught up with me. I stumbled into my side of the booth and grimaced as I saw toaster pastries with red sprinkles now sitting on my plate. My coffee had been refilled as well, even though Terra was nowhere in sight. It now had a strange reddish hue to it.
“No way.” Damn if the aroma of the coffee wasn’t intoxicating, though. It was almost enough to distract me for a second from the overwhelming realization that a god was sitting across from me. What was I supposed to even do? Screw it. Blunt had always worked for me in the past. “What do you want from me, God Boy?”
His expression darkened and, crazily enough, so did my hair. Whoa. Maybe I laid it on a little too thick. Before I could open my mouth again, though, he burst out laughing. “That’s a good one. I like you, Champion. It’s why I gave you my blessing in the first place.”
Okay, maybe I should start over with something less amusing. “So, are you Mr. Keyne or not?”
“I am more things than I could explain in your short lifetime, Champion.” Uranus raised his own mug and took a sip. “But you made me laugh, so I’ll humor you. Mr. Keyne is a piece of me. An insignificant tiny piece, but a piece nevertheless.”
“A piece?”
“Less than a toenail, really. Now, I normally don’t pay much attention to what my tethers do when I’m not utilizing them. They have their own tiny lives, after all, but he was simply so taken by your courage, your spirit, that his emotions caught my attention. Don’t get me wrong, I was mildly concerned about my daughters attending those petty negotiations, so my attention was already turned somewhat that way, but you were an unexpected bonus.”
“A bonus?” I asked. “But the prophecy—”
He laughed. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Champion, but when I handed out that prophecy eons ago, it was nothing more than a father trying to keep his rebellious little girls busy. You can imagine my surprise when a maiden with hair of flame actually showed up. Tell me the truth. Did one of my other children make you? Maybe trying to have a laugh at my expense.”
“What? No! It was mages who—”
“That’s right, Ananke’s tears. The fates tried their best to keep tabs on them all but, whoops, a few petals slipped into the mortal realm anyway. It’s quite amazing, really. You let a little fate-warping magic fall into mortal hands and, boom, it’s like all hell breaks loose. Often makes for quite the amusing distraction.”
“Hold on. What do you mean by whoops?”
Uranus chuckled again. “I thought it might be hilarious to see what would happen if one of those forest brutes got their hands on some. You can only imagine my surprise when the Magi stepped in and changed the narrative. Still, in the end, I got my Champion. We call that a win-win.”
“So, all of my suffering has been nothing more than a stupid accident meant to amuse you?”
He leaned in and folded his hands. “There are no true accidents, my dear, sweet Champion, not in matters like this. The great weave of destiny tolerates deviations to a point, but in the end, it always has a plan. At least that’s what beings like me say to minor beings like you. I won’t lie, though. I might be a god, as far above you as you are that toast on your plate, but that doesn’t mean I have all the answers. It would be ever so boring if it were that simple.”
I slumped in my seat. “Fine. Then that brings us back to what do you want from me?”
He seemed to consider it carefully this time. “I want what every father wants. I want my children to be safe and happy.”
“Then how come your son cut off your junk and deposed you?” Hmm. Maybe I shouldn’t have led with that one.
Fortunately, Uranus merely chuckled. “Kronos had some issues. Spent way too much time in this dimension, then decided he wanted to rule it. We had an argument. I put my foot down. He cut off my penis and seeded the Earth with it. These things happen.”
“They do?”
“All the time . . . when you’re a god, anyway. Heck, eventually his own son did pretty much the same thing to him. It’s what you mortals might call the circle of life.” He leaned across the table and focused his strange eyes on me. “Listen, I’ve made some mistakes. I admit, for a long time I distanced myself from this world and the daughters I’d left here, but now I’m just trying to make it right. My youngest girls are bound to this world, but they still look up to me. I owe it to them to give them hope and some guidance, but I can’t do it alone.”
“So, this is all just you trying to connect with your kids? Why don’t I buy that?”
“Because this age of man is forged in betrayal and cynicism. For most, the age of heroes is long gone.” He learned in even closer, his eyes disconcertingly bright. “But not for you. You still have that faint spark of faith, the belief in a better world. You still possess hope, even though there are forces that constantly try to stamp it out. That’s what makes you special.”
“So that’s why you chose me?”
“Yes, and why you chose me,” he countered. “My servants warned you. Even I tried to tell you that once on this path, there was no turning back, but still, here we are.”
“And now your ex-wife—”
“Gaia,” he finished for me. “She wishes you tested to make sure you are worthy of helping our children. Or to put it in more grandiose terms: for every godly blessing, there is a corresponding curse. Normally, a hero would consult an oracle about these things, but times have changed. I spoke with the ex and she agreed that we can spell things out a little more clearly. Just this once, mind you. We may be gods, but even we will only punish a person so much for the sin of ignorance.”
“Okay, so I finish these trials and then what?”
“You’ll prove yourself worthy to help my daughters find their way.”
“I don’t even know my own way. I’m just a kid, and you already took away the one person that could—”
He held up a hand to silence me. “The best way to teach is from a place of understanding. You now know what it’s like to have neither a mother nor father. If anything, it makes you an even better leader for my children.”
First it was a warning, now it was a learning experience?! My hair flared. “You killed my father for a lesson?”
“No. I believe we’ve already established that your fury arranged that.”
“But my father—”
“Is changed, but not dead. You seem to keep forgetting that fact. Your fury delivered unto you a great mercy. He knows the letter of our law but adjusted it ever so slightly anyway so as to give you hope, hope which you keep throwing back in everyone else’s face like a spoiled child. You should instead be using it to fan those flames inside yourself, letting them grow, steeling your resolve. At some point you will need to decide: are you a child or a champion?”
We sat there in silence for several minutes, images of my dad flashing through my head. Sadly, despite my grief, I knew what I had to say.
“Fine. I accept your gifts and that there’s no turning back. Tell me what I need to do.”




Chapter Twenty-One: Thirteen Reasons Why Being the Chosen One Sucks

“This can’t be right.”
Uranus cocked his head while I stared at the sheet of paper Boo had left behind, the one which apparently contained my trials. It included a mix of handwriting, all of it terrible and most of it in a language I couldn’t understand. Some of it was even written in crayon, for Pete’s sake. “Experience true love’s kiss? Is this a joke?”
“Well, Aphrodite is one of my daughters, after all, but I think that was one of Bougainvillea’s suggestions. Her mother asked her to contribute.”
“Is she also the one who wrote down ‘Save Tokyo?’”
“Oh, did that one actually make the final cut? That should be a hoot.” What was it with the creatures in my life and their tendency to invite a punch to the face?
“I can’t even read most of these. How can I complete a trial if I can’t understand it?”
Uranus’s eyes rolled to the back of his head for a moment. “My tether here is telling me of a great fount of wisdom called Google Translate. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”
I gritted my teeth. Gods were the absolute worst. Oh wait. Maybe this list was worse. The more I stared at it, the more the words seemed to wobble on the page almost as if they were alive. Giving credence to this idea, the first line suddenly rewrote itself into English.
“Defeat the monster in the maze?”
Uranus smiled. “Consider that one a freebie. Now, if I might be so bold as to make a suggestion, you should eat something, recover your strength. You have a long journey ahead.”
I eyed the red-tinged pastries on my plate, feeling my stomach lurch. No way was I going through that again.
“A wise mortal never turns down a gift from heaven.”
“Funny. Mr. Keyne told me that gifts from the gods always come with a price.”
“Tell me something, Champion, is the tip of your finger somehow more important than the rest of you, or could you cut it off and get along just fine?”
I quickly pulled my hands off the table, causing Uranus to laugh a deep, punchable belly laugh. He snapped his fingers and everything went dark. Guess I’d finally pushed my luck one too many times because I was suddenly falling through infinite blackness.
“What are you doing?” I cried out.
Stars pulsed to life around me and a vast nebula spread out before me, as far as I could see. So . . . big. Even in my terror, though, all I could think was that’s what she said.
I blinked and reality came crashing down around me. I was back in my seat across from the god with a bad pun for a name.
“Do you understand yet? Mr. Keyne is a fraction of the whole, created by me as a link to the mortal plane, nothing more. I am greater than you can comprehend, a power beyond your imagining, and I am exhausting myself for no other reason than to come here and guide you. Do you have any idea how honored you should be?”
“You want me to say thanks?”
His smile tightened. “Youth is wasted on the young. Eat your breakfast, get a good night’s sleep, and then get back on the road. That should keep Nikolaus at bay.”
“Who?”
“Your fury.” He raised an eyebrow at my expression. “Did I say something funny?”
“Nikolaus . . . my fury? I’m being tormented by Nick Fury?!” I couldn’t fight the laughter. “You could have at least made him look like Samuel L. Jackson.”
“He’s meant to guide you, not serve as the butt of some juvenile joke. Don’t underestimate him, though. He may be young, but he’s . . . mostly capable.”
“So am I.” I slammed my fist on the table, shattering the Formica top.
Uranus raised an eyebrow then stood. “I suppose we shall see about that. Either way, I have to go. Staying in this realm requires considerable effort, but fear not, you’ll still have guidance. But do remember, you can’t adventure on an empty stomach.”
“Really?”
“Never look a gift horse in the mouth, especially when that horse could vaporize you with a thought.”
I picked up the pastry, looked at the sprinkles, which were now glowing, and put it back down. “Not happening.”
Uranus’s face suddenly shifted and all at once he was Mr. Keyne again, but something was wrong with him. He looked ashen, pale, as if he were being strangled. I blinked and once again he was Uranus.
“Perhaps I wasn’t clear. I can exist quite handily without the tip of my finger.”
“What?”
“Though I breathed life into this form, he has his own thoughts and feelings, hopes, and dreams. Yet he is nothing to me, as easily discarded as you might throw out a plastic fork. And if that doesn’t convince you, there’s more I can do. Perhaps a young yeti will fall and hit her head or a window shade will malfunction, exposing a sleeping vampire to the sun. A vulnerable young wizard could have an allergic reaction to—”
“I get it! You made your point” I grabbed the toaster pastry and shoved it into my mouth.
It tasted just as sweet and wonderful as before, damn it all. That done, I chugged the coffee down as tears welled in my eyes. There was no way this could be good, ingesting even . . . more of . . . that magical. . .
Was it me, or was the room spinning?
I had just enough time to catch sight of Uranus’s smug grin again before collapsing face-first into a pile of glowing red crumbs.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Great Conqueror of Burp, please wake up.”
“Mmhmm?” I didn’t want to open my eyes. This felt like the first decent shut-eye I’d gotten since wandering into this crazy prophecy. Was it rude to ask for five more minutes?
“Come on, Jessie, I want to say goodbye before this human shell has to go to school.”
“Huh? Boo?”
I forced my eyes open, raising my hands to rub them before realizing something was different. What the? I hadn’t been wearing nail polish when I’d walked in here. So then why were my fingernails now bright cherry red? And when had they gotten so long?
This was no mere gel coat. As I turned my hands over, I saw the red went all the way through. I sat up and tapped them against the broken façade of the table where they gave off freaking sparks against the countertop.
“Do you like them?” Across from me sat Boo, but not the cute human child who’d entered the diner. It was her as I’d seen her up in Canada, a baby dryad. She held up her own hand, showing a similar set of fingernails . . . talons more like, except in green.
“What’s up with my . . . our . . . nails?”
“I didn’t think it was fair that you’d had all those trials but no weapon yet. Every hero needs a weapon.” She snapped her fingers and her nails retracted, at least looking more age appropriate. “Now you try.”
“O-kay.” I snapped and, sure enough, my fingers returned to normal, chipped nails and all. One more snap and I once again had tiny talons. This was a bit too close to vampire territory for my tastes, but maybe Boo was right. However, that wasn’t the only thing that had changed while I’d slept. Ingesting more of that power-pastry had seemingly added another six inches to my hair. Much more and I’d have to consider applying for membership with the Inhumans.
“What time is it?” I smacked my lips a few times and stood up to stretch. Magic sure did leave a terrible aftertaste. It was only then that I noticed Boo wasn’t alone. Her human form was there, too, stretched out in the booth next to her and sleeping soundly.
“Almost seven.” She yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Oh, that’s right. This is your first time seeing my two forms together. My human body needs more rest, but this form still gets tired.”
“I won’t lie, it’s a little weird. Do all dryads have . . . you know . . . multiple bodies?”
Boo nodded. “When we’re young or sick we can only make husks—” Husks? “But with a bit of practice we can make human forms so as to more easily move among your kind. It gets even cooler when we’re big and strong. We can make battle forms.”
“Battle forms?”
She held out her arms and rows of tiny spikes erupted from her skin. “I’m still growing, so it’s not as easy yet.”
“You’ll need to take a sick day back at your roots if you keep showing off, Bougainvillea.” My blood ran cold as Mr. Keyne stepped out of the restroom, looking down at his phone like he was just a normal customer and not the vessel of an ancient god.
“I know,” Boo replied with a pout before turning back toward me. “So, do you like my trials? I tried to pick some that were fun.”
“Did you make up all of . . . what the?” I reached down to where I’d dropped the paper and hesitated as it finally registered in my sleep-addled brain that one more thing had changed while I’d slept. “What the hell happened to my clothes?”
Gone was the torn mini-dress I’d borrowed from Lucien, and in its place was a white floral print sundress that reached almost to the floor. Please be wearing the same underwear, I said to myself, although I wasn’t about to check in front of present company. The only part of my ensemble that hadn’t changed was Lucien’s jacket, which was now lying next to me in the booth.
If Boo had an answer regarding my clothes, she chose to ignore it. “They only let me do a few. True Love’s Kiss, Save Tokyo, Bring our Dark Sisters Back Home. Those are all mine.” I glanced down at the trial sheet and saw little crayon rainbows and hearts appear around those three. “Do you like them?”
“They’re definitely . . . interesting.” Yeah, I didn’t care to crush the tiny dryad’s enthusiasm. “So, what made you pick those ones?”
“I want all the dryads to be in the grove again, not just the Meliae and their servants.” She lowered her voice to a whisper as if telling a secret. “The dark dryads have been mad ever since their queen disappeared. I want them to be happy again.”
“I guess that’s a good thing to want. What about—?”
“I feel bad for Tokyo because it’s always getting destroyed in the movies by big monsters. So, I want you to save it.”
“Uh, sure. Not a problem. If Godzilla shows up, I’ll hop right on that.” Boo’s face lit up with a smile so bright I couldn’t help but feel better. I just hoped this didn’t mean an actual kaiju attack was imminent. “And the kiss thing?”
“Duh!” She sighed at me. “Love is the most powerful magic in the world, so of course I want you to have it. Plus, you’re a princess, so I want you to find your prince!”
“Really? I’m a princess now?”
“You’re the maiden with the hair of fire. Of course you’re a princess.” She all but added another “duh” for good measure. “Everyone knows that.”
“Flaming hair equals princess. Check. Bet Cinderella wishes she knew that trick. So, about these clothes?”
“Magic,” Mr. Keyne explained. “I can assure you, nothing improper or untoward happened in your sleep, Mistress Flores.”
Before I could say anything to that, Boo rubbed her eyes and stifled another yawn.
“You need to get ready for school, dear,” Terra called from inside the kitchen. “I’m sure you’ll see your friend again soon.”
“All right.” Again, with the pouting. Boo was going to be a preteen in no time. She leaned in and whispered, “I hope your prince is really handsome.”
“Bougainvillea Rose, now!”
Boo gave me a terrified look. Apparently middle names were powerful no matter who you were. Then, in a poof of green, dryad Boo disappeared. A few moments later, human Boo yawned and opened her eyes, much as I had minutes earlier.
Terra stepped out of the kitchen with her coat on. “Come on, child. I’ll get you to the bus so Mr. Keyne can have a moment.”
If she was leaving, then who was minding the. . .? Of course, who was to say this place would even be here after I left, being that it was apparently all one big, magical clusterduck.
Boo made a point to give Mr. Keyne a hug before saying, “Bye, Daddy!”
“Daddy?” I asked once the pair left. “Who or what, exactly, are you?”
Mr. Keyne shrugged as he shuffled over. “Your guess is as good as mine. I woke up in nineteen ninety-five with what felt like a dozen different lifetimes stuck in my head. I don’t know if he created me, I’m possessed, or if I was rebooted like the dryads’ bodies are from time to time.”
“Nineteen ninety-five? You’re actually not that much older than me.”
Mr. Keyne laughed. “And yet I’m older than you can imagine.”
“And you serve your . . . err, his daughters? They didn’t seem to treat you very well for being their dad.”
“That’s because they don’t know. I guess he wants to keep an eye on his family without their knowing, probably because most of them—”
“Can’t stand his guts?”
He nodded. “Little Bougainvillea is the only one born after that glamour was cast. It doesn’t affect her, but even if she told them point blank that I was a part of the Great Skyfather, they would likely dismiss it without a second thought.”
“But now I know, too.”
“True, Miss Flores, but forgive me for saying so—”
“They’d listen to me even less than they’d listen to Boo?”
“Something like that.”
“Not surprising.”
I turned and picked up Lucien’s jacket, surprised it hadn’t changed with everything else. Maybe even Uranus’s power wasn’t enough to undo all the drugs and alcohol it had soaked up over the years. Judging by the growing light outside, I’d stayed longer than I’d meant to. Hopefully Wyatt hadn’t waited up for me and ended up stuck in the van.
I picked up my trial paper before glancing back at Keyne. I wanted to be mad at him. I really did, but it was hard to be angry at someone whose life came down to being a metaphorical toenail. “Is there anything else I should know before I end this trip to the restaurant at the end of the universe?”
“Be careful and stay safe. I’m sorry I can’t help you much more than that, but Bougainvillea’s list should guide you well.”
I flipped the paper back and forth a few times. Other than her tasks and the one about the monster in the maze, it remained mostly incomprehensible. “And what if I can’t read it?”
Mr. Keyne seemed to consider his words carefully. “I can’t say too much but know that your fury will be constantly watching to make sure you act the part of the hero.”
“Great.”
“But he won’t hold it against you if you need help, so long as you’re honorable and brave about it.”
“Good to know.”
He then lowered his voice. “Finding the dark dryads is part of your trials, but just because it’s not the first doesn’t mean you shouldn’t start there.”
“About them. I don’t know any dark dryads.”
Keyne gave me a knowing look. “Don’t you?”
Or did I? Hold on. Hadn’t everyone kept warning me about Dionaea being a man-eater? That was definitely kinda dark. I met Mr. Keyne’s eyes and he nodded as if he knew what I was thinking. Okay, then. It was a start.
I squared my shoulders and gave him a reassuring nod. He’d probably already said too much. Who knew what wrath he’d likely be bringing down on himself by divulging as much as he had, but still, I found myself greedy for more. “Anything else I should know?”
“Yes. There is one more very important detail.” Mr. Keyne let out a sigh and looked away. “It’s probably not entirely clear, but this prophesy, these trials, are meant to be completed by a warrior maiden with hair of fire.”
“Okay, so?”
“Emphasis on maiden.”
“Not following.”
He sighed again. “You need to ensure your body remains pure, or you will forevermore lose your powers.”
Pure? “Oh . . . oh!”
Well, at least that explained the white dress.




Chapter Twenty-Two: On the Road Again

I snapped my fingers a few times, watching in amusement as I went claws-on, claws-off. Even though snow flurries were now falling, my freshly recharged mojo meant I barely felt the cold as I sat on a bench outside the motel. I hadn’t seen anyone in the front of the van and I didn’t bother checking inside, at least not yet. Sometimes a chosen one needed a little time to herself.
I got a few strange looks as customers finally started meandering around the place, probably thanks to my mid-winter sundress. Either that or they thought I was a prostitute. Regardless, I did my best to ignore them in favor of my own thoughts, at least until the back of the van popped open and Gary stuck his head out.
“Hey, sleepyhead.”
He glanced my way groggily, no doubt eyeing my new outfit. “What did I miss?”
“A bit.”
“I can see that.” He motioned to the back of the van. “Mom’s not here, so I’m guessing it’s safe to assume Dad’s wards held. You wanna hop in here? You’ve gotta be freezing.”
I wasn’t, but I stood up and headed toward him anyway.
“So, when did you get the new dress?”
“You like it? I hear it’s all the rage among vestal virgins these days.”
“What?”
“Never mind. I ran into some friends from Canada while you were resting.”
“Wait, what?”
We carefully piled into the back of the van, as there was now a curtain drawn around where the middle seats should have been. Once the door was shut, a hand in fingerless gloves reached from underneath it and waved around a bit.
“You can relax,” I said. “It’s cloudy out.”
A moment later Wyatt sat up, complete with bedhead. “Oh, hey, Darlin’. Glad you’re back. Did the shave-tail tell you all about the wonders of our magic van yet?”
“Go back to sleep, asshole. You’re the only one who can drive this thing.”
Wyatt responded by flipping Gary the bird. Clearly vampires weren’t morning people. “How’d things go over in the hotdog kingdom? And when did you find the time to go shopping for new duds?”
I debated what to say or even what I could say. Mentioning Nikolaus Fury was definitely off the table. As for Uranus, he hadn’t specifically said anything, but he was a god as well as my fury’s boss. “Long story short, I need to kill a monster in a maze and find Dionaea.”
“Is Dionaea in the maze, too?” Gary asked.
“No idea. But I think she’s important to one of the other trials.”
“Wait,” he replied. “You figured out your trials?”
“More like had them given to me, and, no, I can’t read them all. All I really know is there’s thirteen of them.”
“Lucky us,” Wyatt muttered.
“So, Dionaea is part of this?” Gary got a strange look on his face, probably since they’d had a thing going on up in Canada. The thought of them hooking back up caused a few sparks to fall from my freshly recharged hair, but I did my best to push the petty jealousy, and hot embers, away. After all, wasn’t it better that way? Especially now that I knew about the maiden thing?
Heck, it’s not like I was sure I was even ready for that step. All we’d done was suck face a few times.
Realizing I was rapidly spiraling down a sexy-time rabbit hole, I shook my head to try to clear it . . . right before remembering one of my trials was clearly labeled, experience true love’s kiss. Wonderful. So maybe pushing Gary away wasn’t a smart idea, assuming he actually was my true—
“You all right, Darlin’? You look like you’re staring into the void and it’s staring back.”
“Done that already. Just had breakfast with Ur. . .” I’d heard of the expression tongue-tied before, but never had I felt it quite so literally. My mind wanted to blurt out Uranus, but it was like my mouth cramped up. Guess that answered that question. “Your . . . favorite dryad servant and mine, Mr. Keyne.”
“The guy from Canada you were telling me about? The one who slipped you the magic vittles?”
“Please tell me you punted that jerk into next week,” Gary said.
“Tempting, but he wasn’t alone. Boo was there, too.” I turned to Wyatt. “She’s a young dryad and I guess Keyne is her guardian of sorts. Anyway, she gave me this.” I whipped out the sheet of paper. “It’s a list of trials, but I can only read a few of them.”
Gary took the list and raised a brow. “It mostly looks like scribbles but I can feel traces of magic.”
“There’s traces of magic everywhere ’round here, partner.” Wyatt took a turn looking at the paper. For a moment I thought I saw a glint of recognition in his eyes, but he merely handed it back, mumbling something about “wizard chicken scratch.”
“Well, why don’t we start with the parts we can understand,” Gary said.
“Exactly my thoughts. So, like I was saying, I have to fight a monster in a maze. That seems pretty standard for the Greek hero thing. Then I need to bring the dryads’ lost sisters back to them. I think that’s where Dionaea comes in. Oh, and apparently I also need to save Tokyo.”
“Did you just say ‘save Tokyo?’” Gary scooted next to me to look at the list again.
It took a moment to clinically analyze our close proximity—about the least romantic thing I could possibly do. I mean, yeah, my pulse quickened bit at his nearness, but did I really feel mythological levels of love for him yet anyway? I mean, I certainly liked the guy, but it seemed a stretch to start planning what Celine Dion song to play at our wedding.
I glanced over at Wyatt, meaning to say something and found him meeting my gaze, that insufferably cute smirk on his face. Cue automatic blushing. Oh crap! Please don’t be a love triangle. I so didn’t need that right now.
Screw it. There were other trials to focus on. “Yes, I said save Tokyo.”
Wyatt snorted laughter then flopped back behind the curtain and yanked it shut. “Well, that’s a helluva long drive. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think I’ll get me some shut eye before setting off for the land of the rising sun. Be sure to wake me up if’n any giant lizards attack before then.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
There was little chance of sleeping with my brain full to bursting, and I had no interest in depriving our only driver of his rest. So I got out for some exercise and did pushups, squats, and katas in an unseasonable dress. I caught at least one creep taking a picture, so I relocated to the stand of trees behind the motel where there were fewer prying eyes.
Still not even remotely tired, I decided to get some practice in. After all, what good were claws if I didn’t know how to use them? I snapped my fingers, grinned as my nails lengthened, and took a swipe at the nearest tree.
Ouch! I’d erased the top layer of bark. Too bad most of it was now stuck beneath my fingernails. “I bet Wolverine never has these problems.”
I snapped my fingers again and began plucking splinters, when there came the crunch of snow from behind, startling me out of my reverie. I spun, popping my claws again, only to find Gary standing there.
He, in turn, seemed somewhat surprised by the fact that I was now sporting bright red talons. “Are those—?”
“Claws?” I replied. “Kinda.”
“That’s new.”
“Got them last night. So . . . what’s up with you?” Ugh! Could I be any lamer?
He looked like he had about a million questions, but instead he gave his head a quick shake and said, “I was coming over to say you shouldn’t get too far from the van.”
I adopted my best ninja pose, putting emphasis on my new finger stickers. “Worried about me?”
Color rose to his cheeks, although it was hard to tell if it was me or the cold. “Yes . . . I mean, I’m worried about us all!” He grinned in that embarrassed way only he could. “What I’m trying to say is the magic in the van makes it and the area around it nearly impossible to scry, but it only extends so far.”
“I thought that kind of magic didn’t work too well on me.”
“Yeah, but we really don’t know the extent of your ability to futz with it, and even if Mom can’t find you, she could probably track me or our fanged friend.” He started shuffling back and forth, looking somewhat nervous.
“Okay, so . . . should we head back then?”
He shook his head. “Not yet. Mom usually talks to her therapist around this time, and he doesn’t allow cell phones or magic in session, so we should have a bit of time. I was . . . hoping we could . . . maybe use it to talk?”
Uh oh. Nothing good ever started with can we talk. “Sure.”
Just to be safe, we wandered back, the clouds finally starting to give way to a bit of sunshine. As we got within about fifteen feet of the van, he stopped and held up a hand. “This should be good. I can feel the aura from here. I mean, even with us skipping out, I doubt she’d miss a session, but better safe than sorry.”
“So, what did you want to talk about?” I may ramble in my head, but I tried to never beat around the bush when it came to bad news. Best to rip the bandage off. “Unless it’s about magic auras and—”
“Are we a thing?”
“A thing?” I had a feeling he wasn’t talking about Ben Grimm either.
“Yeah. I mean, I know I’m not in your league and—”
I started chuckling, which was likely the exact wrong thing to do.
“—Seriously? Is this that big of a joke to you?” His face grew dark and I could’ve sworn I saw a flash of red in his eyes. Uh oh. Time for damage control.
I forced the giggles away, shaking my head in the hopes he understood I wasn’t talking about him. “You’re not in my league? Dude, you have a house with closets bigger than my entire home, full of libraries and invisible servants, and you’re a freaking wizard. If anyone is outclassed here, it’s me.”
His eyes opened wide and, a moment later, he started laughing, too. It felt good to share some ridiculousness again. I mean, our whole lives had become so crazy as of late, maybe this is what we needed. He stepped in and we hugged, his head on my shoulder.
“With my luck I’m probably disowned anyway.”
I giggled again, but in a tingly way. There was something about a guy whispering in my ear—outside of death threats, that is.
Mr. Keyne’s warning rang out in my head, but I shoved it away.
Screw it. I’m sixteen. Might as well live a little before something kills me.
I turned my head and rammed my lips against Gary’s as passionately as I could. It didn’t matter if it was in broad daylight in front of some filthy motel. I pushed past all my worries until our tongues were entwined, feeling myself fully getting into it.
Too into it, as it turned out.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I am so sorry.”
I hadn’t meant to crack one of his ribs. Doubly so, because now, having healed him after our too-passionate embrace, I got to experience the same anguish he had. Whoever said sharing was caring was a real jerk.
About a third of my hair had faded to auburn as I waited for the pain to subside. Gary sat in the van’s driver’s seat, grimacing, and holding his still tender midsection. The upside of nearly breaking him, though, was that my healing transference had done the rest of him good. Now there was only a single swath of white cutting through his hair. It was kinda cute in a Rogue sort of way.
“Are you okay?” he asked, handing me a couple of overpriced ibuprofens from the lobby shop.
“Shouldn’t I be asking you that? I could’ve—”
“Yeah, but what a way to go. Death by snu snu.”
I snorted laughter but immediately regretted it. Ouch! “More like She-Hulk, I’d say.”
“Works for me. I always did have a thing for green chicks.”
And just like that, the moment was over, as a jealous memory replaced my mirth, one of Gary canoodling with a certain man-eating plant girl. It was stupid and petty, but I let it take control of my lips anyway. “Guess I should’ve realized that after Canada.”
Gary’s eyes opened wide. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s fine,” I growled, more annoyed at myself that I’d so easily slipped into bitch mode. “It’s all in the past. It’s not like we were a thing.”
Gary took a deep breath and averted his eyes, making me hope we could skip past that little faux pas. But then he turned to face me again. “Listen, about Dionaea. There’s something you should know.”
He wants to do this now? “What about her?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could.
“That night in the library—”
“I’m serious. It’s okay. I really don’t need to hear about it.”
“We didn’t do anything.”
“What?” I tried to process exactly what he was saying, as I’d clearly seen them adjusting their clothes after sneaking away in the dryad library.
“We didn’t do it, I mean, we were going to . . . and you probably didn’t need to hear that, but I couldn’t.”
“You couldn’t?”
He nodded and I felt my heart swell. I wasn’t one for mushy rom-coms, but I’d seen this movie before—a couple of times, as a matter of fact. This was the part where he confessed he’d been on the brink of doing the deed, but thoughts of me held him back. If so, then maybe we—
“Yeah. I got way too excited and, then things were over before they even started, if you know what I mean.”
And he had to ruin it. I narrowed my eyes. “We’re definitely in TMI territory now, in case you’re wondering.”
“Wait! That’s not how I meant that to come out,” he said, cringing. “Okay, let me see if I can do this without shoving my foot even further down my throat. What I’m trying to say, is the reason I got over excited . . . had nothing to do with Dionaea.”
Once again, my heart fluttered, even if I wanted to call BS. After all, I’d seen what she looked like—curves for days, and all in the right places—but I bit my tongue before I could blurt something stupid.
“I was thinking about you. Jessie, I’ve had it bad for you since the first time I saw you, but . . . but there was Tony and—”
“Let’s not go there.”
“Sorry. I just wanted you to know that I—” Gary trailed off, his eyes glazing over and the blue of his irises momentarily replaced with gold. “Duck!”
Stupidly, rather than dive for cover, I asked, “What duck?” I’d barely finished my idiotic question when the van lurched violently to the side, as if something had slammed into the outside.
“What the hell?” Wyatt cried from the back.
“Stay covered,” I replied just as the van rocked again as something else plowed into it. “The sun’s still out.”
Sunlight was the least of our worries, though, compared to the bolt of angry green energy that flared past the windshield.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I spun in my chair as more green energy ricocheted off the van, making it tilt precariously on two wheels before settling down again. Car alarms went off all around us and people started popping out of motel doors, some in various states of undress, but I was far more preoccupied with the two figures striding toward us. One had previously worn my face while the other was flicking ash off a cigarette even as she was still aglow with power.
“Open up or I’m going to turn that heap into a sardine can,” Gary’s aunt Phil cried, powering up for another go.
“Why is your aunt here?” I asked. “And what the heck does she think she’s doing?”
“No idea on the first,” Gary replied, wide-eyed. “But on the second, I’m going to venture a guess that we’re about to be carjacked.”




Chapter Twenty-Three: Getting the Band Back Together

Of all the reunions I’d dreaded, Philomena Bates’s ranked near the top. True to Gary’s word, she quickly commandeered the van, forcing the rest of us into the back while her sidekick Julius took the wheel. At least the death mark hadn’t reappeared on her nephew. Albeit it was hard to tell with Wyatt, still covered up as he was.
“Apologies for the theatrics,” Phil said once we were on the road. “I would’ve just knocked had Lucy actually said who he’d given the van to, but he was too baked to make any sense. Glad to see it was you, Gare-bear!”
“How did you even find us?” Gary asked. “I thought the van was untraceable.”
“You thought right,” she replied with a semi-crazed grin. “But after your dad kept forgetting where he’d parked the damned thing, we installed a blood magic backdoor in case we ever needed to find it.” She turned in her chair and zeroed in on the covered-up vamp among our number. “That you, Dalton?”
“Mena,” he deadpanned. “Been a while. What? You finally piss off the wrong people?”
“Something like that,” she replied. “You know how it is.”
“Can’t lie and pretend I don’t.”
For someone who’d just been kidnapped, Wyatt seemed decidedly unconcerned. I guess he hadn’t been lying when he’d said they knew each other.
“You babysitting?” she asked him, glancing my way. “Or just scamming the jailbait again?”
“Aunt Phil!” Gary cried, grabbing hold of my hand.
The gesture didn’t go unnoticed. “Well look at you, Gare-bear. Finally grew a set.”
“Can we get back to the point at hand?” I interrupted, doing my best to keep my hair under control. “Where do you get off trying to kill us back there?”
“Kill you?” Phil cackled. “That’s a hoot.”
“I can assure you, Miss Flores,” Julius replied, glancing at me in the rearview mirror, “you were never in any danger.”
“Hell no. The wards on this baby would stop a fucking tank,” Phil replied, chuckling. “That was just for show. You really need to—”
“Need to what?” Both Wyatt and Gary scooted away from me as the interior of the van lit up red. So much for keeping it under control. “Because if the next word out of your mouth is relax, you’re going to learn exactly how not relaxed I am. Do you have any idea what you did to me, did to my family?” I tried to calm down, but it just wasn’t happening. Mindful that Wyatt was the one most vulnerable to my power, I shuffled forward to glare at the bleached blonde witch.
If Phil was intimidated, though, she didn’t show it. She whipped out a fresh cigarette and actually pressed it against my head, igniting the tip. “I was going to say lighten up. Happy?”
That’s it. I’m gonna—
“Listen, kid, if you’re waiting for an apology, you should know destiny’s a mean bitch and so am I. I make no qualms about that.”
“You started this—”
“It doesn’t matter who starts a fight, just who finishes it. Now, you can torch this whole van and everyone in it, but it won’t save your father. Oh yes, I heard all about it while those idiots were trying to shuffle me off to New York. Believe it or not, I am sorry for that part, but what’s done is done. There are worse things than being a bloodsucker. Ain’t that right, Dalton?”
Wyatt glanced between us before apparently deciding that silence was golden. Smart choice.
“The bottom line is this, kiddo,” Phil continued, “you went through hell and you came out the other end a lot better than most. So maybe can it with the pity party and focus instead on being grateful for—”
“Grateful?!” My claws popped seemingly of their own accord and, looky-looky, they glowed, too, when my dander was up.
“Yeah. Because you now have the tools to do what needs to be—”
“Shut up!”
The shockwave in Gary’s words nearly sent me toppling into the front seat with Phil. Speaking of his aunt, the words died in her throat, replaced with a look of genuine surprise and, for a moment, a glow different than mine lit up the cabin. I spun to see Gary, hands balled against his temples and his eyes lit up like freaking Dr. Manhattan.
Whoa.
Amazingly, Wyatt was the one to interject some sanity, popping out from beneath his blanket long enough to make a time out motion. “It’s not my business to step into other folks’ squabbles, but can we maybe avoid too much of a ruckus while this tin can is speeding down the highway?”
The glow left Gary’s eyes and Phil inclined her head. “You really did grow a pair. I’m impressed.” Then, as if nothing had happened, she turned back toward me, a little of her insufferable arrogance finally deflating. “Listen. I get it. You’re angry, and I can’t change that. But you have to understand, we’re on the same side here—Gary’s side.”
It was a cheap shot, and we both knew it, but it gave me pause to rein in my powers. “Go on.”
“Jess—”
I waved Gary off. “No, I want to hear this. I want to know how she thinks she’s on our side.”
Phil blew a smoke ring at me. “I didn’t say your side, I said Gary’s side. Because right now he’s one of only two things I care about in this world.”
“And the other is?”
“Covering my own ass.”
“Of course.”
“You asked. But, funny thing, it doesn’t really matter where I keep it covered so long as I do. So if you have a destination in mind, just say so. I won’t keep you from your business.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re too kind.”
“I’m pragmatic that way. I didn’t expect to find Gare-bear here, but I’m actually happy I did. Means I can cover both of our asses at the same time.”
“I’ve already got his covered, thanks.” Wording, Jessie! “Um, I meant—”
“I know what you meant, but it doesn’t matter. You may not believe this, but you should be happy to have my help.”
“Oh? How so?”
“Because Ashleigh’s on a rampage and not just one of her normal bitch-fests. I managed to overhear enough during my short visit to the homestead to know this is the real deal. In retrospect I probably should have guessed that you were the one Lucy gave the keys to.”
“Who cares?” Gary said. “She’s been pissed before. She’ll get over it.”
“I don’t think so. Not this time.” Phil’s face turned dead serious. “Which means it’s a good thing we have the party wagon here. It may not look like much on the outside, but this is pretty much the ultimate bugout vehicle.”
“Especially when you’re on the run from every coven on the east coast,” Gary said flatly.
“You think you know what’s going on, but trust me, you haven’t figured out shit, kid. Yes, I was planning to beg Lucy to let me borrow this heap, even knowing it was a longshot. This stupid van means everything to your father. It represents . . . well, let’s just say a simpler time. Drugged out of his mind as he is, Lucy wouldn’t trade this baby for all the cocaine in Colombia. And forget letting even his kid take it for a joy ride. So, if you’re here now, it tells me this is serious.”
“How serious?” Gary asked.
“I won’t beat around the bush, Gare-bear, I’m pretty sure it means Lucy is convinced your mother is out to kill you.”




Chapter Twenty-Four: This Is Why Lions Eat Their Young

“That seems a bit extreme, even for Ashleigh.” Once more, Wyatt proved to be the voice of reason as we let that bombshell settle in the packed van.
Phil kicked her boots up onto the dashboard, making herself comfortable while Gary sat next to me, holding my hand.
“Think again, Dalton,” Phil replied, lighting up another cigarette. “I’ve warned Lucy for years that there’s something off with his she-beast of a wife, but you can’t tell a seer jack shit. The more they look ahead, the less they see right in front of their noses.” She glanced sidelong at Gary as she said that last part. “Although, knowing he gave you the van, I guess he finally wised up to the fact. Better late than never, I suppose. Just wish he could’ve given it to me straight instead of rambling on about plants and shit.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“He kept going on and on about how some rotten tree was making her turn against Gary. I dunno. At the time I figured it was some drug-addled metaphor for her being on the rag.”
“He was probably stoned outta his—” Gary started.
“Maybe not,” I interrupted. Images of the dying tree in the greenhouse flashed through my mind along with its Meliae guardian, who just so happened to be the puppeteer controlling Ashleigh Bates’ strings. If that was the case, this had potential to be much worse than even Phil was imagining. First things, first, though. “Exactly how magic proof is this van?”
“It’s one of the most powerful scry wards in North America and the only one on wheels,” Phil replied proudly, as if speaking of a child who’d made the honor roll. “It would take half the covens in the tristate area all working together to punch through its defenses.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why?”
I considered my answer. As much faith as Phil had in this vehicle, I doubted it was enough to block my fury, especially since he’d tracked me to that diner about twelve seconds after I’d stepped inside. Hopefully what I was about to say didn’t set him off.
I turned to face Gary and steeled myself for the argument likely to come. “I don’t know how to break this gently, so I’ll just say it. Your mom is a servant of the Meliae, just like Mr. Keyne.”
“Are you seriously still stuck on that?” he asked, a look of relief on his face as if he’d been expecting something else. “I thought we put that idea to bed in the library.” He turned toward his aunt, his face flushing beet red. “And by that, I meant not actually in bed.”
“Oh please,” she replied dismissively. “There’s not a library in that dump that hasn’t seen the horizontal mambo. Trust me. I speak from experience.”
Eww! No! Focus, Jessie. Be grossed out later. “I thought we’d settled it, too. But then later . . . I saw Ash at the greenhouses with your mother.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry. I should have told you. I meant to tell you, but everything happened so fast afterwards and—”
“But not fast enough that you couldn’t go out clubbing first?”
Okay. I probably deserved that. “No, I mean, yes! That’s the only reason I was at that club to begin with. I got caught. We talked a bit and then your mother sent me there as sort of a test to prove—”
“Hate to break it to you, kid,” Phil replied, “but that doesn’t sound like a test, so much as a botched assassination attempt.”
And paid seduction, don’t forget about that. However, I kept that part to myself. “I’m beginning to see that now.”
“But how?” Gary asked. “And when did she start working for Ash?”
“For pretty much forever. She told me she’s been working for the Meliae since before you were born. Turns out your estate is built over some sort of dryad nursery, I think. I . . . don’t know for certain. I didn’t have time to take notes.”
Gary’s mouth dropped open like he didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t blame him. Hell, my heart was breaking for him and I didn’t even like his parents.
“Makes sense in a way,” Phil said after a few seconds. “Always took her for a gold digger. Figured she’d stick around just long enough to divorce your dad and get a golden parachute. I guess this kind of explains why she didn’t.”
“B-but, how? She never even hinted at—”
“No surprise there, Gare-bear. The Hartford coven wouldn’t have taken kindly to learning she had mixed loyalties.” She thought about that for a moment, then turned to Julius. “Remind me to text Royce an anonymous tip.”
He nodded. “Certainly. Although I think you’re all missing a potentially far more important connection here.”
“Spill, Jules. Don’t keep us hanging in suspense.”
“This may also explain why Gary was drawn to such an obscure prophecy when seeking suitable candidates for the role of Icon.”
“Wait, are you saying that it was Mom’s idea that we use the Meliae prophecy?”
“Exactly. She wouldn’t have even needed magic. Knowing you as well as she did, a tiny bit of social engineering on her part could have done the job just as well. The right book left out here, a subtle suggestion there.”
In the back, Wyatt nodded. “Magic can be detected, but good old-fashioned chicanery—”
“Precisely,” Julius replied.
“Son of a bitch.” Phil grimaced, then her expression softened as she faced her nephew. “I’m sorry, Gare-bear. I really am. I always thought your mom was a cunt, but nothing like this. She played us all like a goddamned fiddle.” She gritted her teeth, anger filling her features once more. “But it backs up my original point more than ever. I thought she’d finally lost her marbles, but it’s worse than that. She and Ash got what they wanted. They have their chosen one.”
“Which means now would be a perfect time to clean up loose ends,” Julius said dispassionately.
Gary remained firmly in denial. “This is crazy. Mom and I don’t get along, but do you honestly expect me to believe she’s planning to kill me? No way. Dad probably just snorted too many bath salts and got a fake reading. You know, like that time he said the Cubs would win the World Series or that a reality TV star would one day be president.”
Phil shook her head and sighed. “I don’t think so. All of this adds up too well. And your dad might be zonked out of his gourd most of the time, but Jessie actually witnessed this stuff, and I doubt she’s ever taken anything stronger than Tylenol.”
I stuck my tongue out at her. Seemed a better response than what I really wanted to say.
“Better safe than sorry,” she continued. “If we’re wrong, we’re—”
“No. Better for you,” he snapped. “And awfully convenient, too. Gives you a reason to act like you’re doing this for me, while you’re actually working overtime to save your own ass. Quite the coincidence that you happened to come up with all of this shit only after you ran into us.”
“There’s no such thing as coincidence and you know it, Gare-bear.”
“Maybe, but there’s also choice, and I choose to be with Jessie, not you. We were doing just fine before you showed up.”
“Which is another reason why I’m sticking around. We both know you can’t be trusted around her to make objective decisions.”
That seemed to be my cue to jump back into this fray. “Wait? What do you mean?”
Phil fixed her nephew with a glare. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”
“Tell me what?”
“Why couldn’t you just stay where you’re supposed to be?” Gary countered, ignoring my question. “I mean, how are you even here? I thought Decker and his—”
“Oh please. Decker’s busy losing his fucking mind over the Icon, the real one, while his only competent apprentice is under the thrall of one of the Freewill’s minions. The whole thing is a fucking shit show. It was child’s play for Julius to break me out.” Her gaze once again softened. “Listen, Gary. I know you’re mad and hurt, but you know me.”
“I thought I did, but I’m not so sure now.” The anger started to slip out of Gary’s voice, leaving only hurt in its place and reminding me that we were in the same boat. My father was gone, but in some way his family situation was just as bad, if not worse. “Listen, Aunt Phil, I know you want to help, but I’m not a little kid anymore.”
“I know that,” Phil said, her voice surprisingly soft. “But this isn’t about running away or being defiant. I know you don’t want to hear this, but there is so much out there that you don’t understand. Forces are aligning to rip our world apart. You may think you’re ready, but trust me, you’re not.”
“Trust you?” I scoffed, unable to keep quiet on that subject. “That’s rich.”
“No, that’s survival. This is no longer some chess match to outmaneuver the Freewill. That ship has sailed, and what’s left is an ocean of hurt that’s going to drown us all if we let it.”
“If so much is happening,” Gary cut back in, “then why, assuming for a moment this is all true, is anyone wasting time trying to kill me? It’s not like I’m a threat to my own mother, much less the Meliae.”
Phil looked away and when she turned back, something akin to actual fear was on her face. Wait, she never looked afraid. “It’s not that simple, Gare-bear. You might think you’re unimportant, but you’re the only thing that my brother cares about. Without you, he’s just another broken seer retreating into the dark with nothing to live for but his next vision. That also means you’re the only person who can possibly talk some sense into him. Think about it. You’re out here and now you know the truth, a truth neither of them wants Lucy to hear—a truth nobody else can convince him of. I don’t know what’s in this so-called dryad nursery, but if they’ve been playing the long game, then you can be sure they won’t fuck around when it comes to protecting it. Which means I can’t fuck around when it comes to protecting you.”
“Neither can I,” I chimed in.
“I know you won’t, kiddo. You have a good heart, just like my Gare-bear, but heart will only get you so far. You need to have your head screwed on straight, too, and right now I can’t trust that for either of you. You because of your Dad, and Gary because—”
“Don’t—”
“No,” I countered, glaring back and forth between him and Phil. “I want to know. Keeping secrets isn’t going to help any of us. It never works in the comics and it doesn’t work in real life.” I focused on Phil, knowing she’d at least be direct about it. “So why can’t you trust Gary around me?”
He slumped down next to me but waved his hand in a defeated go-on gesture.
“It’s for the simplest reason in all the world. My poor Gare-bear’s been hopelessly in love with you since the first grade.”




Chapter Twenty-Five: When in Doubt, Change the Subject

“So, this here van is actually an artifact from the Salem heyday of the eighties?” Wyatt asked when it was his turn at the wheel. Phil was still sitting up in shotgun while Julius took a nap in the far back. That left Gary and me sitting awkwardly on opposite sides of the van while I kept looking at my trial sheet and the fact that true love’s kiss wasn’t even remotely crossed off.
What does it mean? It was a lot easier to worry about that than address the six-hundred-pound gorilla in the van.
“Hell yeah,” Phil replied with no small amount of pride. “Lucy and I both apprenticed with the defensive corps for a few years, mostly because they threw the best parties. It was his idea to put what we knew into the van. The emotional high from touring was more than enough to charge the—”
“For real?” I asked, breaking my silence. “The Counting Crowleys was actually a band, not just some . . . I dunno, undercover wizard gig?”
Phil opened the glove compartment, pulled out a postcard, and handed it to me. Wow, what big hair everyone had. “Hold on. . .” I trailed off at the mountain of pink dreadlocks on one of the shorter members, just barely covering the unmistakable lucky cat tattoo. “Is that Sensei?” No doubt about it, and she was totally leaning on the shoulder of a virtually unchanged Lucien Bates.
“Yep. She was on drums. Was pretty good, too. We all were. I mean, who needs auto tune when you have magic?” Phil pointed towards a leggy blonde in a cat suit and stilettos holding a bass while a super skinny dude with a mohawk stuck out his tongue, KISS style.
“Not really sure I needed to know that Uncle Spencer had nipple rings.” Gary shook his head. “So what happened to you guys?”
“Your father happened. He had a thing for Sienna, and as we all know breakups are always the drummer’s fault.”
“Back up a second,” I interjected. “Sensei and Mr. Bates?”
“Yep, was a real bummer. If she hadn’t broken Lucy’s heart, the whole ManRay incident might’ve never happened.”
“You mean that clusterfuck in ninety-five?” Wyatt asked. “Didn’t know you were a part of that. That was some intense shit.”
Phil chuckled. “You have no idea. So many bad decisions led up to that night. About the only good thing that came of that mess was you, Gare-bear, in that Lucien in his brokenhearted stupidity rebounded with your mom.”
“If I recall correctly, it was pretty much an entire decade of bad decisions, no matter what side you were on,” Wyatt replied a grin. “Hell, if you were in Boston and remember the nineties, you were doing it wrong.”
“Not true,” Phil said with a cackle. “I sure as hell remember that weekend in Cambridge back in ninety-four.”
Wyatt burst out laughing. “I swear, I ain’t never seen a mortal drink that much tequila and live.”
“I never did figure out what happened to my hot pants.”
Gary met my eyes with a look of horror. Couldn’t blame him. We were rapidly getting into barf territory here. Had I known there was an incident in the distant past involving Wyatt, Phil, and missing pants, I might’ve thought twice before kissing him—
“Welcome to Jersey!” Wyatt said, interrupting my thoughts and pointing to a sign we’d just passed.
I hadn’t realized we’d made it so far south. Before settling in for my extended awkward silence with Gary, Julius had pointedly asked me for a destination since I was the one on a quest. I had no idea where there was a maze or a monster to fight, but fortunately I’d remembered that Dionaea had given me her business card up in Canada, and I still had it in my Rocketeer Red Panda bag. It wasn’t much to go on, but at least it had given us a location to shoot for—a little town in North Carolina.
“Anyone up for a detour to the shore?” Phil asked from her spot in shotgun. “Looks like it’s going to be a perfect night for a polar bear dip in the surf.”
Wyatt smirked. “You brought a swimsuit along on your jailbreak?”
“Hell no,” she replied with a wicked grin.
Double ugh. “Are we there yet?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Finally, hungry, uncomfortable, and bored out of my mind, I decided the uncomfortable silence had gone on long enough. Phil was napping alongside Wyatt—eww—as the afternoon began to give way to evening, while Julius seemed content to dodge and weave through the traffic on the interstate.
Screw it. Subtle had never really worked for me anyway. “So . . . first grade? Really?”
Gary let out a resigned sigh as if he knew this moment was coming. He pulled his sketchbook out, turned to some of the earlier pages, and handed it to me. The doodles in this section were rougher than the ones I’d seen before. He reached over and pointed to one in particular—depicting a girl with bright red hair and a crown on her head. The caption in crayon read “my princess.”
“Um, Little Mermaid fan?” I asked weakly. The next three pages all showed the same girl—storming a castle, riding a unicorn, and then kissing a boy in Harry Potter robes.
“I may have left out a few things back when we met.”
“So I’m seeing. How long—?”
“Like Aunt Phil said. Around first grade. Most Magi don’t get their powers until puberty, but it’s a bit different with seers. The sight can come at, well, anytime really. When you’re young, though, it’s easy to think it’s just waking nightmares or an imaginary friend.”
“So, your imaginary friend was a red-haired Amazon? Geez, and all I had was Mr. Tux?”
“Mr. Tux?”
“He was a giant penguin who lived in my closet.”
“Learn something new every day,” he replied with a smirk. “But no. It’s not like she—you, that is—were there playing blocks with me in my room, but I had a lot of visions about the girl I called my flame-haired princess. Mom used to tell me I was being silly. Aunt Phil was the only one who encouraged me to draw her, and once I started—”
“You never stopped?”
“Nope.” He flipped through more pages, all of them with similar drawings. “And I hope I never do.”
I shifted over to sit next to him, resting my head on his shoulder.
“I sometimes worry I’m not a good person,” he said after a moment.
“Why’s that?”
“Because I wanted to tell you all of this when we met, but I just couldn’t.”
“That doesn’t make you a bad person,” I said with a chuckle.
“So, you’re not mad?”
“It’s a bit . . . strange,” I replied, “but I have to admit, yeah, probably would’ve been a lot weirder if you’d told me that first day we met at school.”
“Can’t argue.”
We shared a quiet chuckle that turned into a hug and ever so slowly morphed into his lips against my neck, working their way up until they met my mouth. Mind you, that wasn’t the only thing working their way up, and I had to gently grasp his hands before they roamed too far north.
“We can’t,” I whispered.
Gary’s face fell. “You are weirded out, aren’t you?”
I put a finger to his lips. “No. Two reasons. First one is entirely me.”
“What do you mean?”
“Back at the giant hot dog, I got some . . . frustrating news.”
“What news?”
“It’s hard to . . . it’s just. . .” Gah! Why was this so hard to say? “I was warned that I needed to remain—how do I say this—pure of body, otherwise there could be consequences.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
“What kind of consequences?”
“The life or death variety.”
After a moment, he grinned. “I’m . . . actually kind of relieved to hear that.”
“You are?”
“Well, parts of me aren’t,” he confessed. “But I was afraid you were pushing me away because you thought this might be a mistake.”
“I don’t think you’re a mistake. Never have, and I hope I never will.”
“Same here, Jess.”
Our eyes met, and I could feel a spark inside that told me this particular edict from the gods might be more difficult to uphold than I thought.
Before we could resume, however, he asked, “Oh, what was that second reason?”
“That one’s easy.” I pointed toward the back of the van. “Your aunt is less than three feet away. Can we say total mood killer?”




Chapter Twenty-Six: It Never Lasts

“As far as trials go, this ain’t so bad,” Wyatt muttered as we drove into the sleepy town of Marshville, North Carolina. It seemed a quiet enough place, although perhaps that had more to do with the time of night. A few minutes later and we pulled up to the darkened sign outside of Dee’s Biscuits.
He cracked the window and took a sniff. “Smells like they use real butter, too.”
I turned back to find Julius cleaning his gun on one side of the van while Gary and Phil were having a whispered discussion about something called invocation. “We’re here but the place is closed.”
“Not surprising. It is half past ten,” our resident Brit mused. “Perhaps we should find accommodations and try again in the morning.”
“Do you have a way to contact this dryad?” Phil asked.
“Just this address and presumably the phone number inside, which I’m guessing nobody is going to answer right now. I mean, I suppose we could take a look around.”
Gary stretched. “What are we waiting for?” Not that I could blame him. Thanks to Phil, the inside of the van now reeked of nicotine.
Phil put a hand on his shoulder “Not so fast, kid. Let Supergirl scope the place out first. She’s more scry-proof than the rest of us.”
I glanced down at the scars on my arm. “For Mrs. Bates, maybe. Ash, probably not so much.”
“All the more reason for us to wait in the van.”
“Aunt Phil!”
“Perhaps Mr. Dalton can accompany her,” Jules added. “His kind is adept at nighttime operations, after all.”
“True enough.” Wyatt put the parking brake on but left the engine running. “You three go and scope out a place to hole up. Come on, Darlin’, let’s paint the town red.”
I wasn’t sure if I should be worried that painting the town red took on a whole new meaning with a vamp in tow. For now, though, we stepped out of the van as Julius took his place behind the wheel. A few moments later, they pulled away.
Unfortunately, realization hit about a second after they turned a corner. “Crap!”
“What is it, Darlin’?”
“I left my phone in the center console. Please tell me you brought yours.”
“Yep.”
“Good.”
“Would’ve behooved me to remember to charge it, though.”
“Less good. So what now? How do we get in touch with them once we’re done?”
Wyatt shook his head. “Dunno. Follow the smell of cigarettes, I guess. Say, ain’t you cold?”
I glanced down at myself wearing Lucien’s jacket over my summer dress and shrugged. “Not really a problem anymore.” That seemed double the case now after my second helping of tainted knock-off pastries.
“Handy talent to have this time of year.”
I nodded and started looking around. Compared to Boston, or even Worcester, the main stretch wasn’t particularly impressive—a single strip of quaint buildings mixed with brightly painted houses.
“Think we need to worry about the cops?” I peered around the square—nope, not a soul in sight. Could any place really be this quiet? Surely there had to be at least a drunk guy somewhere peeing on something.
“Ain’t much to police here, Darlin’.” He took another sniff of the air. “Place like this’ll probably have one, maybe two, part time deputies. They’ll probably be patrolling the local make-out spots or speed traps hoping for some action, and if they do come a calling, well, let’s just say I ain’t worried.” He flexed his hand causing his fingernails to grow into wicked talons.
“Please tell me you’re not serious.”
He fixed me with a raised eyebrow. “Darlin’, one of these days we need to have a talk about just how serious this new world you find yourself in can be, but for now, relax. I don’t smell any county-mounties in the vicinity. Pretty sure there’ll be no need to dirty our hands.”
I suppressed a shudder and turned back to our objective. We approached the darkened storefront, the windows emblazoned with an adorable dancing biscuit in a top hat. I couldn’t see much inside aside from some tables. Definitely no sign of magical tree girls.
Wyatt, meanwhile, poked around at the door. “There’s an alarm, but nothing magical. Let’s take a gander around back.”
The rear of the shop turned out to be just as exciting as the front, with the added benefit of a stinky old dumpster. Wyatt, strangely enough, popped his head into the garbage bin and took a whiff. “Whoa! That’s some serious shit there.”
“Magic?”
“Nah, just weed.”
Vampires are weird.
I poked around a bit more, seeing pretty much nothing of interest. “Hey, Wyatt, just how good is that nose of yours?”
“Good enough to smell that someone walked out this door a few hours ago and headed that way. I can track ’em if you like.”
Talk about handy skills to have. I gestured for him to make it so and we moseyed nonchalantly up the block, ending up in front of a cute one-story house with shutters and a red door.
I paused at the mailbox. The problem was, we had no way of know if this as Dionaea’s place or simply an employee of hers. Maybe some skulking was in order. We crept up onto the front lawn just as a lanky form wandered past the curtains.
“Sensing anything?”
Wyatt nodded. “Yeah, someone’s playing Mario Kart and smoking a joint.”
“I meant anything magical?”
“Nope.” He cocked his head slightly. “Hold on, maybe not.”
“What is it?”
“Don’t know, but it’s not coming from in there.” He pointed toward the end of the street, past where the houses ended. Looked like maybe a park. “There’s something that way.”
“Something?”
“A rustle, but not like from an animal. Sounds like a tree swaying in the breeze, but the air is dead still.”
That was more like it, especially since we were looking for a dryad. I immediately started heading that way.
“Hey, hold up,” Wyatt said, catching up to me. “I just said something ain’t right, so take it easy.”
“Relax. I know what I’m doing. Besides, I’m their chosen one.” Wyatt raised a brow. “Fine. Ash probably wants to kick my butt, but hopefully she’s still up in New England.”
The park looked like any other urban greenway, with a neat lawn, some benches, and a pond too perfectly oval to be natural. The trees looked quite different than those back in Massachusetts, however, thick and green even though we sat on the cusp of winter. I could just barely hear a trickling sound. Was there a fountain somewhere, too? If so, why was it on this late at—
Never mind. A couple dozen yards away, visible beneath the glow of a streetlight, a heavy-set dude was leaning against a tree at the edge of the pond, swaying like he’d had way too much to drink. Guess we’d finally found the obligatory drunk peeing in inappropriate places—eww.
“Is that what you heard?” I whispered.
“You think I can’t tell the difference between plants rustling and some fool pissin’ in the wind?”
“A simple no would’ve—”
The sentence died on my lips as something burst from the water directly in the line of fire of where the drunk was peeing. What the heck? I caught an outline of something vaguely humanoid taking a swipe at the startled drunk.
The stream flowing into the water grew thicker and—oh my God—a lot chunkier as the poor man’s intestines were torn apart and emptied like he was a plastic bag.
I could only stand there in shock as his body tumbled into the water just as a creature that resembled Swamp Thing’s more murderous cousin began to climb onto the shore.
“We ain’t alone here, Darlin’!” Wyatt cried.
“Ya think?”
“I don’t mean that thing. Look!”
The sound of rustling branches caught my ear as I tried to focus on where Wyatt was pointing. From out of a dark bramble of bushes shambled—oh crap—human forms that seemed to be made entirely of dead vegetation. We’d come looking for a way-too-sexy tree girl and had found more of those zombie plant husks instead.
Had I been right? Had Ash found me because I’d dared to step away from the safety of the van?
If so, now was not the time to worry about it, especially not as there came a wet ripping sound. My attention turned back toward aggro Man-Thing. It had stopped to tear one of the dead guy’s legs off, brandishing it as a club as it stalked toward where we still stood.
“Run or fight?” Wyatt asked from my side.
I considered the houses back the way we’d come. There was no way of knowing if these creatures were simply on a rampage or specifically after us, and I wasn’t about to gamble with innocent bystanders.
Rather than answer, I took off toward the swamp monster. “Come on, fungus face! Show me if you’ve got a leg to stand on!”
It wasn’t quite a Deadpool-worthy quip, but it got the job done as the shambling horror took a clumsy swing with its makeshift weapon. I ducked then sidestepped and planted a kick in its back which gave me enough breathing space to focus on bringing a flamethrower to this knife fight.
“Ugh! This thing stinks like Sasquatch taint,” Wyatt said, popping the creature in the side of the head before jumping back out of its reach.
“How do you even know what that smells like?”
Fortunately, out here in the open, the evil Groot zombies weren’t nearly as intimidating. Though they had us outnumbered, they were slow whereas we were not. I swung my now burning braid like a morning star, igniting two of the shambling brush beasts. “Holy Castlevania, Batman!”
Something shifted behind me and I spun, intent on doing the same to their fragrant buddy. Much to my horror, though, the swamp beast merely stood there as my braid impacted against its damp vegetation-covered hide. My hair sizzled against it for a moment but otherwise had no effect.
Uh oh. Up until now, everything I’d used my burning locks against had the decency to ignite, just like a good bad guy should. I hadn’t stopped to consider what I might do against an enemy that was waterlogged to the point of being fireproof.
My surprised gawking cost me, as the beast backhanded me with an epic pimp slap, launching me into the air. I landed a good ten feet away, more dazed than hurt and—yuck—also more covered in sticky goop than I would’ve preferred.
There came a splash from somewhere off to my right, back near the pond. Though I was otherwise occupied, I turned my head to see if more swamp monsters were joining the party. If so—
Nope, but it was almost as bad. Seemed the husk zombies weren’t as brainless as I’d thought. The two I’d burned had thrown themselves into the water, dousing the flames before reappearing . . . maybe not good as new, but still in the fight. Guess they were smarter than your garden variety plant monsters.
Hah! Garden variety.
“Incoming!”
I rolled to my feet as the swamp beast came clomping my way, preparing for another go. It, too, was a bit less dumb than I’d have preferred, chucking the severed leg like a spear and clonking me in the chest.
“Keep your foot fetish to yourself, freak!” Wyatt plowed into the beast from behind, knocking it face-first to the ground where he fell upon it. Claws bared, he tore into its backside, sending rotten-smelling salad flying in every direction.
That gave me the opportunity I needed to lay into the other husks still shambling about, using both my claws and hair to rip through them, this time making sure they were in no condition to crawl into the pond.
A few minutes later found me standing amidst a circle of burning vegetation while Wyatt rose from the pile of muck that had been the swamp beast.
“Did we win?”
Wyatt looked down at the layer of slime coating his pants and shrugged. “Wasn’t pretty, but I guess we did all right.”
“Okay, so I think it’s safe to say there’s dryad activity in the area. But where’s Dionaea?” As I said her name aloud, there came more rustling from the darkness around us. No way could that be a coincidence. “Dionaea? Is that you?”
A pair of red eyes lit up from the shadows near the tree line. I opened my mouth to shout out a greeting when grim realization hit.
Dionaea’s eyes had been purple.
“Down, now!”
Risking life and limb, as my hair was still ablaze, Wyatt dove into me, knocking me off my feet just as there came a thwppt sound from around head level, followed by a hollow thonk as whatever it was hit a nearby tree instead.
I glanced back to see a row of woody thorns stuck in the bark. The hell?
There came more thwppt sounds, followed by more thorns hitting the ground all around us. Worse, more of those plant zombies came shambling out of the trees toward us.
We’d won round one, but it looked like round two was a different story altogether.
“Are you okay?”
“Not quite right as rain but good enough,” Wyatt replied.
“That works. Run!”
The walking dead were slow. Projectile spikes, not so much. We rounded an old SUV just in time to avoid another volley. Wyatt peeked around the corner, then ducked back before he could be peppered with splinters. “Keep moving!”
The nearest house had a for sale sign on the front lawn and no lights on inside. Perfect. We could make a stand without putting anyone else in danger. I barreled straight at the door and . . . crap! I accidently knocked the stupid thing right off its hinges. That was fine, though. It was still in one piece. I snagged it and spun around toward my companion bringing up the rear. “Come on!”
Wyatt raced toward the doorway but then staggered. He went down to one knee, enough for me to see he’d been nailed in the back by some of those spines. I opened my mouth to call to him just as I caught sight of their source sauntering our way. “Holy Hellraiser.”
A green-tinged ringer for Pinhead held her arms out to the side as fresh rows of spines erupted from her hands and face. She smirked at us beneath dead black eyes.
Wait, black eyes? So, then who had those red eyes belonged to?
I had to ask. A cloud of reddish fog rolled out from around the side of the house, filling the front yard within seconds. A heavily obscured figure, save for its glowing crimson eyes, stepped out along with it.
“Move it!” I howled at Wyatt, but he seemed to be moving slower instead. Oh crap. I dropped the door and rushed out to him, just barely ducking a row of wooden needles that came flying at me.
“You are like so dead, skank!” Hellraiser Chick cried out in an obnoxious valley girl accent, erasing most of the fear factor she’d racked up.
“Let’s go!” I hauled Wyatt up to his feet and began to direct him toward the door.
Please, magic hair, don’t hurt him, I begged with every fiber of my being. Wyatt staggered and I grabbed hold of him. Come on! It was only a few steps to safety. Sadly, I hadn’t been smart enough to take a deep breath before racing out to grab him. I unwittingly inhaled, half-expecting my lungs to melt from whatever toxins were no doubt in the fog, and instead found myself coughing as I recognized a familiar scent.
All at once it was like being back in Lucien’s room again.
Oh no.
Giggles rose from my throat as the noxious fumes of the . . . um . . . weed demon, I guess, began to make my brain feel as mushy as a week-old avocado.
Focus, Jessie. Dying stoned out of your gourd on some stranger’s front lawn is definitely not heroic.
“Argh!” A volley of thorns hit us from behind, one of them piercing my calf muscle. It hurt almost enough to clear my head, almost. “Eat a sack of otter cocks!” I screamed out.
Thankfully, it seemed Lucien’s jacket had deflected the worst of it. Too bad it wasn’t big enough for Wyatt, too. He slumped down again, but we’d already made it to the bottom step. No way was I giving up now.
“Fire one!” I shouted, flinging his semi-conscious body up the stairs and into the doorway where he crashed into something inside. “Oops. Sorry!”
I clambered up the steps after him, picking up the door again and wedging it into the opening.
“You can’t stay in there forever, bitch,” Valley Hellraiser called from outside.
“That’s not what your mom said!” I yelled back, before realizing that made no freaking sense. Damn, I really was a lightweight.
Before my addled brain could convince me to do anything stupid, I grabbed a nearby bookcase and shoved it up against the door, preparing myself for an all-out assault. A few minutes passed until I realized I was still waiting. If anything, it had become eerily quiet outside.
So, of course, I did what every horror movie had taught me not to and peeked out through the front curtains. The fog outside was too thick to see much, but I managed to make out Hellraiser Chick. She apparently saw me, too, because she raised two middle fingers my way before turning and disappearing into the haze. Really?
A few moments later, the smoke began to clear, revealing, once again, the empty street beyond.
What the heck was going on?
“Ugh.”
I turned back to the center of the living room where Wyatt lay on the laminate flooring. I dared one more peek out the window, to make sure they were really gone, then staggered to his side.
“Tell mama where it hurts so she can kiss it and make it all better.” I shook my head, surprised at what had popped out of my mouth. Focus, Jessie. This is no time to get the munchies. “Um, sorry.”
Eww. His skin was puffing up where he’d been struck. That couldn’t be good.
Remembering I’d been hit, too, I glanced down at my leg. It didn’t look too bad, but then I realized there was a reason for that. The red aura from my hair was dying down, my powers compensating for whatever toxins were probably being pumped into me.
“Ow!” Fortunately, it was one and done when it came to pulling it out of me.
Wyatt, on the other hand, had been practically peppered with them. The ones in his neck slipped right out and the holes in his skin closed almost instantly, Wolverine style. Too cool.
Then things took a turn for the worst. I was about to remove the ones stuck in his back, only to realize with no small degree of horror they’d gotten bigger in the few minutes since he’d been hit. What had been tiny spines before were now veritable tire spikes. And that wasn’t all. These had barbs on them that ripped at his flesh and got tangled in his clothes, slowing me down.
Oh well, it’s not like his shirt wasn’t already shredded, right?
My hands froze over his jacket. Get over yourself, Jessie. You’re saving him, not copping a feel. Still, I hesitated. It was a mistake. Before my very eyes, the spines sticking out of him continued to grow. Screw it, time to bring the claws out.
I slashed through the fabric, ripping away his jacket and the shirt beneath. That done, I began to rip the spines out, one after the other, each hole they made bigger than the last. Definitely not good. I didn’t know much about vamp healing, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think there weren’t limits to it.
Finally, I grabbed hold of the last one, sunk deep into his side, and wrenched.
It came out with a spray of blood and a cry from Wyatt as his eyes popped wide open. There was a crazed look in them, as if they belonged more to a wild animal than a man, and then he scrambled away from me in a panic.
“It’s okay. It’s just me. I—”
Now it was my turn to stare. The poisonous spines gone, I could focus on the rest of him. Rows upon rows of scars crisscrossed his stomach and chest, like he’d been in the same program Deadpool had.
“S-see something you like?” he drawled slowly, blinking and sounding more like himself.
“No! I mean, are you okay?”
“I will be.”
“W-what happened to you?” I blurted out as I couldn’t stop staring.
He glanced down at himself. “War happened.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven: Knowing When to Clam Up

I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t dreamt about seeing Wyatt shirtless, but here in the flesh it was more Nightmare on Elm Street. The burns may have been bad, but it was the sheer number of scars that concerned me most.
He pointed to a pockmarked section of his shoulder. “Buckshot while clearing out a rebel camp in Georgia.” Then to another on his side. “This here was from an arrow in the Dakota territories.”
“And the slashes?” I pointed to a row of scars circling his lower ribs all the way to his spine. These had an extra layer of embellishment—tattoos of sigils ringing the deepest cluster of scars on his side. “Knife fight?”
“I wish. No knife caused these scratches, Darlin’.”
“What then?”
“Red-eyed, soul-sucking vermin that we’ve both had the displeasure of meeting.”
Guess that explained his kushtaka-killing blade. I nodded then looked pointedly at some more marks on his arm. “Those, too?”
“Nah. Those are relatively fresh. Only a couple of years old.”
“Why haven’t they healed then?”
“Wounds caused by silver take longer with vamps. In my case, way longer.”
“Your case? What do you mean?”
“I . . . volunteered for a little experiment a while back.”
“An experiment?”
“A friend of mine has been working to save the vampire race.”
“What do you mean save it?”
“Okay, maybe that’s a strong word. Let’s say she’s trying to improve our lot and I volunteered.” I opened my mouth to ask what he meant, but he gestured toward me first. “You didn’t get stuck by any of them wooden pig stickers, did you?”
Way to change the subject. I shook my head. “Took one in the leg. It’s already healed up.” I eyed the ink again in an effort not to notice that he most definitely had a six pack, too. “So, are those special tattoos, like in Supernatural?”
“Pretty sure everything we do qualifies as supernatural.”
“I meant the TV show.”
“Ah. Ain’t got much use for the boob tube.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing,” I replied. “But back to the tats. Do they symbolize something? Are they hieroglyphics about what jerks the kush—”
Wyatt placed a finger over my lips. “I already told you. Don’t say their name. They have a nasty habit of hearing things they shouldn’t.” I nodded, far more concerned with the fact that a hot, shirtless vamp was touching my mouth. It was a good thing my hair was recharging. Otherwise I might’ve burnt down the room around us.
“These here are wards against those bastards. Makes it harder for them to catch my scent.”
“Why did you need to do that?”
“Because once those monsters get a taste for your soul, they never stop chasing you, ever.”
“How did they—”
“I’ll spare you the details. Let’s just say I crossed paths with them way back. I made the mistake of trying to deal with them instead of running like I should’ve.” He looked me in the eye with an intensity that had nothing to do with sexual tension. “Listen to me well, Darlin’. There are some monsters you don’t bargain with. Not ever. Because if you do, you’ll never have a moment’s peace until they run you to the ground.”
Oh, how I wish we’d had this talk before Canada. I’d not only made a bargain with Dís-One, I still had the stupid clam he’d given me as a gift, stuffed away in the bottom of my bag.
Still, as interesting as this all was, whatever had just attacked us hadn’t been death otters. No. Judging by the cannabis cloud one, the wooden thorns, and the plant zombies, I’d say with near one-hundred percent certainty they were dryads.
Wyatt must’ve taken my silence as indication that Q&A time was over, because he pushed himself to his feet to check out my improvised barricade, inclining his head to sniff the air.
“Be careful,” I warned. “One of them was giving off enough of a contact high to probably make Gary’s dad propose marriage.”
“If’n you say so, Sheena,” he replied with a grin, causing my cheeks to turn bright red. “But that ain’t what I’m smelling. Over here.”
He stepped to the bay window where a couple of potted plants stood and pointed toward one. Aww, it was a tiny red Venus fly trap in a decorative pumpkin pot. I guess the house stagers forgot that Halloween was months ago.
Wyatt lifted it up and peeked at the bottom. “Bella and Donna’s Mystical Emporium.”
“That doesn’t sound suspicious at all.”
“No shit, especially since I can smell the hoodoo coming off this thing.”
“Hoodoo?”
“Yeah. Strong stuff, too.”
I glanced over at my barricade. Truth of the matter was I doubted it would have kept a girl scout out, yet the two who’d attacked us hadn’t even tried to get in. “What’s it do?”
He shrugged. “No idea, cept it ain’t anything natural.”
That was probably the understatement of the week. Not that it did us any good. Rather than waste time worrying about what we didn’t know, we decided to focus on the fact that we had a place to hole up in for now and take the time to explore our temporary digs a bit.
The house was probably either an Airbnb or a model home, since it seemed to be fully stocked and furnished. Either way, after scouring the second floor, Wyatt managed to find a trunk with some clothes in it, including a shirt that fit him. That was at least one distraction taken care of.
“Upstairs bed looks nice and cozy,” he said once he was dressed. “You should get some rest. I’ll bring back breakfast if I can.”
“Wait. You’re leaving?”
“Have no choice, Darlin’. Healing took a lot outta me. This good ole’ boy has gotta eat, and I’d just as soon spare you the sight.”
“Oh.” What could I even say to that? “But—”
“Lock yourself in that room and keep your ears open.”
“Wait! I mean, are you going to be okay out there?”
“So long as I keep my wits, which I plan on. Why, you worried about me?” He smiled that damnably annoying smile of his and I suddenly found myself wishing he hadn’t found that shirt after all.
Fresh waves of heat rushed to both my cheeks and scalp, and I forced myself to look away. “Yeah. Um . . . sleep sounds pretty good. Stay safe out there, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do . . . I guess.”
Gah! Why did I have to be so lame?
I headed up toward the bedroom, noting that it was most certainly big enough for two and simultaneously hoping he both did and didn’t follow me. Reaching out to close the door, I closed my eyes and thought back to the kiss we’d shared, reliving it in my mind . . . except this time when I pulled away from him I noticed a shadowy figure off to the side rubbing its paws in glee. What in the world?
“All you need to do is break the lines so we can feast,” it whispered.
The craziness switched into high gear, refusing to let me go. In my mind’s eye I saw Wyatt pressing me down onto the bed. I wrapped my arms around his naked back, pulling him closer, closer, until . . . until I popped out my claws and slashed them across those irritating tattoos of his.
What the hell?!
“We mark all our prey such, yes.”
I blinked and suddenly I was in my kitchen with my dad. We were singing our toast song while he made hot cocoa in his pajama pants, like it was a normal lazy Sunday. But when he turned back toward me, I saw a clear row of scars running down his shoulder. What? That’s not right!
“Are you certain?”
I looked to my left and saw a man-sized otter sitting at the breakfast bar next to me, cradling a cup overflowing with marshmallows.
“Dís-One?” I asked, unsure whether this was dream or reality.
“Of course.”
“Why are you here?”
The otter blew the steam away from his mug, his whiskers puffing out. “You once asked ‘If I was the chosen one, who chose me?’ Yes?”
“Yeah? So?”
“The answer is obvious. We chose you. Just as they once did.”
“They?” The moment I asked the question, the scene switched again and I found myself curled up in my old bedroom. The Power Rangers posters put me somewhere in my elementary school years. I pulled my rainbow unicorn bedspread up to my eyes, but instead of my teddy bear alongside me, there was a little baby Dís-One.
Okay, evil as he was, all I wanted to do was squeeze the stuffing out of his adorable self.
Before I could, though, I heard something that was virtually alien to my childhood memories—the sound of adults arguing.
“I told you, you aren’t allowed in the house when she’s home,” my father’s voice plainly said.
“And I told you to get a dog, didn’t I?” another familiar voice drawled in return.
Wyatt?
“Jessie’s afraid of dogs. She got bitten by. . . Wait, why are you even asking? There hasn’t been another attack, has there? What aren’t you telling me?”
“Out of the way, Viktor.”
“You can’t go up there.”
“Watch me.”
Footsteps approached, now just outside my door, even though they lowered their voices even further. The only words I could make out were “attack” and “Nantucket.” My blood ran cold as I turned to my positively giddy companion.
“We got too close,” Dís-One said. “Oops.”
“You said your girlfriend had it covered,” Dad hissed from outside.
“She did. Listen. I just need a minute with her. She won’t remember a thing, I swear.”
“No! You’re not allowed—”
“ENOUGH!!” Although Wyatt’s words were barely a whisper, the door vibrated from the force of it.
“Daddy,” I called out, my voice so small I had to be preschool age at most.
“Sorry . . . sir,” my father replied from outside. Sir?
For a moment, there was eerie silence. Then I heard words that chilled me far more than any I’d heard before. “It’s for her own good. You want her to end up like Holly?”
Holly? Who was Holly, and why did the mere mention of her name make my heart flip in my chest? The door opened with a creak and I squeaked involuntarily at the sight of Wyatt creeping into my room, a bag in hand.
“Hey there, little Darlin’,” he said. “I’m a friend of your daddy’s.” He was wearing the same soldier’s cap as when I first met him.
A tiny paw clutched my hand just before the covers were pulled back.
“Sorry, I need just a bit of your blood.” He pulled a bundle of flowers out of the bag as his eyes changed to black. “But don’t you worry. You won’t feel a thing.”
Except I did. A needle in my arm, the terror of seeing him flash his fangs, and the strange sleepiness that washed over my brain afterward.
What the heck?
Far worse, though, was not knowing if this was real or just some twisted nightmare brought on by the death otter I apparently now had in my—
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Head? I opened my eyes to find myself tucked in bed beneath a tan bedspread. I still had my clothes on from the previous night, even Lucien’s smelly old jacket. Guess that’s a good thing. I sat up, realizing I was alone.
“Wyatt?”
I got out of bed, double checking for death otters but finding nothing more disturbing than a “Live, Laugh, Love” placard on my way to the bathroom. At least the water was still on in this place and there were clean towels, too.
That settled it. My head was still spinning from whatever I’d dreamt or remembered, but with a quiet house around me, I figured further answers could wait until after a shower.
And what a glorious shower it was. I swear, if I lived through this mess, I was never going to take being clean for granted again.
I cracked the door open to let the steam out, then wrapped a towel around myself and grabbed my soiled clothes. With any luck, this place had a working washer, too. If so, I could start my day fresh as opposed to covered in swamp muck.
Apparently, I wasn’t as alone as I thought, though. As I stepped out into the hall, I spied a pile of new clothes in front of the bedroom, the tags still on them. Screw it. I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.
I grabbed a shirt and jeans, realizing two things: Wyatt had apparently returned unannounced and I’d opened the bathroom door before wrapping myself in a towel, thinking I was still by myself.
As I hopped into the new clothes, my hair flared up . . . from the annoyance that I possibly might’ve been peeped on. Yeah, definitely annoyance.
I turned toward the bed, preparing to grab my jacket and shoes when something rough brushed against my thigh.
Stupid voyeur vamp probably forgot to take the security tags off.
However, as I reached into the pocket of my new jeans, I realized it wasn’t a security tag. I instead pulled out . . . a small clam?
No way. It can’t be. It’s back in my—
Except there was no doubt about it. It was the same size and weight as the one I’d left in my bag. There was just one difference—there was a tiny crack in the shell, one which gave off a faint red glow.
“That can’t be good.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight: Dee’s Nuts

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I eyed Wyatt wearing a ski mask, aviator shades, and gloves. “You’re kinda giving off crazy person vibes.”
He tipped his cap to an older couple as we promenaded past the park and back toward the center of town. Despite the looks we got, it comforted me to see humans walking about town.
“I’d cause more of a scene if I lit on fire.”
He had a point. Still, between his Invisible Man chic and my Day-Glo hair, we stood out like sore thumbs, meaning the locals kept their distance. One even pulled out a cell phone and snapped a picture as we walked past.
Rather than focus on the unwanted attention, I asked, “So, what happened last night?”
“You stepped into the bedroom and were out like a light. So, I tucked you in and took me a moonlight stroll.”
I hated to ask but had to anyway. “Did you hurt anyone?”
“Nobody who’ll be missed.”
Yeah, I shouldn’t have asked. “And the clothes?”
“I think they call it inventory reduction.”
“And I think that brings us to the end of our Q&A, ladies and gentlemen.”
We made it to Dee’s Biscuits just as a local police cruiser rolled up. Plant zombies I could handle, but this could be a whole another story.
“Good morning. Y’all ain’t from around here, are ya?” the deputy asked pleasantly enough.
I wasn’t sure what we should say, but fortunately I didn’t get a chance to find out because a pair of young women stepped out of the shop and toward the cop car.
“Why, Ned, just the man I was looking for,” one of them, a busty vixen with green streaks in her hair, said. “Rather than bother Dee’s customers, why don’t you join me for some breakfast while you explain what you’re doing with that zoning ordinance I asked you about.” She glanced my way, her eyes flashing pink for just a moment, as she and her friend, a lanky punk rock chick with spiked hair, harangued the deputy.
The punker noticed me staring and quickly flashed me the finger. “Like, take a picture. It lasts longer, skank.”
No way.
I pulled Wyatt into the shop with me. “I think that punk girl was one of the ones who attacked us last night.”
“We’re talking dryads, not that swamp monster, right?”
I slapped his arm before turning my attention toward a plant stand near the door. Within it sat a much larger version of the strangely colored Venus fly trap that had been in the house.
A tiny placard stuck in the soil read We Grow ‘em like Weeds at Bella and Donna’s Mystical Emporium.
No chance in hell that was a coincidence.
“Welcome! Can I help y’all, sugah?”
I whirled around at the familiar sounding voice only to find it coming from a stranger’s face behind the counter.
“Dionaea?” Maybe this was her human form, kind of like Boo had been using . . . albeit far more adult with a mountain of magenta curls and curves that went on for days. However, with her black-plastic glasses and twenty-sided dice earrings, she looked far more approachable than the Poison Ivy man-eater I’d met in Canada.
“Pardon?” the girl asked. “Not sure what that is, but I can tell you we have the best biscuits in the Sandhills region.” She pointed to a sign that said the same, showing off a sleeve full of tattoos bright enough to contrast with her warm, tawny skin.
“You’re Dionaea, right?” I asked as Wyatt peeled off his mask. “Don’t you recognize me?”
“Sorry, hon. Name’s Dee, and I’m pretty sure I’d remember hair like yours. You have got to tell me what dye you use. It is the bomb! So, can I get you two anything?”
Wyatt at least bought a clue and pointed to some pastries. “I’ll take a raspberry, and I believe the girl here fancies strawberry shortcake.”
“I most certainly do not fancy. . .” I trailed off at the pillows of whipped cream and fluffy biscuit action happening behind the counter. “Okay. Maybe I do.”
We took a seat at one of the tables while the not-quite Dionaea prepared our pastries and the lattes Wyatt had added to them. After all, we were already there. Might as well make it breakfast, too.
“What’s wrong with her?” I asked.
“Are you sure that’s your plant girl?”
I nodded, distracted as my drink was set in front of me, complete with foam unicorn. It had to be her, but why was she acting like she didn’t know me, and when did she learn to make such good coffee? Maybe our wizardly contingent had a better answer.
“Any sign of the Mystery Machine while you were out and about last night?”
“Naw. Wherever Phil decided to hole up, it wasn’t anywhere I was.”
Hopefully Phil and Julius hadn’t taken advantage of the situation to make a run for it, but there was no way to know for certain, not with us currently phoneless. A part of me wondered if that was by design. At the time, it had made sense for Wyatt to come with me to check things out, but in retrospect, maybe we’d simply made it easier for Phil to grab her nephew and leave us to the proverbial wolves.
I took a bite out of my shortcake as I contemplated this, and damn if it wasn’t the greatest thing I’d ever shoved into my mouth. I had to break off a bit and offer it to Wyatt. The sharing prompted an “Aww, ain’t y’all precious!” from Dee before she turned her attention to another group of customers.
“So, back to the matter at hand, Precious, is she your friend or what?”
I kicked him under the table. “I think so, but something’s wrong. When I met Boo in her human form she knew who I was.” I shook my head. “How about you? Smell anything weird about her?”
“Hard to tell, but that plant by the door is sure as heck oozing magic just like the one at the house.”
The plot thickened, especially since I was certain the ladies who’d run interference with that cop earlier had been the same ones who’d attacked us last only to break off at the last second. “Anything else?”
He shrugged. “Lot of smells mucking up this place, most of them good for a change. I am getting a faint hint of cannabis, which tells me your friend there probably sells some special off menu baked goods if you know to ask for them. But that’s about it. If’n you want, though, I can saunter over and try to get a better sniff.”
“Creepy much? Oh, and speaking of being a creep, how did you know I liked strawberry shortcake or what size clothes I wear?”
“You’re my girl, Darlin’. I know exactly what I’m supposed to know.”
I wasn’t prepared for him to just admit it. Lucky for me I could compose myself by sipping my tasty mocha latte. Damn, he even knew my coffee preferences. “So, that’s it?”
“Yep. Just like that. I figure you’ve had enough lies in your life.”
His words caused me to remember last night’s dream, or memory. I still wasn’t sure which. There was one way to find out, though. “Okay, then who’s Holly?”
Wyatt gagged on his latte, answering that question for me. “How do you know that name?”
“Someone didn’t wipe my memories as thoroughly as they thought.”
His eyes opened slightly wider at the revelation, telling me even more. However, he quickly covered his surprise with his normal laid-back attitude. “I can’t say.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
“Ain’t my place to talk about it. This is your daddy’s tale, not mine.”
“Isn’t that convenient?” I snapped.
“It’s not my place to talk about your mama, especially if Viktor ain’t done it yet. But if you really wanna know, I won’t lie to you.”
Holly. My mother’s name is Holly. Dad always said that people who left their families didn’t deserve to be talked about, but just knowing her name made me suddenly want to know more. I mean, yeah, she’d abandoned us. I couldn’t exactly forgive and forget that, but I still wanted answers. And finally, after years of having the subject changed whenever I brought it up, here was someone willing to spill the beans.
I opened my mouth, prepared to tell him that I wanted to know everything.
And, of course, that’s when the shop’s door opened and a familiar voice cried out, “Jessie! Thank goodness you’re okay.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, there’s evil dryads now?” Phil asked as we sat at two tables pushed together, a small mound of pastries between us.
“Well, maybe not evil,” I replied. “But definitely jerks.”
“And what happened to your clothes?” Gary asked, apparently with a slightly different agenda than what we were discussing.
“I figured this was better than walking around covered in swamp funk.” I rolled my eyes. “Can we focus please? Your mom was telling me about them dark dryads, she called them . . . the Angle-ray something or other.”
“Aigeiroi?”
“That’s it, and believe me, they lived up to their name, throwing spikes and drug clouds at us.”
“Spikes and drug clouds?” Phil barely stifled a laugh. “I’ve been to worse parties.”
Turns out, as Phil and Julius explained, they had bugged out after all, just not that far. Apparently there was a campground outside town, one where they could park overnight without arousing suspicion. Although, judging by the funk, I was guessing it didn’t have shower facilities.
At least with the constant stream of customers we didn’t have to worry much about prying ears. Dee, for her part, didn’t really pay much attention to us, except to occasionally ask if we’d like anything else. She certainly didn’t act like Dionaea, but then I’d hear her Southern accent or her laugh and once again be convinced we had the right person—err, plant.
“And we’re sure this isn’t a wild goose chase?” Phil asked at last, biting into a bear claw.
“Pretty sure.” I pointed to the Venus fly trap near the door. “Whatever that is, it’s magical. There’s one like it at the house, too.”
That perked Gary up again. “Wait, what house? I didn’t know you guys stayed at a house.”
“It beat sleeping on the ground after you guys took off and left us with no way to contact you,” I sniped before taking a deep breath to calm myself. I needed to remember that wasn’t his fault. “But to answer your question, we broke in after we were attacked. Seemed abandoned, so we figured it would be a good place to crash.”
Before Gary could give himself a stroke over our nonexistent shenanigans, Phil closed her eyes and made some funny hand motions towards the door. “No doubt about it. There’s some serious mojo in the air. That plant’s practically oozing protection magic.” She then glanced towards the register. “Your friend there’s giving off some kind of energy, too. I can’t be sure, but I think she’s been hexed.”
“Hexed? How?” I asked.
“No way for me to know unless I had some time and the proper materials.”
“What about that shop?” Wyatt asked. “Think that has anything to do with it?”
“That’s right,” I replied. “The plants all come from a store called Bella and Donna’s.”
“Bella and Donna’s?” Gary asked. “Guess the dryads here are about as subtle as the ones in Canada.”
Phil began typing on her cell. A moment later, Julius’s phone buzzed. “I’m gonna need some supplies. Think you and Dalton can handle that while I take inferno girl to this plant shop?”
“Are you sure it’s wise to split up?” he asked.
“No, but the supernatural natives tend to be rowdier at night. So, if we’re going to make some forward progress, now’s our best chance. What do you say, Dalton?”
Wyatt yanked down his ski mask. “Count me in.”
“Great. Take the van.”
“Hold on,” I said. “What happened to the rest of us not straying far from it in case we get scried?”
Phil grinned and pulled something out of her shirt. It was a small canvas bundle tied around her neck with some string. “Had a few hours to work on that problem. Charm bags. They won’t last long, but they should muck up our eldritch footprint enough to keep us below the radar. Now, is there anything else? Because if I take one more bite in this place, I’m gonna go into diabetic shock.”
I nodded ruefully, realizing it was likely going to be a while before I got the answers Wyatt had promised me.
Gary pushed to his feet. “All right, then. Let’s get going. This shop should be open by now.”
“Not so fast, Gare-bear. You’re going with Jules. Charm bags or not, I don’t want you out of the range of the van, especially if any of the tree bitches here happen to work for that Ash cunt.”
“Aunt Phil!”
“She’s right,” I said, putting a hand on his arm. “You need to stay safe.”
Gary smiled at me, only to continue arguing with his aunt. I let out a sigh and slipped back to the counter, hoping to try one more time before we left.
Dee met my gaze as I approached. “Can I get you anything else?”
“You’d tell me if you remembered who I was, right?”
She gave me a confused grin back. “Um, sure thing, Sugah.”
I pointed to Gary. “What about him?”
“I’ll admit that skunk stripe of his is kinda cute. If he was a few years older, I might slide him a complimentary donut or two.”
Weird as that was, I didn’t sense any recognition in her voice. So, rather than try to explain, I bought a snickerdoodle, then hightailed for the door. Phil lit up the moment we reached the sidewalk as our B-team took off on their assignment, Gary grousing all the way.
However, our separation was a far shorter one that I’d expected, as the Counting Crowleys van was waiting for us as we turned a corner down the street where Bella and Donna’s Mystical Emporium sat.
I pointed it out. “Guess Gary found a loophole in your instructions.”
“Son of a. . .”
“I’m thinking the answer lies in the shop’s name.”
“Nobody likes a smart-ass.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The shop looked like a reject from a horror movie, complete with overgrown greenery and a slightly leaning frame. It did boast cheerful advertisements for half-price tarot cards and psychic reading Wednesdays, though, which helped shatter the evil ambiance a little.
As we approached, I spied a dark-skinned woman sitting outside, smoking a pipe and wearing wraparound sunglasses. She blew a few smoke rings our way.
“Welcome to Bella and Donna’s, witch. Know that so long as you walk the path of peace you are among friends here.” The woman gave Phil a slight nod before she turned toward me. “As for you, Conqueror of Burp, I suggest you take your business elsewhere. We don’t have much patience for our shining sisters’ foot soldiers.”
Guess they weren’t even going to pretend to hide who they were. “Look, I’m just here for Dionaea.”
The strange woman burst into hearty laughter. She motioned to a row of Venus fly traps hanging from a display rack on the porch. “There you go then, child. Ready for purchase for any seeking a bit of sanctuary against that which goes bump in the night.”
“Maybe you didn’t hear me. I’m looking for—”
“Nothing wrong with my ears, girl. This strain is known as Dionaea muscipula, ‘Scarlett’ for its bold red foliage. I dare say that is the only Dionaea you will find here.”
Despite the woman’s words, she didn’t try to stop me as we stepped inside. If the outside of the shop looked like a horror movie set, the inside had a more new-age hippy vibe. Rows of jars labeled with everything from “eye of newt” to “pennyroyal” lined rough-hewn shelves while garish tapestries covered tables full of crystals, statues, and even more plants.
Gary and the others were already inside. He’d found the bookshelves and was being dutifully waited on by the same green-streaked siren who’d played interference with the cops for us earlier. A part of me wanted to step over and split her stupid lip, but I realized most of my ire seemed to stem from the way she practically oozed over him and not from the attack the night before. Guess I was in no position to complain about his jealousy while I could barely stop glaring at this chick.
“How did you—?”
Gary, however, was ready for his aunt. “They have a website, complete with an inventory list.”
“Duh,” another voice replied. It was the spiky haired punk chick, probably the thorn thrower from the night before, and she was scowling at us from a stool behind the counter. “This is, like, the twenty-first century, after all.”
She and her friend weren’t alone. I spied one final figure sitting behind a beaded curtain, tapping her feet in tune to the zydeco music wafting from hidden speakers. At my notice, she called out, “I told you she’d come, sisters.”
“I still might,” Green Streak added with a wicked grin, running one finger over Gary’s shoulder. Grrr! “Care to properly introduce us, sweet thing? I’m dying to learn what those shiny twats consider a champion after all this time.”
“If last night is any indication I’m, like, already not impressed,” Valley Punk added.
I took a step toward her. “Whenever you’re ready for round two, just let me know.”
Phil planted her hand on my shoulder. “Ratchet down the attitude, Human Torch. Remember the warning from outside. The path of peace. It means they won’t start shit unless we do it first.” I glared back at her but managed to nod. “Anyway, you were about to introduce us, Gare-bear.”
“Um yeah. This is—”
Green Streak leaned in and actually kissed him on the cheek. “Gare-bear? Isn’t that just the yummiest?” She turned her pink-tinted eyes toward me. “Tell me. How do you keep your hands off him?”
I cracked my knuckles. “By using them to punch people who tick me off.”
Before we could continue this back and forth, the beaded curtain parted and a dreadfully pale hand beckoned me forward. “Come, Champion. Let sweet Bella get a good look at you.”
I stepped forward. Wow. This chick made even vampires look tanned. With her raven hair and violet eyes, she looked like the dryad answer to Morticia Addams. She nodded toward me, then raised a rosary to her lips and kissed it.
Um, okay. “So, if you’re Bella, where’s Donna?”
“Right here, skank,” Valley Punk said with an eye roll.
“Play nice,” Bella admonished, stepping out. “Please allow me to introduce my sisters, Cos Ensalada and Donna Nopales. Oh, and Canna is the one you met outside, but we all call her Mary Jane.”
I blinked several times at that. I mean, I’d already seen her in action last night, but this confirmed there was actually a patron dryad of wacky-tobacky. What a world this was.
“So you are the one they call Conqueror of Burp? Well met,” Bella continued. “Know this and be warned. You stand in the presence of the Aigeiroi. We are loyal to our friends and merciless to our enemies.”
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Jessie and . . . I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to reunite you with your sisters.”
I wasn’t sure what their reaction would be, but I didn’t expect outright laughter.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Once the guffaws ceased, we got down to business. Donna set up a table in the back for us while Cos went to make tea. I was always more of a coffee gal, but I tried to mind Phil’s warning about keeping my cool.
That was easier said than done, though, as Cos had the audacity to plop her ample assets down on Gary’s lap, making me almost nostalgic for Dionaea’s attentions. I swear, these dark dryads were a thirsty bunch.
Play nice, Jessie. Business now. Punch the slut later.
Phil at least seemed to be enjoying herself. She puffed away next to Mary Jane who seemed not bothered in the slightest. Wyatt and Jules, meanwhile, had been banished out to the van. I guess this was dryad/magi/champion business only.
“How much do you know of our quarrel with our sisters?”
“I’ll admit, not much.” Maybe if I kept it light, they’d relax a little. “So why don’t you clue me in? You can start by telling me where my friend Dionaea is.”
Donna slammed her fist on the table. Except it was no longer a fist, at least not a human one. Still, her display would have been more intimidating if her thorns hadn’t caused her to get stuck to the table. She glared at me and the air around her shimmered, dropping whatever glamour she’d been holding. Yup, she was the same green-skinned, spiny bee-otch who’d hurt Wyatt last night. “You tell us, Burp Bitch. Our sister never returned from Canada.”
“Wait. She didn’t?”
The air shimmered around Bella next, her hair morphing into a glorious crown of petals while her eyes and teeth became black as coals. “No. Her last message spoke of strange things—the coming of a warrior with hair of fire as well as a potential new member to our council, but that was it. She never arrived home.”
“And her human form has gone quite mad. She actually thinks she’s a person,” Cos added, shaking her head. “Last week we found her wandering one of those ghastly home improvement stores, buying throw pillows and scented candles.”
“She’s dating a dental hygienist, too, like, for real!” Donna tapped her fist on the table, softer this time. “What next, kids and a mortgage?”
“That is why my sisters attacked you last night, Conqueror of Burp,” Bella said. “They thought you responsible. If that is not so, then we apologize. But if you are deceiving us—”
“Hold on. So Dee really is Dionaea?”
The dryads exchanged pitying glances. On the upside, I guess they believed me.
Bella turned a patronizing smile my way. “Such ignorance is hard to feign. You either speak true or are quite the skilled deceiver.”
“Sorry to say, but ignorance isn’t always bliss.”
“Very well. Allow me to explain. What you saw here today were mere glamours. However, we dryads can have many bodies. The body without a soul, though, is little more than a husk. Sweet Dionaea, however, possesses a rare power, one shared by only one other among the Meliae. She can imbue her human form with full life. So, unlike the rest of us, her body may continue to act on its own. It’s . . . somewhat disconcerting to witness. But far worse, we fear if this is left to continue, there may be permanent damage done to our dear sister.”
“I told her she was stupid to trust an invitation from those snakes of the light,” Cos replied, cozying closer to Gary, if that was even possible.
“We thought you had taken her,” Bella continued, “but if that isn’t the case, then perhaps you would be willing to set aside our little mishap from last night and help us find her.”
Well, this just took a wholly unexpected turn. Instead of me finding my only dark dryad friend, now I had to help find her. Just what I needed—another quest.




Chapter Twenty-Nine: Little Cave of Horrors

“I’m sorry, but I already have a girlfriend!”
It was about damned time Gary remembered that. He’d gone to the library in the back with Phil and that obnoxious green-streaked tease, leaving me with Bella and Mary Jane. Donna, meanwhile, had gotten up and been all, “Later, ho-bags, I have a life.”
“So . . . is Cos always like that?” I grumbled.
“Like what?” Bella asked, staring into an actual crystal ball she’d pulled out.
“Does she always act like such a. . .” I tried to think of a better word but couldn’t. “Slut?”
MJ shook her head. “It’s not her, it’s him.”
“What do you mean?”
“We dryads can taste potential in the air. An aura like his is quite alluring . . . irresistible to some.”
“We’re talking about Gary here, right?” Okay, that was mean. Probably time to change the subject. “Let’s get back to Dionaea. How can I find her when all your magic hasn’t worked?”
“You’re the chosen one, aren’t you?” MJ asked, raising an eyebrow. “And you say one of your trials is bringing us back into Ash’s personal snake pit, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well, we aren’t going anywhere near her without our sister. Hence, yes, you obviously are fated to find her.”
Bella looked up from her crystal ball. “Those treacherous harpies killed one of our kind before. I have no doubt they will try to do so again. Prove to us that you can keep that from happening and we may yet follow you.”
I’d heard a similar song and dance before from Ash. This Bella chick could easily be her mirror universe doppelganger. All she needed was to thwap me in the face with a cape to complete the illusion.
The crystal ball flashed, drawing her eyes back to it. “The problem with our kind is that our roots hide themselves rather well, but our sister must be near. Her shoots sprout everywhere and her husks roam this region at night.”
“You mean the plant zombies that attacked us?”
“A crude analogy, but apt,” MJ replied. “Yes, those are our lost sister’s creations. That’s why we were in the park last night, hoping her true body might reveal itself.”
“But why create these husks?”
“It’s instinctive. When we’re threatened or in pain, we summon husks to protect us.”
Bella nodded. “So you see, Conqueror of Burp, Dionaea is near, yet still hidden to us. And now you have arrived seeking her. Perhaps this is a sign from the Earth Mother herself. If so, you will succeed. If not, your failure will bring embarrassment to that monster who calls himself our father. As such, it is in our interest to work with you either way.”
Uh huh. “Did Dionaea make that swamp thing, too? If so, maybe we should focus on the lake in the park.”
“Unlikely. The pond itself is manmade,” MJ said.
“But it’s fed by small tributaries from the nearby swampland,” Bella replied, getting a thoughtful look on her face. “It might be worth expanding our scrying to there. If we can detect more husk activity, it might tell us we’re on the right track.”
“A swamp sounds promising,” I said, not quite believing my words. “What I mean is, Dionaea’s a man-eater.” Okay, maybe not the most diplomatic way to put it. “I meant, she’s a carnivorous plant. So, chances are she’s not going to be somewhere bright and cheery.” A thought hit me. “But it would also need a food source.”
“A food source,” Bella repeated, looking up as if this was a piece of the puzzle they hadn’t considered. Immortal plant creatures they might be, but apparently solving mysteries wasn’t their forte.
“What about Devil’s Hollow?” MJ offered.
Devil’s Hollow? Why did that sound exactly like the sort of place I wouldn’t want to visit but almost certainly had to anyway?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Several books lay spread on the table before us. Some showed the fauna and flora of the area. Others were devoted to local legends. Once MJ had suggested Devil’s Hollow, Gary, Cos, and Phil had perused the bookshelves, looking for any information we could use.
“Look at this.” Gary pointed to one page. “The local authorities used to dump convicts and other unwanted dead in that section of the wetlands before the laws changed. Then, in the nineteen-fifties, a serial killer was caught disposing his victims there. At his trial, he claimed a siren made him do it. And, of course, there’s the various urban legends which all say it’s cursed.”
“Sounds like a nice place.”
“Best of all, for us anyway,” he continued, ignoring me, “I’m pretty sure the tributaries that feed into the park lead straight back to it.” He glanced up from the book. “That’s gotta be our place.”
Bella glanced toward me. “Very well, Conqueror of Burp. Take your people and search out this lead. I and my sisters will remain here and continue with our scrying.”
I couldn’t say I was enamored at drawing swamp duty, but working with these dryads was better than being ambushed by them. I’d take my wins where I could get them. “Okay, we’ll report back if we find—”
“I’ll go with them!” Cos cried, putting an arm around Gary like she was some desperate anime vixen.
“Oh . . . goodie,” I muttered before turning toward the door.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I gotta admit, this isn’t the worst date ever,” I groused as my boots made an epic squishing sound in the icy mud. “I mean, at least we’re not stuck in a van with your aunt.”
“That’s definitely an optimistic way of looking at it,” Gary replied. “But, yeah, I guess it’s sorta nice.”
We were standing in a half-frozen swamp, waiting for our advance crew to finish scouting ahead. After a minor tantrum, Cos had agreed to run point with Wyatt. Between his senses and her . . . um, plant powers, I suppose, they could cover ground faster than the rest of us. Phil and Julius brought up the rear, doing their part back at the van—her scrying the area, him augmenting her magic via an infrared-equipped surveillance drone.
“I mean, yeah, the venue could be better, but at least we’re together.” With all the craziness going on, it was easy to forget we were still two high schoolers. This was the time of our lives when we should be chilling at the mall, hanging out playing video games . . . or playing tongue hockey.
“Yeah, at least until a horde of plombies show up to kick our asses,” he remarked, taking in the gloomy view.
“Plombies?”
“Plant zombies. Or we could just keep calling them husks,” he said, imitating Bella’s snooty accent.
“Nah. I like yours better.”
“Me too.” He let out a deep sigh. “Just so long as you’re not bored hanging out with me.”
“Relax. I don’t get bored that easily. Besides, a bit of normal is kind of nice. Why?”
“It’s . . . nothing?” He grinned, but there was a faraway look in his eyes, as if he had something more to say.
I had to admit, he really did have a knack for picking interesting times for teen angst. “Spit it out.”
“Like I said, it’s—”
“If it was nothing, then it wouldn’t be bothering you.” I clambered up onto some roots, hoping to spare my feet from the muck.
“I’m . . . probably just being a jerk,” Gary said softly.
“About what?”
He let out another sigh. “Fine. I had a blip last night.”
“Oh? What did you see?”
“You and Wyatt kissing.”
“What?!” I cried, the heat rushing to my cheeks.
“Yeah, although it’s possible I just imagined having a blip because I was worried about you.”
“Have you ever imagined a blip before?”
“No. B-but it’s also possible I caught a glimpse of an alternate timeline, too. That happens from time to time.”
“So, let me see if I have this straight. You’re upset about something I might do in an alternate universe, but it’s okay to let Cos drape her boobs all over you back at the shop like they were a new suit?”
He raised his hands in a placating manner. “I did say I was probably being a jerk about it.”
“And you weren’t kidding either.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake! I’m sorry. I can’t help what I see sometimes. This power of mine is—”
“Urr.”
“Urr what?” I asked.
“That wasn’t me,” he replied, his eyes opening wide.
A moment later, we heard it again. Whatever it was, it was close by, but where? This entire place was a maze of mud, brambles, and trees. My arm started to itch. Uh oh.
I willed my hair to ignite just as it seemed every plant around us came to life. A small army of inky-eyed husks pulled themselves up out of the mire, seemingly made up of the rotting vegetation around us.
“Give me some room,” I warned Gary as they quickly surrounded us.
I gave my braid a quick head-banger whip, setting three of the creatures ablaze for a moment or two anyway. Go figure. One of the downsides of fighting in a swamp—everything was already pre-saturated.
The hair on my head was magical, but once they stepped away from me, the residual burning seemingly became regular fire, meaning they sizzled for a few moments before the mud and other grossness making up their bodies extinguished them.
Great!
Fortunately, flaming hair wasn’t the only trick I’d brought to this party. Snap. Claws out, I set to pruning. Too bad these things weren’t like normal creatures. People tended to notice when you ripped their arms off. Plombies, not so much. You tore off one and they just smacked you with the other. Thank goodness I could still smack harder.
“Jess!”
Crap! Unfortunately, there were more than enough of these things to keep me busy while their buddies grabbed hold of Gary. I turned my head just as he was being dragged away into the brush.
“Hey! Give him back!”
The husk that had him turned its head a full one-hundred and eighty degrees to face me, revealing glowing magenta eyes, the exact same color as. . . “Dionaea!”
Gary tried his best to slip out of the monster’s grasp, but it held him tight despite its fingers being covered in mud.
Speaking of muck, one of the husks I was still fighting caught me right in the face with a backhand. It wasn’t a hard hit, but it momentarily blinded me with foul-smelling gunk.
So much for the clean clothes Wyatt had stolen for me.
“Jessie!”
And so much for Gary if I didn’t get my act together. “Hang on, I’m coming!” Except I wasn’t making much headway at all. It was time for this hero to swallow her pride. “Phil!” I cried out. “I hope you’re scrying us, because we could really use some help here!”
A plombie slashed my leg, tearing my jeans with its thorns and almost causing me to lose my footing in the slimy mud. Rather than eat dirt like a good victim, though, I spun and kicked out, shattering branches and sending it tumbling away. An opening presented, I feinted to the left—thank goodness these things weren’t that bright—than juked right and made a run for it in the direction Gary had been carried off.
Come on, super speed, show me what you’ve got.
What it had wasn’t much in the ankle-deep mud. Thank goodness I remembered that parkour wasn’t only for the urban jungle. I switched tactics, hopping onto roots and rocks, then using low hanging branches to propel myself forward. Floof would’ve been so proud to see me summoning my inner Sasquatch. “Hold on, Gary!”
Up ahead, through the trees, I saw dagger-like rocks protruding from the ground—Devil’s Hollow, I presume. What a surprise the monster would be dragging him there. On the upside, the trees covering this chunk of the swamp were denser, making it easier to stay out of the sludge. Too bad the muck didn’t seem to be hindering the husks as much as it had me. I could hear the ones I’d left behind coming up on my flank.
And then a moment later, I heard a much sweeter sound.
A booming explosion rang out from behind me. I turned my head to see green lightning lancing down from the heavens and blowing a plombie into nothing more than a twitching pile of twigs.
“Sorry, Gare-bear,” Phil said from high above, where she floated as if on wires. “This might sting a bit.”
A lance of bright blue energy flared out from her hands, slamming into the husk trying to scramble into Devil’s Hollow with my boyfriend. The creature began to vibrate before finally falling to pieces and dropping Gary face-first into the mud.
I raced ahead to help him as she took care of the remaining husks. “Are you okay?”
He flashed me a thumbs up from out of the muck before rising and spitting out a gob of goo.
“Be a dear and help him up,” Phil said, still hovering above the ground. “Not a fan of mud baths myself.” The smell of smoke filled the air, both from the sizzling husks and the cigarette dangling from her lips.
“You didn’t tell me you could fly,” I said.
“You didn’t ask.”
Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to respond with any of the snarky responses I wanted to make.
The next wave of plombies was already rising out of the Earth.
Here we go again.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“How are you doing over there, kid?”
I flipped my mud-drenched hair out of my face and turned. Through the haze of smoke lingering in the air, I saw Phil leaning against the wall of Devil’s hollow, picking her nails and occasionally flinging green death at the masses. Meanwhile my arms were covered in splinters while the remains of shattered plombies still crawled around my tired feet. “Been better.”
At least Gary was safe. Phil had bamfed him back to the van before returning to help me with the seemingly never-ending horde of husks.
I swear, the more we destroyed, the more sprouted from the ground. If this wasn’t ground zero, then I didn’t know what was. Problem was, Dionaea herself was nowhere to be seen—at least up on the surface.
Devil’s Hollow certainly lived up to its name—a jagged, twisty mess of rocks looking like the maw of some great creature that had died before it could fully extract itself from the Earth. In the middle of it all, a narrow chasm formed, dropping off into the darkness below. To where? I wasn’t entirely sure, nor did I care to find out.
Besides, spelunking could wait. More husks were rising to give us grief. Time to take the high road. These plombies might be relentless, but they seemed to stick to the ground. I couldn’t fly like Phil, but I sure as heck could wall jump with the best of them. Maybe I could take a page out of her book and nail them with some well-timed hit and run.
I used the pile of plombies nearest me as a launch pad, propelling myself up onto one of the rocky ridges rising out of the ground.
And then almost immediately lost my grip as gunshots sounded from close by, echoing over and over again as if—in a cave?
Oh crap!
I’d forgotten all about Wyatt. He and Cos had gone scouting ahead but I hadn’t realized they’d actually entered whatever hell lay beneath Devil’s Hollow.
A cry of “Run!” floated up to us from somewhere below.
It was quickly answered with, “What the fuck do you think I’m doing?!”
Judging from the panic in their voices, I guessed their scouting trip had borne similar fruit to what I was now dealing with.
I scrambled up the rocks toward the entrance they’d likely descended through, ignoring the plombies below me. Hopefully Phil still had enough juice to handle them.
Then I almost lost my footing again, but this time it had nothing to do with hearing a gunshot. The ground seemed to heave beneath me, the rocky outcroppings lurching and beginning to crack.
What the—?
“Move it, Green!”
“You think, bloodsucker?”
More shots filled the air and then I caught sight of a flash of green among all the gray. Cos had extended her arms into vines and was using them to pull herself up and out, her clothes practically in shreds around her. I opened my mouth to ask her what the heck was going on but she didn’t pay me any heed as she scrambled down the rocky edifice to where Phil waited.
“Blow it up!” she screamed at the witch.
“What?”
“Blow it all to hell and then port us out of here,” Cos cried, wild-eyed.
I heard the sound of scrambling from the way she’d come from and turned to find Wyatt hot on her heels, using his claws pull himself up. “Run!” he cried upon seeing me.
“Wait, why—”
Sadly, my ill-timed question was given an even worse answer as a massive red tentacle burst forth from the opening . . . and, of course, wrapped itself around me.
Son of a—
I didn’t even get a chance to scream before I was peeled off the rock face and dragged down toward whatever waited below.
“Jessie!”
“Move it, Dalton!”
Sadly, Phil had apparently decided to take Cos’s advice because the walls around me all lit up with green fire, blowing apart and showering me in rocks and debris until I was left in nothing but impenetrable darkness.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Oof! I landed . . . hard. Movies always made it look like water was a soft landing, but hitting a pool of H2O from high enough was like slamming into concrete. The wind knocked out of me, I sank beneath the surface of whatever nasty underground lake I’d had the misfortune to land in. My hair flared up, illuminating the darkness, and I had just a moment to consider how cool that was before I spied a pulsating mass flailing around somewhere above me.
I’d apparently been dragged into a hentai lover’s wet dream.
I managed to kick to the surface before I could run out of air, just in time to realize my neon locks made me an easy target. The tentacle thing wrapped around me again, giving me enough of a glimpse to see it wasn’t a tentacle at all, but a massive, reddish vine.
Holy Little Shop of Horrors, Batman. I could see why Wyatt and Cos had been in such a hurry to escape. The tendril raised me fifteen feet in the air then angled me back toward the rocky shore, where the biggest, angriest Venus fly trap I’d ever seen waited with gaping jaws. Oh boy. Day of the Triffids was a field of dreams compared to this monstrosity.
“Dionaea, is that you?”
The plant’s jaws opened wide and . . . roared? Yeah, normal plants didn’t do that. Then again, normal plants didn’t eat people either. Either way, the vine tightened around me to crushing levels. Too bad that caused my hair to flare up even brighter. A moment later, the smell of burning leaves caught my nostrils and I once again found myself in freefall, dropping down into the frigid waters below.
This time I’d gotten a chance to take a deep breath. Throwing caution to the wind, I dove deeper, hoping my swimming lessons at the Y hadn’t been in vain. I wasn’t sure what I hoped to find, but I’d seen Godzilla vs. Biolante enough times to know better than to fight a plant titan.
Whoa!
All at once, I was moving faster as a current grabbed hold of me and dragged me deeper. Apparently this wasn’t a lake at all, but some kind of underground river, and it was dragging me through an underwater tunnel and away from Plantzilla.
Soon enough, my hair was of no help in lighting the way. Mud, roots, and other assorted gunk blocked my sight. Pain lanced through my lungs, reminding me I was rapidly running out of air. If I didn’t get back to the surface soon, I was going to learn the hard way whether drowning counted as a dishonorable death.
My feet touched bottom and I kicked up with everything I had, hoping there was something other than solid rock above me. Yes!
My head broke the surface and I gasped great big gulps of oxygen, willing my hair to chill out a bit, lest anymore dinosaur sized vines be lurking about. I was definitely in another chamber, but there didn’t seem to be much to look at other than walls, mud, and—
What the?
Two pinpricks of red light shone in the dark from some distance away. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but they appeared to be moving my way, and they undulated back and forth as if whatever owned them was swimming.
Oh crap.
No doubt about it. I wasn’t alone down here. I had no way of knowing what to expect, but of all the things that could have happened, what chilled me to the bone most were the words that floated to me from out of the darkness.
“Would you like to sing us another song, yessssss?”
Maybe I should’ve stuck with Plantzilla after all.




Chapter Thirty: These Guys Again

Just my luck. I’d won the daily monster lottery.
“Dís-One?”
“Of course,” he purred in the inky black water, his voice clear despite only the top of his head peeking out of the surface.
“Am . . . I dreaming again?”
He shook his head. I was afraid of that.
“How are you even here?”
“All waters are connected, if you can feel the current.” The critter turned away and swam toward the riverbank. As he slinked up onto the pebbled shore, several sets of dancing lights appeared above him, illuminating the space. Will-o-wisps, because why not? I didn’t know what the dancing faerie lights connection to the kushtaka was other than to make this even more surreal. Maybe they were like glowing supernatural fleas or something.
I followed him, pulling myself up onto the embankment. The walls of Devil’s Hollow shuddered again as there came a distant roar of rage. Hopefully mega-Dionaea couldn’t sense us in here. “Okay,” I gasped, beneath the twinkling lights. “Why are you here?”
Dís-One rolled to his feet, clutching his paws in front of his chest. His eyes shifted from glowing red to luminous black. “Because I missed you.”
How could something so cute be so evil?
“I don’t believe you for a—”
Unfortunately, I didn’t have a second, as the wall next to me exploded and another massive vine burst through the rocks. So much for escaping Dionaea’s notice.
“What choice do you have?” Dís-One asked with a chittering cackle. Then he turned and skittered toward the far end of the cave.
He was right in that regard. I parkoured over the probing vine and followed, the ground growing ever muddier as we ran.
But maybe that was the point. Dís-One leapt then tucked his legs to his side, hitting the mud and sliding across it like he was a living jet ski.
Screw it! When in Rome. . .
I followed suit, taking a leaping run and letting momentum, slick mud, and a downward slope do the rest. Soon we were whipping at breakneck speed through the tunnel on the world’s craziest Slip ’N Slide. We rounded a bend and soon I found myself cackling as hard as Dís-One, the weirdness of our escape not even remotely lost upon me.
Then we hit the end of the road and the floor abruptly dropped off below us into yet another pool of water. How big was this place?
This wasn’t the time for geographic surveys, though. The death otter made a graceful dive into the waters below while my own landing was more of a cannonball. At least the water here smelled clean and fresh as I popped back up to the surface.
“See, Dís-One helped,” he cried, raising a paw.
Even knowing what he was, I couldn’t leave him hanging. I slapped his paw as he continued to splash around me.
We once again turned toward the shore, pulling ourselves up. I was soaked to the bone yet, oddly enough, Lucien’s jacket still felt dry. I glanced down to make sure I wasn’t going insane, then realized I could see it clearly despite my wet hair barely glowing.
Sure enough, there was a light source in this cave. I turned toward it, praying for an opening leading out to daylight.
“Holy Hannah . . .” I trailed off as I beheld the source of the illumination.
Even Dís-One stopped his chattering and went, “Ooooooh, pretty.”
I couldn’t be sure if it was ice or crystal, but a glimmering, jagged matrix jutted from the wall on the far side of the cavern, glowing brighter than National Lampoon worthy Christmas lights.
My hair lit up as we approached and the air grew colder with each step, causing steam to billow around me. The mist hit the crystalline structure and symbols suddenly flared to life in the air before it. They glowed brightly then bands of energy sprung forth from them, forming a barrier before me like this was a video game and I’d found a level I hadn’t unlocked yet.
“A special place this is,” Dís-One whispered from my side. “And Dís-One helped you find it.”
I stepped a bit closer to the barrier and finally felt the chill cut through my aura. Fire hair, meet magical ice. I narrowed my eyes, noticing something beyond all the magical glitter encased within the ice. What the? After a moment I began to make out magenta hair, killer curves, and a leaf bikini. “Dionaea!”
As the words left my lips, the floating symbols grew blindingly bright. A gust of air rushed from the wall, shoving me back a few steps.
“Dionaea, are you awake? Can you hear me?” I approached the glow once more. Magic and I didn’t always mix but maybe that was a good thing. If I could free her from whatever this was, maybe I could get some answers . . . and finally cross something off my list.
“Wait!” Dís-One hissed.
“It’s okay. She’s a friend.”
“Friend?” He popped up alongside me and poked one of his claws into the barrier of light. A shockwave of power answered him, erupting from it and sending us both tumbling backwards, butt over teakettle.
“Do not poke the friend. Very bad!” Dís-One dove into the water to douse his still sizzling paw.
“Ya think, Captain Obvious?”
Still, I’d once seen him slither through a magical barrier like it was nothing. There was something different about this one. “What exactly are we dealing with here?”
Dís-One crawled back onto the shore. “An ancient seal, very powerful, very bad. Reinforced with holy magic. Not good. Not good at all.” He abruptly turned and started to skitter away. “Oh well, your friend is trapped forever. Too bad. Let’s go.”
“Hold on. Holy magic? You mean faith magic?”
He hissed once, telling me I was right. Note to self: death otters apparently didn’t like faith magic. Good to know.
I stood my ground, though. “We can’t just leave Dionaea here.”
“Why not?”
“Look at her. It’s like she’s been chained in the Fortress of Solitude against her will. Oh, and the local plant life is going crazy. Let’s not forget about that. Whatever’s going on here, we need to stop it.”
Dís-One let out an exasperated sigh, tapped his fingers against the ground, then looked up at me. “Maybe if you sang me a song, then I could think of a solution, yes?”
“No way. I am not falling for that again. You aren’t getting any more of my memories.”
“But Dís-One just wants to help! The more I know you, the better I can—”
“What? Eat my soul? Devour my emotions and turn me into some kind of monster?”
Dís-One’s eyes grew all glassy and he clutched at his paws. Oh, great. Somehow, I’d managed to offend a death otter.
Or . . . maybe not.
He turned his head skyward and cried out, “Finally, oh Dark Mistress, I have found one who understands Dís-One!” He scampered up to me and took my hand in his paws. “Just promise Dís-One. When you are ready to be consumed, you will think of me and me alone. Tléináx ax tseiyíx isitee.”
“Um, gesundheit?”
That seemed to do nothing but encourage the little weirdo and he leaned in further, staring into my eyes with a look that said—
Okay, this was too weird even for me. My hair flared up in response, singing the kushtaka’s whiskers before he could get more Wild Kingdom than I had any interest in. He jumped into the water to douse himself again and I used the distraction to head back toward the rune wall, the scars on my arm now itching heavily.
“Dionaea? Can you hear me?” I whispered as if that made a difference. I inched forward into the barrier, bracing myself for the blowback and found myself gently pushed back instead. Huh. Maybe this was some sort of equal action versus reaction thing like Ashleigh Bates had used to lock us in her home.
I tested this theory by picking up a rock and chucking it at the barrier—oh crap—just barely ducking in time to avoid it cracking my skull. Okay, maybe a bit more than an equal reaction.
“Be careful, ax tseiyí!” Dís-One cried, once more joining me on dry land. “This is no ordinary spell. Divine wards are strong. Need great magic to break it or perhaps a holy artifact. Do you have one?”
“Not last time I checked.”
“Oh well. Then we should give up now!”
My arm began to throb even worse. “No. I’m not giving up. I just need to get back to the people who know more about magic than I do.”
“Oh? Need Dís-One’s help?”
Tempting as it was, kushtaka help came with a price. Of course, I was probably miles underground. Far as I knew, the only way out was climbing past Plantzilla and then somehow digging my way through a cave-in.
“Please, let me help.”
“No. You just want—”
“All I ask is one unpleasant memory, and I can find you the current out of here. I just need a touch of power to help, yes.”
“No way.” I started looking for any other means of escape. The walls had some cracks and ledges, but everything down here was so freaking damp I’d be lucky to make it halfway up the dang wall. That left trying to find another underwater tunnel or sprouting wings and. . .
Wait, flying!
“Nikolaus?” I cried out. “Can you hear me? I could use some, um, hero motivation.”
I looked around, hearing nothing but the trickle of water and Dís-One scampering about.
Guess it was worth a shot.
“Who is Nikolaus? Should Dís-One be jealous?” the otter asked. “Because Dís-One will happily devour a—”
From out of nowhere there came a whoosh of air. A massive wing struck Dís-One, sending him flying into the barrier. Then came a crackle of energy and this time a much larger shockwave erupted forth, slamming the death otter into me and sending us both flying into the wall head-first.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“What sort of motivation are you looking for?”
“Huh?” I asked groggily, my eyes fluttering open. “What?”
“I was getting my wingtips frosted, hero, when you interrupted.”
I sat up to find my fury glaring down at me. Guess he’d heard me after all. “Is . . . that code for something?”
“Code?”
“Never mind.” I clambered shakily to my feet. “I’m kinda stuck and was hoping maybe you could help.”
Nikolaus looked about as impressed as I’d expected. “Perhaps you misunderstood. I am not at your beck and call like some, what do you call them, taxi driver.”
“I get that, but at the same time, if you don’t help, I’m gonna be forced to work with a death otter . . . err, kushtaka that is, which I’m fairly sure is the opposite of heroic.”
“Don’t say their name!” the fury barked. “To even speak it is to invite the presence of evil. Have you learned nothing in your travels yet?”
“Apparently not. Speaking of which, where is—”
“Over there.” He stepped aside and pointed. Dís-One was near the edge of the water, lying on his back and snoring away as if being blasted by the barrier had done nothing more than put him down for a nap.
“Is he—?”
“Unconscious? Yes, but not for long.”
“That works. So anyway, back to the point. I’m kind of stuck here.”
“And that is my problem. . . why?” He gave one flap of his wings and rose off the ground, hovering above me.
Oh well, in for a penny. I was pretty much screwed no matter what, so I might as well go for broke. “Isn’t this like your first assignment ever? How many more heroes do you think you’re going to get if I fail before I even complete my first trial?”
He inclined his head, his eyes glowing orange. I’d definitely gotten his attention with that one.
“What about your sister, the one who had Hercules? Don’t the legends say she helped him by—”
“Don’t.” In a flash he was in front of me, his hand over my mouth. Guess I’d hit a nerve.
After a moment, he stepped away to where Dís-One slept, prodding him with his foot as if checking to make sure he was still out cold. Apparently satisfied, he pulled his funky polearm off his back and began to swing it around.
Uh oh. That couldn’t be good.
However, rather than attack me, he carved a circle of orange light in the very air itself then gestured toward it. “In you go, hero.”
“What?”
“Now!”
His tone left little room for argument. Rather than risk ticking him off even more, I dove into the ring of light. There came a strange pulling sensation, as if I was being stretched to my limits and beyond. Then the stench of sulfur filled my nose, followed by the sound of screaming. Oh God! So much screaming!
What is this? What’s happening? Where is—
And then I slammed head-first into a tree. Ouch! I stumbled backward, landing in a pair of leather-clad arms.
“This never happened,” Nikolaus whispered in my ear. “If asked, I will deny it. Are we clear?”
“I must have . . . found an exit on my own.” I rubbed the lump on my forehead as he eased me onto the ground.
“Exactly.” He leveled his blade at me but not in a threatening manner. Runes similar to the ones in front of Dionaea’s prison glowed faintly along the edge. “Ancient seals require ancient keys. Find yours you must.”
“Why do you do that Yoda thing with your voice when you tell me what to do?”
“Yoda thing?”
“Yeah, the way you’re speaking. There is no try. There is only do or do not.”
Nikolaus seemed slightly caught off guard. “Megara said it made me sound more professional.”
“Really?”
“You mean it doesn’t?”
“Nope. I think she was playing you.”
Nikolaus narrowed his eyes. “That thirsty, hero-fucking bitch!” He then seemed to realize what he’d said. “That didn’t happen either.”
I made a zipping my lips motion in return.
“So, you don’t mind if I don’t talk like that? Because it really is tedious.”
“Trust me, it’s just as hard to listen to.”
“Good. You see, I’ve been working on fitting in to the modern era. If I can pass my cultural evaluation, I’ll get to stay after my mission is complete.” He lowered his voice. “Otherwise they’ll send me back to Tartarus and that place really sucks. We’re talking no internet at all.”
“Eww!”
“Exactly.” Nikolaus cocked his head as if hearing something. He then flashed me a thumbs up and shot straight into the air like a rocket.
Okay then.
A moment later I heard the sound of footsteps squishing my way, telling me why he’d decided to disappear. What now? I was wet, tired, and beaten to hell. No way was I in any shape to deal with anything else.
Fortunately, anything else turned out to be that hussy Cos. She looked about as pleased to see me as I was to see her.
“Oh, I guess you did survive,” she said with an unenthusiastic sigh before turning and cupping her hands around her mouth. “Yo, Philomena! That redheaded chick didn’t buy it after all.”
Oh yeah, it was great to be back among friends.




Chapter Thirty-One: One Big-Ass Key

“For the last time, I’m sorry about the cave-in. So stop griping about it already and tell me about that barrier again.”
I glared at Phil as I toweled my hair dry. We’d retired back to the empty house Wyatt and I had commandeered. Now, with the van tucked safely in the attached garage, the entire home was pretty much a scry-free zone. I’d recounted most of what happened in the hollow, redacting the parts involving Dís-One and Nikolaus before stopping to yell at her for shooting first and asking questions later.
“Can’t this wait till she’s gotten a chance to catch her breath?” While I appreciated Gary’s sentiment, it was becoming painfully obvious we didn’t have the luxury of getting a full night’s rest between every adventure.
“It’s fine. Like I said, it was a wall of ice with all these glowing symbols. Oh, and whatever you throw at it comes back at you like ten-fold. I flicked a pebble at it and almost lost my head.”
“And your hair didn’t cancel it out?” I shook my head. “Huh. I guess that’s another difference between a false Icon and a real one,” Phil mused.
Of the dark dryads, only Bella and Mary Jane deigned to join us back at the house. Probably for the best since I kinda still wanted to deck Cos.
Jules was out, either scouting the neighborhood or buying Phil more smokes, while Wyatt had settled in for some sleep. I so wanted to join him . . . not in that way, but man, I could’ve gone for a nap.
“I think it’s one of Ash’s wards,” Bella said, looking concerned.
MJ nodded. “She’s the only one of those light snakes with the mojo to pull off something like that.”
“And if she has Dionaea frozen away from her roots, it would explain much of the madness around here.”
Bella met her sister’s eyes and they both nodded, giving the impression they were totally having a side conversation while the rest of us watched.
Phil pushed away from the kitchen table. “I need a cigarette and some time to think. You ladies got any idea how to break this wall, or are we on our own?”
“Our library is at your disposal,” Bella said, giving us all the answer we were afraid of.
Since this was going nowhere fast, I gestured for Gary to follow me upstairs. Once safely out of earshot, I said, “I need your brain.”
“Happy to know you’re not just using me for my body, although if you ever wanted to. . .”
“Let me guess. You Tarzan, me Jane?”
“Can’t say that would suck.”
I smiled at him. “Tell you what. You answer the bazillion or so questions I have and you can show me as much jungle love as you want, short of us getting boned by Uranus.”
Gary backed up, staring in horror before bursting into laughter.
I really needed to start working on my phrasing.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Do I want to know where you got that laptop . . . and is that a cellular modem?”
“Satellite, actually.” Gary rolled on his side so he could give me a proper smirk. “Jules found it, and, no, I didn’t ask.”
I glanced at the screen. “Please tell me you’re not looking up the answers on Wikipedia.”
“No. This is the database I helped Uncle Spencer set up before he disappeared. He was working to digitize as many Magi tomes as he could, from both the coven’s holdings as well as the Amherst library. Rumor has it he even managed to surreptitiously scan a few manuscripts from the Falcon Archives before they took his access away.” At my confused look, he added, “Trust me. That’s a big deal. Anyway, one of my buds set up a three-factor authentication protocol including a cantrip to . . . and you don’t care about any of that.”
“I get it. It’s Witchipedia.”
Gary let out a deep sigh. “True genius is never appreciated. Anyway, what did you want to know?”
He was adorable when frustrated. I gave him a one-armed squeeze and stared over his shoulder. Sure enough, there was even a submenu for magical creatures. “Is there anything on death otters?”
“Wouldn’t looking up dryad wards be more useful right now?”
“Now, now, no ruining the mood with sound logic,” I replied with a wink. “Is there or isn’t there?”
The resulting article contained a terrible rendition of a big otter with a shadowy aura and glowing red eyes. On the upside, there was a bit more than I already knew, albeit not much. They were trickster spirits who enjoyed underground waterways . . . yeah been there done that. Their only known weaknesses were dogs, copper, and the urine of virgins . . . eww. How the heck did someone figure that last one out? The REDACTED could only be killed by specifically enchanted weapons . . . figured as much. Although, seriously, blacking out their name? Shades of Voldemort much? They feed on strong emotions but could be confused by positive feelings such as love . . . definitely interesting. Arcane spells were not recommended as a defense as its effects upon them were questionable at best . . . another thing I’d seen in action.
Hold on. What’s that?
“Earth to Jessie.”
“Hold on a second. Check that part out.”
“What part?”
“Tlingit legends speak of particularly powerful REDACTED taking the forms of humans to lure the hapless to their doom. These tricksters would often seduce the most powerful warriors among their enemies. Once attached to their prey, they would hound the pour soul until the end of days, with the ultimate goal of consuming them.”
Great! One stupid song about toast had apparently marked me for life. No wonder my furry friend had showed up again. He was effectively tenderizing me.
I turned toward Gary. “There’s something I didn’t tell you downstairs. Dís-One was in that cave, too.”
“What? How?”
“He found me. I think it’s because of that song I shared with him.”
“You should have said something!”
“I know, but I didn’t want anyone freaking out until . . . well, there was a reason to freak out.”
“I’d say this is a good reason.”
“Me too.”
“Maybe it’s time to get a dog? They mention that right—”
“Sorry, still not a dog person.” I glanced again at their weaknesses. “I guess I could pee on him.” Gary glanced at me with one eyebrow raised. “Maybe save that one as a last resort?”
“I’d say so.”
“Okay. There’s still copper jewelry. Oh, and Wyatt has an enchanted weapon.”
“He does? Since when?”
“Since . . . always.”
“No offense, but would have been nice to know that he’s packing Excalibur on him.”
“It’s not Excalibur. It’s more like the demon-killing knife from Supernatural.”
“How does that make it better?”
“I don’t know!” I cried. “I’m figuring this out as I go!” In my frustration, I accidentally popped my claws, causing Gary to suddenly scramble away from me in a panic. “What? You’ve seen them before.”
“It’s not your hands, Jess. It’s your eyes.”
I walked to the nearby dresser and took a quick look in the mirror. “Holy Martian Manhunter!” My irises had turned bright red to match my hair. “That’s new.”
“What does it mean?”
I couldn’t stop staring. My eyes made me look far less the hero and more like some kind of super villain. “I-I have no idea, but I swear if my skin turns red next, I am going to lose it.”
Gary stepped up behind me and put a hand on his shoulder. I took a deep breath and retracted my claws. Almost like magic, my eyes faded back to their normal color. Okay, entirely like magic, but I was kind of busy freaking out.
“Maybe we should look at dryad stuff instead,” I offered weakly.
The next round of research consisted of me sitting on the floor while Gary puttered away on his laptop. I heard the occasional grunt of interest from him but not much else. That was fine. My brain was too busy swirling in circles about what I’d seen. Was this some new side effect of eating more of those cursed Pop-Tarts?
“Anything?” I asked once the silence became too cloying.
“Not much. Most of it is garbage or weird shit. I was just reading an article on how to make a magic staff out of a severed dryad limb.”
“Want me to ask Cos if she’s willing to donate an arm to the cause?”
Gary rolled his eyes. “Maybe later. I’m trying a different search now, but I think . . . I think. . .” He trailed off, his eyes starting to glow right before rolling into the back of his head.
Oh crap! I’d seen this enough to know he’d purchased a one-way ticket to blip city. I rushed to his side just in time to catch him before he fell off the bed. Blood was already trickling out of his nose—not good.
“Gary!” He began to convulse before collapsing limply into my arms. “Stay with me!” I pressed my forehead against his, willing my healing into him. Almost immediately, I felt heat begin to pour through my skin into his, but that wasn’t all.
Inside my head it felt as if he was knocking on a door in the darkest corners of my mind, asking to be let in, much as he’d done when we’d fought those zombies in Boston, and apparently the other night, too, in that motel. But why now?
Screw it. He needed me.
All right, Gare-bear, come on in and show me what I need to see.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I saw . . . tasteful home furnishings and bowls of plastic fruit?
What the hell? As far as blips went, this was about as banal as they came. Definitely not what I was expecting.
Then it began to change. My heart started to pound as I saw myself running through a maze of modular shelves stacked high with boxes, all of them with strange unpronounceable names written on them. Before I could wonder whether Gary was blipping about some foreign country, a terrible inhuman roar echoed from behind me.
I saw a pool of blood, followed by a fleeting glimpse of a uniform and a nametag. Then my vision was taken up by the sight of a massive hoof as if I were lying on the floor, unable to move as something stalked toward me. I caught the glint of shining metal . . . and then everything went dark. However, as I tumbled down into the blackness, a voice followed, one that sounded disturbingly like my fury’s.
“Your key waits for you in Aberdeen, hero.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I woke up and looked around, realizing I was alone in the bedroom.
“Gary?”
He was nowhere to be seen but, as I got up, I heard voices coming from downstairs. Shaking my head to clear it of the bizarre vision of . . . a giant murder cow in a home furniture store, I headed that way.
“I fear our dear sister is lost to us,” Bella said from the living room.
I turned to head that way when I spied Gary in the kitchen doing nothing more interesting than eating a bowl of cereal. Amazingly enough, he looked a lot healthier than he had right before I’d passed out. Way to go, healing hair!
“What’s going on?”
Rather than answer, he held a finger to his lips and gestured to a spot next to him.
A moment later, Phil’s voice floated to us from the living room. Ah, I see. We were eavesdropping. I could dig that.
I slid into the chair next to him. “What’s on the menu?”
“Commodore Crisp,” he whispered, passing me a box of knockoff brand cereal. “Help yourself.”
“No barrier is unbreakable,” Phil continued. “You just need the right spells or the right tools.”
Bella made a dismissive sound in return.
“Totally not happening, chica,” Donna replied, jumping in. Guess she was in on this shindig, too. “Unless you have, like, a god-forged weapon or maybe a fury at your beck and call, you are, as they say, totally shit outta luck here.”
Wait, did she just say—? I pushed away from the table and decided to join the party. I stepped into the living room to find all the dark dryads in attendance this time. Gary must’ve followed because Cos’s eyes immediately stared past me.
Keep it in your pants, bimbo.
“We were just having a little discussion,” Phil said. “It’s nothing to be—”
“Did you say fury?” I asked Donna.
“Duh,” she replied. “Not that it helps us much.”
“Maybe it doesn’t help you much, but I—”
Gary stepped past me to get a better view, giving me just enough of a glimpse of his face to see that the mark had reappeared on it. Crap!
“I . . . read comic books.” At their blank look, I shrugged. “You know— Nick Fury, agent of S.H.I.E.L.D?”
Donna rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you go back upstairs and play with your doll house or something. We’re, like, having an adult conversation here.”
Mary Jane, seemingly brighter than her valley goth sister, raised an eyebrow at me. “Furies are dark creatures who serve as punishers of the wicked and guides to the foolishly brave. Perhaps you’ve heard of them, Conqueror of Burp.”
“Only punisher I know is Frank Castle,” I replied, continuing to play dumb, lest Gary’s mark get even worse.
“Sorry, I am not familiar with that one.” MJ stroked her chin. “Regardless, the furies are also the guardians of the magic of keys and crossroads, whereas our kind is blessed with the magic of protection and warding. In all such things there is a balance.”
“Magic keys? So, you’re saying if we could summon one—”
Donna snorted with laughter. “Oh my God, you are so dumb. No sane person summons a fury. These creeps spend their time in the bowels of Tartarus. They are like total Hades psychos, if catch my drift.”
“Actually, I don’t.”
“God of the Underworld,” Gary replied.
“I know who Hades is, just not how he fits in here.”
Cos hopped to her feet and threw her arms around Gary, practically smothering him in cleavage. Oh yeah, I definitely need to rearrange her face at some point. “You are so cute! But no. Actually, Hades is a place on the same plane as Tartarus and Elysium. The actual overseer is named Aïdōneús and he’s a total workaholic loser.”
“You’re just saying that ’cause he dated Minthe and not you,” Donna chided.
“Don’t rub it in, whore.”
Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.
“Anyway, back to the point of why we’re screwed,” Donna continued, ignoring her slutty sister. “Even if you could, like, summon a fury, it’s no guarantee. You said the runes were like white, right, Burp Girl?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s gotta be Ash, which means she’s blowing her load on some intense divine warding. We’re talking serious overkill here. You’d like need the craftsmanship of one of our ascended cousins to break anything that bitch put up, and before you ask, yes, I totally mean a god.”
“Ash is really that powerful?” Gary asked, echoing what I was thinking. How on earth did I survive her getting mad at me if her magic required weapons of the so-called gods to defeat?
The dark dryads all started speaking at once, a cacophony of opinions and thoughts on the Meliae.
Bella finally motioned to her sisters to simmer down. “Ash is the reason we haven’t claimed our right of vengeance all these years. The rest of the first grove have moved on or met their makers. She alone remains. She has survived where others have fallen because she is a master at rationing what little power is left in this fading world. While it is possible that some of her snake sisters could have banded together to defeat our leader Aigeiros, only Ash could have done so single-handedly. She has knowledge that should never have entered the mortal realm, ways to seal words and thoughts, even souls, in such a way that they can never be released. It is even rumored that she learned how to bind the tongues of the ascended. She just has to etch her mark and the spell is done. That’s power that few gods can even claim to have.”
Etch her mark . . . like the words she’d carved into my arm? What did that even mean?
“However, some of this is actually good news,” Bella continued. “Times are not like they were for those of divine blood. It must have taken a great deal of her reserves to bind Dionaea. It could be centuries before she recovers from it. Our sister must have frightened her greatly for her to do so. And while she will be missed, her sacrifice opens up an opportunity for us to strike back and—”
“Hold on, we can’t just abandon Dionaea.”
“Child, I just got finished explaining it. The magic it would take to break that sort of seal isn’t easy to come by.”
“It might be easier than you think.”
“Oh? And how is that?” the dark dryad asked with a scoffing chuckle.
An image of a nametag lying in blood flashed through my mind, along with the glimpse of shining metal I’d caught.
I met Gary’s eyes and saw he was thinking the same thing. It had been his blip after all. Best of all, the mark had faded from his forehead.
This was the right path. It had to be!
“So, who’s up for a shopping trip over in Aberdeen?”




Chapter Thirty-Two: Cleanup on Aisle One

“Hey! I’ve got a beef with you.”
Maybe that wasn’t the best line to use, but what else could you say when facing off against a minotaur in a labyrinthine home goods emporium? Apparently, the mighty cow man wasn’t impressed either, as he snorted before grabbing a nearby pallet and throwing it at my face.
I ducked just in time to miss getting creamed by a heavy box with Chuchichäschtli stamped on it
“What the heck is that, Swedish?”
“Swiss, actually,” Gary corrected from a safe spot behind a heavy stack of kitchen countertops.
“Huh. Always wanted to visit Switzerland.”
“No, you don’t,” Phil replied from high atop a shelf full of futon accessories. “Too many goddamned vampires.”
“Wait. Why are there vampires in—oh crap!” I threw myself to the side to avoid being flattened by another box, this one labeled Hacktätschli.
So much for a simple shopping trip.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
After sundown we’d taken the van down to Aberdeen, as per Gary’s vision, much to the confusion of the dryads. Once there, it had taken only a single circuit of the town before Gary’s eyes flashed yellow again and he’d pointed at a gargantuan home goods store smack dab in the middle of a strip mall.
From there, we’d conducted surveillance for a few hours, meaning Jules watched the exits with a pair of high-powered binoculars while the rest of us sat around, bored out of our skulls. At least it had given my hair ample time to recharge.
Finally, right before closing, with the parking lot mostly empty, we decided to head in. This time of night there was likely only the staff and a few stragglers around, so less potential for collateral damage. Worst case was they’d ask us to leave in fifteen minutes and then . . . well, knowing the crew I was with, we’d have probably just broken in anyway.
Turns out there’d been no need. After navigating the maze of home decorations from kitchens, through bathrooms, and finally to discount living room furniture, my discount spider-sense had finally pinged just as we were passing a sales associate who was busy trying to talk an elderly Asian couple into purchasing a sofa bed.
They demurred and shuffled off, causing him to turn his attention toward us. Kevin, as his nametag identified him, strolled up to us with a plastic smile on his face and a pamphlet in his hand expounding upon the virtues of extended warranties.
As he neared us, though, my arm started itching like crazy, which in turn caused my hair to spark to life. Kevin’s eyes opened wide at the sight of me, but not from fear.
“I see the portents didn’t lie,” he said, discarding his pamphlets in a nearby trash can. “I’ve been expecting you, hero.”
With that, he began to change, his eyes going from blue to dull brown as the rest of him started to swell and expand.
And that was pretty much when all hell broke loose.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you all to leave.”
“Wait, don’t!” I cried, but it was too late.
Kevin the minotaur stepped behind the hapless sales manager who’d come racing over from dining. He swung the massive glowing axe in his hands and bisected the poor man down the middle.
“Something ain’t right in this world when the steaks cut you back,” Wyatt said, shoulder blocking the beast into a display full of spatulas.
“Stop fucking around, Dalton,” Phil cried. “We need containment. Grab Jules and get to the exit. Make sure nobody leaves without being compelled to shut their yaps.”
“You ain’t the boss of me.”
“She’s right,” I replied, readying myself for another go. I couldn’t believe I was saying this but we couldn’t afford the police showing up, not with what looked like Huge Yakman’s angrier cousin smashing up the place. “This can’t spill over to the rest of the town. Besides, I have to be the one to do this.” I glanced at the monster again. “Mostly.”
Wyatt spat on the floor, not looking happy, but he nodded. “Fine. But if you get in trouble, just call out. I’ll hear you.”
“I know you—”
I didn’t get a chance to finish as the beast let out a bellow and raised his double-bladed axe. He glared at both me and the retreating vamp as if deciding which to pursue, but in the end, it was an easy choice. After all, only one of us was glowing bright red.
“You might want to douse the light show,” Phil called out. “Flashing red in front of a bull isn’t the smartest idea in the world.”
“Actually, they disproved that on Mythbusters,” Gary replied, still behind his comparatively safe vantage point.
“When did they have a minotaur on Myth—?” Crap! Time to dodge. I rolled left as Kevin plowed through a display of floral print couch covers.
What the heck was this thing even doing here? Since when did mystical beasts need minimum wage sales jobs? And was it bring your mystical, god-forged weapon to work with you day or something? So many questions, with likely super interesting answers, but there was no time to ask any of them.
The man-cow-beast wheeled back but I was ready for him. I stepped in, looking to pop him one in the nose ring, but with our height difference I ended up barely smacking his shoulder. Worse, I found myself face to face with his Rocky Mountain oysters.
Eww! Why couldn’t this guy have been wearing extra stretchy pants today?
The minotaur snorted and slapped me away, sending me flying into a pile of boxes. Ow.
Phil let loose with a blast of green lightning, but the minotaur raised his axe and deflected the spell. Neat trick. “Puny witch,” he bellowed right before charging headfirst into the shelving where she still stood.
Thankfully Phil was ready, levitating before she could come crashing down with the rest of the home goods.
“How about a fireball, moose knuckle?” Gary stepped out from behind cover and leveled his hands at the monster. Time seemed to slow, and I felt his presence in my mind, seeking access to my power.
I was all too glad to give it to him. One steak, well-done, coming up.
A blaze of red-hot power erupted from Gary’s arms, but Kevin slammed the shaft of his axe into the floor just as the inferno reached him, somehow fizzling it out. The result was nothing more than a shower of sparks, barely enough to singe the monster’s nose hair.
So far, even with backup, I’d done jack squat with regards to beating this trial. How the hell was I going to survive twelve more?
“Punier wizard!” Bully Boy bellowed before chucking his axe. The blade cleaved through the stack of countertops like a hot knife through butter. Thankfully Gary managed to duck in time.
“Holy shit!” he cried from beneath a small pile of broken Formica.
Don’t worry, Gare-bear, I’ve got your six.
I charged forward, aiming for his legs this time and . . . pretty much bounced off the monster like I was little more than a Day-Glo superball. That was the problem with super strength. A guy like Peter Parker was tough, right up until he got into a slap fight with Ben Grimm.
There was no time to lie around, though, especially with this big buffalo currently disarmed.
“Now!” I cried. “Let’s hit him before he—”
The minotaur held out his hand and the axe came flying back into his grip, Mjölnir style.
Never mind. “Oh, come on! That’s not fair!”
“Take a breather, hot stuff,” Phil called to me. “Make sure Gare-bear is okay.”
“On it!” I scrambled to the remains of the kitchen display to find Gary in one piece but with fresh streaks of white in his hair. “Go find Wyatt and Jules. It’s getting too dangerous here.”
“I can’t.”
I gave him a quick kiss as Kevin bellowed in anger a couple aisles over. “Listen, I appreciate the sentiment but—”
“No, I mean I really can’t. You didn’t see all of my vision. I have to stay and help . . . otherwise something bad will happen.”
I stared into his eyes. Damn it, if he didn’t look sincere. “Okay, but keep your head down.”
There came the sound of something blowing up, followed by a wave of heat that washed over both of us. Gary glanced that way then back toward me. “Head down it is.”
“Good, because I can’t fight a mad cow and worry about you, too.” I gave him another kiss before returning to the fray. Phil had managed to blow up an entire aisle full of cabinets. Too bad Kevin remained in one piece.
“Eat an A.1. ass-kicking!” Phil cried out, gathering more energy in her fingertips. The beast had other ideas, though, causing her to bamf out of Dodge the moment before his axe split the air where she’d been floating.
“Fools! Mortal magic cannot harm me!” Great, now he was monologuing. “Come, hero!” he called out. “Show me the might of Uranus.”
As dire as this situation was, I couldn’t help laughing at his poor choice of words, as if he expected me to twerk him to death. I stepped out with my dukes up and a grin still threatening to overtake my face.
It was poor timing on my part to find humor in this situation as it bought me nothing more than being tossed through a pile of plastic storage bins. A moment later, the minotaur’s axe came flying at me, just barely missing as I rolled out of the way.
Screw it! Two could play at this game. I grabbed hold of an end table display labeled Nachtässe, spun, and chucked it at the beast, sending pieces of particle board flying every which way but doing little more than causing him to take a step back. I could see why my father had always insisted on hardwood furniture.
“Hah! The weapons of man cannot harm me either!”
“I am no man,” I cried. “Oh, and that wasn’t a weapon. It was just a cheap piece of crap.”
“Speaking of pieces of crap,” Phil said, reappearing behind Kevin, “try eating ten-thousand volts instead, asshole!” She raised her arms and electricity surged out from the light fixtures above, slamming into the monster’s sternum and charbroiling his chest hairs.
With the monster momentarily staggered, I stepped in, planning on planting my fist right into his fuzzy bull balls.
Sadly, he wasn’t as out of it as I’d hoped, raising his axe high and swinging it at me before I could so much as throw a jab. With nowhere left to run, I reached up and caught hold of the weapon’s shaft before he could cut me in two, just barely holding it at bay.
Ugh! How strong was this guy?
Stronger than me, obviously, as the red-runed blade began to inch ever closer to my face.
“Get out of the way!” Phil yelled.
“And where the hell am I supposed to go?” I snapped back, momentarily losing my temper.
That was odd. The only thing here that I should’ve been mad at was a jerk-face cow monster named Kevin. Speaking of which, there was no way I was going to be able to hold him off for long, but maybe I didn’t need to.
Letting go with my left, and hoping my right was strong enough to keep me from getting permanent split ends, I lashed out with an uppercut toward the beast’s crotch.
Ouch! It was like punching a bowling ball.
But it got the job done. Kevin’s eyes opened wide for a moment and his grip fell slack, giving me just enough momentum to push the axe back up at his face.
Unfortunately, he inclined his head at the last moment, and all I did was sheer off the tip of one horn. Then it was his turn again. He kicked out with a hoof, punting me into a display of potted plants and bruising the hell out of my ribs. On the upside, at least the dryads weren’t here to get pissy at me for smashing a few ferns.
I tried to stand and ended up spitting out blood instead. Oh yeah. That last hit had definitely taken something out of me. Just my luck, too, Kevin was already on the move, head down and charging where I sat.
Get your butt moving, Jessie!
Sadly, my subconscious motivation was too little, too late. I began to rise but saw there was no way I was going to be able to avoid being trampled.
“Jess!”
Or maybe not.
Gary suddenly appeared off to the side, kicking a wheeled ottoman into the monster’s path. Strong as Kevin was, even he had to obey the laws of physics. His foot landed on the pleather living room accessory and it shot out from beneath him, causing him to topple forward onto his face.
Way to go, Gare-bear!
My sides hurt like hell, but no way was I looking this gift cow in the mouth. Besides, it was probably best I didn’t think too long before doing the stupidest thing I could possibly do—grab this bull by his horns.
The minotaur screamed a surprisingly high-pitched yowl as I leapt onto his shoulders and yanked his head back. Still on the ground, he had no angle to swing his massive meat cleaver at me.
“PUNY MORTALS!” he roared, attempting to push himself up as I continued trying to twist his stupid head off.
No good. He might not have had an adamantium skeleton, but his bones were damned strong anyway. The minotaur began to lift himself off the floor. If he got back up, I’d soon find myself the clown in this crazy rodeo.
“Not so fast, flank steak,” Phil cried from somewhere close by. A moment later, the beast’s body was covered in bands of purplish energy, forcing him back down.
“Fool! Your magic is nothing to me!” He angled the blade of his axe so that it began to literally cut through the magic holding him in place.
I redoubled my efforts, putting everything I had left into snapping his neck before—
Oh no! Not now!
Out of the corner of my eye I saw the red beginning to fade. I glanced to the side and saw the tips of my fiery red locks starting to dull back to auburn. This battle, along with the injuries I’d sustained, had forced me to my limits.
Uh oh.
Kevin slowly freed himself from the spell, with me no closer to killing him than when I’d first walked into this stupid store. In another second I was going to learn just how much respect professional bull riders deserved, and after that, well, there was little chance of me—
There came a sudden whoosh of air and, before my eyes, a single feather fell to the floor in front of us. Since we hadn’t destroyed any down comforters, to the best of my knowledge, that meant Nikolaus was here to bear witness to my epic failure.
No!
I refused to fail. Not now. I might’ve no longer had the strength to break this beast’s neck, but maybe I didn’t need to.
I still had one more weapon left.
Snap!
My claws popped out and then I popped back in—into Kevin’s eye sockets, that is. Icky, gelatinous goo squirted all over my hands as the minotaur began to scream and buck. Unfortunately, this time it was too much. I got knocked off, landing flat on my back as the beast reared, blinded but still very much alive.
“Get up, Jessie!” Gary yelled from somewhere nearby.
I was almost tempted to ask “Why bother?” I’d given this beast my best and it hadn’t been enough. I barely had enough left in me to run much less finish the job I’d started. Even if I wanted to, I had no way of—
Or maybe I did.
As I rolled over to push myself to my feet, I saw Kevin’s axe lying there just within my reach. He must’ve dropped it when I’d gouged his eyes out. Guess that was enough distraction even for him.
It wouldn’t be for long, though. As he stomped around, blindly knocking over shelves and displays, he reached out with his hand.
In response, the axe began to vibrate on the floor.
Not this time.
No time to think. Summoning every ounce of power left in my body, I grabbed hold of the weapon before it could fly back to its master’s hands.
WHAT THE?!
One touch and boom! Even as the magical blade dragged me to my feet, still seeking to return to the hand which called it, I felt the heat returning to my head and the rest of me. Whatever this thing was, it was acting like some sort of magical supercharger.
It wasn’t just filling me with its power, though. Oh no. Red hot rage began to descend over me, causing me to see the room through misty haze of anger, one that demanded blood.
Who was I to argue?
Too tired to put up a fight, I gave in to the fury filling my head as the weapon dragged me back toward its owner.
No. Make that former owner.
At the last second, right before Kevin could grab hold of the blade, I spun, swinging the axe and taking him out at the kneecaps.
The beast cried out in pain and terror as he collapsed to the ground, squealing like a stuck pig. Then, just as quickly, he stopped his bleating and turned his head in my direction as if sensing I was there . . . and knowing the end was nigh.
“I-I curse you, champion of Uranus. With my dying breath, I curse—”
“Curse this, asshole.”
I bisected the beast’s head with his own weapon, ending his pathetic rambling once and for all. His lips whispered out a few last words, too low for me to hear, then became still. A smile crossed my lips as realization set in.
Holy crap, I’d won. I’d actually beaten a minotaur . . . I’d—
I’d have been a lot happier had he not picked that moment to explode in a fiery blast of eldritch energy.




Chapter Thirty-Three: Unstoppable Force, Meet Immovable Object

“What . . . happened?”
Why did I feel like I’d stuck my tongue in a light socket, and why did I feel so . . . sticky? Everything around me was red, including myself and—yuck—what was that taste in my mouth?
I spat, feeling something chunky fly from my lips. Eww! Oh God. Blood and viscera covered everything in sight, including an extremely unamused looking Phil, who puffed on a cigarette while looking like a middle-aged Carrie cosplayer.
“What happened?” I asked again.
“You chopped its face off and it exploded. Pretty much end of story.”
“Oh.” Guess I hadn’t imagined it after all.
“Yeah. Gotta admit,” Gary said, stepping into sight, amazingly gore-free, “I didn’t see that one coming. Exploding minotaurs. Someone ought to make that into a card game.”
“How are you—so clean?”
“Ducked behind a floor tile display. Guess they really are stain proof.”
“Bully for you,” Phil said with a sigh before turning back toward me. “Now, how about grabbing your new toy so I can go home and shower for the next three days?”
“My new—” I glanced down at the massive axe lying next to me, looking really big, really heavy, and really covered in minotaur goop. I reached down and wiped away some of the pureed innards, causing crimson runes to light up along the edge of the blade and a delicious shiver to run down my spine. It was as if the weapon were speaking to me, telling me it wanted to be used. That there were more monsters in need of slaying. Monsters like—
Whoa, what’s happening?
“Come on, kid. I want to wash up before this crap dries in my hair.”
I grabbed my axe and hefted it, glaring at the annoying old witch. It would be so easy to cut her down where she stood. Then I’d never have to worry about her getting between me and Gary again.
No. I shook my head. I needed to stop, to. . .
No, I needed blood.
“You got chunks of cow brain in your ears, girl? I said—”
“I’m . . . I’m sorry.” Kill her! “I mean, how are we gonna explain this?”
“There’s no we here. Jules and I will take care of it. So long as your vamp friend did his job, we should have at least until morning before someone notices things are awry.”
“Awry? This place looks like a slaughterhouse,” I wheezed, stumbling to my feet. Wow, this thing was heavy. The weapon screamed in my head that I should swing it, but I could barely lift it, and why was everything in my vision doubled?
“I don’t . . . feel so good.”
“Suck it up, kid. Now is not the time to pass out—”
Too late.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“What a magnificent weapon.”
“She has a hell of a grip on it, too. Couldn’t budge it when we were moving her.”
You can rip this axe out of my cold, dead fingers.
I opened my eyes to find I was back in our borrowed living room. Wyatt was there along with the dark dryads. Whatever had happened, I was still all bloody and crusty. The axe was still in my hand, but it was different now. Somehow it had changed during my nap. Where before it had been, well, monster-sized, now it was smaller, the shaft fitting into my hand as if had been made for me. Well, that’s certainly convenient.
“May I hold it?”
I turned toward eager-beaver Bella, not liking the avarice in her eyes. “I think I’ll keep it for now, thanks.” I did hold it up so the dryads could see the glowing blood-stained runes along the blade. “So, is this the kind of weapon you guys were talking about?”
“Do you have any idea what you are holding, child?”
A magical axe in a room full of stupid tree bitches? “You’re the experts, you tell me,” I replied instead.
“It’s hard to tell from looking at it, but the craftsmanship suggests it was forged by . . . the most extraordinary of hands. If you would be so kind as to let us study it—”
I pulled the blade away, resisting the temptation to bury it in her face. “Look, will this cut through the barrier or not? That’s all I need to know.”
“Hey Darlin’,” Wyatt said, stepping in. “You just woke up from a hell of a workout. Maybe you should rest up, let the experts here—?”
“No!” The runes upon the axe lit up as the weapon seemed to absorb the blood coating it. Soon it was completely clean, revealing dull, golden metal. There came a collective gasp from the dryads and a moment later I realized—holy crap—I was glowing, too, and not just my hair. Despite what Wyatt had said, resting was the furthest thing from my mind. “I . . . think we’ve wasted enough time. Let’s go rescue Dionaea.”
“Um. . .”
I glanced down at myself. “Okay, fine. Maybe a quick shower first.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Soon enough, I found myself sitting in the back of the van, gore free and with an awestruck Gary staring at me and my new toy. “Are you okay, Jess?”
I grinned back at him. “I’m five by five, and if this thing can free Dionaea, I’ll be even better.”
“Okay, let’s back up a bit. You just killed a minotaur. Aren’t you even a little bit tired?”
“Nope. Took a nap on the ride back to the house. The only thing I’m tired of is being asked if I’m tired.” Gary’s face fell, but whatever. Couldn’t he understand I had work to do? I could finally free our friend and all he wanted to do was whine. “Listen, I’m just wired right now. Killing a minotaur was a serious rush, and I’m just getting started.”
I pulled the trial list out of my backpack. As I stared at the crayon scribbles, the first line glowed brightly then winked out, leaving “trial complete” in its place. I showed it to Gary. “Check it out. We did it!”
He nodded then pointed at it. “Hold on. It’s changing again.”
The paper glowed some more, unscrambling two more trials. “Awaken a forgotten power and balance the tipped scale,” he read. “Any ideas?”
“No clue. That’s even less clear than save Tokyo. Couldn’t they just, you know, give me another monster to slay? At least that makes sense.” Almost as if in response, the eighth line of scribbles transformed into, “Defeat the hydra when it escapes.”
I smirked at him. “Guess this officially makes us agents of S.H.I.E.L.D.”
“Pretty sure that’s not the hydra they meant. . . And can you maybe put that thing down? You’ve been holding it in a death grip ever since you got it.”
“Have not.”
“Please tell me you didn’t take a shower with it.”
“Bet you wish you knew.” Although, the truth was, I had, which had made washing my hair quite the challenge.
“I plead the fifth but—”
“But what?” I prodded.
“I didn’t notice it before, but doesn’t it look kinda familiar to you?”
“Familiar? Not unless we both know some Conan cosplayers—” A memory flashed in my mind. The dream we’d shared back at the motel—Boston’s last stand. I glanced down at the axe, taking a closer look. No doubt about it. It was the same one. Holy crap!
“It’s the same weapon I saw in my vision,” Gary confirmed. “The same one you used rather . . . enthusiastically.”
“I wasn’t that enthusiastic.” I grinned at him, trying to lighten the mood.
“Hold on. Can I try something?”
“Depends what you want to try.”
“I meant with the axe.” He reached tentatively toward the weapon.
A part of me wanted to slap his hand away, keep him from touching what was mine, but I held myself in check, curious to see what he was going to do. The moment Gary touched it, though, both the axe and his eyes lit up.
Whoa. Didn’t expect that.
He pulled his hand away as if from a hot stove, the color draining from both his face and one of his eyebrows. “Holy shit!”
A part of me wanted to laugh at him, for daring to think he could handle my weapon. But I pushed that away for now and instead asked, “What did you see?”
“It-it’s a seal-breaker, forged by Hephaestus and blessed by Hecate, or at least that’s what it told me. This is the real deal, Jess. I’m pretty sure you’re holding a weapon that was forged by the gods themselves.”
So, of course, I answered in the only way that made sense.
“Cool!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
In martial arts, weapons were all about finesse—a perfectly balanced sword or bo-staff, for instance. A battle axe was more like an extra sharp baseball bat, though, so that’s how I started off, swinging it around while imagining hitting plombies hard enough to score a home run.
Not that there was much else to do at the moment.
With Devil’s Hollow collapsed, we were stuck waiting in the decrepit, murky marsh while Bella and her sisters tried to find another opening—most of us anyway. Daylight was looming, so Wyatt had retreated back to the van.
Gary wandered over after a bit, probably sick of watching his aunt chain smoke. I knew I sure as hell was. “Hey, Jess. Still holding that axe, I see.”
“Yep. I was going to put this priceless weapon down in this filthy swamp, but then I remembered I’m not an idiot.”
“That’s not what I—”
“I know what you meant,” I replied coldly.
We glared at each other, me practically daring him to say something stupid. Fortunately for him, bimbo Cos picked that moment to return.
“I think we found a way in. It’s narrow, but if we can widen it a bit, it might work.”
I turned toward Phil. “Can’t you just blow it open?”
She responded by blowing a smoke ring my way. “Still low on juice. Cleaning up the mess on aisle six, seven, and about a dozen more took a lot out of me. Why don’t you go and flex those muscles? I’ll rest up a bit so I can save your ass later.”
“I’ll flex something—” I grumbled, following Cos. Manual labor it was. Still, something was preferable to doing nothing.
Damn if Phil hadn’t done a number on the original entrance. The rocks around it had been pulverized, and the surrounding mud had filled in the cracks like concrete. Yeah, I had a magical axe, but it looked more like we needed a magical jackhammer for this job.
Cos pointed out a slight crack among the destruction, slight being the operative word. I checked it out, debating if I could chop my way inside.
“Maybe you should put the axe down and see if you can move those rocks out of the way instead.” Ugh, there was Gary nagging me again.
“Do you have something to say?”
“Yeah. I’m worried about you. You’re not acting like yourself.”
“I’m trying to save our asses, as usual. How is that not acting like myself?”
“Don’t you think you’ve been a bit aggro ever since you picked that up?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“I’m trying to save your asses,” he mimicked. “Tell me, does that sound like you?”
“Oh my God, what’s your damage here?”
“What’s your damage?” He fired right back. “You’ve been like a PMS rage beast since you woke up.”
My hair, hell my entire body, flared up bright red. “Say that again.”
Gary blanched, backing up a step. “Y-you heard me.”
“Have you gone stupid or something? I’m holding a thousand-year old god weapon in a filthy haunted swamp that smells like ass. You’ll excuse me if I choose to not leave it lying around where any rando can walk off with it.”
“I’m starting to wonder if you even could.”
“Even could what?”
“Put it down?”
“The only place I’m going to put this, is right up your—”
“Listen to me.” Gary approached, his hands out in a placating manner. “Legends speak of magical artifacts absorbing the energies of those that wield them. And, well, who knows how long that angry cow-beast had it? We’re potentially talking a lot of negativity here. So, I’m asking you. . . Actually no, I’m challenging you. If it’s not a big deal. Put it down. Just for a second or two.”
I took a deep breath. If it would shut him up, it was probably worth it, and hey, maybe my temper had been a little short lately. Still. . .
I glanced at the axe. What if I put it down and it sank into some quicksand? Where would I be then?
“Please.” Gary’s voice actually cracked as he spoke. Was he . . . afraid of me? I mean, he should be but . . . did I really want that?
Fine. Just for a second. That’ll show him I’m in control.
I stepped over to one of the boulders and gingerly set the weapon down. The moment it left my hands, it was like a haze lifted from my vision.
“How do you feel?”
I turned back toward him. “Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me I was being such a bitch?”
“I . . . actually kinda did,” he said with a smile.
I took a step toward him, but then my knees buckled. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a lock of my hair darken to brown. Weird. Had the axe drained me as some kind of punishment or had it been artificially empowering me following the battle?
Gary approached it. “Be careful.”
“I just want to see if it affects me, too. Um, be ready to knock me out if I go nuts, okay?”
I shrugged. “Will do.”
He wrapped his hands slowly around the grip. As he touched it, I could feel my pulse quicken with the pang of jealousy. For several seconds he just stood there, then he finally tried to lift it.
He grunted and strained but the weapon barely budged. “It’s so . . . heavy.”
“No, it isn’t.” I walked over and picked it up with one hand. The moment I lifted it, a nearly uncontrollable urge to deck Gary in his stupid face came over me, causing me to quickly drop it again. How had I not noticed that before? “See?” I said with a nervous laugh. “It’s not that heavy.”
He tried one more time with the same result.
“Wimp,” I said with a grin.
“Am not.”
Soon enough, the commotion attracted the rest of our group. They all— the dryads, Phil, and even Jules—took turns trying to lift the axe, with no greater success than Gary had.
As for me, the longer I went without touching the weapon, the clearer my head became and the less anxious I felt at seeing others grab it. No doubt about it. I needed to ration out my axe-time, take rest breaks, and be mindful if I felt the urge to start killing my friends.
“Clearly this weapon has bonded to you, Conqueror of Burp,” Bella finally said.
“Lucky me.”
While they discussed whether this was a blessing or a curse, I busied myself with some physical labor, trying to widen the gap Cos had found, but it was to no avail. It was too narrow and the surrounding rock too thick. Unless someone happened to have some Pym particles handy, that way was a dead end.
“What about the exit you used last time?” Cos offered.
“No,” I answered, perhaps a bit too quickly, because all eyes present turned to me quizzically. “I mean, I don’t know where it is. I was dragged under water for quite a ways before popping back up to the surface.” It was mostly true, too, minus talk of furies or death otters.
Bella shrugged and turned back toward the narrow crack. “We have one other option, then.”
“What?”
“This place is brimming with energy. My sisters and I can try to tap into it, use it to summon the local Earth spirits. If we can appease them, maybe they will be willing to undo the damage which was wrought here and reopen the hollow.”
“Will that work?”
“Perhaps,” she said. “But it will take time.”
And with that, I was back to waiting.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“What was Thor’s weapon called again?” Gary asked, eyeing my axe.
“Mjölnir, but that’s a hammer. Thor doesn’t use an axe, unless it’s in the Ultimate Universe in which case—and you don’t care about any of that, do you?”
“Can’t say I do, but I more meant how he can throw it and have it come right back to him. The minotaur was able to do the same thing, and in my vision—”
“I could too . . . unless that was a Jessie from an alternate dimension.”
“Only one way to find out.”
“Fine.” I picked up the weapon, steeling myself against the wave of anger, then hurled it toward a nearby tree where it wedged itself about three inches into the trunk.
“Hey!” Donna cried, taking a break from her communing. “Like, what did the trees ever do to you, bitch?”
“Only come to life and kick my butt,” I muttered before replying in a louder voice, “Sorry. Just practicing.”
“Okay, now pretend you’re Thor,” Gary said.
“Jane Foster Thor or Odinson Thor, because it makes a difference?”
“Whatever one you like best.”
I grumbled beneath my breath but then tried reaching my hand, Jedi-style, toward the tree. Come to me, my axe! It didn’t budge. Um, return to my hand, oh noble weapon?
How had Kevin gotten it to work? I mean, there’d been lots of grunting and snorting. Hopefully that wasn’t it.
“Are you focusing?”
“Trying to,” I replied through gritted teeth.
“Try harder.”
I snorted once. Nope. No dice.
“What was that?”
“Me trying harder.”
“Maybe less nostril flaring.”
I turned and glared at him for a moment before turning my attention back toward the axe. Come on! Get back over here, you stupid piece of—
Bark suddenly flew in every direction as the axe came hurtling back into my outstretched hand, almost knocking me over in the process. I quickly dropped it before those angry thoughts could overwhelm me.
“You did it!” Gary cried.
“Yes, I guess I did.”
“How did you make it work?”
“I got angry and called it mean names with my mind.”
“That’s . . . not really how I expected it to work.”
“Me neither, but it did. Speaking of names, though, I can’t keep just calling this thing axe, can I?”
“Why not?” Gary asked. “That’s what it is.”
“Yeah, but all cool weapons have names. I mean, it’s not like King Arthur kept calling Excalibur ‘stupid sword some wet chick tossed at me,’ right?”
“I guess not,” he replied, appearing to consider it. “And history is full of heroes giving their most trusted weapons badass names, like Durandal or Legbiter.”
“Legbiter is a bit nasty.” I looked him in the eye and grinned. “I know! Thor’s hammer!”
“What about it?”
“It’s called Mjölnir,” I replied. “Well, this axe is sort of like it. Except it was owned by a giant cow.”
“And?”
“And if you put the two together you get. . .”
“Um, cow hammer?”
“No! Moolnir!”
“Oh,” he replied, raising an eyebrow. “That’s . . . actually pretty terrible.”
“Exactly! It’s so stupid, it’s awesome.”
Gary inclined his head then nodded. “Hard logic to argue with.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
True to her word, whatever Bella was doing was taking forever. Eventually Mary Jane made a run into town, returning with lunch from Dee’s Biscuits, of all places.
I took mine, a croissant filled with cheesy awesomeness, and wandered over to where Gary sat perched on a fallen log, offering him half.
“In case I didn’t say it earlier, I’m sorry I was being a bitch with the axe.”
“It wasn’t you,” he replied, taking a bite.
“It kind of was. I mean, it felt way too natural. I guess what I’m been trying to say is I didn’t realize I was acting that way because I’ve kind of been angry for a while now. Moolnir just pushed it into high gear. Whoa!”
The ground shifted ever so slightly beneath us. Guess Bella was finally getting close with whatever she was doing. Soon it would be time to act, which meant there was no telling when Gary and I would get a chance to talk like this again.
“And it’s not just anger,” I continued, settling down again. “I’ve been scared, too.”
“It’s okay to be scared.”
“It’s not for me,” I said. “I’m scared for you. You were so sick for a while there. Then there’s all the things that have happened to us. Like back there with the minotaur. When it threw Moolnir at you, it could have—”
“But it didn’t.” He took my hand. “You stopped it, just like I knew you would.”
I pulled my hand away. “Did you really? You told me before that your blips were unreliable.”
“I wasn’t talking about my blips.” He took my hand again and this time held it tight. The swamp seemed to grow eerily still as he stared at me. “I was talking about you. I believe in you, no matter what.”
“If I had slipped, if I’d been too slow—”
“But you weren’t, and you won’t be.”
“You don’t know that!” My words seemed to echo through the marshland, but Gary wouldn’t let go of my hand. “I was too late to save Bush. I was too slow to save Tony. I was too weak to save my dad. I screw up and the people around me get hurt. How am I supposed to keep fighting knowing you could be next? Despite whatever all this is, I’m still human, and I can’t . . . I can’t stand to lose anyone else. I—”
He pulled me in and hugged me tight, giving me a chance to let my tears fall freely. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about any of that,” he whispered. “I-I’m just trying to help you however I can.”
“And I want you to help me, too, but I also need you to stay alive. Please don’t make me choose between them.”
“So . . . you’re saying you don’t want—”
I pulled away and looked him in the eye, in no mood for more angst than I already had. “What I’m saying is I want you to be careful. That’s all.”
He reached up and wiped away a tear from my cheek. I put my hand over his, enjoying the feel of his skin against mine. It was such a perfect moment, with the light catching in his eyes and the breeze messing up his hair a bit. He really could be hot in his own adorkable way.
“I love you, Jessie.”
Oh, crap.
He did not just say that. Please tell me I heard wrong. Oh God, how do I answer something like that?
“That’s so—neat!”
I did not just say that. The crushed look on Gary’s face suggested otherwise, though.
Neat?! Who freaking says that? That’s something you say when someone shows you their new sneakers not when they profess their . . . well, you know.
I opened my mouth, trying to think of something—anything—to add, but just then the hairs on my arm stood up on end and my scars suddenly started itching like crazy.
Argh! Why now?
The sound of shuffling footsteps reached our ears, making me realize there was only one thing I really could say.
“Run!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Nice of you to join the party,” I cried, tearing off a plombie’s arm and using it to beat another upside the head.
“Sorry, Darlin’,” Wyatt said, pruning another with his claws while trying to stick to the shadows. “Was catching up on my beauty sleep.”
Guess I couldn’t blame him. Truth of the matter was, sleep was starting to sound good. Sadly, I doubted there’d be any rest for me in the near future, especially with all the weed-whacking that still needed to be done.
Bracing myself for the hate to come, I dive-rolled to where Moolnir lay, rising up with it in my hands. In an instant, all thoughts of weariness—or mercy, for that matter—disappeared, only to be replaced with bloodlust . . . or chlorophyll-lust anyway.
“Time to mow the lawn,” I said, spinning in a neat circle and bisecting every husk within six feet of me.
“The way is open!” Bella cried from somewhere nearby.
“No shit,” I snarled, amazed at my language once the anger filters were off. Maybe Moolnir had belonged to a sailor in a previous life.
“You need to hurry and save our sister!”
Oh sure. I’ll get right on that, bitch.
I shook my head, trying to force the anger back. Bella was right. This was what we’d been waiting for.
“My sisters and I shall make a strategic retreat to await word on your success.”
“Wait . . . what?!”
But I was too late. Bella was already gone, having tree-walked right outta there or whatever the dryads called their version of teleportation.
Me, I called it being a cunt.
Ignoring how badly I wanted to plant my foot up her ass, I turned instead toward the van. Through the windshield I could see Gary’s panicked face staring out at me, along with Phil and Jules. For now at least, the van’s wards seemed to be holding against the horde of husks trying to batter their way in, but I saw no reason for us to press our luck.
“Get out of here!” I shouted, flashing them a quick thumbs-up to let them know I had this under control. And why wouldn’t I? I had Moolnir backing me up. What else did I need?
The ground shook beneath my feet, making me realize I also needed to hurry my ass up. Call me paranoid, but I had a feeling something down below was trying to widen whatever hole Bella had opened and doing a good job of it.
Had Gary been by himself, he’d have likely tried to stupidly race to my rescue. Thankfully, Phil was there to say otherwise and the van began to back away, crunching husks as it went. His aunt might be an annoying bitch with Peg Bundy hair, but at least she was looking out for him—which meant I could focus on what I needed to do.
With the dryads gone, Wyatt was the only one left to back me up, but that was okay. He was less annoying than the others. He was tough, knew how to fight, and was hot enough to make me think of all the ways I could—
Focus, Jessie!
Grr. Sometimes my conscience could be such a drag. “Come on!” I shouted, starting to hack my way toward where Bella had come from.
“You got a plan?”
“Kill these things before they kill us.”
“Simple and direct. I like it.”
There! Up ahead I spied the freshly reopened crevasse. Guess the Earth spirits had been in a good mood today. Too bad there were plenty of husks taking advantage of it, too, using it to crawl back to the surface. Jeez. What had been done to Dionaea to leave her in such a pissy mood?
“How are we going to get past all these vermin?”
“Like this!” I took a running leap and launched myself toward the chasm opening. As expected, the walls were literally covered in climbing plombies, leaving us a lot of footholds to parkour our way down.
With my speed and strength, it was no issue to leap onto the shoulders of one, then kick off toward the other side and grab hold of another before the first went plummeting below. In their haste to climb up and get us, these things had essentially turned themselves into a living ladder of sorts.
Down we went, but at a controlled pace, Moolnir easily clipping the arms of any husks who tried to get too grabby while Wyatt did the same with his claws.
It wasn’t long before the cave opened up beneath us, revealing both the pool of water as well as the monstrous Venus fly trap that called this place home.
“Holy shit,” Wyatt said. “I think she’s even bigger—oh fuck! Watch out!”
In my haste to make my way down I hadn’t noticed one of those giant tentacle vines creeping up behind me. It plucked me off the wall, pinning my arms to my side along with Moolnir, and dragged me down into the cavern below.
“I’m coming, Darlin’!”
“B-be careful,” I gasped. “This thing is—”
The vine squeezed tight, feeling more like a steel cable than plant matter.
I glanced up to see another of Dionaea’s vines had gone for Wyatt, but he’d been ready for it, leaping upon it with teeth and claws, ripping and biting, as if that would do any—
Apparently, it did do some good.
One of the flytraps opened its jaws and roared while at the same time the vine holding me loosened enough for me to shift my trusty axe to an angle more conducive to cutting.
Tough as the vine was, Moolnir was tougher, slicing through it like butter. Oh yeah! A moment later, I made a superhero landing onto the rocky shore as a severed hunk of vine landed next to me. Hopefully it wasn’t a piece Dionaea needed, but if not, that was her problem.
Crap! Make that my problem. A gout of thick, black fluid sprayed out from the severed limb. Upon hitting the ground it began to pool in one spot, as if with a mind of its own, before coalescing into a form I was hoping not to see again.
A few moments later, my old buddy budget Swamp Thing was back. Guess that answered where the first one had come from.
“You gonna stand there gawking or what?” Wyatt cried from above, leaping off his vine and landing near me.
“Just waiting for you to catch up, Hoss.” I turned and flung Moolnir into a pack of husks, turning them into shredded lettuce.
Too bad I couldn’t enjoy it. The axe out of my hands, my head cleared almost immediately, leaving me momentarily aghast at the things I’d said and thought during this battle. Holy crap. Had that actually been me?
“Watch out for—argh!”
And just like that, the tide turned as Wyatt intercepted a pair of vines that had been trying to sneak up on us, taking the brunt of their brutal assault. Oh no!
I needed to get my head back in the game. Much as I hated letting bitch-Jessie out to play, nice thoughts weren’t going to win this. Bracing myself for the rage, I held out my hand and tried to channel my inner Kevin.
“Get over here, you rusty piece of crap!”
Almost instantly, Moolnir flew through the air back to where I waited, taking out two more husks that had been advancing on me. I barely caught it, almost clipping my ear in the process. Stupid asshole axe.
But that was okay. It just made me that much angrier as I dove back into the fray, hacking and slashing until Wyatt was free and it looked like we were standing in a giant bowl of coleslaw.
Problem was, they were still coming. After several more minutes of slicing and dicing, it became obvious this was a losing strategy. We’d chop up one group only to watch as the last one reconstituted and came back at us. It was almost enough to make me miss real zombies. Worse, my hair was starting to die down again, red turning to limp brown in places.
“We need a new plan, Darlin’.”
“Ya think, Captain Obvious?”
Another tentacle vine slammed down, sending us diving for cover as more husks closed in. Damn, that was close.
“We need to free Dionaea.”
“Okay, where is she?”
“Different chamber,” I said, continuing to fight. “That way, through an underwater tunnel and down a waterfall.”
“Then might I suggest you get your butt moving to where she is? Go on. I’ll hold the line.”
“And let you have all the fun?”
Low-rent Swamp Thing caught me in my flank as I pruned a few of his buddies, knocking me to the ground and bruising the hell out of my side. I swung Moolnir, taking him out at the knees. That was more like it. I sat up and began to chop, turning it into a seaweed salad.
That’s right. Die, fuck-face!
Except it didn’t die. Each piece I hacked off began to reform, soaking up more of the tentacle ichor which now lay pooled all around. No way!
Wyatt was right. This was stupid. We needed to fight smarter. Problem was, the rest of me didn’t care. I ignored sound strategy in favor of full on berserker mode, fighting with wild abandon even as my axe grew heavier with each passing blow.
Soon enough I could barely see what I was doing. The red glow around my hair was fading away to nearly nothing, and there was still no end in sight for our enemies.
“T-that all you got, pussies?” I slurred, sheer exhaustion weighing me down. “I can do this all day.”
Except I couldn’t, and apparently my companion realized that.
“Enough of this horseshit.”
I took one last swing just as strong arms grabbed hold of me from behind and picked me up. A moment later, I was dragged beneath the surface of the cold, murky waters of this place.
Here we go again, I thought as the last of the red glow flickered out, leaving me in icy darkness.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“You gotta wake up, Darlin’. We ain’t got much time.”
“W-Wyatt?”
I opened my eyes and saw . . . nothing. For one awful moment I wondered if I’d been blinded, but then remembered we were deep underground and I was out of juice. Wyatt was holding me up, keeping me afloat. Good thing, too, because otherwise I’m pretty sure the axe still in my hands would’ve acted like an anchor.
“I’m here, Darlin,’”
“Where are we?”
“Hopefully the right place. Found that underwater tunnel you was talking about, and I can hear a drop off up ahead, just round the corner. Figured I’d give you a wake-up call before we went for another ride.”
“I appreciate that. Not sure I’ve got enough in me to—”
There came the sound of splashing nearby. “What was that?” Please don’t let it be a death otter. Not now!
“I’m guessing that giant weed is smarter than it looked. It’s sending its husks down after us. We don’t have much time. We gotta get there and start choppin’.”
At least the rage in my head had subsided. Guess there were no more fires in me left to fan. “I doubt I could slice bread right now.”
“I know,” he said, pressing his body against mine. “That’s why I need you to trust me.”
“Wait. Why?”
“Because I promised I’d get you back to your daddy, but I can’t do that the way things are right now.”
“What do you mean?” I placed my free hand against his chest and felt his heart beating, slow and weak, but there. Wait, since when did vampires have heartbeats?
“God forgive me.” His fingers pushed my damp, unpowered hair away from my throat.
Oh no! Not that. “Wait, what are you doing?”
“You need to take what I got to give.”
Maybe it was just the wetness all around us, but I was fairly certain tears began to stream down my cheeks. “No. Please. I don’t want to be a—”
“You won’t be. I ain’t like other vamps. Remember what I told you, about those experiments that were done to me? Other vampires just take, but I’m different. I can give back, too, and right now, you need whatever I can give. But I gotta warn you, our blood needs to mingle before it can work. Now hush.”
What did he mean our blood needs to—
There came the sound of teeth clicking shut upon flesh, but he hadn’t touched me. What was he—
Sharp teeth sunk into my neck, replacing my curiosity with terror. I opened my mouth to cry out, but Wyatt placed the flat of his wrist against it. Hot blood—oh my God—poured over my tongue from a ragged wound on his arm, making me gag from the coppery taste.
I struggled against him, trying to spit out from where he’d opened up his own veins. I didn’t want to be like him. I didn’t want to become what they’d made my father. I didn’t. . .
But I couldn’t fight him. I swallowed, letting Wyatt’s lifeblood ooze down my throat and damning me to whatever fate he’d condemned me to.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The very ground beneath me shook, but I could only hear an incessant ringing in my ears. Something pressed against me. I fluttered my eyes open, expecting to see Wyatt but saw only light so brilliant I couldn’t see anything beyond it. Blinded and deaf, I shoved against the dead weight pinning me down, turning my gaze from the bright sun above only to see a pair of lifeless eyes staring back at me.
Boom!
Dirt and viscera rained down upon me from where the shell had impacted. Even with my ears ringing, I could feel the hollow thudding in the blood-soaked earth. Where was I? Where. . .
I looked down and saw blue cuffs and brass buttons. I was wearing a uniform. Forcing my way up, I saw similar blue coats, most of them now stained with blood, covering the bodies littering the pockmarked ground around me. Further on, rows of men charged towards a hill despite cannons pointed their way, ready to deal out more death.
Boom!
I stumbled to my feet, surrounded by vacant eyes and severed limbs, but not everyone was dead. Hands reached for me, silently begging for help as the taste of blood and dirt mingled in my mouth. Everywhere I turned was more misery and suffering. Another young man in uniform stumbled toward me, waving furiously. I couldn’t hear the words he said, but I could read his lips well enough.
“Get down!”
A sense of warmth flowed through me at the sight of him. Whoever this man was, I knew him. He was a friend, perhaps more.
Boom!
Then, in the space of a second this person, whom I felt a strong affinity for, even though I didn’t even know their name, ceased to be—torn apart by the horrors of senseless war.
I could feel the emotions welling up in me: terror, loss, sadness, but in that same instant they were all pushed to the side as the rancid taste in my mouth turned to pure honey.
Such delicious misery, yes?
Boom!
♦ ♦ ♦
 
This time I felt the explosion in the core of my own chest. My eyes snapped open as the waters around me turned bright red. I raised my hand high, my axe now as light as a feather.
Wyatt was nowhere to be seen. Where was he? More importantly, what the hell had he done to me?
A burning smell lingered in the air. Maybe the better question was, what had I done to him?
He burst to the surface a few feet away. One side of his face was a mess of charred burnt flesh while my fury’s mark glowed brightly on the other side. Uh oh. Whatever had just happened was most definitely not Nikolaus approved.
“We’re almost to the waterfall,” Wyatt said, spitting out a mouthful of red tinged water.
“But—”
“Get down there and do your thing!”
He was right. We could deal with this later. I turned and swam for it, using my freshly returned strength to augment the pull of the current and Moolnir as a paddle to propel me—oh crap!
And then I was in freefall.
I landed in a pool practically overflowing with husks, but I felt no fear. Oddly enough, I felt very little anger either. If anything, these dark depths calmed me, made me feel at peace, and that wasn’t all. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I could hear Wyatt humming. No words, just a cheerful, well remembered, and cherished beat.
Alas, it was a moment not meant to last, especially if I didn’t want to drown. Wyatt had dropped down into the pool at some point and was already hard at work slashing and tearing at the floundering plombies, their bodies too buoyant to allow them much movement.
Wyatt.
Watching him fight stirred something deep within me, feelings that had only barely been scratched by others—Gary. I felt something in the pit of my stomach, a connection to him that told me I couldn’t be held accountable for my actions if we ended up alone together again.
Focus, Jessie!
But first we had to survive.
I swam to shore, the red light of my hair growing dim in the cold runoff flowing from the block of magical ice that held my friend. A plombie staggered after me and it wasn’t alone. A good half dozen of its friends were hot on its tail.
But maybe there was a way to fix that.
“Wyatt!” I cried. “Dive! Trust me.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him duck down beneath the water just as I lopped off one of the husk’s arms. Turning, I chucked it at the barrier I knew surrounded the ice, hitting the dirt in the instant before it responded with a shockwave of energy.
I barely managed to hold my ground as it was, but when I looked back, I saw that all the plombies had been sent tumbling into the water, giving me the space I needed.
Here goes nothing.
I stepped forward and drove the axe into the barrier, slicing through it and sinking deep into the enchanted ice.
The moment I hit home, Dionaea’s eyes opened from deep inside her prison, glowing a brilliant magenta.
“Hold on, I’m coming!”
Chop. Unfortunately, it wasn’t going to be easy. Unlike everything else I’d hacked through so far, this ice fought back. Chop. Waves of energy buffeted me with every hit while I struggled to keep my footing. Chop. I couldn’t give up, though, wouldn’t give up. I’d come too far to fail now.
Chop.
Please work! I pushed away at the strange peace inside me, embracing the rage that seemed to practically radiate from Moolnir. Work, goddamnit!
Chop.
I screamed, swinging the blade again, this time with everything I had in me, pushing it deeper, forcing the opening wider. Every muscle in my body burned from the effort. This barrier was an immoveable object. I needed to be the unstoppable force.
Every feeling I’d locked deep inside of myself—my frustration, my fear, my anger, even my lust—I let it all out, screaming louder as I prepared for one last push.
Chop.
Behind me, I heard the husks shuffling back onto the shore again. I was almost out of time.
Take it, I mentally beseeched the weapon. Take everything I have. Just do it!
My hair flared up, then a curious thing happened. The fire from my locks ran down my arms and into the axe. The runes glowed with a blinding light, almost too bright to look at.
CRACK!
Then it happened. The once impenetrable wall shattered, filling the room with a glittering snowfall.
As it crumbled to the ground, so did I, but I was no longer alone. Freed, Dionaea dropped to her knees in front of me, her eyes shining bright, a beacon in the chaos.
The shuffling behind me abruptly ceased. Good. Because I had a feeling that there would be no quick recharge this time.
Dionaea wrapped her arms protectively around my aching shoulders, pulling me toward her. “Why would you risk so much for a fallen creature like me?” she asked ever so softly.
“Because . . . you’re . . . my friend,” I said with a tired smile before closing my eyes.
It was nice to pass out to a pleasant thought for a change.




Chapter Thirty-Four: Deus Ex Paper Cuts

Pillows, so many pillows. I must’ve somehow made it back to our safe house. Better yet, the bed and covers had clearly accepted me as one of their own, and I had no desire to disappoint my newfound brothers and sisters.
Sadly, consciousness had other plans, gradually rousing me out of a wonderful slumber. How long had it been since I’d slept this long or this deeply? Certainly not since I’d lost my. . .
No! Not now. Such thoughts could wait.
With a pang of regret, I pushed out of the mountain of pillows and saw . . . a wall of bricks. No. they were more like the squares from Super Mario Brothers, complete with the question mark blocks. Okay, that was weird. A lamp shaped like a big, red piranha plant drooped over the nightstand and plush cushiony toadstools surrounded my face. Had I died and woken up in a video game?
If I had, I wasn’t alone. Gary lay sacked out in an armchair over in the corner, a sliver of drool trailing from his mouth.
Yawning, I lifted my arms and stretched. . . And that’s where the peaceful moment ended as Moolnir exploded through the door and flew into my outstretched hand.
“What the hell?!” Gary cried, bolting upright.
“Oops?” Huh. That was new. I hadn’t even been thinking mean thoughts. Note to self, Jessie. Practice this stuff some more before you accidentally kill someone.
“I hate to be a pain, but do y’all mind not wrecking the place?”
I knew that voice. Standing in the busted doorway was Dionaea in all her dryad glory, except she was wearing a Triforce T-shirt and daisy dukes, even though it was December. It was still December, right?
“Dionaea? Is that really you?”
“In the epidermis, sugah.” Vines snaked out from her sleeves and under her arms, one waving at me. “Now, not to ruin your mornin’, sunshine, but can you watch the weed whacker while in my human home?”
I scrambled out of bed, not bothering to check if I was dressed first. Gary turned bright pink as I stood there clad in only a sports bra and . . . wait, whose underwear was I wearing?
“Here, you can change into these.” Dionaea giggled as she tossed me a bundle of clothes. “I mean, unless you’re feeling your oats and want me to give you two twenty minutes or so.”
Gary and I glanced at each other for an awkward moment, then he said, “Um, I should probably see if anyone else is awake.”
He beat a hasty retreat while I tossed Moolnir onto the bed then hopped into jeans and a T-shirt. Then I grabbed Dionaea in a big hug, putting a little extra oomph into it since I was less likely to hurt her.
Finally, I pulled away, gesturing toward the bed. “So, what exactly happened?”
“Oh, that’s easy. You smelled like swamp-ass on a dead toad, so we dumped you in the tub while you were dead to the world and scrubbed the bejeezus out of you.”
“We?”
Footsteps sounded in the hall and the woman from the biscuit shop poked her head in.
“Dee?”
“Thank you so much, sugah,” she said “I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you before, but I haven’t been myself lately. Dio, dear, you need a merge or are you golden?”
“I have a little bit left in me, sweet-cheeks.”
“Great! Breakfast is waiting on the table.” She glanced my way. “Poor dear. You must be starving. Why, you spent half the night mumbling on about toast.”
“Toast?” Oh, crap.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, you’re both Dionaea?” I asked, sitting down for breakfast. The downstairs, like the bedroom, seemed to have been decorated by an arcade-obsessed teenager, from the retro cabinet in the corner to the massive King Boo pillow on the sofa.
“Call me Dee,” her human form said, passing me the coffee. “Everyone else does.” She leaned toward Dionaea and planted a kiss on her lips. “Except for this bitch. She calls me easy.”
I stared, slack jawed, as Dionaea playfully slapped her human half on the butt before letting out a laugh. “If you can’t love yourself, how the Hades are you supposed to love anybody else?”
“I’m . . . not sure how to process that,” Gary muttered, trying and failing not to gawk.
“Don’t you fret, cutie-pie,” Dee replied. “We have what they call an open relationship. Though I don’t know if I can go back to Paul now.”
“Paul?” I asked.
“The dental hygienist I’ve been seeing.”
“Uh-huh.” Time to get this back on track before this got even weirder. “So, what happened to you, and where’s Wyatt and—”
“One sec,” Dionaea said. She gave Dee another quick kiss. “Sweetie, why don’t you go rest for a spell? My tank’s starting to run too low to keep us both animated. I promise it won’t be for long.”
“Understood. There’s food in the fridge and a case of wine out in the garage. Love you, Squishy.” With that, Dee stepped into the living room, sat down on the couch, and promptly collapsed as if a switch inside her had been turned off.
“She’ll be fine,” Dionaea said, sliding over next to me and putting a vine on my shoulder. “But I need the extra mana right now since I’ve been away from my roots for so long.”
“You care for her, don’t you?”
She nodded. “Dee’s special. Not like other vessels. I can inhabit her, be her, but she also has a personality all her own. In a way it’s like having a twin sister. I learn more about myself every day we’re together, but there’s limits. Bodies like hers aren’t meant to last on their own. I’m surprised she was still able to function. Thank the gods you found me when you did.”
“Thank yourself for giving me your card. I knew where to find you.”
“Speaking of which,” Gary said, “who sealed you away and why have you been attacking us?”
“It wasn’t purposeful. My roots are my heart, sugah. They’ll attack if they feel threatened, and without my better half, let’s just say my dark side isn’t too discerning who it lays into.”
“Sorry about that, by the way,” I replied.
“About what?”
“You made a lot of plombies . . . err husks. I had to. . .” I made a chopping motion with my hand.
Dionaea waved it off, though. “That’s the beauty of being a swamp child. Plenty of rich soil. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. I’ll be regrown before you know it. I’m just relieved I didn’t rough you or your boy toy up too badly.”
“Jessie made me wait in the van,” Gary said sheepishly.
Dionaea raised a brow. “Wait. You two? Oh, now ain’t that just the cutest thing?” Then she glanced at me. “Then who was that vampire who carried you out of my cave? Not that I’d ever judge anyone for a good fang bang.”
“Fang bang? Oh, that’s just Wyatt. He—” I trailed off as I remembered being force fed his blood, the visions of war that followed, and the strange humming in my mind that I could still faintly hear. What the hell had he done to me?
I shook my head. “He’s . . . just a friend.” I put extra emphasis on that last part before Gary could have a conniption. “What happened after we left the cave?” And please don’t say he was the one who dumped me in the tub . . . not that I’m sure I would’ve said no to that.
Feeling a flush rise to my cheeks, I took a deep breath. Definitely time to change the subject. “Why don’t we forget about that for now? How about you tell us what happened to you? How did you end up in a block of ice?”
Dionaea nodded. “The truth is, my memory of the whole thing is a lil’ hazy. I remember getting back home and Dee and I going for brunch. Afterwards, I was planning to see my sisters, but I got pulled back to my roots first. Weren’t from exhaustion either. Something dragged me there against my will.”
“Something?”
“No. wait. Not something. I remember her standing there looking smug as a bug.”
“Who?” Gary asked.
“There’s only one Meliae with the power to do something like that by herself.”
“Ash,” I muttered. “But why?”
“Who can say with that stuck-up sprig? Maybe she weren’t happy that I cozied up to you two. She was already bent out of shape that her sisters chose to go prophecy crazy without her consent.”
“Why take it out on you?” I asked
“Probably cause I’m an easy target. Most of that bunch wouldn’t bat a lash if she took out her frustrations out on a lowly Aigeiroi.” She shook her head in frustration. “Fuck that albino birch right up her trunk hollow for what she did to me. Do you have any idea what ice does to a fair-weather plant?” She opened her mouth to show off her needle-sharp teeth, half of which were now broken or crooked. “I swear, I don’t know whether I need a dentist or a couple months in a greenhouse.”
Hmm. None of this was surprising, but it did potentially present a problem for me.
“I know this is probably the last thing you want to hear right now, but do you think there’s any way you and your sisters would consider going back to the Grove and rejoining the light dryads?”
Dionaea burst out laughing. “You are such a peach! Let me guess. You wanna take that god-forged nightmare and go lumberjack on her sweet ass, right? I’d pay good money to watch that.”
“I’m . . . actually serious. See, I sorta made a deal with the others. I need you guys to—”
Almost as if on cue, the front door burst open and in came Bella, Cos, MJ, and even Donna. Before any of us could say a word, they practically tackled Dionaea where she stood.
Speak of the devils and they shall appear. Not wanting to ruin their reunion, I gestured for Gary to join me in the kitchen so as to give them their dryad alone time.
“I’m open for suggestions on how we can convince her to—”
“So what happened down in that cave?” he interrupted.
I had a feeling that was coming. “We fought a bunch of plombies, then I hacked through the barrier and passed out. Turns out that stupid axe takes a lot out of me.” I glanced down at my hands, making sure they weren’t open lest Moolnir come flying downstairs, wreaking even more havoc.
“You’re sure? Because you guys were gone for quite a—”
Seriously? “Yes, that’s all that happened.” A bit of a lie, but the truth was kinda complicated. “Listen to me. I’m with you, Gary, not Wyatt.” Yet anyway. Whoa! Where’d that thought come from? I quickly pushed it from my mind. “The only reason he was there is because he’s an experienced fighter who just so happens to be really hard to kill. End of story.”
After a moment, he nodded. “I’m sorry. I just . . . don’t like the way he looks at you, and sometimes I get this feeling that there’s more going on.”
Is it getting hot in here or is it me? “I need him to get my dad back, okay? He knows vamp society. I don’t. That’s it.”
“It isn’t even you,” he said, sounding apologetic. “It’s him. You can’t trust vampires. They’re—”
“I hate to interrupt this adorable lover’s spat,” Dionaea said, approaching us. Guess she was done glomping. “But Bella wants us to head back to the shop so we can all get caught up. I figure you should invite your whole crew as well so I don’t have to explain it all twice. Oh, and bring that cutie-pie bloodsucker with you.”
Great, because I’m sure that’s exactly what Gary needed to hear right then.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that Ash actually created that barrier by herself,” Phil said. “I’m not sure I could even do that with an Apollo’s Prism, and it’s not like I have one just lying around. Where does she get that kind of power?”
“This might sound silly coming from us,” Dionaea said, “but legend says she was originally planted in a very old place—that her roots reach down to the very source of magic itself.”
“Yeah. If so, she can tap that shit like a hooker at Mardi Gras,” Donna added.
“It’s also why she can cast mortal magic as well as nature magic.” Dionaea paused to sip a drink so boozy the odor gave MJ a run for her money. “She’s close to the same league as our ascended cousins. Too bad she didn’t have the decency to leave this plane of existence when they all skedaddled.”
I felt the shiver run down my spine. Of course I’d picked a fight with a freaking goddess.
“But if she’s so powerful, why merely seal you?” Jules asked. “Why not destroy you and be done with it? Or, for that matter, why not simply kill all of us and save herself the trouble?” Gotta love the logic of a British superspy.
“She and Aigeiros used to be close,” Bella replied. “But that was long before our sister died. Still, since then, Ash has at least maintained the façade that dryads do not kill their own.” She paused to let out a bitter laugh.
“More importantly,” Dionaea added, “even now that I’m free, she probably thinks we won’t do anything about it.”
“Why not?” Gary asked.
“Because she’s the only non-ascended to have mastered name magic. The very power of the gods themselves.”
I gave her a go-on gesture. “And that does what?”
“Oh, it only allows you to gain power over another’s soul, to control or even redefine the essence of who that someone is.” She turned toward where Wyatt was hanging out in the corner by himself. “Think of it like a souped-up version of what you and your fanged friends do.”
He leaned against a display case. “I prefer to just let people do their own thing, sweet pea, but I catch your drift.”
Dionaea nodded. “Ash can do all that and more. She could make a child unable to speak a certain word or bend an entire army to her will. The only kicker is, the more powerful the spell, the more sap it takes.” She winked at Phil. “I mean, chucking a fireball is easy compared to wiping out someone’s entire personality. Am I right?” Phil didn’t disagree. “But maybe that’s a good thing.”
“How so?”
“There’s a lot less wild energy in this world than in days past. We’re all limited in what we can do, even her. That potentially gives us a window of opportunity.”
Bella grinned. “She no doubt squandered a ton of power to keep you at bay, likely exhausting herself.”
“That means payback time,” Donna said, cracking her knuckles. “Bitch totally screwed us. Now it’s our turn. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could use a good screw.”
“Me too,” Cos replied, her eyes practically undressing Gary.
Grr! No, worry about that later. “That wasn’t our deal,” I said. “And . . . and what about your other sisters, like Olivia or—”
“Fuck em,” Donna spat.
“What?”
“All they do is stand on the sidelines pontificating but doing nothing,” Bella said with a sigh. “Dionaea tried to make peace, even joined them at that silly conference up north, and look what happened to her. Her kindness was repaid with treachery.”
“There’s another problem, too,” Dionaea added. “Ash will sense that her barrier’s been broken, and she knows where my roots are now.”
Bella faced me, a grim smile on her dark lips. “Dionaea is right. She is exposed. It’s only a matter of time before Ash moves to capitalize on that.”
“Well, what if we knew where her roots were?” I asked, the words just slipping out. “Or maybe roots she has a vested interest in?”
Uh oh. The moment I said it, those damned marks reappeared on Gary and Wyatt. I guess betraying the promise I’d made to Ash was a no-no in the hero book, no matter how twisted she might be. “I mean, assuming we could find some. It would be a standoff, right? No one would need to die.”
“Sounds kinda dumb,” Donna retorted. “Besides, you, like, have a magic axe. I say it’s time to cut a bitch.”
“That would be the wisest move,” Jules said, doing nothing to make this situation better.
“This is all pointless speculation anyway,” Bella replied. “Ash’s roots are lost to time. Dionaea is the one who is vulnerable here.”
Grim silence descended on the room for several minutes until Phil pushed out of her seat. “I need a smoke break.”
“I’ll join you,” MJ offered.
“Me too, if’n y’all don’t mind me hanging back on the porch,” Wyatt said, sauntering after them.
“Anyone else going out for a toke?” I asked the rest. “Or can we try to solve this?”
“Well—” Gary started. I stared him down until he planted his butt back in his chair.
I took a deep breath, racking my brain. “Maybe . . . we’re going about this wrong.”
“You pussing out on us, Red?” Donna asked.
“No, yes . . . maybe. I mean, I’m supposed to be your champion, right?”
“I suppose.”
“Well that’s not just for you, it’s for your light sisters, too. I can’t help one side plan revenge against the other. We need to figure out a peaceful solution, or at least one that gives you leverage enough to ensure this doesn’t happen again.”
The room erupted in chatter, most of it mocking me and my ignorance. It was almost enough to make me hold my hand out and summon Moolnir. Maybe busting a few heads would do what logic could not.
Fortunately, Dionaea made a simmer down motion before I could debate that one further. “Hang on a minute. Burp Girl may be onto something. If we go after Ash, even if we’re in the right, we’ll just reinforce all the lies the Meliae have spewed about us. They expect us to be unreasonable, but if we approach them to parlay with our mutual champion leading the charge, it could be to our advantage.”
Cos leaned in, looking concerned. “But your life will still be in danger.”
“I know, sweet sister, but it’s my life, and I’m willing to risk it if it means an end to this nonsense.” She locked eyes on the rest. “Haven’t any of you missed the Grove just the teensiest bit? I’m not saying we should grovel for their table scraps. I’m saying we should try to beat those bitches at their own game and restore our rightful place on the council.”
“But with Aigeiros gone, we are outnumbered,” Bella said softly.
Donna nodded. “We’d be like seriously fucked if we tried to raise a motion or carry a vote.”
“Maybe not,” Dionaea said, a twinkle in her eye.
“But—”
“Trust me on this, Bella. Please?” Bella nodded and then Dionaea turned to face me, a strange smile on her face. “Here’s the deal, Burp Girl. My vote is we follow you back to the Grove, heads held high. I’ll admit to missing a few of my sisters, and damn if I wouldn’t mind showing the rest a thing or two.”
“That’s great!”
“But first,” she continued, “we’re gonna need a favor in return.”
“A favor?” Why do I have a bad feeling about this?
Those who were left in the room all looked at Dionaea and me. She leaned in, tenting both her hands and vines as if in prayer. “You’re the Skyfather’s champion, right?”
“So I’ve been told.”
“That means your honor is intertwined with his.”
“My honor?”
“I want you to promise on his name that the next of our kind to rise, no matter how mighty or how low, will be pledged to join the Aigeiroi as our new leader.”
“Wait, our leader?” Bella asked.
“Yep. I think we could use a little fresh blood around here.”
Once more, the dryads began blathering among themselves. The only thing I was able to make out amongst it all was that there hadn’t been a newborn in centuries. Guess Boo was older than she looked.
Fortunately, Jules put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, causing them all to fall silent.
“Thank you,” I told him before turning to the rest. “Let me get this straight. You want me to promise that if a baby dryad wakes up, I’ll convince them to join your club?” That didn’t seem too bad.
Wait a minute—wake up. Wasn’t there something on my quest list about that? I’d need to check that when next I. . .
Something crinkled in my front pocket.
No way.
I slid my hand in and, sure enough, found the folded sheet of notebook paper. Well, isn’t that convenient? Staring up at me, surrounded by yellow happy faces, was “awaken a forgotten power” and “balance a tipped scale.” Holy crap. Did that mean this could potentially kill two trials with one stone?
I quickly put the paper back in my pocket, stifling a smile. “Go on.”
“If we have a council of seven, then we hold equal weight to the Meliae as we did in the past,” Bella said.
Seven?
Gary turned to face me, giving me a look that said he’d done the same mental math. Bella, Donna, MJ, Cos, and Dionaea only made five. Was this some kind of common core dryad math they didn’t teach in schools?
“You’re assuming she’ll come back,” Donna said, shaking her head.
“Who’ll come back?” I asked.
Dionaea, however, chose to ignore me. “She’ll come back, I know it. Trust me—”
Bella shook her head. “You’re asking us to risk your life on a mad scheme and a mortal girl.”
“A mortal girl who risked her life to save me. A girl who didn’t ask for any of this but answered nevertheless when destiny called her.” Okay, maybe that was laying it on a bit thick. “Her heart is in the right place, and whether we like it or not, our father gave her his blessing. They call us dark dryads, but the time has come to prove that we’re different. Different doesn’t have to mean bad.” Dionaea turned to stare at me. “So, what do you say, sugah, you in?”
What the heck? “Fine. If we find a sleeping dryad, I’ll wake them up and tell them they’ve been elected your new leader. I promise . . . on the Skyfather’s name.” Maybe it was me, but I could have sworn I heard the sound of distant thunder when I said that. Oh boy. “But I’m adding this disclaimer. I have no idea how to do that. I’ve only gotten this far on dumb luck.”
“No such thing, Burp Girl.”
Dionaea turned toward the other dryads in the room and one by one they all nodded. When they were done, they all turned their strange eyes upon me and I felt my entire body vibrate, as if a surge of static electricity had passed through me. When it finished, I noticed two things: my hair was glowing of its own accord, and my arm itched like hell.
What the heck had I gotten myself into?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Following the meeting, Dionaea declared she needed a nap at her roots to recharge.
As that location was known to other less than friendly eyes, though, she asked if I’d be good enough to stand guard just in case. With not much else on my plate at the moment, I’d agreed. Fortunately, with Dionaea in her right mind, Devil’s Hollow lost a good deal of its menace. Gone were the plombies. In their place she’d grown a series of vines leading down into the cave, effectively giving us a ladder for easy access.
Gary had wanted to join me in my vigil, but Phil quickly ixnayed that, conscripting him to help her with some research for whatever insanity was to come. Julius joined me for the first part of my watch, helping to jerry rig one of his shoulder holsters into a sling so I could keep Moolnir handy without letting it touch my skin. After a couple hours of boring nothingness, Wyatt climbed down to relieve the British superspy.
“Where have you been off to?” I asked, trying to keep my tone neutral.
“Perusing the local sex offender registry.”
“Why?”
“Man’s gotta eat, and the best meals are the ones that won’t be missed.”
“I’m sorry I asked.”
He looked around, seemingly relieved to find nothing trying to kill us. “How’s things going down here?”
“Slow. Dio’s got a few husks helping keep an eye on things, but all they do is occasionally shamble by and wave.”
“That’s good because we probably need to talk, Darlin’.”
Oh no. “You’re right, we do, but maybe later. Right now, there’s a godlike dryad on the loose who knows where Dionaea is, and I don’t want to take any chances.”
I’d barely gotten two steps before he grabbed my hand. “Hold up. Where do you think you’re off to?”
“I was going to patrol the perimeter.”
“You mean run away rather than talk like adults?”
I jerked free and then totally proved his point by taking the long route around the sleeping Plantzilla that apparently was Dionaea. Unlike whatever I’d seen back in Connecticut, she looked vibrant and lush, with new tendrils already budding to replace the ones we’d damaged.
“Damn, that’s a helluva plant,” Wyatt remarked, catching up to me.
“Shouldn’t you be watching the entrance?”
“I think I’ll notice if’n any crazy plant ladies storm the place. Slow down, Darlin’, I’m trying to say—”
He backed off as crimson flames rose from my hair. “First off, I’m not . . . your darling. Secondly, what the hell did you do to me? Ever since you bit me, I’ve felt all . . . ugh!” The words failed me, but this time it had nothing to do with Ash’s spells. I just didn’t want to cry in front of this frustrating bastard.
“All I did was keep my word.”
“Y-your word?”
“Yep. I promised your daddy that I’d keep you safe. I only did what I had to do so you could walk out of this place alive.”
I turned away. “I didn’t walk. You carried me.”
“Same difference. Your fire’s back, and I’m not just talking about your noggin.”
The walls rumbled a little and one of Dionaea’s massive tendrils twitched. Maybe it was best to not do this next to the sleeping plant monster.
We continued our sweep until we found ourselves right back at the beginning. The thoughts started tumbling in my skull but only one question squeaked out of my trembling lips. “Why did you give me that memory?”
“What memory?”
“Don’t act stupid! You know what I mean. When I close my eyes, I can still see it. The cannons, the earth shaking around me, all that blood.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Darlin’.”
“Stop with the darling crap! You showed me a war. Dead bodies everywhere, soldiers charging to their deaths, your friend blown apart right in front of you.”
Wyatt backed up a step. “How did you know about that?”
“I saw it. When you used whatever your stupid special power is on me. It was your nightmare and now somehow it’s mine!”
His eyes grew wide, but not with the guilt I was expecting. “I don’t know how you saw that, Darlin’, but you gotta believe it wasn’t me who showed it to you. That power in me, it don’t work that way.”
“You’re lying!” I cried, my voice echoing in the cave. “You told me other vampires only take, but you can give. Well, you gave me something all right, and I don’t want it!”
“Life,” he whispered.
“What?”
“That’s what it does. I told you I was different from other bloodsuckers and that’s true. Things have been done to me, stuff I don’t care to think about, but it lets me do something the others can’t. They take life, but I can give some back. That’s how it works. I can mingle my blood with someone else’s, give them a bit of my life force. Maybe even bring them back from the brink but without making them become one of us. That’s all I did to you.”
“Then why do I have that memory in my head?”
“I don’t know. Must’ve worked different on you for some reason.”
“And why can I still hear you humming that stupid song?”
“What song?”
I hummed a few bars and the color drained from Wyatt’s face, only to be replaced with horrified recognition. “You shouldn’t know that.”
“Yeah, but I do, and I don’t know what it means.” I turned away, not wanting him to see the tears fall. “And if it wasn’t you who did this, then who did?”
Almost as if in answer, a voice spoke up from my subconscious, one far different than my normal internal monologue. “All I ask for is one unpleasant memory.”
I shook my head. “Oh my God. What is going on? What’s wrong with me?”
It was a rhetorical question, one born of misery, fear, and all sorts of unpleasant emotions running through my head . . . so, I really didn’t expect the answer I was offered.
“It ain’t my place to say.”
“Wait. What does that even mean?” I spun back to him as the cave flashed crimson around me. Memories of that battlefield rushed hot and heavy into my mind. For once, I didn’t need to grab my axe to feel nearly uncontrollable rage flowing through me.
Wyatt held up his hands. “Simmer down. We need to talk, but I can’t do that if you turn me into a pile of ash.”
Deep breaths, Jessie. The glow died to the tips of my hair. When I looked up again, I found Wyatt leaning against the wall, taking a generous swig from his flask. I was half tempted to ask for a hit.
“Talk. You said you wanted to look out for me, well, n-now’s your chance.” I flopped against the wall next to him, my tough girl exterior rapidly dissolving into a blubbering mess. “Well? Say something!”
Wyatt took hold of my hand. “You know, in this light you kinda look like your mama, but you still have Viktor’s eyes.”
“They’re not even the same color,” I said with a snot-filled sniffle.
“It’s not the color, it’s the way you look at people. The day you showed up on our doorstep, hollering like a banshee, he only had to take one look at those eyes of yours to know you were his.”
What? “Our doorstep? What are you—?”
“It was a weird time. I needed a place where I could think, away from the coven, and Viktor didn’t mind having someone chip in for the rent. Your daddy was a different man back then, and yeah, he made some mistakes.”
“Like me?”
“Like Holly.”
“Meaning me.” I jerked my hand away, wanting to vomit.
“Meaning her,” he corrected. “He met her at a club in Cambridge. James was there overseeing some bullshit with the tweed crowd, and your daddy and I were running security because the local spell slingers had their panties in a bunch. Do you have any idea the ruckus a group of high-as-a-kite thaumaturges can cause?”
“Is there a point to this trip down memory lane?”
“The point is, if you stir enough chaos into the same pot, shit gets weird fast. As it turns out, we weren’t the only unnatural things holding court in Cambridge that night. I can’t tell you the details because, well, folks higher up the food chain decided that would be best.”
“I get it,” I said with a resigned sigh. “Compulsion, or magic that makes everyone around me shut up when they get to the parts I need to know. But you know what? That’s okay. I don’t need to know. I don’t want any more lies, and above all, I don’t want any more of your damned memories!”
I shoved him away and stomped off. I hadn’t learned much, but none of it was any good. Not only had my father lied to me, he’d apparently fed me nothing but bullcrap since the day I was born. Heck, he’d even told me stories of seeing me in the hospital for the first time. Lies! All of it—
“I ain’t finished yet, Jessie Jameson Flores!”
Damn it! Even in Wyatt’s drawl, my middle name somehow stopped me cold. I whirled around, putting an extra bit of oomph into my hair in case he was stupid enough to try anything, but he merely asked, “Why do you keep running away?”
“Because if I stop . . . I’m afraid I’m not gonna be able to start again, and I need to keep moving.”
“Why?” His voice had softened, but the mark on his neck still glowed faintly. That meant he, Gary, and God knows who else were still in danger. If only I could make him understand that without making it worse.
“I’m gonna let you in on a little secret, girl,” he continued, no doubt taking my silence as his cue. “We all think that we’re the reason the world keeps turning. That if we stop, the sun’ll never rise again. The thing is, most of us also know it’s bullshit. Yet you don’t seem to believe that.”
“Because I can’t,” I choked out between sniffles. “Do you have any idea how much pressure I’m under? Prophesies, gods, all of that! Being a chosen one sucks, you hear me? I’ve lost almost everything, and my only choices right now are to lose the rest or fight back with everything I have—”
Wyatt inclined his head. “How many times we gotta have this conversation? I told you. You ain’t lost your daddy.”
“You keep saying that. But he’s a—”
“So am I, yet you’ll notice us having a civil conversation anyway. Becoming a vamp don’t erase who you are. If he was here, he’d tell you the same thing. He’d hug you, reassure you, and then tell you to pull your head out of your ass.”
“But he’s not,” I shot back.
Wyatt appeared to consider this. “But maybe he could be.”
“What do you mean?”
“Look, I thought the home office was the best place for your daddy right now, seeing as how things are falling apart everywhere. Colin may have Viktor giving him foot massages or other stupid shit, but he won’t put him in danger. But I can also see it’s tearing you apart bit by bit. So maybe I was wrong. Maybe the best place for him is by your side, as crazy shit is or will no doubt get.”
“But how? We promised not to go back to Massachusetts.”
“And what’s a promise made to a weasel?” Wyatt shuffled a bit then adjusted his cap, which I’d noticed seemed to be his tell when he was nervous. “Anyway, I know someone who can maybe help, someone I have history with, and she’s a much sharper tool than the shit biscuit in charge.”
“Oh? Another one of your girls?”
“Nope. Truth of the matter is, she’s someone I’d rather keep out of my life, but I’m willing to bite the bullet if it’ll help make things right for you.”
I shook my head. “Why do you even care?”
“Ain’t it obvious, Darlin’? Your daddy ain’t the only one who loves you.”
My heart leapt in my chest and my mind went utterly blank.
He stepped in close to me and whispered, “You’re my girl. I’ll always look out for you. I know it’s confusing to hear, but I’ve known you your whole life, and it would break my heart to fail you now.”
What the hell was going on? I’d totally kissed this guy—wouldn’t mind doing it again if we’re being honest—yet now it sounded like he thought of me as an adopted daughter. Talk about some serious Luke and Leia weirdness there—definitely one for the future therapy bucket.
Or did he? Because the way he put his arms around me was not paternal. Oh God, so confusing.
At least I hadn’t said, “Neat!” Points for me, I guess.
Wyatt abruptly pulled away and started looking around. I followed his gaze to see a figure high above on the vine ladder just as it climbed up over the edge and disappeared.
“Who—?”
The tension went out of Wyatt. “Never mind. False alarm. It was just that one with the green streaks and overcharged libido. Cos, I think.”
“What was she doing?”
“Who can say?” he replied with a grin. “Maybe hoping for a free show.”
I let out a sigh. That was all I needed: to end up as a sex tape on Dryad-hub.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Our watch ended at the crack of dawn, with Bella and Donna taking over. Though I’d been looking forward to getting some rest, I still felt way too wired for that.
Fortunately, I had the perfect solution.
Wyatt offered to drive me back to the squatter home, but I opted for a jog instead. With the sun rising there was no chance of him joining, giving me some much-needed downtime to think things through.
So much raced through my mind, not the least of which was wondering what that fertilizer slut had told Gary. Probably that she’d caught Wyatt and me boning in Dionaea’s bushes or something. The green skank had been eyeing him up ever since we got to this town. I wanted to think he wouldn’t believe her, but lately he’d been throwing out serious jealousy—
I stopped in my tracks as a single eagle feather fluttered into my path.
“You need to be careful, hero. Answers can lead to even worse questions.” Nikolaus leapt out of the trees, probably hoping to make a grand appearance, but instead ended up getting one of his wings caught in a branch.
“Have you just been waiting up there?”
He pulled his wing free and straightened his jacket, probably hoping to salvage the situation. “Of course not! I was . . . merely admiring the foliage.”
Huh. With every passing meeting, my fury seemed less terrifying and more of a dork. “Well, while you’re here, care to join me in a run?”
“I’m more suited to flying. Perhaps we can walk instead.”
An exercise-averse fury? Yeah, way less scary.
“Look,” I said, falling into step beside him. “I know I got distracted. I’ll get to awakening a forgotten power, tipping the scales, or whatever’s next. So, if you’re here to deliver some dire prognostications—”
“I’m not. You’ve already noticed the warnings, so there’s little need to flog that horse.”
“Then why are you here?”
He shrugged. “Merely observing. If your plan succeeds, word of your success will spread . . . as will word of my own.”
“Is that how it works?”
He nodded. “The better the hero, the better the fury. It’s all about balance.”
“My dad used to say that to me.”
“As I am obviously aware.” Nikolaus let out a little chuckle. “Tell me, did I hear correctly? Is your vampire companion planning to retrieve him?”
“You were spying on us?”
“Of course. I am constantly observing you.” He tapped above his eye. “Mind you, there are times when I can choose to look away.”
“Please tell me that means pee breaks are safe.”
He grinned. “Fortunately for you, I am not like my sisters.”
I debated asking him to elaborate, then decided I was better off not knowing. “So . . . can I? I mean save my dad, not pee.”
“So I assumed. As for your . . . side quest, shall we call it, I will warn you to be careful, hero. Some doors cannot be closed once they are opened.”
“That almost sounds like you care.”
“Our fortunes are intertwined, the same way yours is with the next objective on your quest.” He stepped away from me and spread his wings. “I should probably not say this, but even furies realize that the gods can be cruel at times.” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “I’m sorry.”
With that, he shot into the sky like a rocket.
“Wait. What do you mean, you’re sorry?!”
Not surprisingly, the only answer I received was silence.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I was still pondering Nikolaus’s apology when I reached the house. In my daze, I caught a flicker of movement in the doorway. What now?
Instinctively I reached back for Moolnir, doing nothing more than snagging it on its holster. Guess I should practice my quick draw. Turns out that was a good thing, though, because it saved me from bisecting Gary.
He quickly backed up, hands raised in surrender. “It’s just me!”
“Sorry,” I said, tossing Moolnir onto the couch once safely inside. “Wasn’t paying attention and didn’t expect you to be up this early.”
“Actually, I’ve been up for a while.”
“Oh?”
He took a seat next to my weapon, the look on his face telling me who’d likely done the waking up. I so didn’t need this right now. My emotions had already gone past overdrive and into burnt out numbness.
“Yeah, I woke up to Cos standing over me.”
“In your bed?” So much for the guard plants in the window. Guess with Dionaea back, they’d relaxed their stance on uninvited dryads.
Rather than answer, he said, “She told me that she’d gone to check on Dionaea—”
“Let me guess—and she interrupted an intimate moment between Wyatt and me?”
Gary nodded. “Did she?”
“The only thing she interrupted was me giving him a hug because he agreed to pull some strings for my dad. That’s it.”
“Are you sure there’s nothing else?” Oh, how I hated his jealous tone. “Because she said—”
I put a finger over his lips. “Seriously, let’s not pretend she’s a neutral party here. Can you honestly tell me she wasn’t trying to slide under the covers with you as she was making her big reveal?”
His face lit up bright crimson, telling me that was a big ten-four. “Nothing happened! I swear—”
“I believe you. Now all I’m asking is that you believe me.”
He leapt up and grabbed me in a big hug, one I returned, albeit more gently. “I do, Jess! And I’m sorry. I’m . . . an idiot. It’s . . . just that, I see you two together and there’s all this . . . subtext. It’s like you two have a connection.”
It was a good thing he couldn’t see my face in that moment, because I’m sure the indecision in it would have spoken volumes as, once again, Wyatt’s deepest memories played out in my head. “I-I barely know the guy. I mean, he’s like a hundred and fifty years old. Listen, he was friends with my dad and he’s just looking out for me. That’s all.”
Way to lie, Jess.
Gary pulled away to look me in the eye, fortunately giving me time to conceal my doubts. “Well, that’s not all for me.” He took a deep breath. “I love you, Jess.”
Oh boy. “I . . . know you do.” Definitely not the answer he wanted, but it was all I had in me right then. “I’m just a mess right now, so I need a little time. There’s just too much in my life—”
“I get it.” He sat back down, putting on a brave face despite his obvious disappointment.
I settled in next to him for some snuggle-time which quickly, and happily, evolved into a full on make-out session, giving my brain a chance to drift away with the pleasantness of—
“Oww!”
I pulled away from him, worried I’d done it again with the super strength. “Are you okay? Did I—”
He shook his head. “Wasn’t you. I nicked my thumb on your axe.” He showed me a thin sliver of blood welling up on his digit.
“I think you’ll live.” I lifted his hand to my lips and kissed it. “There. Your super-Jessie made it all bet—”
Except I hadn’t made anything better. Gary’s eyes rolled back in his head as row upon row of white runes suddenly appeared up and down his arms.
Crazy as that was, though, I didn’t have time to worry about it, as he collapsed to the floor and began to convulse.




Chapter Thirty-Five: Lies our Parents Told Us

I paced back and forth across the lawn of the loaner house, not caring if anyone saw me. My own problems faded into the background as I wracked my brain trying to figure out what that tiny cut had done to Gary. Unfortunately, I’d been banished by Phil and the dryads so they could work their magic without worrying whether I’d accidentally frig it up. I couldn’t argue. The last thing I wanted to do was make things worse.
Bella stepped outside, her face grim. “Dionaea has awakened and wishes to speak to you, Conqueror of Burp.”
Not quite what I was expecting to hear. “What about Gary?”
“He sleeps the dreamless sleep for the time being. It was the only way to mitigate his suffering. I need to pick up some books from my shop so that we may better help him.”
“Okay. You do that. I want to see him.” Before Bella could protest, I barreled past her into the living room, elbowing Cos out of the way.
It was worse than I feared. His hair had once more turned a bleached-out white, but this time with strange, green shadows near his roots. Oh my God, green! Was he rotting again? Was he—
“Oof!”
A fist slammed into my back, causing me to take a stagger step.
“You don’t deserve him, bitch,” Cos growled, putting up her dukes.
“Sister—” Donna started, but Cos wasn’t having any of it.
“No! This is all her fault. So I’m going to pay her back for him.”
Too bad for her I was most definitely in the mood to throw down. “I’d like to see you try.” Cos may have been a lover, but she was no fighter. One backhand knocked her halfway across the living room. Thank goodness she wasn’t human or I might’ve snapped her neck. “Stay down,” I warned her.
“He’s too good for you . . . you virgin matchstick,” she replied, spitting out a wad of green blood. “He needs a real woman, one who will claim him and his mighty seed.”
Mighty seed?
“All right, that’s enough,” MJ said, pointing a finger at her sister. “Knock it off. That crap went out with the Vikings and you know it.” She turned to face me. “Ignore her. She gets like this. Too much pollen in her crotch. If it helps, he was calling for you before we knocked him out, and I have no doubt you’ll be the first person he asks for when he wakes up.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “I appreciate—”
Before I could finish, I heard the jangle of keys. Dionaea stepped into view from the kitchen a moment later. “Play time’s over, sugah. We gotta talk,” she said, gesturing toward the front door.
“But—”
“Sorry, Burp Girl, but this can’t wait. Every moment we waste is more time for Ash to get frisky again.”
“It’s okay,” Julius said, stepping out of the corner where he’d been waiting stoically. “We’ll keep an eye on him and all interested parties as well.”
I nodded my thanks. I didn’t want to leave, but it’s not like there was much I could do. Besides, if Cos started in on me again, I’d almost certainly end up decking her into next week, something I doubted would help my cause as their champion.
I stepped toward the door when a hand fell upon my shoulder. I turned, left hook at the ready, but it was just Phil.
“Fix this,” she growled with a look in her eye that sent a chill down my spine.
All I could do was nod before snatching Moolnir from near the doorway and following Dionaea outside to where an aging pickup truck waited by the curb.
I slid into the shotgun seat with my axe between my knees as the engine sputtered to life. “So what is it you wanted to—”
Dionaea shook her head. “Not here. Let’s get off the grid first.”
We drove past downtown, orchestral video game music blaring from a sound system probably worth more than the rest of the truck. After that, we got on the highway for a few miles before taking an exit toward a massive corporate park every bit as soulless as Devil’s Hollow, albeit a lot more paved over.
Dionaea drove past a sea of identical bland office complexes and headed toward the furthest building before stopping in the middle of an enormous freshly paved parking lot. “Shall I assume there’s a good reason we’re far from anything green?”
“Yep. The trees have eyes. The grass, too.”
The closest building was a rectangular monstrosity of dark stone and blackened windows with Asphodel Solutions printed over the doorway. “I’m not sure how that makes us safe. What’s to stop Ash from simply walking out here and—”
“Dryads have been forbidden from this campus ever since the big guy was caught running around with one. It’s probably the safest place for us to talk.”
“Um, but you’re a dryad.”
“I’m a dark dryad,” she corrected. “I got just enough hellfire in me to fit right in here. That, and I usually have the good sense not to fuck my nephews. We just can’t get too close to the doors. Don’t wanna wake up the guard dog.”
I shuddered at the thought. Hopefully she’d meant that figuratively. “Wait, nephew? Hellfire? Are you saying that—?”
“That’s a portal to Hades? Yeah, he relocates the entrance every few decades. Says it’s to change up the ambiance, but more than likely that’s about as long as he can stay anywhere without the locals getting tired of him dipping his pitchfork where it don’t belong, if you catch my drift.”
“Not . . . really, and what’s so important that we had to leave Gary in a coma to come sit in hell’s parking lot?”
“I’d hoped to play these cards close to my chest for a while longer, but circumstances being what they are, it’s time to be blunt. I haven’t been entirely honest with you, Burp Girl.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Seems to be the story of my life.”
“You see, I think I know why Ash threw me into the deep freeze. I only suspected it before, but now that I’ve had a chance to experience life as a frozen TV dinner, well, I’m a lot more certain.”
“Of what?”
“You see, I think I sort of, accidentally stumbled onto a little secret up in Canada. Remember when Gare-bear and I were—”
“Canoodling?”
If she was insulted, she didn’t show it. “That’s one word for it. Anyway, I spent some time helping him with his magic, letting our noggins connect so he could tap into some of my mojo. But the thing is, when you’re connected like that, you can’t help but see things you don’t mean to see.”
“Trust me, I know.”
She raised an eyebrow but thankfully didn’t ask. “Anyway, I saw something while I was in there that I’m fairly certain Ash didn’t want me to see.”
What could she have possibly seen? I already knew Gary’s mom was Ash’s chief butt kisser. What else was there to know? “Okay, you have my attention. Spill.”
“I didn’t realize it at the time, but I think I saw some of Gary’s earliest memories, stuff which his conscious mind, his human mind wouldn’t remember.”
“Not following.”
“I had a lot of time to think in that deep freeze and now I’m convinced that goody-two-shoes Meliae knocked boots with a human, got put in the family way, and then had the acorns to pass off the child as her human husk’s.”
Wait, what? “Come again?”
“Ash broke our most sacred law and maybe even a few laws of nature, too. I don’t know how she managed it, but our Gary ain’t fully human, and that ain’t the worst of it.”
I hadn’t been wrong after all, not that I took much comfort from that fact. “Hold on. How does it get worse?”
“Call it a hunch, nothing more, but I’m guessing based on how sickly our poor Gare-bear has been that Ash has sealed the poor boy away from his roots, and it’s slowly killing him.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, you’re saying Gary is one of those, what did he call them, silver men? But I thought—”
“They’d all been wiped out? You’d be right, and guess who led the crusade to end them all?”
“Ash.”
Dionaea nodded. “While she was busy sharpening her spear, Aigeiros told the council to fuck off. She refused to kill her son even though the gods had ordered it. She disappeared not too long after, a blood sacrifice to complete the ritual to separate ourselves from mortal lives once and for all.”
I wrapped my hand around the hilt of my axe, now wondering if I’d been lured out here to leave Gary exposed. “I swear if, any of you touch a hair on his head—”
Dionaea burst out laughing. “Hurt him? Why would we do that? That boy is going to be our new leader.”
“What?”
“Just like you promised, remember? We’re going after that albino bitch, and her boy is going to be the one leading the charge.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“It was his pain that tipped me off. Unlike Magi, demihumans sometimes react badly to magic,” Dionaea explained as I paced around the parking lot.
“I still don’t get it,” I replied, the gravity of the situation settling in. “Why is his own mother trying to kill him? And why slowly? I mean, I don’t know Ash like you guys do, but she seemed more . . . blunt than that. Is it some sort of sick torture?”
Dionaea took a moment to ponder my question. “Well, far as I can tell, Gary is different than the others. Most silver men of old didn’t have roots. They were, for all intents and purposes, mostly human, except for their tendencies toward extreme violence. But I could sense the connection in him. Only a handful have ever been born that way, and they were glorious to behold. Humans practically worshipped them but . . .” Her eyes darkened from magenta to nearly black. “That was before things changed.”
“I’m still kinda hung up on the whole genocide thing.” I had the sense not to be holding Moolnir, not in the mood I was in, but damn if it didn’t feel good to have it on my back right now.
Dionaea nodded. “It’s a bit of a pickle, I’ll give you that, but the assholes who made that edict all buggered off eons ago. The big guy sticks around but he never liked his brothers, especially Zeus, so I’m not too worried about him.”
“Big guy?” Dionaea pointed to the building. “Oh, you mean, Hades—”
“He doesn’t like being called that. After all, it’s just where he works. It’d be like calling you Gym Chick or Comic Shop Girl. Anyway, I have a feeling that he’ll be okay with this. His brothers and sisters usually left him out of their mad schemes, except that time they had Heracles steal his dog.”
I tried to figure out how this all worked out with regards to the myths I’d been taught, but before I could make much headway, I felt a rush of air and heard the flap of massive wings.
“Hey, you!” Dionaea cried out as a distinctive shadow loomed over us.
Oh no.
I looked up to see my favorite Billy Zabka lookalike land, holding a bag of fast food and slurping on a drink. The look on his face suggested he was not expecting to find us here.
“Niko!” Dionaea exclaimed. “What on earth are yah doin’ back on Earth?”
More to the point, what was he about to do with Dionaea? Not only had she seen him, but she’d obviously recognized him. Did this mean she had to—?
She adopted a doofy grin and glanced between the two of us. “Oh, I get it now. We got ourselves a hero riding around and the folks sent out a fury just like in the good ole days. I didn’t know you were even up for promotion! Damn, boy. That is awesome to hear.”
“I didn’t say a word,” I blurted out.
He stood there in awkward silence until he eventually glanced down at his bag. “I picked up something called tot-chos. Anyone care for lunch?”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, you two know each other?” I asked, stopping just long enough in between bites to get the words out. Turned out Nikolaus ordered his tot-chos exactly the way I did, complete with extra jalapeños. Talk about an awesomely weird coincidence.
Nikolaus paused to lick his fingers. “Why have I waited so long to enjoy these? I saw them on the menu and simply couldn’t resist. Anyway, what was I saying?”
“You were about to tell Jessie here how we go way back,” Dionaea said, having abstained from lunch. Her loss. “Hey, remember when you were summoned for that ritual up near Salem? The look on those Puritans’ faces!”
“Ah, mass executions and guilt, fun times. Oh, how about when you snuck into Woodstock? Remember that threesome with the—”
I cleared my throat.
“Oh, sorry,” he quickly said. “What I meant to say is, this is an awkward confluence of events.”
“I’m really sorry I let anyone see you.”
“Not that. I meant the hydra. I hope you’re not here for it, because the poor beast just took its first day off in a century and I’d feel really bad calling it back to work.”
Dionaea laughed. “Look at you two all up in cahoots. Ain’t that a peach?”
“You know the rules, Dio. I can’t discuss hero business with anyone but the hero.”
“But you just said—”
“I was merely mentioning an administrative issue. Nothing more.”
Dionaea grinned wickedly. “A rather convenient administrative issue if you ask me. I’m guessing that means they got a scrub guarding the east entrance, right? Why, I bet a girl could just slip right in and take a look in the records room without even being noticed.”
“No way, Dio. You know I can’t let a dryad into the branch. If he finds out, I could lose my punishment license. He’s still ticked off about the Minthe incident, and then with the whole you know resurgence—”
“What resurgence?” The moment the words left my lips, he face-palmed. Guess I wasn’t supposed to hear that part.
Dionaea chuckled then did a funny motion thingy with her fingers. A moment later her skin darkened to a slate gray and her vines transformed into shadowy tentacles.
“Um, what did you just do?”
“Just making it so there’s no worries about any dryads sneaking in. Why, I’m nothing more than your friendly neighborhood lamia.”
“You’re going to do this, aren’t you?” Nikolaus asked, sounding resigned.
“Of course, sugah. After all, an opportunity wasted is an affront to the gods. Come on, Burp Girl.” With that, Dionaea took off for the entrance to the right, leaving us to gobble the last few bites of our lunch.
“Um, should I be sneaking into the hell building with her?”
“There’s no need for you to.” Nikolaus got up and gestured for me to follow. “Come along.”
“Why not?”
“Because you have the Skyfather’s blessing.” He stopped and held the door open for me. Who said chivalry was dead? “Think of it like a free season pass. Although if anyone asks, just tell them it’s part of your quest.”
“So it’s okay if they see me with you?”
“Mortal rules apply for the mortal realm, and technically that ended about three hundred yards back.”
“So this is really a gateway to the Underworld?”
“Yes, why?”
“It just looks so . . . y’know.” I took in the marble floors and the understated furniture. Even the guard looked more like a guy you’d find at a temp agency than the infernal realm.
Speaking of which, Dionaea was waiting for us at his desk.
“Jorge, right?” Nikolaus, asked to which the guard nodded. “I’ve got a hero here for a tour along with this displaced lamia. I’ll take care of any forms.”
“Are they on the list? Because the agency said I’m not allowed to bend the rules, otherwise they’ll cut my hours,” Jorge said, puffing out his chest but failing to look authoritative.
“The big guy hired this schlub to replace the hydra?” Dionaea asked. “You guys going through budget cuts or what?”
If Jorge took offense he didn’t show it, or maybe they weren’t paying him enough to care. Instead, he pointed toward the axe on my back. “Just so you know, I’m supposed to notify the security director if anyone brings any swords, axes, or pole—”
“Notify him after your nap, sweetums.” Dionaea’s eyes flashed and she blew him a kiss, causing Jorge to collapse where he stood. “Looks like we’re on the list after all.”
“I am so going to hear about this at the next staff meeting,” Nikolaus groused as Dionaea reached behind the desk and buzzed the security gate open for us.
“What exactly are we doing again?” I asked as we entered a sea of . . . dull gray cubicles filled with ashen-faced wage slaves.
“Try not to bother the shades,” Nikolaus said, leading us past them. “They’re union.”
“To answer your question,” Dionaea blithely replied, “a few minutes in records should give us more information than we’ll ever get trying to beat it out of Ash.”
Corporate espionage. Guess I was moving up in the world.
“You know if the big guy is in, Niko?”
“If he is, he’ll probably be holed up in the corner office on three,” Nikolaus said weakly before turning toward me. “Level one records, nothing else. Don’t make a mess and be quick about it. Oh, and whatever you do, hero, stay out the break room.”
“The coffee that bad?”
“Yes, but that’s not the reason. Mortals who eat or drink anything in the Underworld are condemned to stay here forevermore. It’s the Kore clause.”
“No evil snacks, check.” As if I needed that warning after having my fate sealed by toaster pastries.
I tried not to get lost in the banality of it all, but that was made difficult as I passed by several shades who seemed to be on the phone reading from a script.
“This is your last chance to extend the warranty on your vehicle before—”
“Oh my God,” I gasped. “This place really is Hell.”
Nikolaus chuckled. “Nothing quite saps the will of your average soccer mom like the cold voice of death.”
He led us around a corridor, past a breakroom stacked with every vending machine a girl could possibly want, so long as your favorite flavor was pomegranate. Oh yeah, nothing symbolic there at all.
We finally reached a locked door where Nikolaus stepped past a very smug looking Dionaea and punched a code into the keypad. “Fifteen minutes, no more. Any longer and we, and by that I mean you, may attract the attention of the regular guards. Are we clear?”
We both nodded as he opened the door. I wasn’t sure what to expect in the records room of the gods, but it sure as heck wasn’t a ton of filing cabinets.
“Seriously?” I asked. “Who keeps paper records anymore?”
Nikolaus rolled his eyes. “Do you have any idea how long it would take to digitize the records of the Underworld? Besides, the big guy is old school. We only just started using email a year ago.”
“So . . . where do we start?”
Dionaea turned back toward Nikolaus, giving him her sweetest smile. “That’s a good question, sugah, and the clock is ticking. Would hate to be caught here and tell them who let us in.”
With a sigh so deep his wings peeked out, Nikolaus pointed to a silvery cabinet all the way in the back.
“Alphabetical or chronological?”
“Alphabetical by true name,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’re going to want the third drawer from the top.”
“You’re a peach, Niko.”
I started after the dark dryad. One of the cabinets shuddered as I passed it. “Do I want to know?”
“Probably a misfiled soul,” Nikolaus replied, stepping in with us and closing the door behind him. “Best not to look.”
“Gotcha.” I paused midway there, then turned back again.
“What now, hero?”
“You can see what I see, right? So, you know about Gary?” He nodded. “Does that mean you’re gonna have to—?” I ran a finger across my throat.
“Furies are only assigned to one demihuman at a time, so no need to worry,” he said quickly as he kept scanning the room.
“Oh okay . . . wait, what?”
“Uh oh,” Dionaea said.
“Uh oh, what?!” Had she heard what Nikolaus had said about another—
However, she was already standing at the cabinet Nikolaus had directed us to, looking at it with wide-open eyes. “Don’t mean to worry you, sugah, but we might want to run. Pretty sure I accidentally just set off an alarm ward.”
“And this,” Nikolaus replied, “is why we don’t hang out more often.”
The room shook as if from an earthquake, and I swore I heard a howl in the distance. Definitely an uh oh.
“Times up!” My fury turned and opened the door, revealing the hallway was now lit up with flashing red lights that had nothing to do with my hair.
“Go!” Dionaea cried. Don’t wait for me, sugah. I’ll find my own way out!”
Nikolaus grabbed hold of my arm and gently pulled me in front of him. “Don’t worry about her. I’ll distract Kerberos while you book it for Jorge’s desk! When you get there, try to look like a tourist.”
“Kerberos?”
“Three headed hellhound. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”
Oh. He didn’t have to tell me twice. I had no intentions of facing off against a giant monster this or any day. On the upside, at least I knew where to find the hydra when I was ready.
I bolted down the hall, past the cubes. The shades all raised their heads like undead prairie dogs to watch with morbid fascination as I ran past. A few, however, pointed and hissed, pod-people style. That couldn’t be good. Definitely time to move it.
As I headed down the last stretch of hallway toward the lobby, I saw a disturbingly familiar figure step into my path.
No! It can’t be!
“Tony?” I gasped at the sight of my first would-be boyfriend, now in lifeless grayscale, his eyes solid white and his cheeks hollow. On no! Why is he here?!
I couldn’t move. I could barely breathe as he pointed my way. The shriek that erupted from his mouth would’ve put a tone-deaf dolphin to shame. As it rattled in my brain, I vividly saw his death in my mind’s eye, heard the sickening snap of his neck. Please not now!
“In here, quick!” Was that Nikolaus? It was hard to tell with my ears ringing, but I was in no position to argue. I backed away as quickly as I could, a feeling in my gut telling me not to let Satan’s office staff touch me. “Hurry!”
The voice was coming from the break room, so I bolted that way, saying a silent prayer that the shades weren’t due for a coffee anytime soon. Once inside, I slammed the door shut and wedged a chair beneath the handle.
“Thanks Niko—” I turned around, the words dying in my throat.
“Oh hey, Jessie. Nice to finally meet you in person. Gramps thinks the world of you, by the way.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Who the hell?
I stared in shock at the man lounging in a chair and eating a bag of chips. He had a scruffy chin, long dark curls, and was wearing clothes that suggested he’d returned from a day at the beach. He lowered a pair of cheap sunglasses to wink at me, showing off one silver eye and one that was completely black. When he smiled, I caught the hint of gold teeth. All in all, he gave off serious dude-bro vibes, making me certain the next words out of his mouth would be about CrossFit.
Wait. Did he just say gramps?
“I know what you’re thinking. You’re totally bummed out that you got caught. Well, let me stop you right there. You did good. A for effort, but no one walks through my gates without me knowing.” He tilted the bag my way. “Chip?”
“I’m good, thanks.”
“More for me.” The stranger snickered. “All right. So, let’s cut the BS. I know why you’re here.”
“That makes one of us.” Why didn’t the filter between my brain and my mouth ever work when I needed it?
“See, that’s why the Celestial Duderino likes you. You’ve got spunk. Anyway, I know you’re not here to kick my poor hydra’s ass or to visit your dead boyfriend . . . this time, anyway.”
That finally loosened my tongue. “Why is Tony even out there? I thought he was Catholic.”
“Accounting error. His soul got caught in the wake when Gramps entered the mortal plane. Caused a whole eldritch kerfuffle. I’d explain in detail, but you humans only live eighty or ninety years.”
“An accounting. . .”
“I’ll tell you what, Jess. I can call you Jess, right? You caught me in a good mood, so I’m going to throw in a little bonus for you. Finish your trials, give us all a good show, and I might be convinced to let your boy-toy go to his proper resting place.”
Great, just what I need—more pressure.
The man stood up, and I found myself staring at a surprisingly buff chest for what I assumed was the god of death. He put one massive hand on my shoulder. No wonder they called him the big guy.
“Let me tell you a little story, kid. You see, there was a time when my entire life was nothing but work. I spent so much time in the office, everyone started calling me Hades. I mean, what’s up with that? By that logic people should call Zeus Mr. Olympus Man-Whore. Yet they don’t. Anyway, that’s when I knew I had to make a change. I took some time off, walked the Earth, and realized just how much my life sucked. So I changed it all up.” He flashed me a thumbs up. “Hell, I even instituted mandatory vacation time. Sorry about that, by the way. The hydra’s down in Cabo. Poor thing was so overworked, it was shedding scales. But hey, that’s what they make temps for.”
“Please don’t punish Jorge, by the way. It’s not his fault we knocked him out.”
Hades smiled an easygoing smile. “Relax. I’m not my brothers. Besides, the agency would probably hit me up for a fine and who needs that? Am I right?”
I nodded in response, lest I anger the hell god.
“You see, I’m all about fairness. We have an equal opportunity policy here, dudette. I mean, what’s more egalitarian than death? Yeah, Dionaea is probably not getting a solstice present next time we celebrate, but that’s about the extent of my ire here. I’m all for letting bygones be bygones. Unless. . . Nanny hasn’t asked you to steal my dog, has she? Cause that’s about the only thing that really cheeses me off.”
“Nope. Trust me. I want nothing to do with dogs.”
“Oh yeah. I should’ve seen that the moment you walked in. Totally obvious. Love ’em myself. Cats, on the other hand? Let’s just say, I had no problem when my nephew took out that Nemean lion. Thing was nasty as fuck. You’d try to pet it, next thing you knew you were waiting for your fingers to grow back.”
“I guess that would kinda suck.”
“Totally.” He stepped back and leaned on the counter. “Anyway, not to be a buzzkill, but I know all about you and why you’re here. I’ve been going through the prophecies the fam left behind when they went on walkabout. Sounds dull, I know, but it’s fascinating stuff—almost better than Netflix and chill with the old lady.”
“Netflix and. . . But you’re—”
“You can call me Aïdōneús, Aiden for short. Makes me sound less old.”
The door rattled from the outside. “Dudes! Give me a moment with the mortal, okay? Get back to work.” He turned toward me. “Even shades will goof off if you let them. Sure you don’t want a snack? Yeah, I know what you’re going to say, but it doesn’t matter. When all is said and done, you’re gonna end up downstairs like everyone else. That’s simply the breaks for heroes.”
No matter what, I was ending up here? I looked at the door, listening to the shades shuffling away.
Dude god squeezed my shoulder again. “Relax. Heroes don’t get assigned to telemarketing. Listen, I know you’re young. Probably still think you’re invincible and all, but no one gets out of the game alive. It’s just the way things are. Best to accept it.”
“Jessie?” a voice called from somewhere outside, interrupting him. “Hero?”
Oh crap! “I made Nikolaus let us in,” I quickly said. “It’s not his fault that I’m—”
“Is my reputation still that bad? Damn, I gotta talk to PR. Don’t you worry about Niko. He’s a good kid. A bit thick, but he’s got a good head on his shoulders and I’d prefer it remain there.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it.” He looked down at his wrist and the Apple Watch upon it. “Look, you have trials to complete and I have a schedule to keep, so let’s cut to the chase. You probably figured this out by now, but immortals like to test mortals. It’s the oldest game with the worst stakes. Grandpa didn’t tell me everything he had planned, but I’m gonna go out on a limb and assume it’s already cost you a lot. No need for oracles for that one. Just simple logic, am I right?”
I nodded glumly.
“So, here’s the deal. Dio was looking for information on Nerium but, wards or not, she wasn’t going to find it there. Like I said, A for effort, but she was barking up the wrong tree.”
“Nerium?”
He nodded. “Every set of roots has a true name. You’ll need it if you want to save your friend from joining you in the Underworld sooner rather than later.”
“Friend?” Oh! “You mean. . . Gary is—”
“It’s been at least a thousand years since there’s been a demihuman with his level of power. Trust me on this. I kept tabs on them all, learned their names . . . and eventually met them here.” He paused then added, “Don’t worry, I voted against Zeus when he decreed they all had to die, and he’s left the building. Although I can’t promise that the Meliae or others won’t still try to adhere to his rules, well, let’s just say that’s what heroes are for.”
I suddenly remembered what Nikolaus had said about already being assigned to a demihuman. “Gary’s not the only one, is he?”
Hades . . . err . . . Aiden nodded and offered up a smirk. “Used to be you couldn’t throw a rock without hitting one. There wasn’t a warm, wet hole in existence that my brother wouldn’t dip his wick in.”
“But you said he’s gone.”
“That I did, dudette. The thing is, this universe is a vast place. There’s people, but there’s immortals, too, and each and every one of them occasionally gets an itch they need to scratch, and sometimes when they do—boom, a hero is born. And humans, well, they aren’t too discerning about what they’ll bang if given half a chance. In a way, your entire species are like a bunch of mini-Zeuses.”
“That doesn’t really answer my question.”
Aiden shook his head. “Kids these days. If it’s not on Wikipedia, you don’t have a clue, do you? Let me put it this way.” He pointed toward me. “You are a child of heroes. That’s why you can pick up my sister’s axe. Be careful with that, by the way. Some seals aren’t meant to be broken.”
“Um, okay.”
“But that’s not the only blood running through your veins.”
“So then what am—”
“You’re exactly what you’ve been raised to be—a good person. Now, however, you’re making the choice to be more. I’d be curious to know what your mother would think of that.”
“My—”
“Hero!” Nikolaus’s voice called again. “Are you there? Please don’t be dead.”
Aiden let out another chuckle. “It’s always so cute when a fury develops a crush for their hero. Do me a favor, kid. Try not to break his heart. Niko’s ever so impressionable. I’d hate to see him go all spirit of vengeance.”
Now I had fury feelings to deal with, too?
“Oh well. Time for me to scoot. I have a foot massage scheduled with Echidna and, believe me, she is not one you want to keep waiting.”
“No, wait—”
Aiden gave me a quick nod then blue flames erupted from the floor, consuming him in a puff of sulfurous smoke.
A moment later he was gone, leaving me alone in the break room with snacks I couldn’t eat and yet another Pandora’s box full of questions.




Chapter Thirty-Six: So Nerium, Yet So Far

“Nerium, right?” Dionaea asked. “Kinda sounds like an antacid, if you ask me.”
We were almost back to the squatter home, although whether we’d make it back alive was still up for debate. She drove like a maniac—with two vines steering while the rest of her paged through a thick file folder she’d gotten from somewhere.
“Where did you get that and . . . oh my God, look out!”
We barely swerved in time to avoid colliding with a minivan.
“Borrowed it from my nephew’s office,” she replied as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
“You stole from the god of the Underworld?”
“I would have made copies, but he had a password on the damned Xerox machine. That’s the kind of world we live in, sugah. Shades can use the equipment but family members get security called on them.” She turned back to the files. “Let’s see, Neilos . . . Nerites. . . Ooh, that’s quite the erotic drawing of Narcissus. Saving that one for later. Ah! Here we are, Nerium.”
“Watch out!” We ran a light and nearly got sideswiped. I swear, if I ended up being dragged to the underworld because of bad driving, I was going to lose it.
Somehow we pulled into the driveway with only a single trash can having fallen victim to her lousy driving. Dionaea, for her part, looked lost in thought, scanning the file while her vines put on the parking brake. I peeked over her shoulder but saw nothing but ancient Greek, a bunch of redacted lines, and a sketch of a white flower.
“Someone sealed his record, gods damn it!”
Big surprise. I had a feeling that someone was Aiden himself, considering he’d told me as much. However, I’d kept that fact to myself since he’d disappeared before the others could find me. What was it with immortals being all secretive about who they met with? You’d think a god wouldn’t care. “So, we broke into Hell’s call center for nothing more than the hydra’s vacation plans? Wonderful.”
“It’s not nothing. It confirms that a demihuman named Nerium exists and that someone made a deal with the big guy to keep it a secret. I told you, he was sympathetic to the cause.”
“A deal?”
“Yep. Now come on. Dee said she’d have lunch waiting for us when we got . . . oh dear Lord.”
I followed her gaze, my heart immediately leaping into my throat. The front door hung crookedly by only one hinge and smoke billowed from the recesses of the front hall.
What the?!
I took a closer look and saw the remains of something lying halfway in the entrance. We both bolted out of the truck only to be greeted with the acrid smell of weed and burnt lettuce.
“No!” Dionaea cried, her eyes aglow.
I whipped Moolnir off my back and followed her, embracing the rage which took hold. “Gary!”
Though the corpse in the doorway was charred beyond recognition, the smell coming off it wasn’t—MJ! But how?
Sadly, she wasn’t alone.
“Oh no!” Dionaea knelt in the hall, her eyes haunted as she ran a finger through a pool of thick amber-like fluid. I stepped inside to see Donna impaled to the wall. Were those her own spikes? What the hell had happened here? Sadly, rational Jessie and her questions had to take a backseat compared to the panic and outrage overwhelming me.
I looked around, noting the sofa had been upended, the back and sides torn to hell. A pained groan caught my ear, coming from behind it.
“Gary!” I stepped around it, catching sight of scorched green limbs and freshly flowing chlorophyll from multiple wounds. “Cos?”
“All . . . gone . . . sisters . . . gone,” she choked out, a gruesome slash running from her shoulder to her abdomen. “Back . . . to the roots. Ash . . . is . . . taking. . .”
“Taking who?”
“Bella!” Cos gasped. “Check on . . .”
Dionaea was already on it, though, stepping past me into the kitchen. A few seconds later, she cried out in anguish, telling me everything I needed to know.
Cos grabbed hold of me with a death grip, her eyes opening wide. “She’ll go for the roots. Save . . . Dionaea,” she begged. “Save . . . Dio. . .” She closed her eyes and began to shrivel before me, turning brown and brittle before crumbling to dust in my grasp.
Sadly, there was no time to process this as I took note of the scorch marks in the walls and what looked to be bullet holes. It served as a grim reminder that Gary, Wyatt, Phil, and Jules were still missing.
“Jessie!”
Oh no! It must’ve been bad for Dionaea to use my real name.
I raced toward the rear of the house where the cry had come from, stumbling past the destruction in the kitchen and more scorch marks on the walls. Whatever had happened here, the survivors from the living room appeared to have retreated, fighting as they ran. The question now was whether they’d been successful or—
They hadn’t.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
It couldn’t be. Please, anything but that.
“Wyatt?”
Ashes lay strewn across the far end of the room, along with claw marks on the floor indicating a struggle. However, it was what lay in the middle of that mess which confirmed the worst—Wyatt’s Civil War cap, the one that almost never left his head.
“Oh no. Not him!”
Dionaea let out a scream worthy of my anger and I joined her, lighting up the back room with a crimson glow so bright I was certain the house would burst aflame.
Whoever did this was going to pay, and there was little doubt of her identity as familiar mocking words had been written on one wall in a mix of blood and golden sap.
Psevdí eikóna—false icon.
I stared at it, envisioning the feel of my hands around Ash’s bitch throat.
“Oh God! Not her, too.”
I turned to see Dionaea shoving an end table out of the way, revealing . . . herself, or at least her human form.
Dee had been disemboweled.
“This is my fault,” Dionaea sobbed.
“No, it’s—”
“She shouldn’t have been here!” the dryad roared, rounding on me. “I’m the one who asked her to bring some food over for everyone, a little something to ease the tension. I did this to her!”
Sadly, there wasn’t much I could offer in the way of comfort save a burning desire for vengeance.
“I need to get to my roots,” she said at last, kissing Dee’s forehead and then standing up to face me. “I swear on my father, mother, and all the demons in Hell, I am going to find that bitch’s roots, strip her bark piece by piece, and set loose an army of ash borers into her flesh.”
“You can’t fight her alone. Not if all of your sisters couldn’t.”
Dionaea nodded, some of the fire draining from her eyes. Then she tossed me the keys to her truck. The vines of her arms then began to whip around her, lighting up a bright red. “Don’t be long, and bring that axe.”
With that, she vanished in a puff of red smoke, leaving me surrounded by nothing but carnage, misery, and my own rage.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“She bamfed him out of there. Phil would have totally gotten them out of there and somewhere safe,” I repeated as I drove over what was probably my tenth curb. After Dionaea left, I made a quick circuit of the house, letting Moolnir’s rage keep me focused so I didn’t either break down in tears or toss my cookies.
In the end, though, there’d been no sign of either Gary or the others. I wasn’t sure whether that made me feel better or worse, but I tried to hold onto hope as I grabbed Wyatt’s hat and hopped into the driver’s seat of Dio’s ride.
The swamp seemed eerily quiet as I slowed down and managed to get the truck onto one of the dirt paths leading in, just barely avoiding bottoming out in a bog. Hopefully Dionaea was insured, because I ignored every bump and lurch until finally the wheels got stuck in the mud.
“Dionaea!” I cried, stepping into Devil’s Hollow with hair ablaze, Lucien’s jacket wrapped around me, and Moolnir held high. Vaguely realizing I probably looked like the cover for some hard rock album, I strode toward the hollow, ready for whatever Ash wanted to throw my way.
Bring it on, you royal birch!
However, in my haste, I ended up not paying attention. On the way down, I grabbed hold of a vine that was apparently half dead. It snapped, sending me toppling gracelessly into the pool at the center of the Plantzilla chamber.
“Burp girl!” Dionaea cried out as I surfaced. “Get out of there! It’s a—”
Her voice became lost to the rumble from overhead. A moment later, an avalanche of rocks, dirt, and vines came splashing down all around me as I kicked for the shore with everything I had.
High above, the daylight was extinguished as the opening once more caved in on itself, leaving my hair and axe as the only light source.
“A trap,” Dionaea finished with a sigh as I crawled out of the water.
“Already guessed—”
Sadly, whatever luck I’d had in my swim to shore ran out as I pulled myself onto dry land. A secondary cave-in from above sent down another shower of rocks. Something heavy hit me in the back, slamming me face-first into the mud and sending my mind tumbling into a blackness equally as dark.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Burp Girl, wake up!”
Huh. Someone turned the lights back on.
I opened my eyes only to see I was wrong. The cave was still dark. However, little balls of light were flitting about me. Will-o-wisps—not good. They only seemed to come out when there were . . .
No! Don’t even think their name, and especially don’t think his name.
Holy headache, Batman. It felt like a truck had hit me. Worse, I was pinned down in the mud. Guess now I knew how Spider-Man felt after fighting Doc Ock.
“You can do it, Burp Girl!”
Thanks for the vote of confidence. I tried to power my way up, noting that my hair was now a dull, lifeless brown again. Guess it had burnt itself out healing me post landslide. I was alive but at a fraction of my usual strength.
That still left me one option, though, and thankfully the mud had just enough give for me to reach and barely touch Moolnir with my fingertips.
Come on, you stupid axe, I need some help to do this. Don’t pick now to puss out!
Note to self, mentally taunting magical weapons had its merits. There came a surge of power up my arm, causing my hair to flame on just enough for me to power my way out from beneath what had to be half a ton of rocks and dirt.
Okay, one problem down, only about a thousand more to go.
I waved my hand to shoo the wisps away, spotting Dionaea. She was on her side, cuffed with manacles covered in glowing runes. Guess that explained the lack of helping hand from her.
“You okay?” I asked wearily.
“Peachy, other than getting played like a fiddle.”
I nodded, limping her way, barely able to say the words. “At least we’re alive.” Sadly, it was more than we could say for our friends.
She nodded. “I’m sorry about your friend, and my heart is utterly broken for Dee, but there’s still hope for my sisters.”
“How so?”
“I’m praying they just got discorporated.”
“Discorporated?” I asked, trying to saw through her bonds with Moolnir, ignoring the violence it was trying to feed me. Sadly, these weren’t normal cuffs, and with me running low on juice, it was slow going.
“Yeah. If our body is killed while we’re inhabiting it, the trauma will send us back to our roots so we can heal, but it takes time. Ash knows this all too well.”
I helped her sit up, giving me better leverage to keep sawing. “But Wyatt and Dee—”
“That was a message. It was meant to make me irrational because irrational people make stupid mistakes . . . like running back here, right where she was waiting for me.” Dionaea gritted her teeth, causing her roots to flinch.
I managed to cut through the chains, allowing her freedom of movement, but the arm and leg cuffs themselves proved stubborn. That much done, I wandered back to where I’d been knocked out.
Where is it? Ah, there!
I pulled Wyatt’s cap from the mud and cleaned it off as best I could. “You’re not the only one who acted stupidly. I should have—” I trailed off as I stared at the inside label, realizing that stupid was too kind of a word for me. Call me crazy, but I sincerely doubted Wyatt’s cap had been made in China. “Son of a—” Now that I took a good look at it, dirty as it was, it was clear this hat wasn’t nearly as weathered and beaten as his.
But if that hadn’t been Wyatt, then where was he now? More importantly, why were we even still alive?
“Why not just kill us?” I turned around, batting one of the annoying wisps out of my way. It responded by summoning a handful of its jerk buddies.
“Maybe this is her idea of honor. She can rightfully claim she didn’t murder me or our champion while figuring eventually I’d get hungry enough down here that either I’d eat you or you’d kill me first.” She stared hard at me for several seconds. “And that’s still a possibility, unless we get our shit together and be the badass bitches I know we can be.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Would you really eat me?” I flopped onto a rocky outcropping next to Dionaea as we took a break.
We’d spent the last hour poking and prodding, trying to find a way out with no luck. Everything, even the underwater tunnel, seemed to have been blocked off. Dionaea had even tried appealing to the Earth spirits again, hoping they’d do us a solid a second time. Either they weren’t listening, or those manacles blocked her from speaking to them the same way they seemed to block her from bamfing us out of Dodge.
“Hell, if I had half a brain in my bulb, I’d devour you now before you get your mojo back, but that wouldn’t be sportsmanlike. So instead, I think I’m gonna take some time to get my stalk screwed on straight.” She must’ve seen my questioning look, because she continued. “There’ll be time to mourn later, but right now we need to find our Zen—make sure whatever we do next, we do it in a smart way, hopefully one that she doesn’t see coming.”
I leaned back and closed my eyes. She was probably right. Anger hadn’t worked, and it’s not like we were entirely out of options. With any luck, Nikolaus had seen what happened. But if so, then why hadn’t he shown himself? After all, it’s not like Dionaea didn’t already know who he was.
Guess it was possible that, after what had happened at Hades, he might be strictly playing by the book. If so, he’d probably have to leave me to hero my own way out of this damn cave.
I glanced at the pool of water, remembering what Dís-One had told me about knowing the right currents before quickly pushing all thoughts of the kushtaka out of my head. Save that as a last resort, Jessie.
I had to believe Phil and Gary were still out there. Phil probably wouldn’t give me a second thought, but I doubted Gary would let her off the hook that easily. Problem was, would they know to check at Dio’s roots?
Wait—roots! I glanced at the monstrous Plantzilla that was Dionaea’s true form. “Any chance of . . . um, your bigger self maybe clearing the way?”
“That’s a nice way of putting it, sugah. I appreciate it, but no.” She glanced down at her cuffs. “Whatever these things are on me, they’ve got me weak as a kitten, and that means all of me.”
“Guess it’s a good thing Ash was in a generous enough mood to leave us both alive.”
“Not as generous as you might think. Even with all of her power, roots are hard to kill. You gotta get every last morsel, otherwise it’ll go to seed and start growing again. So, she’d have to be thorough. Just digging around, hoping to get lucky, would be nothing more than a snipe hunt.”
At her words, thoughts of the sickly plant beneath stately Bates Manor suddenly popped into my head. They sure as heck had looked like they were dying. “How, hypothetically speaking, would someone go about being thorough?”
“Kind of an ominous question considering we’re trapped in here together.”
I grinned. “Humor me. I’m trying to work something out here.”
She put her hands on her shapely lips and shrugged. “I guess poison would be your best bet, but it takes a long time.”
“Poison? As in pop over to Home Depot and pick up some weed killer?”
“I doubt they sell what it would take. We’re talking a very rare and special kind of poison, sugah.”
“What kind?”
“The stuff of nightmares, Burp Girl. Herbicide of the gods. That’s how Persephone keeps her Elysium gardens so well kept. She needs something that can even snuff out hell weeds. It’s slow going, needs time to sink into the roots and destroy the whole plant, but it’s one of the few ways to guarantee the job gets done.”
Oh my God! I sat up. “That must be how she’s poisoning Gary! That’s why his roots looked so sick.”
“Pardon?”
I debated saying more, but screw it. As far as I was concerned, Ash had rendered my promise to her null and void by sheer virtue of trying to murder me. And if Nikolaus didn’t like that, he could stuff it where his halo didn’t shine. Being a hero sometimes meant ignoring your word in favor of what was right.
So I told Dionaea everything I’d seen regarding the sickly white plant.
Eventually she nodded. “No doubt about it, sugah. That has to be him, and that’s gotta be why that file was redacted. Aïdōneús knew about it. He had to.”
“But why? I thought he was against killing the silver men.”
“I don’t know, but he’s not the problem right now. Ash is, and so is what she’s doing to our poor Gare-bear.”
I felt bits of heat starting to return to my core. “Then that gives us even more reason to bust out of here.”
Rather than agree, though, Dionaea slumped down and shook her head. “I wish that were the case, but it isn’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because there ain’t no cure for this poison,” she said with a sniffle. “If she’s been doing this long enough to get his roots in as sorry shape as you say, then it’s up in every inch of them by now. There’s no way to leech it out.”
I leaned back again, feeling the heat inside of me instantly snuffed out. Poor Gary. That . . . that bitch! Ash was his mother. How could she. . .?
Wait! Ash . . . leech it out. Memories of Canada rolled around in my brain. Closing my eyes, I could once again see the black ichor oozing out of my wounds as Ash carved her words of scorn into my arm. In marking me, she’d also saved me. And if it worked for me—
“Ash’s spear!” I cried. “It can heal as well as harm. It pumped Ananke’s Tears out of my veins.” At least until I ate those infected Pop-Tarts. “Maybe it can do the same for Gary.”
Dionaea’s eyes lit up for the first time since we’d gotten trapped in this hole. “You’re right. I’ve seen her do it before, and you can wield it as the Skyfather’s champion sure as you can pick up that axe. Good thinking, Burp Girl! All hope ain’t gone yet.”
Yep. Now all we had to do was get out of here and somehow steal Ash’s spear before she could kill us.
Still, I guess some hope was better than none.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
We redoubled our efforts, trying to find somewhere we could slip through. Sadly, it continued to be a wild goose chase.
Ditto with trying to free her from those manacles. With my mojo still on recharge, I couldn’t do much more than make annoying scraping sounds, and I dared not rely on another Moolnir buff lest it convince me that lopping off Dionaea’s arms was the fastest solution.
“What good is having powers if they fail me when I need them?” I kicked feebly at a rock. “Some chosen one, eh Uranus!” I called out. “Chosen to sit in a stupid cave, that is!”
I kicked a few more times, tears streaming down my face. Come on, magic hair. Freaking WORK already!
If only Wyatt were here, maybe he could’ve worked his special power again, but did I really want that? He’d claimed it hadn’t been him, but I’d ended up with that terrible memory nevertheless—
“All I ask for is one unpleasant memory.”
Once more, Dís-One’s voice echoed in my mind. But why? And why that phrase? He’d been bugging me to borrow a bad memory, something that would empower him to get us out of that other chamber, and I’d told him to go pound sand.
Wait . . . empower.
A terrible thought hit me. What if Wyatt hadn’t recharged me after all or had only done part of the job? What if the rest had been because he’d let me in, let me borrow one of his bad memories? But if so, what did that mean? How could I do what Dís-One had done?
Probably for the same reason Aiden had known who my mother was, another part of my subconscious insisted.
Oh God!
I shook my head. No! This wasn’t the time to go down that rabbit hole. I glanced over at Dionaea—poor, sad, desperate Dionaea who was probably full of bad memories.
Heck, I didn’t even know if this would work. Still, I had to try, and it wasn’t like weirder stuff hadn’t happened to me.
Slowly, cautiously, I made my way to her side. My hand trembled as I reached for her bare arm. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but do you think I could borrow a terrible memory?”
“Borrow a memory?” The look Dionaea gave me said it all. “The air going bad down here already, sugah?”
“I know how it sounds, but trust me, there’s a slight possibility it could help us out. Worst case is we just end up staring at each other until you finally decide to eat me.”
She shrugged. “Well, nothin’ ventured, I suppose. Fine. Tell me what you need me to do before I start getting peckish.”
Which would probably end up being quite the awful memory for me. Okay, time to go for broke. “Give me your hand.”
She did. I nicked her palm with Moolnir’s blade ever so slightly, then did the same with my own hand.
“Didn’t take you for someone into cutting, sugah. Figured that was Donna’s thing.”
“Just trying to cover our bases. When Wyatt and I did this, our blood had to mingle.” I took hold of her hand with mine, letting her strange blood mingle with mine. “Now think about something awful and . . . well, we’ll see if anything happens.”
We closed our eyes and I took a deep breath. Now what? Should I concentrate, maybe squeeze her hand? This was a whole new level of weird. I mean, should I try to relax? Or was relaxing the wrong way to think about—
“Please don’t go.”
I opened my eyes and saw the cave was gone. I was now looming over Dionaea in the shadow of a magnificent tree. She was cradling a wounded dryad, golden sap bleeding out onto the ground. “Don’t give up. Please!”
But it was too late. The injured dryad coughed up more sap and began to wither and shrivel. In response, the leaves on the tree all fell in a shimmering storm of yellow and brown.
Oh my God!
Movement caught my eye and I looked up to see similar scenes repeated over and over, as far as I could see. Dead and dying trees, fires, broken arrows, and fading dryads. Beyond them lay the sea, but it was littered with burning ships and debris. So much destruction.
“Go to your new world, Dionaea,” the dying girl gasped. “This one is lost.” She gave one more rattling breath before drying up into a husk and falling apart in my friend’s hands. I turned to see the trunk of the tree turning gray and brittle, but that wasn’t all. A spear had been jammed deep into the trunk from which more of that golden sap poured forth.
Dionaea threw back her head and wailed. I felt from her the same misery, the same sense of loss as I had in Wyatt’s memory. Then it happened.
I tasted the same sweetness in my mouth that I had in his personal nightmare, and it made me feel . . . powerful.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
My eyes snapped open to a flood of red, the kind I wanted to see. Somehow it had worked. Dionaea’s misery had put me back in business. I used Moolnir on her cuffs again, and this time sawed through them with ease.
Freed, she took a deep breath and her eyes flashed with power. When she opened them again, she focused on me standing there, hair ablaze and axe held at the ready. “What now, sugah?”
I grinned, feeling Moolnir’s rage stirring me to action. “We either fight or get the hell out of here.”
Dionaea matched my smile with one of her own, her needle-like teeth looking extra sharp. “What say we save that first one for a much better target?”
“I couldn’t agree more.”




Chapter Thirty-Seven: We Can Explain Everything

With both of us back to full, it had been a minor effort for Dionaea’s Plantzilla to clear an opening through the rubble in the ceiling.
Dionaea set up some wards to tell her if the royal birch decided to return, then she conjured a small army of plombies to stand guard just in case.
That done, it was time to get moving again.
Back at the squatter house, I noticed something I hadn’t before—the van was missing. I practically squealed with delight. If it was gone, that meant someone had driven away with it and, without me there to act as a potential homing beacon, there was little chance of Ash tracking it down.
Of course, that meant there was little chance of us finding it, too. Much as I didn’t want to go back inside, we had to. “Maybe they left us a clue.”
Making it a point to not go into the room where poor Dee still lay, we took a closer look at the rest of the place, noticing plenty we hadn’t seen before—most notably that it had been trashed, albeit not all of it seemed to be from battle.
Upstairs, all the rooms had been turned inside out. Before, when checking for survivors, I’d thought maybe the fight had reached up there as well, but now, taking a closer look, I realized that likely wasn’t the case.
Beds were overturned, drawers pulled out, and bags dumped. I reached my room and saw they’d been just as thorough there, too—almost anyway. Off in the corner, beneath an upended dresser, sat my Rocketeer Red Panda bag, apparently missed in the chaos.
Sure enough, when I opened it, I saw my meager possessions: my sweater, my leaf necklace, and . . . even that damned clam? When had I put that back in there? My trial list was in there, too, and I was certain that had been in my pocket last I’d seen it. Hello weirdness, my old friend.
I swear, magic hair, magic axe, magic paper, magic jacket, and even a magic freaking clam. All I needed was some magic underwear to complete my ensemble.
In case you’re listening, destiny, that wasn’t a request.
What do you think Ash was looking for?” I asked Dionaea after a while.
“Probably the same thing we are, sugah: the ones that got away.” She raised one magenta eyebrow. “Listen, you know Gary and his whackadoodle aunt better than me. Where would they go?”
“I dunno. Phil’s kind of a wildcard.”
“The hard way it is then. Come on.” She led me downstairs to the kitchen, where she filled a bowl with water.
“What are you doing?”
“Scrying for them. Now that we know our Gare-bear is actually part dryad, I’ll have a better chance of finding him.”
“Won’t work,” I said. “That van is warded up the butt. It’s specifically designed to not be found.”
“You got any better ideas?”
I opened my mouth to snap at her but sheathed Moolnir instead. Right then I needed a clear head, and sniping at a friend wasn’t going to help.
So I sat down opposite her and put my head on my hands.
How can you find a van that’s warded against being found? Magically, it was a black hole, even if the damned thing stood out like a sore thumb in traffic. No amount of magic would—
Wait! Sore thumb! Maybe that was it.
I reached over and put a hand on Dionaea’s arm. “I think I know how to find them, and it has nothing to do with magic.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, um, are you girls coming from a costume party or something?” the officer asked as Dionaea and I sat across from him in the world’s least comfortable chairs. Marshville might not have had the biggest police station, but it still had a radio and access to the internet.
“Something like that,” Dionaea purred, leaning in to give him a better view of her sizable assets.
“And . . . uh . . . what did you say the problem was?” he replied, apparently forgetting that she had a face.
A blue ripple washed across the dryad’s eyes and she began to speak in a slow, monotone voice. “We were on our way to one of those—” Dionaea paused and turned toward me. “What do y’all call those nerd things where people dress up with armor and toy swords?”
“You mean LARPing?”
“That’s it!” Once again, her voice became slow. “We were going to one of those LARP get-togethers when we stopped for some gas. Some jokers hopped in our van and drove off. We’d be ever so grateful if you could find it.”
Despite being under her spell, the officer paused to adjust his pants. Eww!
“You sure this is gonna work, sugah?” she then asked me for perhaps the twentieth time.
“We live in a world of traffic cams and speed traps. Never underestimate the power of the nanny state.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I told you this wouldn’t work.” Dionaea sighed as we entered the second hour of our search. By then, every cop in the station was under her spell, so nobody batted an eye when she suggested they let one of the suspects out of lockup—a man arrested for domestic abuse—so she could take him out back for a dinner date.
She returned a few minutes later, licking her lips in a way that made me pray she never chose to share what had just happened.
I suppressed a shudder. Much as I’d been fooling myself, there was no way around it. As far as the supernatural went, there was less chance of me being a Superman versus becoming a Deathstroke. Maybe it was time I stopped pretending and accepted—
The door burst open and one of the locals came storming in, looking all wild eyed. Oh crap. Had he seen what Dionaea had done out back?
“What’s the word, Jake?” the desk sergeant drawled.
“The word is shit, as in what I just dropped in my pants,” the newcomer cried. “You need to send the Sheriff, stat, down to Bobby’s Convenience Store.”
“Why’s that? They out of corndogs again?” the officer asked with a chuckle.
“They’re gonna be out of everything! We got us an invasion going on. You know like in Close Encounters of the Third Kind?”
“Come again?”
“I was there grabbing myself a can of chew when this black SUV pulled in. A couple of fellas got out wearing suits and sunglasses despite it being night. You know, just like in that movie with that rapper fella.”
I shared a glance with Dionaea. Guess it must’ve been dollar shot night at the local watering hole.
“You telling me the men in black showed up?”
“I am.”
“Uh huh. And how much you been drinking tonight, Jake?” the sergeant asked.
“Not a drop, Roger, but I wish I was, because I know what they were there looking for.”
“Oh?”
“Yep. They was there for Bigfoot.”
“And how do you figure that?”
“Because one came crashing through the wall a minute later and started trashing the place.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“It was only a matter of time before the Sasquatches got involved,” I muttered to myself from the passenger seat of the police car. Thankfully, the police had been all too happy to loan it to us at Dionaea’s suggestion.
“But who are these men in black?” she asked.
“Sunglasses at night . . . I’ll give you one guess.”
We rounded a corner and the peaceful country road before us suddenly became a battleground. A heavy SUV lay on its back burning in the parking lot of the convenience store, and it wasn’t the only overturned vehicle.
Dionaea hit the brakes as a massive hairy figure crossed the road ahead of us, its target a man in a dark trench coat holding a knife. He opened his mouth, giving us a glimpse of fangs.
“What are they doing here?” I asked myself while climbing out of the car.
It was too late for the vamp, though, as the angry Sasquatch barreled into him, lifted him off his feet, and carried him off into the trees.
There came the sound of gunshots followed by roars of rage as more vehicles pulled in, all of them with tinted windows and out of state plates.
“You really do attract the party people, Burp Girl,” Dionaea said from the other side of the vehicle.
“Tell me about it.”
Movement from inside the store caught my eye. Yup, totally a Sasquatch on aisle one, trashing the place. That’s wasn’t the issue, so much as it was advancing upon a man too busy snapping photos with his phone to run.
Crap!
Trusting Dionaea to take care of herself, I put on some speed, raced toward the store, and leaped in through one of the now shattered windows. I dive rolled between the oncoming Bigfoot and its target.
“What are you doing?” I cried, half to the raging ape and half to the idiot trying to stream this mess.
“That’s Bigfoot!” the yokel said. “You know how many clicks I’m gonna get with this?”
“Probably not enough to pay for your funeral.” I whirled around to face the giant. Man, I so did not miss their distinct aroma. “Hey! Um, Hi. Can I maybe help you? I’m a friend of—”
“CRUNK SMASH!”
Sure enough, Crunk took a wild swing at me that I barely managed to duck. I was less lucky with his next try, getting smacked in the face with a rack full of cheesy puffs, and not even a brand I liked.
“Enough of this crap,” I cried, igniting my hair and giving even the giant pause. “Stop wrecking this place and tell me what’s going on.”
“Fucking awesome!” the guy behind me cried.
Grr! “Excuse me for one second.” I spun, drawing Moolnir simultaneously, and used it to slice the doofus’s phone neatly in half. “There. Now be a good horror movie victim and RUN!”
He finally did, allowing me to turn back to the Sasquatch and hopefully get this situation under control. “I just want to talk, okay?”
“SMASH!!!”
Oh, the hell with this! I ducked a punch and followed through with a kick to the creature’s midsection, sending it flying back into a display of energy drinks. Moolnir was obviously calling the shots now, but that’s okay. It felt good to be kicking butt again.
More car alarms went off outside. What the heck was going on here? The rat-tat-tat of automatic weaponry caused me to duck long enough for my now sticky opponent to scramble away.
Too bad for me he’d brought friends.
Another of the massive beasts stepped into view through the front window. It ripped off the front grill of a car and threw it at me.
“Die, T’lunta!”
“I’m not a—” I ducked just in time to avoid my face being in a fender bender, but the Sasquatch wasn’t done yet. It reached down and tore one of those concrete parking bumpers off the asphalt, no doubt preparing to ruin my day further.
Fine. If he wanted to throw things, I could, too. I let loose with Moolnir, purposely aiming wide but close enough to make him rethink his life’s decisions.
He dropped the concrete with a screech, and I held out my hand, calling my axe back to me and letting my hair flare up. “You really wanna play? I’ll play.”
“Chosen of Burp!” the Sasquatch howled, pointing at me. “Hair of fire and teats of mouse!”
What?! “Teats of. . . And what do you mean by chosen?”
It didn’t seem like he’d be given a chance to answer as two vamps closed in behind him, guns raised. They took aim and—
“Hold your fire!” a voice drawled from somewhere outside. “We wish to parlay!”
A moment later, a dead skunk landed in front of the great beast, causing it to back up a few feet just as a familiar face stepped into view beneath the streetlights outside.
“What in tarnation are you doing here, Darlin’?”
“Wyatt?”




Chapter Thirty-Eight: Quid Pro Quo-sen One

“You’re alive!”
I ran for him, heedless of a horde of Sasquatch voyeurs. Luckily, I caught myself and stopped short before I could immolate him.
“Course, I’m alive. Why wouldn’t I be?” He looked around for a moment, the scene one of utter chaos. “Now . . . what are you doing here?” Before I could reply, he reached into his pocket. “Hold on, I’m being buzzed.”
He pulled out his phone and answered it despite the chaos. “Yeah, I’m here. Doing exactly as you asked.” The other vampires pointed their guns my way, prompting me to raise my axe, but Wyatt waved at them. “She ain’t the one you’re looking for, so knock it off! We’re supposed to be parlaying here!”
“Hey, Burp Girl, you won’t believe who I ran into.” Dionaea came sauntering out of the nearby woods, a smaller ape with a mohawk shuffling beside her. Oh no! Not him. “Hot damn, your vampire boy toy is alive, too!”
“Why’s everyone surprised to see me still kicking?” Wyatt put his phone away then turned toward me. “Okay, Darlin’ spill. What’s going on?”
“Been to hell, talked to a god, Gary’s a tree, he and Phil are missing, the dryads are discorperated, and Ash made me think you were dead. So I got captured in Dionaea’s roots before going to the cops to hear that Bigfoot was rampaging in a convenience store.” I took a deep breath while Wyatt raised a brow. “That about covers it.”
“You been locked in a closet with Mary Jane or something?”
I opted to ignore that. “And where have you been? We found ashes and a hat that looked like yours. I was so—”
“You found a hat? And you say this Ash, who I’ve never met, planted it to make me look dead? Am I following you right, because that makes no sense?”
“Um. . .” He had a point, unless— “Gary’s mom, his fake one. It had to be her. She must’ve told Ash—”
“You’re losing me again, Darlin’.”
“Stop annoying chosen of Burp!” the little mohawked Sasquatch cried, loping over to stand between us. “Burp crush stupid T’lunta with stupid hat!”
“We were just talking, Burp,” I said, approaching the angry furball and eyeing a bunch of vamps who looked like they’d happily fill him with lead despite Wyatt’s orders. Speaking of which, I turned toward him. “Um, any chance of asking your guys to maybe ratchet it down a notch?”
Wyatt nodded and waved one of the gun-toting vamps over. They began to speak in hushed tones, so I only caught bits and pieces.
“Yes, I’m aware that the big man formally declared war—”
“. . . don’t need me. You have the address.”
“. . .be fine. Tell the boss lady it’s all under control.”
He nodded to a vamp, who then turned to the others and yelled, “You heard the man. Move out!”
A few minutes passed as the vamps piled into their remaining vehicles and drove off.
“Alright, Darlin’,” Wyatt said after they’d left. “It’s just you, me, and a whole mess of ‘squatches. If’n that ain’t a party, I don’t know what is.”
“What was that about?”
Burp began to pound his less than impressive chest. “Stupid T’lunta flee from mighty Burp!”
Wyatt chose to ignore him. “Harkens back to what we discussed down below. My friend asked me to do her a favor in return for a favor, if you catch my drift.”
“A little quid pro hoe action? Saucy!” Dionaea said before sauntering over to where Burp continued to expound upon how he’d driven his enemies off. She pointed at the dead skunk still lying by the storefront. “Not to interrupt, sugah, but parlay has been requested, and as a neutral party and greater forest spirit, I would hate to have to judge y’all as wanting as per the Humbaba Accord.”
“We talk,” one of the big Sasquatches said bitterly.
If Burp was dismayed, however, he didn’t show it, putting his hands on his hips and proudly proclaiming. “Yes! Burp mighty warrior! But also mighty talker! Watch and be impressed, Chosen!” He turned to face me, grinning, and . . . ewww!
“Looks like someone is excited to see you, Burp Girl,” Dionaea commented as she sauntered by. “Try not to bend over to tie your shoes. You might poke your eye out on that thing.”
I narrowed my eyes at her then turned toward Wyatt. “Can you give us a moment here?”
“Sure thing, Darlin’. I got all night.”
I grabbed Burp’s arm and began to drag him to the far end of the parking lot. “We need to talk.” That elicited catcalls from the other Bigfeet. Ugh. I made a heroic effort to not throw my axe at any of them. Once we reached a secluded area behind the dumpsters, I glared at the young Bigfoot. “What exactly are you doing here, Burp?”
“Mighty warchief Turd say Burp must prove himself. Must join war party and bring back great prize!”
“You mean Wyatt?!”
Burp narrowed his eyes. “What is Why-At?”
“The vampire over there.”
Burp must’ve found this hilarious because he burst into laughter, causing his red rocket to bounce up and down disturbingly.
Eyes on face, Jess!
“No, silly Hairless Holy One! Crushed T’lunta is best T’lunta, but Burp here for much greater prize.”
“And that would be—?”
He grinned, smacking me in the face with breath bad enough to melt Moolnir. “Turd have many mates. Burp start with one . . . but mighty one.” He began to beat his chest with pride.
Oh crap.
“Listen, Burp. You’re a nice . . . thing, but I’m human . . . ish.” Should probably hedge my bets on that, as much as I hate to admit it. “We can’t possibly—”
“You mighty warrior. Beat off Huge Yakman! Make fine mate for Burp!”
“Firstly, I did not beat off anyone! Secondly, I’m not really . . . compatible with you.” Don’t look down, Jessie. Do not look down. “Surely you want a mate who’s nice and furry instead.”
Burp cocked his head. “You chosen. You promise Burp. Other mates will have fur. Chosen one shall be first of many!”
“That’s not what I meant when I promised—” The trees rustled, and I heard the flap of wings from above. Not now! Nikolaus couldn’t possibly hold me accountable for a mistranslation, could he? “Burp, it’s not that I don’t . . . appreciate you choosing me, it’s just that technically I’m beholden to someone else right now.”
The punksquatch bellowed and shook his fists with rage. “Then Burp challenge rival! Burp crush rival! Only Burp will have Hairless Holy Mate!”
Images of Gary being pummeled danced before my eyes, but he wasn’t even the real problem here. I grabbed Burp’s fist and wrenched it around his back. Maybe this would get his attention. “Listen to me, Burp. How can you hope to crush your rival when you can’t even beat me?”
If I was hoping that would dissuade him, I was wrong. He just got even more . . . excited. Gross!
“Hairless holy one strong! Will make strong cubs. And Burp will become stronger by mating vigorously with his chosen!”
Eww. Pretty sure I threw up a little in my mouth. “Okay, here’s the problem. When I say, I belong to someone else, I mean I’ve been chosen by a god. I’m not allowed to have a mate.”
“Let them try to stop us! Hah! Do you hear Burp, stupid gods! Jessie and Burp shall mate now to defy you!”
“Um, no we won’t.” I let him go and backed up a step, needing a breath of fresh air before my eyebrows melted. “Listen, I know I made you a promise, but I promised this god first.” A lie, yes, but anything to get this monkey off my back. “You wouldn’t want a dishonorable mate, would you?”
That seemed to give him pause. Burp reached into the dumpster, pulled out a maggot covered apple and popped it into his mouth as he leaned back and seemed to think it over. “You promise Burp second?”
I looked him in the eye. “Yes, and I should have told you upfront. I have to remain a warrior maiden for now.” He stared blankly at me. “That means no mating until I complete my trials. You shouldn’t have to wait for a girl who can’t. . .” Can’t finish this sentence, that’s for damn sure.
A lightbulb seemed to go off in his head. “If Holy One finish stupid god trial, then can mate?”
“Only if I survive, and there’s almost no chance of that happening.” I really hoped Nikolaus wasn’t taking notes, wherever he was.
“Jessie strong!”
“Yes, but my enemies are stronger. I . . . already lost friends today.” Just saying it out loud caused me to lose focus of my goal, which was to dissuade this little creep. However, as much as the thought of finding Dee’s body and Dionaea’s sisters still sickened me, the hours since had offered me enough distance to think more clearly than I had at the time.
Why hadn’t the dryads been ready for Ash? It’s not like we hadn’t talked about the threat she represented. And how had Ash even found them with the van nearby? Then there was Phil. She was many things, but careless wasn’t one of them.
As I stood there, wool gathering, Burp slipped an arm around me, the stench more than enough to bring me back to the here and now.
“Burp will join your quest! Together we smash enemies, then mate with great fury!”
I elbowed him in the ribs, hard enough to make him retch. “Hold that thought.”
I needed to talk to my friends, and it couldn’t wait.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I found Wyatt leaning against a tree, polishing a shotgun while the pack of disgruntled Sasquatches glared at him. Dionaea sat perched on a nearby log, working her way through a six pack of Red Bulls she’d obviously liberated from the store. She tossed an empty over her shoulder the moment she noticed me headed their way.
“Hey, I just had a thought,” I said to her.
“Finally picked a wedding registry?” Wyatt asked with a smirk.
“No, and stop eavesdropping!” I turned toward Dionaea. “What are the odds that Ash could get the drop on all four dryads, a paranoid witch, and a former superspy?”
She appeared to consider this before shaking her head. “Donna suspects pretty much everyone, and Bella’s a seer.”
“Exactly! And that’s not even counting Phil, Jules, and that van. There’s no way they’d have moved Gary outside its protective aura.”
“Sounds like you’re getting at something, Darlin’,” Wyatt said.
“Yeah. I think this was an inside job. Someone tipped Ash off.”
“But who?” Dionaea asked.
I had my suspicions, but nothing concrete yet, and I didn’t want to insult anyone by pointing fingers. “I don’t know. All I can assume for now is it’s neither of us, unless you tied yourself up down in that cave.”
“I like a little bondage, but I have my limits.”
“Crunk tired of waiting!” one of the big Sasquatches cried. “T’lunta ask for parlay. Yet all Crunk do is wait. We talk or T’lunta die!”
Oops, we’d been ignoring the other matter at hand—not good. I needed to explain to them that there were other issues at play here. Their war with the vamps could wait for—
Wyatt, however, stepped to the forefront, his hands held high. “Sorry about that. Just got distracted is all. Anyway, I’ve been asked to respectfully request you to lay off the Carolinas and Virginia for a spell.”
“Vir-jinyah?”
“Um, the lands around here and a couple hundred miles that way. A group of Magi has petitioned our leadership for safe passage to help on an internal matter. . .”
They had?
“. . . and I’ve been sent as an emissary to request that you extend them the same courtesy.” His official message apparently delivered, Wyatt resumed his normal casual drawl. “We don’t want neutral casualties mucking up our shindig, do we?”
The Sasquatches mostly laughed, snorted, or—eww—a few crapped in place where they stood. Crunk stepped up into Wyatt’s face and bellowed. “Magi no need machines. They use magic.”
Far be it for me to agree with Bigfoot logic, but he had a point.
Wyatt fanned the air in front of his face. “You’re making me wish I’d brought Tic-Tacs, big boy, but anyway, the Magi don’t always strut their stuff. This particular coven asked for safe passage because, apparently, they’re transporting some materials that don’t travel well through mystical means. They, of course, weren’t at liberty to share the details with me.”
“T’lunta lies!” Another of the Sasquatches roared. “No believe!” A cacophony of bellows and roars filled the air and, just above them, I could hear sirens approaching. I guess Dionaea’s mojo must’ve worn off. It was time to relocate this parlay.
“Hey!” I cried. “Can we wrap this up? The human authorities are coming.”
One of the other squatches smashed his fist into the asphalt, cracking it to bits. “Puns not care! Puns crush T’lunta! Puns crush machines! Puns crush stupid humans!”
Puns? Oh great, death by dad jokes.
Alas, this was no laughing matter as the massive beast charged, intent on making good on its threat. Puns took a sloppy swing at Wyatt. Fortunately, he saw it coming a mile away. He ducked and the force of Puns’ swing ended up spinning him around and causing him to sock Crunk right in the face.
That did not seem to please the other Bigfoot in the least, and he backhanded Puns onto the ground.
“Bad Puns!” he growled.
A violet barrier appeared around Wyatt before any other Sasquatches could try their luck. Dionaea stepped into the middle of the fray, holding up glowing hands. “I agree,” she said. “If’n we’re all finished with the bad puns, I suggested y’all settle your rowdy asses down, tout suite!”
Fortunately, none of the Sasquatches seemed to want to cross the dark dryad.
As we relocated to the surrounding woods before the cops could arrive, I stepped over next to Wyatt, forcing my hair to simmer down enough so we could get within whisper distance. “So, was what you said back there true, or were you just making stuff up?”
He nodded. “True as the night is long, Darlin’. After we parted ways at the hollow, I drove straight to the nearest coven so I could call Boston and get the ball rolling.”
“So you weren’t at the house when Ash attacked?”
“Didn’t even know it happened until you told me.”
“You could’ve called, jerk!”
“Figured I’d be back before now. Didn’t expect to be dragged into a quid pro quo. And once I was, there was too many eyeballs around to be playing phone tag.”
“Oh. Well . . . um . . . don’t do it again.”
Sadly, before I could say much more, the aggro-squatch had to start in again. “Puns demand end to parlay! Puns demand ritual combat!”
“Um, Dionaea?” I asked. “Care to tell him—”
“Sorry, sugah. The rules on this are pretty clear. I can only do so much.”
Crap. I was afraid of that.
Wyatt neither looked worried nor surprised to hear the news, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t worried for him. I knew how much the Sasquatches hated vamps. There would be no holding back on Puns’s part . . . unless perhaps a different opponent stepped in instead.
Yeah. I wasn’t about to risk losing Wyatt again.
“Puns challenge—”
“I challenge you, Puns, to ritual combat,” I shouted before he could finish.
“What?!” both he and Wyatt cried.
“You heard me.” I faced the Sasquatch, drew Moolnir, and planted the blade in the ground between us, calling him out anime-style. “If you win, you can smash whoever you want, but if I win, you all shut up and back off.”
Crunk apparently found this hilarious, cackling a disturbing ape laugh. “Yes, mighty Puns. Go fight female.”
Puns didn’t seem to appreciate that at all. “Dishonorable to kill mate of Burp.”
“First off, I’m not his mate yet—”
“Yet?” Dionaea asked.
“No comments from the peanut gallery. Second, I release you from whatever dishonor you’re worried about. Unless, that is, you’re too afraid to fight one little girl.”
The onlookers gawked. I wasn’t an expert on the Sasquatch language, but the tone of “oh no she didn’t” was unmistakable in any tongue.
The giant, smelly ape sneered at me, then looked over his shoulder to where Burp stood looking far too excited for what was about to happen. “Burp need control mate better.”
“Nobody controls me—not him, and certainly not you.”
That did the trick. Puns raised his arms in the air and roared before beating his chest. “Puns smash stupid red-hair mate! But Puns honorable. Stupid Red-Hair use stupid blade stick. That way fight is fair.”
He wanted me to use Moolnir? It was about the stupidest concession he could’ve made, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. I picked up my axe then ducked, just barely dodging a bowling ball sized fist.
Maybe I needed to—kill him—take this fight more seriously.
I could hear Moolnir whispering in my mind, goading me to lethal violence, which wasn’t making this any easier. I parried a few more swings with the flat of the blade, the sheer strength of the Sasquatch almost enough to knock the weapon from my hands. Fortunately, whatever advantage Puns had in size, I made up for with agility.
He charged me and I neatly rolled out of the way, leaving his back wide open. All I had to do was bury my axe in his—
“No!” I shifted my swing just in time to only give Puns a close shave. Too bad my hesitation left him a clear shot at my midsection. I went flying, feeling like my ribs had just been ground into paste. Ugh! So much for him holding back.
Perhaps sensing the need to keep me on my toes, the heat atop my head ran down my body and into my torso, dulling the pain before I’d barely skidded to a halt.
Puns, apparently sensing victory, turned his back on me and began beating his chest for the crowd. “Puny Red-hair! Mighty Puns!”
He most definitely hadn’t expected me to get back up, so I was able to stroll right behind him before he noticed I was there. He spun just as I delivered an uppercut to his hairy Bigfoot balls, driving him to his knees.
“Hate to say it, but your puns just aren’t that good.” I swung for the fences, smashing him in the face with the flat of Moolnir’s blade, and leaving him lying there stunned.
“His life now yours,” Crunk cried. “Kill or spare.”
Moolnir was practically screaming for blood in my head now. It was probably best to end this little meet and greet now before anyone else mouthed off.
“This fight and this parlay are both over. You’re going to let us leave in peace and you won’t bother that Magi convoy. Unless, that is, anyone else wants a piece of me.”
None of the Sasquatches uttered a peep as I stood there, glowing axe in hand. Oh yeah. It felt good to be a winner.
Or at least it did until Burp broke the silence. “All hail mate of burp! All hail Burp-Mate!”
Soon enough it caught on, and a chorus of “BURP-MATE!” followed us as we walked away.
“You gotta admit, sugah,” Dionaea said, “it’s kind of catchy.”
“Oh, shut up.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, you were serious when you said you went to Hell?” Wyatt asked, taking a drink from his flask.
We’d relocated back to the police station, of all places, where a mix of Dionaea’s wiles and Wyatt’s whammy voice had mustered us a comfy spot in their breakroom so we could catch up.
“Like we’d piss on your leg and tell you it’s raining, sugah.” Was it just me or did putting Dionaea in the same room as Wyatt suddenly make her even more southern? “Although technically it was Hades.”
“All right, enough about that,” I said. “Gary’s our top priority. I’m really hoping Phil managed to get him out of there, but either way, he’s not answering my texts.”
“Have you tried reaching Mena?”
“How?”
“Hold on. I got the number of the burner she’s been using.” Wyatt pulled his phone out and erupted into a flurry of thumbs.
“Wait. When did she give it to you?”
“The other day.” He must’ve noticed my raised eyebrow. “Don’t be insulted, Darlin’. We ran in the same city for decades. Two types of people you keep on speed dial: friends and those who can blow holes in you.”
“Which is she?”
“A bit from columns A, B, and C.”
“What’s column C?”
“The one that’s none of your beeswax.”
Something told me I really didn’t want to ask further.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I’m gonna go rustle up a few snacks,” Dionaea said after a bit, heading out of the room.
I glanced around, noting the nearby vending machines and coffee maker. Probably another thing I didn’t want to ask about.
However, now that I was once again alone with Wyatt, there was one specific question I was hoping for an answer to.
“Wyatt, what was my mother?”
“You mean who?”
“No. I mean what.”
Wyatt took a slug from his flask, then offered it to me. “Now why would you ask a question like that, Darlin’?”
“Because I need to know.” This time I accepted a hit, realizing I could probably use a drink. Or not. “Ugh, that’s awful.”
“The fine residents of Kentucky would disagree. Now, again, why do you need to know?”
“Because I have a memory of yours stuck in my head.”
“That’s—”
“And now I have one of Dionaea’s, too.”
“What?”
I explained to him what I’d done in the cave, how I’d tried to replicate what had happened between us, hoping it was a one-time fluke. Except it hadn’t been. It had worked, both better and worse than I could’ve hoped. Wyatt listened stone-faced, his expression unreadable.
“Death otters,” I said at last.
“What about those devils?”
“They can do it, too, and I think you know that. They draw strength from bad memories . . . and apparently so can I. It doesn’t take a genius to see a connection there.”
He slipped a hand in his pocket and pulled out the knife I’d first seen in Connecticut, whirling it around and facing the handle my way. “Sure you want to do this?”
“No, but I learned demihumans were a thing today and that the gods like to mess with them. So maybe I’m just ready to buy a vowel and solve this puzzle already.”
“Just remember who you are. That’s what matters most, not where you came from.”
Why did I have a feeling he’d say that? Regardless, I grabbed hold of the knife. Like before, nothing happened except the feel of the cold handle beneath my fingers. Relief passed through me as I made to hand it back to Wyatt, but this time he shook his head.
“Keep holding it.”
“But why? We did this already?”
“Yep, but last time I was hoping to throw you off the scent.”
Long moments passed and the blade slowly started to glow. The longer I held it, the brighter it got—a bluish-white aura that hurt to look at. Wisps of smoke began to escape from beneath my fingertips just as I felt the first hint of pain.
That’s when he finally snatched the blade back, putting it away and refusing to face me.
“Why won’t you just say it?” I asked.
“Why won’t you?”
“Because then it’ll be real,” I whispered, my heart sinking in my chest.
We sat there in miserable silence for a few minutes until Wyatt’s phone buzzed. He looked down at it then finally faced me.
“Maybe that’s one reality that can wait, Darlin’, because we got another to deal with.”
“What do you mean?”
He held up the phone, showing me the text he’d just received. “What I mean is, are you gonna mope about something you can’t change, or are we gonna go find your shave-tail instead?”




Chapter Thirty-Nine: Someone Ordered the Caesar Salad

A vampire, a dryad, and a false icon were standing outside a motel. . .
It sounded like the start of a bad joke, and in a cosmic sense maybe it was, but we figured we’d probably pressed our luck enough with the cops for one night.
We weren’t waiting long before an unmarked white van pulled up in front of us. Took me a second but I realized the shape was familiar even if the paint job wasn’t. A moment later, the side door slid open to reveal the velvet and black interior, along with the questionable mattress.
“A pedo-van glamour,” Wyatt commented. “Yeah, I’m sure that won’t attract any attention.”
“Get your asses in or I’m leaving you here,” Phil growled, climbing into the back.
“Where’s your British friend?” Wyatt asked, taking the hint and sliding into the spot behind the wheel.
“Hospital in Southern Pines.” She tossed a stack of empty energy drinks out the door. “He got hit pretty hard but should be safe there. I glamoured him to look like a soccer mom.”
The whole interior stank of cigarettes and caffeine as the rest of us piled in. Dionaea’s vines nearly got clipped as Phil quickly slammed the door shut again and instructed Wyatt to drive.
“J-Jessie?” a weak voice croaked from the far back.
“Gary?!” I spun toward the bundle of blankets huddled in the far corner.
“N-no. Stay . . . away!” As we passed beneath a streetlight, I saw white eyes peering out from within. I reached for him but he recoiled. “I said stay away!”
Oh my God, it was worse than I’d feared. I turned back toward Phil, noticing how haggard she looked. “Is he . . . okay? What happ—?”
Wyatt hit a pothole. Gary burst into an inhuman wail.
Phil scowled. “Watch the bumps, fang face! He’s not well.” She rubbed her bloodshot eyes and lit up another cigarette. “None of us are.”
“You got a destination in mind, Mena?” Wyatt asked.
Phil turned her attention toward Dionaea. “Wherever plant bitches hate to go. I’ve been sticking to the pavement, but that was only a guess.”
Dionaea nodded, pity filling her gaze as she moved up to take shotgun. “I know a place.” She started reciting directions, leaving me with Phil and Gary in the back.
The older witch’s hands shook, sending ashes falling onto her knees. She didn’t bother brushing them away.
“What . . . happened?” I asked.
“You mean besides everything going to shit?” She grabbed a nearby duffle bag, pulled a bottle of vodka out, then proceeded to do her best Lucien impression by chugging it straight. “Just so you know, plant girl, when I see your friend, I’m gonna chop her into a fucking salad.”
“Ash,” I growled.
“Her, too, but I’m talking about that big-titted bitch.”
“Cos?” I knew it! It had been way too convenient that she’d somehow been left alive long enough to give us her little poor me speech. I should’ve gone with my gut and weeded her upside the head when I had the chance.
Up front, Dionaea turned back toward the road, the look on her face deeply disturbed, although I noticed she didn’t try to make excuses for her sister or tell us we must be wrong.
Before anyone could drop any more bombshells, though, Gary started slamming himself into the wall, “Oh God! Make it stop. Please, make it stop!”
I reached out for him but Phil yanked me back with surprising strength. “Don’t touch him!”
“Why? What’s—”
“I’ll explain when we get somewhere safe . . . and preferably after I finish this bottle. You want some?”
Considering the day I’d had, I didn’t say no.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Safe ended up being the last place I expected, especially considering how our last trip had ended, but there we were, back in the empty parking lot of Asphodel Solutions. Once there, Dionaea had stepped into the back to help Phil with Gary and bring her up to speed while the rest of us waited outside.
“He’s sleeping for now,” Dionaea said, reappearing a few minutes later.
“How is he?” I asked.
“Not good. He’s leaking sap as well as blood.”
“Sap, huh? That’s new.” Wyatt fished out his flask and started passing it around. “So why this place?”
Dionaea took a sip. “This lot is technically off limits to dryads.”
“Do I want to ask?” Phil asked.
“Probably not. I’m hoping Gare-bear gets a pass . . . but I wouldn’t stray too far from the van either way.”
I turned toward Phil. “Okay, time to spill. What happened? Because by the time we got back, it looked like a slaughterhouse.”
Phil paced a few times, grabbed the flask from Wyatt, and chugged it dry. “Let me just say it’s a good thing I don’t trust anyone. We’d finally gotten Gary comfortable when that green haired bitch came out of the kitchen with some tea, suggesting we take a break and get some rest.”
“Tea?”
“Yep. Naturally, it was roofied to high heaven. Too bad she didn’t realize I survived the nineties with my brother. There isn’t a pharmaceutical known to man I haven’t built up a resistance to.” As if to demonstrate, she snapped her fingers and her eyes immediately cleared up. “I wanted to see what she was up to, so Jules and I went upstairs to fake a nap.”
Dionaea kept shaking her head. “Guess Cos is cagier than I gave her credit for.”
Phil nodded. “She definitely knew what she was doing. You were out of the way and she had to know I was running on fumes. Gotta say, if I didn’t want to kill her so badly, I’d almost be impressed. Anyway, just to be safe, I opened the window and cast a few tiny wards around the property, small stuff that wouldn’t be noticed. Damned glad I did, because sure enough, they got tripped.”
“What then?” Wyatt asked.
“We got bent over and ass fucked. I sent Jules out to start the van, then headed downstairs to grab Gary. Everyone else was still down for the count, so I stunned that bitch where she stood, grabbed him, and ported us outside.” She turned to Dionaea. “I was going to go back for the others, but the shit had already hit the fan.”
“How so?”
She hooked a thumb back toward the van. “It’s a hell of a ride, but there’s one weakness. You can only port next to it. It’s too warded to send someone directly to the inside. A bunch of those husks were already there, laying into Jules something fierce by the time I reached him. I barely had enough left in me to blast them and get out of there. The rest is history.”
I shook my head. That still didn’t answer why Cos was working with Ash. Either way, it was double dryad fun for us. Gotta love being a champion— someone seemed to always be looking to take your title away.
“They want my Gare-bear for some reason, but they’re going to have to go through my cold, dead body to get him.” Too bad for Phil, she looked far too exhausted to back up her threats. She could barely light up a fresh cigarette before her legs buckled beneath her. Luckily, I was able to catch her before she hit the pavement.
“We’ll keep him safe. I promise.”
“I’ve been a bitch to you,” she blubbered as I helped her in the van to get some rest. “I’ve lied and used you . . . but if you can help him I swear—”
“You don’t need to.”
“That’s good,” she said with a weak chuckle. “Was just blowing smoke up your ass anyway. How about this? Save him or I’ll make your life a living hell just to spite you.” Her threat delivered, she closed her eyes and lay back.
Wyatt put a hand on my shoulder. “Least she’s being honest about it.”
“Can’t argue there.” I turned to Dionaea. “How bad is he?”
She shook her head. “Bad. He’s subconsciously trying to connect with his roots, but that’s only going to make the poison work faster. Honestly, I don’t know how much longer he has. If you’re going to pull off that stupid plan of yours, Burp Girl, it needs to be now.”
“Just how stupid of a plan are we talking, Darlin’?”
I crouched next to Phil. “How hard would it be to storm your family home without alerting Ashleigh?”
She cracked an eye open at me and let out a weak laugh. “Almost impossible. Maybe before all this mess I could’ve snuck us in, but she has to know we’re coming.”
“Lucien?”
“Don’t count on him to do anything except puke all over himself.”
“Been there.” I turned back to Dionaea. “What are our chances of defeating Ash and Cos if they’re ready for us?”
“Cos ain’t an issue . . . but Ash? It might help if we had a spare army backing us up.”
I let out a sigh. This was getting worse by the moment, and it sounded like our chances of winning were crap at best.
A feeling of hopelessness washed over me as I turned and climbed back into the van. It seemed like no matter what I tried, I couldn’t help poor Gary, but maybe I could give him a little comfort while I thought.
Dionaea, however, grabbed hold of my arm. “Be careful, sugah. Nerium plants are poisonous to mammals, and he doesn’t have any control over himself right now.”
I nodded my thanks toward her. “I will be.”
Being as cautious as I could, I peeled the blankets back, my heart breaking at the sight of him. He was so pale, his hair now completely white. Blood-tinted sap leaked from seemingly everywhere—his eyes, his nose, and even his ears. Perhaps worst of all, his fury mark shone clear as day on his exposed skin.
Come on, Nikolaus, can’t you give him a break?
Wait . . . Nikolaus!
Gary coughed in his sleep, spitting out a tooth. It was more than enough to spur me to action.
“Excuse me,” I said, climbing out of the van and taking off for the edge of the parking lot.
“Where are you going?” Dionaea called.
“Don’t follow me,” I cried back, hoping they took the hint. “I need to be alone right now!”
Except that was such a lie. If anything, I needed all the help I could get.
Time for me and my fury to have a talk.




Chapter Forty: Fury Road Trip

“Show yourself! I’m not in the mood for games.”
Just as I was about to lose my temper and start chopping down the trees outside Hell’s parking lot—something that would almost certainly be noticed—I heard the whoosh of wings and Nikolaus landed in front of me. He’d taken the time to change his clothes again, donning a leather jacket similar to the one I’d borrowed from Lucien, complete with metal studs.
Apparently furies got a wardrobe budget. I wonder how their dental plan is. “Why are you threatening Gary again? I’m trying to work on two trials at once here, but I can’t do that if I’m worried about my—”
“Boyfriend?” he mused, sounding not in the least bit sympathetic. “Earthly relationships are ephemeral at best.”
“Feelings are the only reason I’m doing this crap, so don’t feed me some line about how they’re a distraction!”
“Except they are. Otherwise furies wouldn’t be able to manipulate them as a source of heroic motivation.”
“Did you get that from your sisters, too?”
“Well—”
“Fine!” I whipped Moolnir off my back and brandished it at him. “How’s this for motivated? Now listen here. If Gary dies—”
“You do realize it might actually be his fate, right? Who’s to say the Skyfather won’t decide he’s an affront to divine law and—”
“Cut the crap. Uranus has had plenty of opportunities to smite him and we both know it. Heck, he could have struck him down before we even met. So stop using him as an excuse.”
“Fair enough. But you still need to focus on your trials rather than on some—”
My trials! Maybe I could finally use them to fight fire with fire. I reached into my pocket. Come on, be there. Sure enough, I conveniently felt the familiar slip of paper waiting for me.
“Look! It says right here I have to awaken a forgotten power. I don’t know about you, but the silver men seem pretty forgotten. If I save Gary and awaken his potential, that should—”
“You can’t interpret your trials to fit your personal agenda,” Nikolaus said with a huff.
“So what does it mean, then?”
“Um—”
“Let me guess. You don’t know for certain, do you?”
He looked uncomfortable. “They . . . only tell me so much.”
“Can you honestly say that awakening the first silver man in a millennium wouldn’t be something special, especially if it ends up reuniting the dryads? That’s a twofer right there, buddy.”
“But—”
“Furthermore, if I abandon my friend when he’s at his most helpless, what kind of hero would I be? Homicidal jerks might have passed as heroes in the days of yore, but times have changed. If Uranus wants to try and make a comeback, he’s gonna have to change, too.”
The air around us crackled with power, making me wonder if I’d pushed my fury too far, until finally he said, “Fine! Do as you must. Save your friend, reunite the dryads, just—”
“Just what?”
“Be careful,” Nikolaus said, softening his tone. “Forces of chaos and darkness are moving as we speak. This world stands on the brink of madness, and heroes are always the first to be tempted.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but I knew the drill by now. As frustrating as he could be, at least he had my back . . . in a way.
Before I could think better of it, I threw myself forward and wrapped my arms around Nikolaus in a hug. Hopefully that wasn’t against the—
“Ow!”
I pulled away just as quickly, realizing I’d pricked myself against one of his jacket studs—a drop of blood falling from my finger just as my hand brushed against the bare skin of his neck.
What the hell?
And just like that, I was no longer standing amidst the trees at the edge of a mystical corporate park.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
What have I done?
Cold . . . so very cold. My breath froze into thick vapor, matching the wasteland of white nothingness that stretched as far as the eyes could see. Where was this? The underworld?
A motor roared to life close by, telling me no, not unless hell had snowmobiles. The wind whipped around my shivering form, keeping me from turning and seeing who was there.
Ahead of me stood a wall of huge gnarled trees, similar to the ones I’d seen back in Canada. As I drew closer to them, tiny lights flickered in the snowy canopy.
A weapon appeared in my hand, not an axe but a polearm yet adorned with similar runes. As I slashed at the first tree, sigils erupted from the bark, burning like white fire . . . just like in Dionaea’s cave. Whatever this barrier was for, it, too, fought back, sending reverberations up and down my arms.
Words came from my lips but they weren’t in my voice. “We should not be doing this, Father. There’s a reason this creature was imprisoned by my sister. Some beasts should remain lost to the ages.”
“Do as you wish. You have free will . . . as always.” My blood ran cold at the sound of the voice. Turning back, I saw Mr. Keyne . . . no . . .
Uranus leaning against the Arctic Cat, his eyes aglow with power.
“But—” I protested weakly. This close to the cursed forest, I could hear shrieks as if coming from behind an invisible wall. More will-o-wisps gathered overhead, buzzing about like they were excited for some reason.
“You disappoint me, young Niko. If you won’t do the deed, surely one of your siblings will.”
“She nearly killed us all once before,” I protested. “Even Tartarus wasn’t prison enough to hold her. How can this be the path to a new hero?”
“Not just any hero—your hero,” Uranus whispered in my ear.
The words were like a poison, pouring into my desperate heart. Before I could stop myself, I swung the polearm again.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“What did you do?!” Nikolaus and I both cried as reality asserted itself around me once more.
So much for the whole blood mingling thing. Far as I was aware, I was the only one who’d bled. Either this power was getting stronger or the rules didn’t apply to furies.
Nikolaus stared at me, a mix of shock and horror on his face, then he backed up and drew his polearm.
Uh oh.
“What’s going on over there?”
The fury quickly glanced past me before leaping up into the air and disappearing into the cover of the treetops.
I turned to find Wyatt approaching.
“What’s going on Darlin’? Thought I heard voices arguing.”
“It was nothing. I was just . . . letting off some steam. You know, talking to myself.”
The look he gave suggested he didn’t believe me for a second. “You finished with your walkabout? Cause we should probably get back.” He inclined his head toward the van, revealing no fury mark upon his neck. At least that was a positive sign. Now to only hope it was likewise gone from. . .
Gary!
“How is—”
“No change, which means not good.”
I shook my head. The minor win of them not being marked was small comfort compared to the deck stacked against us. And now, just to add one more to the pile, I’d inadvertently assaulted my fury’s subconscious, witnessing a memory that I couldn’t help but feel was connected to me.
About the only thing that would make this worse would be Burp showing up again, demanding that it was time for us to mate—
I glanced back toward the trees, half afraid I’d tempted fate, when a thought hit me. Hold on. Maybe that’s not exactly a bad thing. Not Burp so much, but he wasn’t the only ally I’d made up north.
“Come on,” I told Wyatt, heading toward the van. “I have an idea for helping Gary.”
“Bout time we had a plan.”
“Can’t say it’s a good one, but it’s better than nothing.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I gotta say, it’s not the stupidest plan I’ve ever heard, but it’s close.” Phil really knew how to boost a girl’s confidence. Still, with Gary deteriorating, we didn’t have time to wait for divine inspiration. “Can’t say I have a lot of juice left, and it’s not like Yush has been picking up ever since our adventure up north.”
“Then don’t reach out to her.” I couldn’t believe I was going to say this. “See if you can contact Burp. He’s in the area with a war party. He might be willing to act as a go-between since Yush is family. Just tell him . . . that it would really impress his Burp-Mate if he did us this favor.”
She smirked at me. “I’ll do my best, Burp-Mate, but it could take a while. Yo, Dalton, mama could use some vodka and a carton of smokes to keep her going.”
Wyatt didn’t seem to mind being handed errand boy duty, so he took off on foot to find a convenience store. Dionaea, meanwhile, continued tending to Gary while occasionally taking a break so as to try and contact her discorporated sisters.
Gary still thrashed about feverishly, and Nikolaus’ bad memory had me wired enough to know sleep wasn’t likely. Not to mention my whole plan depended on a horny ape man.
This was that moment in every quest movie when the heroes shared a quiet moment before all hell broke loose, except it wasn’t all that quiet and we were next to a portal to Hell.
“You look like you could use a nap,” Dionaea said as she emerged once more from the van.
“I’m good. How’s Gary?”
“Less good. I can’t sense any of my sisters yet either. You sure you don’t want to wait just a little longer before storming the castle?”
“I don’t think we have the luxury of waiting, or at least Gary doesn’t.”
She took a deep breath and nodded. “Can’t argue that. But even so, sugah, you have to know that what you’re planning is pretty damn close to suicide.”
She had a point, but what choice did I have?
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Turns out there wasn’t much time to ruminate after all. Phil emerged from her magical communing a short while later to announce, “I did what I could. The rest is in that little furball’s dirty hands.” She then retired to drink and pass out.
Barely an hour passed before my discount Spidey-sense began to tingle. Dionaea noticed it, too, cocking her head toward the direction of the trees at the edge of the lot.
One moment there was nothing to be seen, then large, dark shapes stepped out from behind the trees . . . along with one much smaller, lighter colored shape, which came racing my way full tilt.
“Pretty!!!” the white blur cried, slamming into me and knocking me over.
“Hey, Floof!” The world’s cutest yeti had not only returned to my life, but she’d brought friends, too, pointing out some familiar if massive faces headed our way. “Huge? You came, too?”
“Greetings, Conqueror of Burp,” Huge Yakman said, as usual far more eloquent than his Sasquatch buddies. “I am honored to be summoned for this glorious battle.”
“Yush here as well, Hairless Holy One,” the female Sasquatch said, grabbing me up in a big fragrant hug. “Yush glad to see you alive.”
“Same here.” I never thought I’d be relieved to see and smell this many giant apes.
“Floof fight, too!”
“I’m so glad to see you again, Floof—” Oof, she really had a grip. “But what we’re about to do is really dangerous.”
“Floof learn from Pretty. Floof warrior now! Ready for T’lunta war.”
That was a disturbing thought. “I’m sure you are, Floof.”
I turned to find Wyatt sauntering back toward us, a few bags in his hands. He was taking it nice and easy, probably smart considering the place now swarmed with Sasquatches.
“T’lunta!” Floof screamed, scrambling behind my back. So much for being a brave warrior.
“This is Wyatt, he’s a . . . good T’lunta,” I offered, especially once I noticed several of the Sasquatches baring their teeth. Jesus Christ, how many friends did Yush bring?
“Maybe I should go find another skunk,” Wyatt said, keeping his distance.
“Only good T’lunta dead T’lunta!” Floof cheerfully cried from behind me, somehow making murder sound so gosh darn cute.
“No killing him. He’s a friend.”
“Pretty friend with enemy?”
“He’s not my enemy, okay?”
“Okay. If Pretty say so.”
I looked around, noting what seemed to be Burp’s war party in attendance but seeing no sign of the little turdling himself. “Where’s Burp?”
“Preparing!” Yush said, sounding suspiciously happy.
Oh no. I had a bad feeling about that. Please say preparing for battle, preparing dinner, preparing anything but—
“Mating dance happen soon!”
An honorable death was sounding better and better all the time.




Chapter Forty-One: Wedding Cake or Death

Yush and Huge both seemed mildly amused to see me storming over to the far side of the parking lot where they indicated my groom-to-be was preparing. “Burp, get your butt over here now!”
Burp peeked around the tree, looking surprisingly smug for an ape whose butt I’d kicked every time we’d tangled. “Did you get your friends to come here on the pretense that we were getting married?”
He stared blankly. Maybe I used too many big words. “Me . . . no . . . mate with Burp! Quest first!” That got the message across and he shuffled into view. Lord knows what preparations he’d been doing, as he smelled even worse than usual.
“Wait, Burp-Mate. You not see mating dance yet.” He grinned. “That change mind.”
“No, it will not change my . . . oh my God!”
Burp started thrusting his hips at me and—eww! All rational thought fled my mind at the sight of Sasquatch helicopter penis. Guess I’d finally found an unpleasant memory that was in no way empowering me.
“Burp see you impressed. Now mate?”
Don’t kill him. That’ll only tick off the rest. “Read my lips. Quest first!”
He stared at me blankly for several seconds, as if unable to believe his swinging dick hadn’t won me over. Then he turned his gaze past me, over my shoulder. I followed it and saw Yush approaching.
She lumbered over, grunted to her nephew for a few seconds, then gave me a withering glare. “We talk.”
Burp went loping over to where his buddies waited by the van while Yush continued to stare down at me.
“Friend Phil is weak. Young Magi dying. You need help . . . need Yush help.”
“I know, but I can’t mate with Burp. It’s . . . not that I don’t want to.” Even if I really don’t. “But I’ve been cursed. If I mate, then I lose my powers and probably die.”
“Not die. Have Burp as mate.”
Fine. Then I’ll just wish I was dead. “I’m sorry, but my friends, my father, they need me to be a hero right now. So if there’s something, anything, else I can do, please tell me.”
Yush looked back at the van, sniffing deeply. She sized me up one more time before saying, “War with T’lunta has come.” She pointed to the other Feet and lowered her voice. “War in tribes, too. Yush, other females, we want fight, too, but not allowed.”
“Help me save my friend and then I’ll do what I can to help you.”
Yush scratched her chin and nodded. “You chosen of forest shepherds, yes? Greater spirits give you blessing? Like one in there.” She pointed toward the van.
“Dionaea? I guess so.”
Yush nodded again. “Yush and tribe help you, then you help us. Yush want learn nature magic from master. Put in good word for Yush?”
I grinned. “Sure. I can do that. No problem.”
“That one. Yush also want Burp be strong and have strong mate. Agree?”
I glanced back toward the van. Burp saw me and immediately started his dance again. Ugh! “Like I said, my quest comes first.”
Yush shook her head. “Holy One not understand. Burp need be strong, too. Need learn to fight.”
“You want me to teach him some moves? I can do that.”
“Good!” Yush winked at me. “As for strong mate. Hairless Holy One either be mate . . . or Hairless Holy One find more worthy mate.”
The realization of what she was saying hit home. She was giving me an exit clause. Thank God! “Deal! I’ll find him the best mate ever.”
Yush laughed a deep belly laugh. “Yes! Find better mate or be mate. Either way, Burp will be strong. Now tell Yush plan so we can help.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, you’re gonna get hitched to a monkey when this is all over and done?” Wyatt asked with a bemused grin. “Gotta admit, didn’t see that plot twist coming.”
“No. I’m going to find him a nice hairy girl so they can live happily ever after and have all the cubs they want. But for now, maybe let’s focus on living past tomorrow.”
“Fair enough, I suppose. Whaddaya need me to do, Darlin’?” We both sat leaning against the side of the van. Floof, in standard Floof fashion, had managed to wedge herself between me and the dangerous T’lunta before promptly falling asleep. Smelly as she was, snuggling against her warm softness put my mind more at ease than it had been in some time.
“I need you to work on getting my dad back while I do this. If this goes south, I don’t want him stuck as Colin’s errand boy.”
“But—”
“Believe me, you’ll be helping me most by getting my father somewhere safe.” I then shrugged and then raised my mouth in a half grin. “There’s also the Bigfeet to think about. I don’t want to have to worry about them smashing your head with a rock the second I turn my back.”
As if on cue, Burp lumbered by, farting loudly and glaring in Wyatt’s direction.
No doubt about it. My next quest, official or not, was finding a replacement mate.
“It don’t feel right leaving you.”
“It doesn’t feel right for me either, but this is the absolute best thing you can do to help me. Get him someplace safe, and when this is over, I’ll come find you. Please.”
“Sending me to deal with Colin while you take on a murderous plant lady? Why do I have the feeling you’re getting the better deal here?” We both chuckled at that. “All right, I’ll do what needs to be done. God willing, we’ll meet up and play some skee-ball again.” He grinned, no doubt at the memory of our only date. “Tell you what. I found an awesome place once just south of the boardwalk down in Point Pleasant, New Jersey. Don’t right remember the name, but I bet if you asked around, you could find it lickety-split.”
“Not really the season for the shore.”
“Which means it’s the perfect place to hole up. Perfect time, too. Calibra works fast and Boston’s in chaos right now with that raccoon-faced shitbird in charge. Hell, I’ll bet you dinner we’ll be safe and sound before you can spit.”
“Are you serious?”
He nodded. “Sure as I have fangs. Me and your Daddy, we’ll be there each night right after sundown, playing a round and waiting for you to catch up with us. How’s that sound?”
“It’s a date.” Why did I just say that? Still, as we curled up against a snoring baby-foot and watched the stars above, I allowed myself the hope that things might turn out okay after all. Then the wind shifted and we both ended up choking on Sasquatch farts.
Quite the way to begin my date with destiny.




Chapter Forty-Two: Batman Had it Easy

“Watch the hands, Furball.”
What I regretted perhaps the most about sending Wyatt away was that I’d drawn Bigfoot duty as the others went about their assigned tasks. We stepped into the woods just outside the corporate park, with Burp insisting on being my guide. Yush began to grunt musically, waving her hands as Burp cuddled ever closer to whisper-belch in my ear, “Trees move us.”
Moments later, the forest closed in unnaturally tight around us, so much that I couldn’t see a thing. I felt a tug, but this time it wasn’t Burp getting handsy. One stomach-churning lurch later and the flora warped from pines and kudzu to naked oak trees and a fresh layer of snow. A few more moments passed and the choking closeness of the forest backed off enough to reveal stately Bates manor looming on the horizon. Score one for Team Squatch.
I got my bearings, then took point. “Hurry, it’s this way.”
We rushed through the hedgerows, the pack of giants with me surprisingly quiet. Even Burp kept his cool, sneaking along like the world’s hairiest ninja.
The gardens gave way to trails, then back into the same woods I’d wandered through before. There’s the thorns! I gestured at the rest to let them know we’d made it.
The easy part was done. From here on in, things would be a lot dicier.
Yush moved ahead again, waving her hands more frantically than before. In response, the wall of thorns peeled away.
My turn.
Kicking myself into overdrive, I whipped out Moolnir and rushed for the greenhouse. I reached the side then started to inch my way around it. Once at the corner I would . . . be easily caught as the cold edge of a blade was pressed to the side of my neck.
“Turn around, girl.”
I did, slowly, not wanting my quest to end with my head decorating the lawn of stately Bates Manor. At first I saw nothing, but then the air shimmered in front of me and revealed two familiar faces, or at least one familiar face and one familiar mask.
“Did you really think that would work?” Ash glanced down at the weapon in my hands and gave a slight nod of her head, giving me the hint that I should drop it. She smiled once that was done, then indicated to her partner in crime. “I sleep with a seer, after all.”
Lucien stumbled over to a nearby bench with a bottle of Scotch. “Sorry,” he slurred, taking a large gulp. “But if it helps any, you look fabulous in my jacket.”
Leave it to Gary’s folks to find a new way to suck.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Ash glanced around, then inclined her head. “I see your forest giant friends decided to cut their losses and run.”
“And I see you’ve been boning up on your villain gloating,” I muttered, making myself as comfortable as I could despite the spear tickling my neck. I was seated on a bench close to the central greenhouse. Once there, the rest of her glamour had dropped, revealing a small army of husks and at least two of those shambling Swamp Thing wannabes. Speaking of husks. . .
“Is this wise, Mistress?” Ashleigh Bates, witch and plant puppet extraordinaire, asked, having joined the party as well. She was apparently pulling a Dee, speaking her mind while her true self gloated. “We should kill her and be done with it.”
Ash merely glared at her, silencing her with a single look. Ashleigh let out a deep sigh, then began to glow, mumbling inarticulate words. One of the greenhouse doors flew open and several coils of bungie cord came rushing out, wrapping around me like a love-starved python until I was trussed up enough to stymie even my strength.
Magic really sucks.
“Keep an eye out,” Ash ordered. “The forest giants might be a diversion.”
“A diversion? From lil’ old me?” That got me clocked upside the head with the butt of her spear. “Maybe I was simply hoping to get the drop on you mano a tree-o—ouch!” And there was another clonk on the head.
“Color me skeptical, child.” She motioned toward Mr. Bates. “I have it on good authority you’ve enlisted the help of Lucien’s darling sister. I will give you one chance to warn them off, but know that my generosity has limits.”
“Yeah, I saw that when you killed Dee. Real generous of you.”
“Dee?”
“Dionaea’s human form.”
“Ah, you mean her sentient husk.” Ash paused in her posturing, cocking her head in that infuriating dryad way. “Regardless, be mindful of who you accuse, girl. I neither kill humans nor those who have fooled themselves into thinking they are human. Such a thing is beneath me.”
“And yet she’s still dead.”
Ash stared at me hard, her expression unreadable with that stupid plank on her face. She glanced once at Ashleigh, then back toward me. “I shall have words with Cos.”
“That’s right, blame the other guy.” I matched her stare for stare. “So, how did you turn her against her sisters? Did you promise Gary would be her new chew toy, or maybe offer her a lifetime discount on mulch—oof!”
Grr. Another clonk for my troubles.
“She has her reasons,” Ash growled. “Cos may be an oversexed fool, but at least she understands what’s at stake. Tell me, child, do you have any idea what you’ve almost done?”
“Enlighten me.” Cue villain monologue.
Ash began to pace, twirling her spear for effect. “You really are crashing through your trials like a minotaur in a china shop, you know.”
“Been there. How do you think I got the axe?” That one earned me a clonk in the side. At least she was changing it up a bit.
“You’re reckless, foolish, and utterly ignorant of our history—”
“Because no one will tell me—” Ow! And one for my foot, too.
“As if you would even listen.”
“Try me. I’m a captive audience.”
Ash took a deep breath. “Your impudence reminds me of your mother.”
Another person in my life who knew my mother? Though a part of me wanted to scream at the injustice of it all, I managed to maintain my poker face. “And here I thought I got my charm from my dad.”
Ash leaned in close to size me up, staring at me eye to eye. “You really are a—oof!”
I interrupted with a head-butt. The blow wasn’t much, but it gave me an opening to take a bite out of Wyatt’s book—literally. I leaned forward and clamped my teeth down onto Ash’s hand, having bitten my own tongue moments earlier so our blood could mingle.
Come on! Make with the horrible Meliae memories and gimme a boost!
Except . . . nothing happened. Well, Ash punched me in the face, rocking my head back and causing the world to fuzz out around me for a few moments. I guess that was something.
When my head finally cleared, I looked up to find I’d nearly split her mask in two. She pulled it off to reveal her face to me for the first time, a face frighteningly close to Ashleigh’s . . . if Ashleigh had been mauled by a tiger.
A row of scars ran from her nose across her right cheek and a ring of tattoos similar to the ones on Wyatt’s side gave her a cellblock aesthetic that I’m sure was the envy of every other dryad.
She leaned in to give me a good, long look, albeit not close enough to nail her again. “Did you really think that would work? I know what you are. After all, I’m the one who killed your mother . . . over and over and over again.”
What?! No! She’s just trying to psych you out, Jess. “I-I guess you didn’t do a good job then, if it took you that many times.” I flinched expecting another blow, but all I got was an eye roll this time.
“Know that I don’t blame you for existing any more than I blame Nerium,” she said, backing up. “The sins of the mothers should not be placed upon the child, no matter how annoying they might be.”
“Oh, that’s real nice of you. You don’t blame Gary? Then why are you trying to kill him?” I raised my voice loud enough so that Lucien could hopefully hear me through his drunken stupor. “Yeah, I know all about the poison you’ve been using on him.”
She stopped cold, surprise in her eyes. “Yes, I have been poisoning the roots, but it’s not what you think.”
“Oh? There’s another use for poison I wasn’t aware of? Do tell.” Oww, my other foot! “I saw that tree. Gary’s roots are dying and you’re killing him!”
“I’m killing Nerium so that Gary may live.”
Wait, what?!
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Don’t look all confused. Surely even your mammalian brain understands by now that my kind can create multiple bodies. A rare few of us are even capable of more. We can create bodies with lives, thoughts, and dreams all their own.”
“Yeah, so?”
“So, the link between us and our husks can be strengthened or severed, if so needed.” She gestured toward Ashleigh. “If I were to do so, my other body would eventually wither and die. But Gary is different. He was born human—”
“Except he has a set of roots in there!”
“Roots which developed later, after he was born. Don’t you get it? He’s human first, dryad second. That’s unprecedented, but it also means that if I can sever the connection, only his roots will die, not him. He’ll be free.”
“But why? Why torture him like this?”
Ash turned and glared at where Lucien sat drinking. “Because it never should have happened. Changelings, silver men—whatever you want to call them, Gary might be one of them, but he’s also unlike any who have ever been born.”
“That ManRay incident truly was a cock-up,” Lucien said with a giggle.
Ash nodded, turning back toward me. “Whatever unnatural incantations Lucien and his coven managed that night we met, it caused a temporary change in the protections the gods laid down to protect Earth from demihumans, resulting in something new.”
“What can I say?” Lucien slurred. “Never underestimate the power of herbal remedies . . . or my little cannon.”
Eww! I did not need that image in my head.
He scrambled unsteadily to his feet, almost fell over and then managed to find his balance. “Hey, you know what? I don’t think I ever told her that prophecy.”
“Which one?” I asked.
“Shut up, Lucien.” Ash glared at him, before focusing her attention back on me. “All you need to know is you’re butting in where you don’t belong. It was pure, dumb luck that Philomena chose you, which is why I stepped in when I did. You should have accepted my help and moved on rather than interfering in affairs larger than yourself.”
“What help? You stabbed me!”
“I saved you, or tried to.” She pointed her spear toward the words she’d carved on my arm which, of course, began to itch furiously. “I gave you purpose.”
“Purpose? What the hell does that even mean?”
“The opposite of chaos, your base nature. You seemed intent on playing the hero, girl, so I left my mark on you, hoping it would lead you down another path.”
“What are you talking about?”
Lucien, however, picked that moment to remember he had feet and stumbled my way. He tugged at his hair and began muttering to himself before finally saying, “Ah, I remember it now! Child of light, child of darkness. One saves the world, one destroys it. Hmm, that really ought to rhyme.”
At this point I was completely lost. In some ways, these two were a match made in incomprehensible heaven. “Say what?”
“You know how it goes. World ends, world begins, summon a god, slay a god. Could go either way, really, but it’s all a mess up here.” He tapped his forehead. “I probably need another bottle or three to see it clearly.”
I turned back to Ash. At least she almost made sense. “What’s he babbling about?”
“A prophecy, of course.” She held up a hand. “And yes, there are as many as there are grains of sand in the desert. I spent my younger days chasing them like endless dreams. And for what? For every doomsday you prevent, another takes its place. If you ask me, prophets simply make up nonsense until they eventually get lucky.”
As much as I wanted to agree, I felt that I was missing something important here. “Okay, so what does that have to do with anything?”
“Don’t you see?” Ash took a deep breath. “My son only exists because I chose to believe and then let that belief ruin me. Eventually I became so certain the world was going to end, regardless of what I did, that I simply ceased to care. Trust me, child. If you ever become convinced the sun won’t rise in the morning, you will do truly stupid things the night before.”
“Or people!” Lucien added. “Ah, I remember it well. It truly was the worst. All my probabilities had faded to black, which usually meant tainted bath salts, but in that case, I was sure it meant the end. I even told all my friends. Half of them committed ritualistic suicide, but that didn’t solve much. So, I made brownies, and then my girlfriend dumped me but kept the brownies. It was quite a good batch, shame to lose them.”
“Get to the point!” I snapped.
“Anyway, I decided clubbing was the best way to spend Earth’s final night. I snorted enough cocaine to bankrupt Bolivia, then saw the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She told me she was a tree, but I convinced her to fuck me anyway, because at that point why not?”
I glanced at Ash. The disgruntled look on her face suggested her walk of shame had lasted a bit longer than she’d expected.
Gary’s dad giggled. “It was a quickie in the van and then boom! I got off . . . and apparently so did the world because the sun rose again just like normal. Tell me that isn’t a love story for the ages.”
“I wish he was lying,” Ash said, shaking her head. “Our oracles had said that only I could stop the darkness from rising. Except I failed. I battled that fell beast all across North America.” She lowered her collar to show another angry scar surrounded by more tattoos. “I scraped her heart and she nearly tore mine out. It left us both gravely wounded, neither of us in any condition to fight but neither of us dead.”
I remembered back to Nikolaus’s memory. “Tell me more about this beast.”
Ash, however, continued to pace. “With our battle unable to continue but with no real victor, I accepted my fate and in doing so saved the world, only to condemn it for another day.”
“How, exactly?”
“We called a truce, me and my foe. Then we decided that if the world was ending anyway, we might as well see it out with style, together. So we went out drinking and dancing. I mean, neither of us could really begrudge the other after everything we’d been through.”
“And that condemned the world?”
“Yes! Don’t you get it? A new dawn, a new prophecy. We created it. A child of light and a child of darkness were both conceived that night because we simply stopped giving a fuck.”
“Technically you—” Lucien started.
“Oh, do shut up!”
I wasn’t listening to him, though, at least not anymore. Instead I was trying to process what Ash had just told me. Two children were conceived that night. What did that mean?
“Long story short,” Ash continued, “you’re connected to my son. He’s the child of light meant to save the world. Sorry, girl, but you’re the evil brought about to destroy it. It’s just the way things are.”
“So you’re saying, your opponent was my—”
She wasn’t done ignoring me yet, though. “Every prophecy has a balance built into it—at least that’s what I was raised to believe. Do you see my conundrum? I birthed a new silver man, an affront to the gods which I am sworn to destroy. However, if I kill him, the world will end. What was I to do?”
“Not kill him?” I suggested weakly. “Maybe take your chances that the world intends to keep spinning?”
“Or I could stack the deck.” She leaned in again. “All prophecies have loopholes, you see. If I killed the child of light, the world would end, but if I simply made it so that there was no child of light, there’s our out. Hence why I sought out the poison. By separating Gary from Nerium I ensure there’s no silver man, no child of light. Split in two, the roots die while Gary lives on as a human. It’s simplicity itself.”
“Yeah, simply convoluted and freaking insane.”
“You’re not wrong,” Lucien replied with a laugh. “I know quite a bit about both.”
Ash ignored him, not that I could really blame her. “And I did the same for you. I let you be the hero you wanted to be, swayed you from your path. There was no such thing as a False Icon, but now there is. I carved a new destiny upon your flesh, hoping that would be good enough. You could have saved a few lives and left a minor mark on this world, but here you are, instead, doing your best to ruin everything. Why couldn’t you be happy with what you were given?”
“Because they’re teenagers,” Lucien replied. “I told you none of this would work, or maybe I told that to the ficus sitting in the study. Anyway, the cavalry’s about to arrive. She’s been stalling, you know.”
“No, I’m not.” Okay, total lie, but at least I’d gotten Ash to spill the beans on all her crazy plotting and scheming. It was enough to make my head spin, as was the fact that Lucien was apparently in on it. “If you knew all of this, why did you help us escape?”
Ash grinned. “Oh please. I let you go. Don’t look so surprised. I knew Gary would never listen to me. I’d hoped that once he saw what magic was doing to him he’d give up on it, but he wouldn’t stop, and then you just had to go and free my dark sister.”
“Never underestimate a girl with big ambition and small boobs,” Lucien cackled.
“I am more than the sum of my boobs, thank you very much!” Okay, that could’ve come out better. But, fortunately, I had one to make up for it. “FOREST AVENGERS, ASSEMBLE!”
It wasn’t the most original signal, but whatever. It felt good to shout anyway. Oh, and it felt even better when there came the sound of branches splintering, followed by a broken husk flying over the thorn wall nearest the main greenhouse.
Lucien was right. The cavalry had arrived.
A Sasquatch roar filled the air and then the thorns parted, revealing Yush and the rest.
“We come for the mate of Burp!”
Ash raised a brow. “Mate? You certainly do get around.”
“Says the bimbo who had a few drinks and hooked up with Captain Cocaine here.” I glanced toward Lucien. “No offense.”
“None taken,” he replied, right before his eyes flashed with power. “Oh, by the way, dear, her friends are trying to reach the roots. If you keep allowing her to distract you, there’s a chance they could—”
“Do not call me dear!” Ash snapped before waving her hand, causing the husks to all back off. The Sasquatches ceased their rampage, apparently just as confused as I was by this turn of events. “I welcome you, children of the forest. Come, see your precious mate of Burp is unharmed. I will gladly release her once my son is safely brought forth.”
Uh oh. That was unexpected. I figured she’d fight, not parlay. “You can’t have him back! You’re poisoning him.”
“Yes, but you’re the one killing him. I can help him, reseal his soul within his human half and cut him off from his roots. Once they’re gone, he’ll be free to live life as a normal human. All that needs to be done then is to bind his memories so he forgets all about—”
“About what? Me? Or do you mean magic?”
“I’m thinking both,” she replied.
“And I’m thinking you’re going to find that’s easier said than done because Gary loves m . . . magic, that is.”
“You can’t love what you don’t remember,” she hissed. “Now, bring me my son or his death will be on your—”
“Wait!” Lucien cried out. “The vampire! That Dalton fellow’s here. Don’t you see it? She sent him ahead. He’s already in the greenhouse!”
He is? That was news to me.
Ash, however, apparently mistook my confusion. “Don’t look so smug. As if one lone vampire could make a difference here.” Despite her confidence, though, she turned toward the greenhouse, snapping her fingers so that Ashleigh fell in line behind her.
Lucien stepped in front of me and waved them both on, right before turning my way. “You really do wear that jacket better than me.” He threw me a wink, then flicked a finger at one of the shoulder studs, before stumbling away, leaving me more confused than ev—
The metal studs along my arms and shoulders suddenly elongated, fraying the bungie vines still holding me tight just enough to give me a bit of wiggle room. I snapped my fingers behind my back, popping my claws, and began to saw through my bonds. Eat your heart out, Wolverine!
“Oops, my mistake,” Lucien shouted, stumbling away. “Sorry, love, I think that vampire only showed up in the reality where we have goulash for dinner next week.”
“Search the place anyway!” Ash ordered her husks after letting out a heavy sigh. “And you, forest giants, I’ve offered fair terms. Return my son and you can have your young one’s mate. Congratulations, by the way. When the time comes, I’ll be happy to offer my blessing.”
Fortunately, we’d talked about this ahead of time. There was no way my allies were going to be swayed by—
Burp came bounding forward looking way too excited for my personal edification. “We give skunk hair boy and you give blessing for mating?”
Oh crap.
“Of course, my dear child.”
“He with smelly-smoke lady. Big hair, bad smell.”
At least he’d described Phil to a tee.
“And where would that be?” Ash asked as I worked to slowly free myself.
Burp glanced at me, as if deciding what to say. Come on, you stupid monkey boy. For once, think beyond your red rocket!
Ash, however, wasn’t done icing the cake. “You are wise, young Burp, a true heir to your clan, and a wise giant would realize that my son is a potential rival to his mate’s affections . . . unless he were to be returned to me. In which case, I’d be more than happy to persuade him otherwise.”
“No,” Yush cried. “Think with head, not with u’solk.”
She was too late, though. The randy squatch pointed toward the far end of the clearing and screamed out, “There! smelly-smoke lady over there!”
Grrr! One job! He had one job.
Thank goodness Lucien’s fantastic jacket had worked its magic, because I was finally free to even the odds.




Chapter Forty-Three: Immortal Kombat

“We aren’t done here, Ash!”
She turned dismissively away from me and snorted. Ugh, I did not miss that sound. The plombies who’d dragged the van out of its hiding place all began to shamble my way as she stepped to the side of the vehicle. “Come out, son. We need to talk.”
The side door cracked open, but instead of Gary stepping out, a blast of green energy erupted from within, hitting Ash like a cannonball and sending her tumbling away.
“Sorry, sugah maple, but my fists were here first, and they need to talk to your face,” Dionaea said climbing out, her body aglow with power.
I couldn’t help but grin as I reached out my hand and summoned Moolnir, using it to slice two husks cleanly in twain.
Our plan had actually worked.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Back in North Carolina, we’d debated the merits of Phil, Dionaea, and Gary simply teleporting to a spot on the manor grounds. Problem was, there was no way to do that without tripping their wards as me and my contingent had obviously done.
Phil had suggested simply driving the van up, being it was virtually undetectable. Too bad it was also at least a ten-hour trip. Dionaea, however, then offered a compromise: the two could work together to combine their sending magic to make it happen.
It wasn’t easy or quick, requiring a lot of prep on Dionaea’s part while Phil worked to suppress enough of the van’s wards to make it doable. In fact, they’d still been working on it when my group had left, requiring me to buy as much time as possible, while hopefully giving Ash a false sense of victory.
Guess my talking game hadn’t been too shabby. Yeah, Burp had almost ruined things by thinking with his u’solk. Oh well. What superhero didn’t need to occasionally cover for a bumbling sidekick?
Now we just have to pull off phase two.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“You can’t beat me, demoness,” Ash said with a sigh, rising to face Dionaea.
“Excuse me!” I cried, kicking a plombie head her way. “I said we aren’t finished.” That’s right, Ash. Focus on me, not the guy in the van. “Unless, of course, you’re afraid.”
She hit me with an eye roll that put even high school girls to shame. Ash stepped back so she could keep an eye both on me and Dionaea. Her spear whipped around and pointed my way while her left hand glowed violet. “Please. I’ve had to listen to trash talk from Heracles. You’re not nearly as impressive.”
“And you’re dodging the question. I challenge you, Ash. Let’s settle this one on one—champion to weed.”
“Oh?” Ash scoffed. “My honed spear against that little butter knife you’ve brought?”
“Nope.” I turned and slammed Moolnir into the bench they’d tied me to, driving the weapon deep into the concrete. “Barehanded. Fists against branches. That way you can’t whine that I cheated.”
“What are you playing at, girl?”
“I’m tired and frustrated and I really want to punch you in the face repeatedly for everything you’ve done to us. Pretty simple, really.”
Ash raised an eyebrow, then glanced Dionaea’s way. “Fine. Between us only. Everyone else stays out of it.”
“Ritual combat called for. We honor!” Yush cried, garnering nods from all the Sasquatches. Well, most of them anyway. She smacked Burp upside the head until he nodded, too.
Dionaea raised her palms and the light show around her winked out. “Fair enough. I’ll just wait my turn like an altar boy after mass.”
“Keeping it classy as always, Dionaea,” Ash scoffed before driving her spear into the ground.
“Not so fast,” I said. “I know you keep a spare hidden on you.”
Ash smirked then touched the red leaf necklace around her neck. A moment later the broken spear used to kill my friend Bush emerged from her palm. She rammed it into the dirt next to the other one. “I have made a fair concession to you. Now it’s your turn. I wish to see my son before we begin.”
Tempting as it was to tell her to shove it, I didn’t want to risk her reneging. “Fine. Bring him out!”
Ash didn’t appear surprised but I sure as heck had to suppress a gasp when I finally saw Gary emerge from the darkness, supported on Phil’s trembling arm. A thin purple glow was around her, no doubt to protect her from Gary’s poison.
I’d seen him in rough shape— bleached, rotting even, but nothing prepared me to see him cracked for lack of a better word. Jagged lines cut across his face, some golden and crusty and others dark red. The color had completely drained from his irises, leaving his eyes pure white to match his hair. He raised his hand and weakly waved at me, revealing two of his fingers had been replaced by twigs and his wrist was covered in bark.
Phil glared at Ash and Ashleigh in turn. “Well, well, if it isn’t the uglier, bitchier version of the Olson twins.”
“You’ve seen better days, Philomena,” Ashleigh retorted. “Maybe you should have married that plastic surgeon like I advised.”
Lucien stagger-stepped forward, but it wasn’t to make the situation better. “Love the industrial look, Gary. Bet the chicks are going to dig it.”
Even in obvious pain, Gary summoned the energy to flip off his father with his middle twig.
“God, I hope it’s just your fingers that fell off.”
“Stuff it, Lucy!” Phil growled.
Ash however, deigned to ignore them, facing me instead. “Do you see now, girl? This is exactly what I was trying to prevent. He’s meant to be human, not this . . . abomination.”
“You don’t get to choose who he is. He’s the only one who gets to decide that. The only opinion you get is whether to go with dentures or crowns after I break your face.” I raised my fists.
Dionaea moved to Gary’s side to help prop him up, grinning despite the seriousness of the situation. “Round one, fight!”
It was on.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I knew going in I was outmatched, but I didn’t expect to hit the ground within five seconds flat. No matter, I rolled to my feet and wiped the blood from my lip.
Okay, first knockdown went to her, but it was the last one that counted. Trying my best to not overextend, I focused on footwork and short jabs. I could hear Sensei in my head lecturing me on fighting tactics. Jab, block, rinse, repeat.
Ash didn’t even bother hiding her grin as she batted my blows away. Guess it was amateur hour for Team Flores.
Still I persisted, leaving my side open for a body blow in order to land a glancing punch to Ash’s cheek. Too bad I got greedy, spinning and trying to nail her with a hook kick that did nothing but get me tossed fifteen feet through the air. Oof!
“STOP FALLING, BURP-MATE!!” Good to know I had at least one Sasquatch in my cheering section. “HIT MORE HARDER SO BURP CAN DO MATING DANCE!”
If that wasn’t motivation to take a dive, I didn’t know what was. Fortunately, I wasn’t fighting for him. I was fighting for Gary.
Too bad for me, Ash believed in hitting a girl while she was down. She peppered my midsection with kicks, finally stopping long enough to ask, “Had enough yet?”
“Just . . . waiting for you to tire yourself out,” I wheezed, spinning where I lay and sweeping her legs out from under her.
That was more like it. Or it was until she kipped to her feet as easily as Phil lit up her next cigarette. It took more time getting to mine, but I managed.
Okay, time for round two.
Jab, block, kick, repeat. I finally started to find my stride, managing to block at least some of her strikes. Maybe now I could finally—
I caught sight of brown streaks out of the corner of my eye. Oh no! Talk about a bad time for my batteries to start running low.
Ash used my distraction to show how effective actually landing a kick could be, nailing me with a roundhouse that sent me stumbling into a rose bush where I lay until she dragged me out.
“Do be mindful of the topiaries, girl. They’re worth more than you’re likely to make in your lifetime.”
Her next barrage of punches—including a few open-hand slaps to add insult to injury—had me on the ropes chipping away at my defenses like they were nothing.
“You need a better teacher.”
Mock me all you want, but don’t mock my sensei! “And maybe you need a—ugh!”
What I needed was to shut up. I’d played right into her game, ignoring everything I’d learned in comics by talking instead of fighting. She rewarded me with a shot to the ribs that left me gasping for air as more chestnut streaks showed up in my periphery.
Ash threw a backhand, pimp-slapping me away. “Face it, child, your dreams of being a hero far outstrip your abilities. I tried to help you, but I see now there is no way a mongrel like you could ever truly have the faith to become more than you are.”
She kicked me in the ribs again, not giving me much time to mull over her words as I was too busy being pummeled into paste. I spat out blood as the sad brown tips of my hair mixed with the equally drab frozen mud.
If only I could steal a bad memory for a battery boost. The problem was she’d somehow managed to block me. But how?
“All I ask for is one unpleasant memory.”
Grr! Not now, Disembodied Dís-One voice. Not. . .
Except that was the answer, wasn’t it? I’d already figured it out. I just hadn’t wanted to accept it. It all added up, though—this power I had, my mother not being human, Ash calling me a mongrel. That and she had the exact same tattoos as Wyatt.
The tattoos were what was blocking me, the same way they were designed to block creatures like Dís-One—like my mother.
I couldn’t deny it any longer.
I was, at least partially, a creature born of darkness—a child of darkness—one who fed on misery.
But who said it had to be someone else’s misery?
I retreated into my own mind— forcing myself to relive memories of Tony, Bush, and ultimately my dad. Who needed other people’s problems when I had an ocean full of my own to dive into? Instead of running away from my dark thoughts, I launched into them instead, feeling every horrific moment they brought.
And then, as Ash continued beating me down, I even went further back, digging to the past. I remembered being laughed at, being ignored, and ultimately . . . being abandoned. In the end, everyone left me, either because of what I did or what I was!
That was my truth. I was a demihuman, a creature abhorred by the gods themselves, destined to die alone, hated, unloved. . .
That’s when I felt the spark inside of me, a fire burning in my mind’s eye. Maybe I didn’t need to hide from all the ugliness inside me. Maybe I could use it as fuel, letting it feed the flames festering in my soul.
I opened my eyes to see a surge of red racing through my hair. It wasn’t a lot, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Sure, it probably meant a lot of therapy in my future, but for now, it gave me a fighting chance.
Normally I wouldn’t tap the same well twice, but Ash seemed content that the battle was over. Mustering my strength, I swept her leg again, dropping her to her backside. This time, though, when she kipped up, all she met was the back of my boot to her face driving her right back into the mud where she belonged.
Already up by the time she clambered to her feet, I went on the offensive for a change, throwing haymakers meant to take their toll. Right cross, jab, uppercut . . . and another uppercut. I erased the smug grin from her face, driving her slowly back and hearing the Sasquatches hooting and hollering for me to finish her.
Fine. If they wanted a show, I’d give them one. Forcing my hair to flare up, I shouted, “Hadouken!”
And, of course, my foot picked that moment to slip on the remains of a plombie, throwing me off balance.
Make that hadou-can’t.
Ash didn’t waste a moment. In an instant, my offense crumbled. A few moments later, my defenses faltered, too. Playtime was over and school was back in session as Ash doled out a bitter lesson with every punch she threw.
The pain intensified until it merged together into a terrible numbness. A punch to my face, a kick to my ribs, an elbow strike to my shoulder. She was taking me apart, piece by piece, and there was nothing I could do to stop her. My legs wobbled but I persevered, refusing to go down . . . for a few seconds anyway.
Finally, my knees buckled. With one eye swollen shut, more bruises than I could count, and the world spinning around me, I knew I’d lost the battle.
But had I done enough to win the war?
Somewhere a Sasquatch, Burp likely, howled in despair. I ignored him, focusing instead on remaining semi-upright.
Ash crouched down and tilted my chin up. “Hmm. I’d say you’ve got a broken nose, likely more than a few cracked ribs, and probably a concussion, too.”
“Maybe,” I choked out, feeling the scars burning beneath my sleeve. “But you’ve done worse to Gary. I . . . owed you . . . all that and more.”
She pressed a finger contemptuously into my forehead and I toppled like a Jenga tower. Must be time for the gloating. “Foolish girl. Even weaponless, I outclass you in every way. Did you really think you could win?”
“N-nope. In fact, I yield.”
“What?”
That brought a smile to my face. “I never had to beat you. I just had . . . to keep you busy.”




Chapter Forty-Four: I Told You So

“What have you done?”
Ash turned from me, looking around furiously, as I tried to crawl away and put some distance between us. Once she figured it out, she wasn’t going to be a happy camper, which meant I didn’t want to be at ground zero when she went thermonuclear.
In her eagerness to pummel me, she’d failed to notice her spears had conveniently wandered off. Having handled the broken one up in Canada, I’d hedged a bet that her weapons didn’t share Moolnir’s bonding enhancement. All I’d needed was for her to be too busy kicking my butt to notice they’d been snatched away, and that Phil was holding a glowing hand to Ashleigh’s back to keep her from blabbing.
Neat, huh?
Ash whirled back to face me. “What have you done?”
“I tried to tell you she was just a distraction,” Lucien replied from where he continued to drown his sorrows. “But it’s not like anyone ever listens to the seer.”
Ugh! Crawling wasn’t cutting it. Fortunately, I knew where I could get a makeshift crutch to lean on and fast. I held out my hand and thought, get over here, you stupid freaking axe!
“I swear, child, I will . . . AIEEEEEEE!!”
Oh crap. I’d gotten turned around in the battle, not realizing Ash now stood between me and where I’d planted Moolnir . . . or make that had stood.
The axe flew into my hand covered in golden blood, having flown straight and true, right through Ash’s leg, severing it neatly.
Guess it was a good thing I’d yielded. At least nobody could accuse me of cheating in ritual combat. On the flip side, I’d only meant to save Gary, not cripple his mother. However, the others took that as their cue that all bets were off. Phil shoved Ashleigh to the side and let loose with her spell. Dionaea followed up with a burst of eldritch energy of her own.
Oops.
Holy Hannah! Twin lances of green magic tore straight through Ash’s midsection, leaving the mighty Meliae on the ground twitching.
Phil sauntered over to her sister-in-law and tipped her chin up the exact same way Ash had done to me mere moments before. “This is for fucking with my nephew, you goddamned wooden bitch.”
Jesus! I’d never seen a fireball detonated point blank inside someone else’s mouth before. The blaze which exploded out of Ash’s gutted midsection only added to the horror. The air filled with the stench of sulfur and burnt firewood, then a dreadful pall fell over the garden, broken only by the crackling embers that used to be Gary’s mom. Phil pulled her own burnt arm away and, despite the blisters, promptly lit a cigarette in one of Ash’s smoldering eye sockets.
Off to the side, Ashleigh Bates, who I now knew to be Ash’s human husk, fell limp, no doubt from the shock of having her true self blown to bits in front of her.
Either as a defense mechanism or because nobody was left to control them, the plombies simultaneously went nuts. Thank goodness we had a pack of restless Sasquatches standing by, itching for a fight—minus one. At least my broken nose ensured I couldn’t smell Burp as he picked me up.
Make that two.
“Don’t die, pretty! Floof protect you!”
I smiled at the little furball, then raised my free hand and pointed toward the main greenhouse. “There! Head that way.”
It was time to see if we could win this for real.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Huge turned the two gargoyles standing guard in front of the greenhouse into rubble, clearing the way for the rest of us. As before, once inside, the air shimmered and we found ourselves in a cave of wonders—a lethal one, as there were still quite a few plombies stumbling about.
That was, okay, though. Dionaea and the Bigfeet were both up to the task of cleaning house as Burp carried me and Phil helped Gary.
“That’s . . . far . . . enough, Aunt Phil,” Gary finally wheezed. “I . . . need to do . . . the rest.”
The plombies turned toward him, but apparently Ash and Dio weren’t the only ones with husks. Spindly, malformed shamblers broke off from Gary’s dying roots and advanced upon them, apparently sensing their true owner was near. In the meantime, he hobbled toward the sickly plant, using Ash’s spear as a walking stick, the broken blade trembling in his other hand. Once there, he finally turned to face me.
“Do it,” I whispered.
He nodded, then took the back of the broken shaft and tapped it against the bark.
Nothing changed.
Really? “Try again!”
Gary fell to his knees and this time used the unbroken spear, but again nothing seemed to happen.
Was there something we were missing? Was Ash perhaps the only one who could do the purification thing? If so—
Dionaea rushed to Gary’s side and cradled him in her arms. I felt a pang of jealousy, wishing it was me there to comfort him, but it was all I could do to not conk out.
“Hey, Gare-bear,” she said, holding him gently. “Let me help you in. This sort of thing can be tricky for first timers.”
In?
I felt a twinge in my guts watching her help him—quite possibly internal bleeding. Dionaea began to glow and the golden energy flowed from her into Gary. The broken spear began to vibrate violently in his hands, but she helped him to steady it.
“Trust me,” she whispered . . . right before plunging it into his chest.
What the hell?!
I tried to scream but ended up doing nothing more than coughing up blood. I wanted to ask Dionaea why she’d done it—after wrapping my hands around her traitorous neck, but the words failed me.
However, a moment later, the answer presented itself. Gary should have been in the midst of his death throes, but instead seemed oddly calm as he held out his hand. A crack appeared in his palm and then the spearhead emerged, except this time it was whole—connected to a full shaft, even if it was gnarled and twisted.
“Try it now,” Dionaea said.
This time when he tapped the end against his roots, silver mist began to pour out from cracks in the bark, surrounding his body. He gingerly touched the tree . . . and began to sink into it, merging with the trunk before our very eyes.
More of that mist escaped and Dionaea recoiled, coughing and backing up until she finally reached the rest of us. All around, the husks from both mother and son crumbled into piles of leaves and bark, leaving us in eerie silence.
“D-did it work?” I asked.
“Too early to tell, sugah, but I’m hopeful. Now we need to get out of here. What’s leaking out of him is seriously toxic, even to me.”
More of that silver mist filled the air, bringing with it a sweet, fruity scent. Floof started to cough and soon others joined her. Burp rushed me toward the exit, but not before I got a good lungful of the toxic mist.
The effort of coughing was too much after the beating I’d taken. As the darkness pulled me under, I caught one final glimpse of Gary, seeing contentment on his face as he finally merged with the tree and became whole at long last.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I suppose there were worse ways to wake up than to overwhelming Sasquatch funk, but damn if I could think of any. Everything still hurt like the dickens, but the red streaks in my hair gave me hope.
“The Hairless Holy One wakes!” Yush cried out, making me wince. Ow! Even my ears hurt.
My eye had been bandaged along with my ribs. Stinky poultices covered my battered arms, chest, and—
Wait! Where are my clothes? I bolted upright, praying that I didn’t find Burp lying next to me.
“Pretty is okay!” Floof screeched, scrambling over to my side. Thankfully she was the only other Sasquatch in the room aside from Yush.
“I suppose so.” I didn’t feel entirely together, but I rolled out of bed and managed to shove myself into a pair of yoga pants and a robe.
I wasn’t worried about me, though. I had a million questions, most of them about Gary, but I settled for starting with wondering why I was in a luxurious bedroom suite with a pair of Sasquatches.
There came the sound of furious scribbling, followed by a triumphant, “Done and done!” Hold the phone, I knew that voice.
No doubt thanks to my current lack of binocular vision, I’d managed to miss the tiny dryad sitting in the corner. Boo looked up from her perch to wave, crayon in hand. She had a familiar tattered piece of paper in her hands. “Look!”
Screw any pain. I limped over to grab my list. Sure enough, “awaken an ancient power” looked a hell of a lot better crossed out in pink. As a bonus, “bringing our dark sisters back home” had a line through it, too.
Oh yeah. Two birds, meet the one stone named Jessie Flores.
Too bad my elation was tempered by line six now being descrambled—give Cerberus his walkies.
Boo, however, was in no mood to let me stew over future terrors. She grabbed me in a big hug, surprisingly not as painful as I thought it would be. Guess between my hair and Yush’s ministrations I was doing better than I’d expected.
After a moment, though, she stepped back and shook her head. “You need to change. That attire won’t do for meeting your prince!”
“Prince?” I asked, not sure whether she meant Gary or Wyatt, but thankfully, Floof was there to ground me.
“Warchief son waits for you!”
“Um, maybe I’ll . . . take a raincheck for now.”
I headed toward the door, not bothering to ask what attire was considered fitting for a horny, naked Sasquatch.
Stepping out, I recognized the second floor of stately Bates Manor. However, that was of secondary concern compared to my clothes. I’d barely taken two steps when the robe and sweats flowed and morphed around me, changing into another flowery sundress.
Oh crap! Does that mean—
“It’s good to see you again, Mistress Flores.” I stopped cold at the sound of Mr. Keyne’s damnably calm voice. “Dionaea was kind enough to summon me.”
“Isn’t it wonderful?” Boo cried, joining us in the hall, her clothes morphing into almost a mini version of mine. “Father said you rebuilt the council, so I can finally rejoin my sisters!”
What the?! “Your sisters? Hold on. You mean you’re the missing dark dryad?”
She nodded. No wonder she’d wanted the others to return to the grove. The only question now was whether Boo had been the light dryads’ guest or their hostage.
That would have to wait, though. The funk of Sasquatch stink rapidly gave way to a different stench. I turned to see Lucien Bates stumbling out of room amidst a cloud of acrid smoke. Mary Jane followed him looking somewhat thinner and sallower than before, but otherwise okay.
“Canna!” Boo cried, racing ahead of me and glomping onto MJ with all the enthusiasm she’d shown me.
Mary Jane nodded my way. “I got lucky. Managed to free my soul and return to my roots before my body fully died. Going to be a while before I can kick that bitch’s ass, though.”
“Ash is taken care of.”
“I meant Cos.”
“Mistress Flores,” Keyne repeated from behind me but I ignored him to limp over to where Lucien looked like he wanted to disappear into the wall.
“Seriously, Mr. Bates, what the hell?”
He grinned beneath bloodshot eyes. “I had to do something, but sometimes I don’t remember what that something is or when it happens. Tell me, did you manage to stop that bonkers Asian girl from summoning her hell-beast?”
“What Asian girl?”
“Oh, hasn’t happened yet. I guess that’s a relief then. So, I take it we won?”
“Still trying to figure that out.”
“Oh. Well, cute dress. Does it come with glass slippers?”
“No, but it might come with a punch to the mouth.”
“Alas, I’m highly allergic to pain. Anyway, I’ve been having a fabulous time with my sister-in-law here. Did you know that licking her is even better than mixing rum and coke, the Columbian variety of course? You really ought to try it.”
“Pass. Where’s Phil?”
Lucien shrugged. “Maybe off shagging a tree like I did.”
Mary Jane reeled in her aura a bit, then pushed past the befuddled wizard. “Bless you for saving our newest Aigeiroi.” She threw a glance toward Boo. “And for returning our lost sister. The Earth Mother must surely be impressed.”
“Who can say? Haven’t gotten so much as a get-well card from her.”
MJ chuckled. “Well, you have my gratitude, and with any luck my other sisters will recover soon and be able to express their thanks as well.”
“Mistress Flores?” Again, Mr. Keyne called me despite my best efforts to pretend he wasn’t there. “I just need a moment of your time.”
I’m not listening, la la la. “Speaking of people recovering, how’s Gary? Is he, um, still a tree?”
“Better,” MJ replied. “Nerium is recovering in his roots and the poison seems to be cleansed from his system. I can’t say for sure how long it will take him to emerge as, to be honest, I’ve never seen a demihuman like him before. I wish Bella was here. She’s always been the studious one.”
“Mistress—”
“Enough already!” I cried. “I heard you the first time.”
“It’s okay,” MJ said. “We’ll make sure everyone behaves. We even have Burp outside keeping an eye on Ash’s . . . well, ashes.”
“Great honor for future warchief,” Yush added from somewhere behind me. “Will make honorable mate.”
About as subtle as a brick to the head, Yush.
MJ, meanwhile, turned back toward Lucien, taking his arm. “Why don’t I show you some of my other flavors while our servant speaks to the Savior of Nerium.”
“Do you have to call him that?” Mr. Bates asked. “It makes him sound like an antacid.”
I hated agreeing with him, but I had to snicker.
They headed back to his room while I turned and gestured for Mr. Keyne to lead the way. He ended up showing me to the same library where a good deal of this mess had started.
The moment the door was shut, I felt a sinking sensation in my gut. Here we go again. “Am I talking to you . . . or him?”
The apologetic look on Mr. Keyne’s face told me everything. Before I could turn tail and run, though, he blinked and his irises became miniature galaxies. His entire posture changed, growing more powerful and infinitely more arrogant.
“You should have known I’d pop by, champion,” Uranus said. “I swear, I should ask the Fates to institute instant replay just so I can keep up with everything you’ve done. I must say, using my daughter’s own weapon to undo her plans, rather genius.”
“Thanks. I live for your approval.”
“More than you realize.” Energy crackled along his arms and I felt more than a tiny tingle along my skin. “You do realize you struck my daughter down when she wasn’t expecting it. Not exactly champion-worthy behavior.”
“It was an accident.”
Uranus raised a brow. “Was it? I don’t think you give yourself enough credit for the anger you hold deep within.”
“I didn’t say it was an unhappy accident.” Okay, probably not helping my cause here. “It was just her body, right? I mean, she’s gonna be okay.”
“In time. She’s expended a lot of energy lately and, somehow, I doubt she expected to be discorperated. It may be months before she can fully reform, perhaps years.”
I stifled a sigh of relief. A lot could happen in a few years. At least Gary now had a chance.
“But I suppose you’re right. No permanent damage done.” Uranus put a hand on my shoulder and I immediately felt the jolt run from my head to my toes. The tips of my fingers tingled and sparks flew from my hair, then my nose suddenly straightened out and the bandage fell off my face, revealing glorious depth perception.
“Um, thanks?” I offered.
Uranus laughed. “It’s the least I could do . . . and I truly mean that. The road’s only going to get harder from here, and that’s not even counting the other Meliae. For all they’re aware, you kicked their sister’s ass six ways to Sunday.”
“Great. Well, it was nice seeing you again, but I really should go prepare for my next butt kicking—” I turned for the door, but in a blink he appeared in front of me.
“Lucky for you, I find your insolence rather endearing. Listen, I didn’t just pop by for shits and giggles. We both know the world is changing, but I wanted you to realize you’re changing, too. I figured that was fair warning before the next wave crashes over us all and threatens to drown the world.”
“Another prophecy?”
“There’s always another prophecy, just as there’s always evil lurking about. What I really wanted to say was . . . be careful. Your recent actions may have unintended consequences. The tiniest of decisions can change everything. I believe you call it the butterfly effect. Either way, take care to remember that.”
“You’re being vague again.”
“I’m a god. It’s what we do.” He turned to the rows upon rows of books lining the shelves, pulling out a particularly small and ordinary looking volume marked “Ambrosius’s Herbal Remedy Guide.” He opened it to a page with a familiar red flower.
“Remember, Ananke’s Tears amplify any and all potential destinies a person may have, for good or for ill. In the end, though, only you can decide to act upon them. You could just as easily choose to become the princess of the Forest Giants, the warrior maiden who leads my daughters on a new path, or the girl who forsakes it all to lose herself in comic book fantasies. All of these fates and more are still on the table.”
“More?” I subconsciously rubbed my arm.
“You can feel it, can’t you?”
“My scars?”
“The words.”
“But—”
“They hold as much potential as any fate. Only you can decide if you want to be a false Icon or a real one, but I must warn you—the greatest risks as well as the greatest doom await down that path. It’s simply the way faith works.”
“What do you mean, only I can decide?”
Of course, with a real question laid at his feet, Uranus decided it was time to head to the door. “Take care, champion. If all goes well, I shall see you soon enough . . . one way or another.”
Figures. “Wait! What about Gary . . . I mean Nerium? Are you going to—”
Uranus shrugged. “Still debating that one. Only time will tell.”
I guess that was as good as I was gonna get.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Hey, Gare-bear. I don’t know if you can hear me in there, but can you maybe give me a rustle to let me know you’re okay?”
The silver mist had cleared up enough to allow me to breathe, leaving behind a quiet, if still magical, cave with Gary’s true form and a bunch of dormant husks standing guard. There came nothing from the white tree, just continued silence broken only by the drip of water feeding his roots.
“Sorry I cut off your mom’s leg like that. It was kind of an accident.” Okay, that was stupid, even by my standards, so instead I leaned up against his bark. “Please be okay, Gary. For me.”
“I’d be careful if I were you. Nerium is quite toxic.”
There came a whoosh of air before Nikolaus landed in front of me.
“I was wondering when you’d show up.”
“They say there is no rest for the wicked, but in actuality, heroes get very little rest either.” Nikolaus approached me, dressed in casual eighties attire and carrying a couple of bags that smelled suspiciously like fried food.
“They?” I asked as he handed me one.
“You know . . . they, the proverbial masses that get quoted all the time. Truth be told, I’m not entirely sure who they ultimately are. We used them as scapegoats for sayings even back during the age of heroes.” He scratched his chin, rocking five o’clock shadow as well as a dark patch around one eye, the same eye Ash had pummeled shut on me. He must’ve noticed me staring because he added, “We are connected, after all—hero and fury. So, if I may offer a suggestion, kindly try to be hit a bit less next time.”
I laughed as I opened the bag, seeing a grease-soaked box that stunk of potatoes and cheese. Fine, one tot-cho then I confront him.
“Connected, eh?” I popped down a morsel then pinched my arm, waiting for a reaction from him. None came. “No Tomax and Xamot, I guess?”
He stared at me blankly.
“Or how about the Stepford Cuckoos?” He blinked uncomprehendingly. “You know, from the X-men? They share a brain and all the ouchies that come with it.”
“Ah. It’s not a tit for tat thing,” he explained. “I mean, it’s not like you could run face-first into a wall and knock me out, but there is feedback. These bruises, for instance. I also seem to have developed a taste for American junk food as well as an insane desire to Google the beings you’re speaking of.”
I gave him my biggest doofy grin as I shoved more tot-chos in my piehole. “You’re enjoying this, admit it.”
“Perhaps. Concerns have been raised that I am too sympathetic at times, but I assure you, I am committed to motivating you via traditional means.”
“You mean by threatening the people I care about if I don’t stay on target? You do realize that’s not motivation. It’s fear. Things like this . . . you bringing me food and sitting down to talk, that’s the kind of thing that really encourages me to keep going. Fear just makes me do stupid things.”
He seemed to consider this as he pulled a handful of tot-chos from his own bag.
“You know what I need more than threats? I need . . . an emotional support fury. One who tells me it’s gonna be okay, and hey, it’s not the end of the world, Jessie.” I raised an eyebrow. “It’s not actually the end of the world, is it?”
“There is no such thing as an emotional support fury.” He pulled another bit of food stuff out of his bag and held it up. “That’s as ridiculous as an emotional support taco.”
“You do realize the world would be a much better place with emotional support tacos, right? I mean, everyone loves them. When’s the last time you heard anyone go ‘gee I wish a had a fury around to torture me?’ Oh wait, never! Times have changed, Nick. Maybe it’s time to change your methods, too.”
We both continued eating, letting that thought sink in, until finally I added, “If you truly are my fury, the one meant to keep me going, then maybe it’s not a bad thing to listen to the stuff that actually works. Those heroes of old are long gone, so rather than living in their shadow, maybe we should move forward instead.”
He chuckled. “A lot of the heroes of old were actually what your people might call . . . asshats.”
“See? Maybe you do understand.” I paused before speaking again, wondering if I’d be able to get my next sentence out or if I’d just trail off into silence. Nothing ventured— “I got a visit from the Skyfather a little while ago.”
“Oh?’ he replied, sounding unsurprised. “Let me guess. He told you something vague and cryptic?”
I snickered. Maybe having a fury wasn’t so bad. “Kinda. He told me my fate is wide open. I can do a lot more than just be the champion of the Meliae.”
“True. Although you are still required to complete your trials. Those come from the Earth Mother and she is not nearly as—”
“Fickle?”
He nodded. “Your word, not mine.”
“Good to know I have karmic installment payments to make before I can move on. Fine, I’ll finish off this list, then maybe I’ll take some time to figure out what I’m supposed to be. Although one thing is certain.”
“Oh?”
“Becoming Burp’s mate is definitely off the table.”
Nikolaus turned slightly red. “Considering I can see everything you do, that is a relief.”
“Anyway, for now, I need to focus on my dad. Wyatt should hopefully be finished with his part of the bargain, so with any luck they’re waiting for me down in Jersey.” I considered this, then grinned at him. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you could help? A driver’s license is not among my superpowers.”
Nikolaus nodded. “If it will enable you to focus on your quest, then the occasional assist should be allowed.”
I gave him a high five, then turned back toward the tree. In just a few short hours it had already sprouted double the leaves and looked much healthier. That had to be a good sign. “Hey, Gare-bear, I’m just gonna take a quick trip to get my dad back. You hang tight.” I started to turn away, then added, “Don’t make like a tree and leave!”
Nikolaus let out a deep sigh. “Do you have any idea what torments lie in the Underworld for those who torture the mortal realm with such puns?”
“Nope, but I’m guessing they’re . . . unbe-leaf-able.”




Chapter Forty-Five: Where’s Wyatt?

“You know, when I asked for help getting to Jersey, this really wasn’t what I had in mind.”
Nikolaus handed me my ticket then started walking toward the bus. “I’m a fury, not a taxi. Besides, how often do I get to sightsee?”
I ended up crammed next to the world’s most fragrant toilet, surrounded by a flock of elderly people making their semi-annual migration to Atlantic City, while my bemused mythological tormentor stared out the window at passing traffic.
“Do you think Gary will wake up while we’re gone?” I asked once we finally saw signs for the Jersey shore.
“Unlikely. I think he’ll be hibernating for quite some time.”
“So . . . a few days?”
“I would be shocked if he woke up before the end of next year.”
“He’ll be stuck in a tree for that long? Are you serious?”
Fortunately, the other passengers were either preoccupied or hard of hearing, but I lowered my voice regardless.
I still had no idea how any of this dryad stuff worked. I’d figured it would be like someone recovering from a bad flu, with Gary laid up in bed for a few weeks at most. Maybe I should’ve been less flippant with him before I left. “Is he . . . aware?”
“Hard to say. I honestly don’t know how his demihuman physiology will react to being in his roots for the first time. I have noticed, however, that humans tend to pass out when confronted with the overwhelming. So, if I had to guess, I’d say he’s blissfully unconscious.”
Hopefully that was a good thing. Being out cold sounded way more preferable to being rooted to the same spot for a year. No way could that be fun.
Faced with that unpleasantness, it was probably time for a change of subject. “This isn’t just a side quest, you know. It’s important to my trials.”
“Mmmhmm, I get it. Rescue your father so you can focus,” Nikolaus said, now staring out the window.
“Well not just that, I think I might need to kiss him—”
“What?” Niko spun toward me, eyes wide and fully paying attention now. “Don’t get your legends crossed, hero. My sisters handled that sort of thing with Oedipus and, believe me, it was even weirder than you might think.”
I shook my head. “I meant on the forehead or maybe the cheek.”
“Oh.”
“What did you think I meant?”
“Um . . . nothing.”
Nope. Not going to ask again. Don’t want to know. “Look, I’m sixteen. I realize I have no idea what true love even means . . . except when it comes to my dad. He’s always been there for me. So maybe that means he counts as—”
“I’m fairly certain it doesn’t, at least by god standards.”
I opened my mouth to reply, however, that rabbit hole would have to wait, as we pulled into our stop and had to make our way out to the relatively deserted street waiting for us.
I’d been down to the Jersey shore a few times with my father, but it had always been during the summer. Comparatively speaking, the stretch of boardwalk before us looked practically abandoned. Fortunately, empty or not, quite a bit was still open despite it being the off season.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Are you certain that’s the place where your vampire wanted to meet?” Nikolaus asked as we passed some shuttered ride attractions.
“You heard the guy at the gas station. Best skee-ball in town.”
I caught a whiff of dough and marinara a few doors down from the aquarium. Maybe I should’ve told Wyatt to text me the address once he got there. Not that it would do me any good now being that I’d stowed my phone in the van prior to fighting Ash and stupidly hadn’t bothered to retrieve it before hopping on a bus with a fury.
Oh well, no use crying over spilled milk. Might as well grab a slice or two before heading over to the arcade and hoping for the best.
We scarfed some greasy pizza then soon found ourselves surrounded by the flashing lights, beeping noises, and general overblown atmosphere that defined an arcade. A few teenagers playing hooky milled around the claw machines, trying to win some Nintendo game system—don’t they know those things are a rip-off—while we went straight for the rows of skee-ball in the back.
“It’s midday, not exactly a time when I’d expect to find vampires milling about,” Nikolaus remarked.
“They’re open until ten pm, more than late enough for vamp hours. This just gives us a bit of time to kill.”
“You didn’t plan this out at all, did you?”
“Shut up and hand me a token.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
We proceeded to waste time until sunset. Nikolaus had initially hemmed and hawed at joining me until he discovered a giant stuffed cobra with googly eyes behind the prize desk. Soon he was calculating the most statistically probable way to get the sixty-thousand tickets he needed.
“Do I want to know where you got all that cash?” I asked, watching him feed bills into the machine to fill up his game-card yet again.
“I work for the ruler of the Underworld. We get a generous per diem.”
“So you get paid to torment me? Sounds like I’m in the wrong business.”
“Sad, but true. Being a hero, alas, does not guarantee a steady paycheck. Although I’d be happy to turn a blind eye if you ever decide to loot the bodies of your fallen foes.”
“I’ll keep that in mind, Moneybags.”
He shrugged. “As you like to point out, times have changed. I’ve been in the mortal realm for roughly seventeen years and in that time I’ve—”
“Is that when you broke my mother out of prison?”
Silence hung in the air as my words hit home. I’d been waiting for a good time to bring it up, not a Pavlovian response to him mentioning a timeframe, but I couldn’t shove that genie back in the bottle. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to see it. It was a total invasion of your privacy, but I did. So, can we maybe talk about it?”
Nikolaus gritted his teeth for a moment . . . then proceeded to ignore me. “Watch this. If I can land the coin just right, I can win ten thousand tickets instantly.” He grinned, doing a poor job of playing stupid. “And these machines aren’t even warded!”
“Hey! We need to talk about this. I finally know what I am, but I need more.” I might as well have been talking to myself, though, as he started furiously dumping credits into the machine until he finally waved his hands and the coins inside started to glow. “Are you cheating?”
“You are a hero and thus bound by the hero’s code,” he replied. “I, on the other hand, am not.”
“Fine. Who cares? Win your prize, but we really need to talk about my mother, aka the kushtaka you—mmmph!”
Nikolaus slapped a hand over my mouth, his eyes opening wide. “Do not say their name aloud.”
He began to look all around the arcade for some reason. I was about to tell him he was being silly when his face suddenly grew pale.
“What’s wrong?”
He pointed and I followed his finger toward the prize counter where a bored employee was busy playing on his phone.
“Really? You’re afraid of Doug the assistant manager?”
Nikolaus shook his head. “Look closer,” he whispered.
I tried to act nonchalant as I studied the guy doing his damnedest to ignore us. He seemed like a standard run-of-the mill teenager with greasy hair and a terrible complexion.
I started to say as much when I noticed the prize wall behind him. There were game systems, lava lamps, and the standard stuffed animals that every arcade seemed to love—most of them poorly designed rip-offs of copyrighted characters. However, one among them stood out, right next to the cobra Nikolaus coveted—a black otter with gleaming red eyes.
Worst of all, I was certain it hadn’t been there earlier.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“You think it’s a coincidence?” I asked as we ducked out of the arcade and into the cold night air.
“No.”
“I was afraid you’d say that.”
The boardwalk remained mostly empty thanks to dark skies and the cold breeze blowing off the ocean. Sadly, there were still enough people around to have me worried about collateral damage. Time for the tried and true Jessie Flores solution—running. “This way!” I said, turning down an alleyway between buildings
Damnit! There was a fence with a locked gate that read Employees Only, but that was a minor issue for someone with super strength. One swift kick and we were through, running through the darkness and—
Make that skidding to a halt in the darkness as red eyes flashed in the night. Grrr! Stupid, Jessie! I should’ve known better. Nothing good ever happened in an alley.
“Surprise!”
Surprise?
Three death otters skittered out of the shadows, but that wasn’t the weirdest part. No, the fact that one of them grasped a bunch of balloons while another held out a Krispy Kreme box was the thing that had my sanity grasping for straws.
What the—?
The one in the middle, taller than the rest, stepped forward, his whiskers twitching. “You like Dís-One’s surprise, yes?”
I wanted so badly to be witty, but only managed a chipmunk noise in response
Dís-One sniffed the air, looking rather huffy for an otter. “Who was the man with you? Dís-One does not approve.”
“Oh, you don’t approve? Wait . . . was with me?” I glanced back to find, sure enough, Nikolaus had pulled his disappearing act, leaving me high and dry. Typical.
Dís-One offered a donut to me with both paws.
“Give me that!” I snapped, grabbing it and taking a bite. Freaking furies! Grr, he made me so . . . furious!
“Wanted to surprise Jessie, yes!”
“Congratulations. I’m surprised,” I deadpanned. “Now, what are you doing here?”
“Another donut?”
“Dís-One!”
“You called us. We heard.”
The trio of kushtaka scurried to one side of the alley, revealing an inky puddle oozing from a leaky pipe. One swan-dived into what couldn’t have been more than an inch of water and instantly disappeared, leaving the balloons to fly free.
Dís-One grinned at me. “Come with us. We have another surprise for you!”
I looked at the puddle. No way. There was no chance of me doing anything but getting my shoes wet in that thing . . . even if I am a. . . “I can’t—”
Dís-One took my hand in his paw and I felt a shiver run all the way down my spine. He pointed to the puddle and then back to me. “All waters are connected. Let me take you to the surprise.” Talk about creepy. He might as well have been driving a van labeled free candy. “Come. You will like it. So tasty.”
He dove into the puddle, dragging me down after him. You wouldn’t think an otter would have that much leverage, but you’d be wrong.
For a moment I felt stretched like so much taffy, similar to how it had felt when Yush had transported us—except wetter. I broke through the surface of frigid water then put my feet down, finding the bottom, but I couldn’t get my bearings in the oppressive darkness. At least not until I saw red.
Eyes. So many red eyes!
At least they were enough to guide me as I waded to shore. As I emerged, the water instantly sloughed off my skin and clothes, leaving me perfectly dry and infinitely weirded out.
This wasn’t my first rodeo in a cave full of death otters, though. It’s not like I couldn’t sing another rousing chorus dedicated to toast. I’d already been marked, what more could Dís-One or his buddies—?
That thought trailed off as I trudged further onto land, letting my hair flare up just enough to provide me with some illumination. Then I stopped dead in my tracks at what I saw before me. “Is that an arm?”
The kushtaka looked up from its meal and cheerfully sang, “Vampire arms, the snack that grows back!”
Another one stepped into the circle of light cast by my hair, carrying a familiar hat in its teeth. Oh my God!
“Give me that,” I snapped, grabbing it from the evil critter. Please be made in China. Except it wasn’t. This Civil War cap appeared to be the real deal.
My hair burst into full Phoenix Force mode. “Where’s Wyatt?”
The two otters squeaked in panic and then scuttled into the water, the first one dropping the arm it had been eating. The glow around me intensified, illuminating more of the cave and the fact that something lay further in it.
I followed the trail of red eyes until I saw what could only be described as an altar made out of random tchotchkes. Cherub figurines, broken lava lamps, plastic dinosaurs, you name it—all of it caked in dried blood. As I approached, I heard the otters singing a song. It sounded like Nearer, My God, to Thee, but God had nothing to do with what I saw next.
Wyatt, most of him anyway, lay tethered to the mountain of crap by thick orange chains. His left arm was missing, along with one of his legs below the knee, and it looked like several hefty bites had been taken out of his stomach. His clothing had been shredded and then braided into rows of what looked like friendship bracelets.
It only got more horrific from there. His face had been slathered in grease paint, making him look like an extra from the Rocky Horror Picture Show. Another otter stood alongside him, holding his flask, alternating taking a sip and then pouring some down the dazed vampire’s throat.
As I stepped up, it held out the flask to me. My response came in the form of an uppercut, knocking the nasty hell spawn away.
“Wyatt! Oh my God! What did they do to you?” Heck, how was he even here? He was supposed to be protected from them by those freaky special tattoos of his.
None of that really mattered, though. I yanked at his chains as more kushtaka began to close in, all of them singing that same melody.
“Such a nice song, yes?” Dís-One said, stepping ahead of the pack, larger than most of them by a good head. “We took it from him but worry not. He has plenty more.”
“Why is he here?”
“Do you like my surprise? We softened him up so you can gobble the rest! And we made it hurt. Extra pain . . . so delicious.”
I narrowed my eyes then decided to skip straight to Jessie-smash mode, kicking and punching at the altar until I’d knocked enough crap free to slide Wyatt out of his bonds.
“Can you hear me, Wyatt?” He blinked then spat out some blood, but his gaze remained fixed. “Come on! Wake up!”
“Oh, you prefer your food lively? Me too.” Dís-One slinked to the other side of the altar, clapping excitedly. “A good surprise it is, yes?”
“No, it is not a good surprise!” I barked. Dís-One recoiled, looking confused. “Why are you doing this to my friend?”
“Because . . . he’s so tasty, so full of pain. And you were good enough to give him to us.”
“Wait, me? I never—”
Dís-One pointed to the tattoos on Wyatt’s side. Four lines of unmarked skin cut through them, breaking them up, as if something had raked its claws over his flesh before letting it heal over.
“Did you?” Wait . . . claws.
“Yes,” Dís-One said, as if reading my mind. “You opened him for us. Heard our song, made him ours.”
“No! I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I—” But I was wrong. Recent memories unbidden and unwanted flooded my brain. I remembered Wyatt biting his wrist, then offering it to me before his fangs slid into my neck.
It was only now, though, that I realized there was more. Overwhelmed by what he’d been doing to me, the claws on my left hand had extended. My fingers slipped under his shirt, almost of their own accord, where they slashed through his tattoos, ruining whatever magic they offered. He’d healed so quickly that by the time we’d come to our senses, he hadn’t even realized what I’d done.
This is all my fault. I let Dís-One into my head, into my memories, allowed him to influence me. Wyatt, had tried to save me, and in turn I’d fed upon him just like I’d done with Dionaea and Nikolaus.
In my disgust at what I’d become, I let Wyatt slip out of my grasp, dropping him to the ground where he curled up into a fetal position, whispering, “Make it stop” over and over again.
“Saved him for you,” Dís-One said. “A fine feast he shall be. So much pain and suffering”
“No!” I didn’t know what was worse: my anger or the fact that my stomach picked that moment to growl. Wyatt’s whispered cries, they broke my heart, but they also made me salivate.
What the hell is wrong with me?! I need to make it stop. But how? All of this, it’s just insane.
So . . . maybe the only way to stop it was to embrace the crazy.
As the kushtaka scampered around me, I stood up and faced Dís-One. “I don’t want him.”
“No?”
“No. I want . . . takeout!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
The gathered kushtaka chittered among themselves, most of them seemingly offended by me turning my nose up at their surprise, with a few offering opinions on where we might find takeout down here.
Finally, Dís-One let out the otter equivalent of a sigh. “Come. We need to talk, soulmate to soulmate.” He grabbed a cushion from the trash altar and plopped it down beside him.
“I’m not—” He patted the cushion. The small army circling us convinced me to have a seat, but I kept my distance. “We’re not soulmates,” I said, hoping I sounded more adamant than I felt.
“No? What else do you call it when two souls connect on the deepest possible level? Your memories are mine now, Jessie, yes. I am a part of you.”
“You should have bought me dinner first.” Realizing my poor choice of words, I held up my hands. “Never mind. I meant, I just want to leave here in one piece with my friend.”
Dís-One clutched his chest. “Dís-One would never hurt you . . . unless you asked him to. As for that one—” He gestured toward Wyatt, his eyes darkening. “Dís-One thinks your heart will change when you know what I do.”
“I don’t need any more of your tricks or lies!”
Dís-One looked hurt. “Have I ever lied to you?”
“Oh? What about when I sang for you? You didn’t tell me you’d be in my memories.”
“You did not ask.”
He kind of had me there. “Fine, you have one minute. Talk fast.”
“That one,” Dís-One said with a sneer, “means to betray you and your den father, too.”
“Den father? You mean my dad? I-I don’t believe you.”
“Show you, Dís-One will.” He grabbed my hand with one paw, then flopped his tail onto Wyatt’s agonized face.
Immediately the world began to spin around me.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So, you’ve actually befriended an Icon?”
I didn’t recognize the woman’s voice, but the cold mocking tone as she whispered in my ear made me long for the relative warmth of Ash. “Impressive. Tell me everything, my darling boy.”
Don’t do it, Wyatt, I cried out in my head, but it seemed he had no choice in the matter. Vampires had that compulsion thing, after all. The thing was, I couldn’t tell whether I—he—was acting of his own free will or not.
“Not the Icon, a false Icon,” came the familiar drawl, as if spoken by my own vocal chords. “Not quite sure the difference, but I reckon she’ll be more useful on our side than against us.” My eyes opened to find a naughty librarian staring back at me. Her raven black hair done up in a tight bun, perfect skin, and fit body squeezed into a business suit made me immediately question that I’d ever had any chance with Wyatt.
So this was his ex? The only flaw, so far as I could tell, was the steely glint in her eyes.
She tapped her manicured nails against my chest. “Bring her to me. Tell her I have her father, safe and sound, and ready to go home.”
“Please, Calibra. She’s just a kid, and Viktor—”
“THAT WASN’T A REQUEST!!” The words sounded like a whisper on her lips but thundered in my head like cannon fire. All at once I understood. No one could resist a command like that.
There was no way I could trust Wyatt anymore. But that wasn’t the worst of it. No, the worst was once again having the hope of seeing my father plucked away.
A shadow beside me shimmered into the form of an otter. “See, Jessie? This vampire is the liar. Devour him and take his strength, then we save your den father together, yes.”
Was it wrong that I was tempted? Yeah, I could see that he didn’t have a choice but—
All at once, the vision before me shifted. Everything went all blurry, as if I were looking through a distorted lens. Then, almost as if superimposed on the scene before me, another Wyatt appeared—this one banging against an invisible wall.
Wait. If I was here in his memory, then what the hell was that?
“Help me!” the other Wyatt cried.
How? Next to me, Dís-One blinked rapidly, an expression of confusion etched onto his otter face.
“Help me!” Wyatt repeated, sounding desperate.
So, I did the only thing I could think of, I reached out—not with the memory body I currently possessed, but with my mind—and grabbed hold of him.
Whatever I did seemed to work, for the world shifted around me once again.
Too bad it was for the worse.




Chapter Forty-Six: When in Doubt, It Gets Worse

Pain . . . blinding . . . searing pain. My flesh bubbled and burned as I lay there strapped down, screaming in Wyatt’s voice until my vocal cords became raw. Every time I thought there would be a respite, an end to the torture, the ray of sunlight would shift to a different section of my bare skin, setting it ablaze.
“Interesting. This is our three-hundredth-and-forty-seventh attempt at purification. I don’t know what’s more surprising: the fact that you haven’t developed even the slightest tolerance for sunlight, or that you refuse to die.”
I squinted and saw the same naughty librarian, this time complete with glasses and clipboard. The torture ceiling finally closed, ending my agony, for now.
“I suppose no result is still a result.”
Great, not only was this chick interested in me—Wyatt—she had the supervillainess shtick down pat, complete with lab coat. I felt a furry paw press against my hand. I guess Dís-One had made his way into the secret bonus level as well.
“This is bad, very bad,” he hissed in my ear. “This is a sealed memory of the bad lady. Dís-One knows her.”
“Yeah, you saw her just a few seconds ago,” I thought back.
“No. Here, the glamours are thin. Dís-One sees her for what she really is. Not good!”
Before I could ask what the heck he was blathering about, the world got all shifty again. The walls shimmered but the scene didn’t change much.
“Should not be here . . . should not be here at all,” Dís-One whimpered, sounding close to panic. My body—Wyatt’s body—took a shuddering breath as the ceiling above us once again opened, letting the accursed sunlight in.
“Begin test three-hundred-and-forty-eight. I modified the concentration of the current mixture by eight percent. Let’s see if there is any change.”
“We shouldn’t be here!” Dís-One pleaded.
“Why?”
“You must see!”
The torture paused mid burn and I got to experience an actual out of body experience. I sat up, back in my body, save for the fact that I was translucent, then hopped off the torture table and joined Dís-One on the floor.
Myself again, I quite literally saw stars. Glowing sparkles surrounded Wyatt, ebbing and flowing as the sunlight scorched him. Holy Twilight, Batman!
Then I made the mistake of looking at his librarian friend. Unlike Wyatt, darkness enveloped her as if she stood in the middle of the void itself. In the next instant, her eyes began to glow and she turned to stare at me, despite this all being a memory. She snarled, baring fangs that made every vamp I’d seen so far look like a Chihuahua in comparison. Dís-One cried out as this creature of pure darkness lunged at us.
“Jessie!”
My heart skipped a beat and I screamed, clutching my chest as I found myself back in the kushtaka cave. The other otters had scattered, leaving me with Dís-One and a convulsing Wyatt. He foamed at the mouth, thrashing about, and then his eyes popped open, black as coals as they looked right through me.
“W-what . . . just happened?” I gasped.
Dís-One scrambled behind me and hid. What could possibly terrify a freaking death otter?
Here, back in the real world, it was hard to tell whether that librarian had actually been some kind of demon bitch from hell or was just a metaphor for all the pain Wyatt had obviously been in. One thing was certain, though—she knew about both me and my dad. No way could that be a good thing.
Wyatt ran his remaining hand over his face and shook his head. Maybe it was the light, but I could’ve sworn the stumps of his severed limbs were longer now. Uh oh. That was quite possibly the least of my worries as he turned my way and licked his lips, fangs out.
Instead of pouncing on me, however, he just continued to stare, as if he had no idea what to do next.
“Um, are you doing this?” I asked the kushtaka still cowering behind me.
“No.” Dís-One scuttled out from cover and poked Wyatt in the arm before scurrying back. He didn’t even flinch. “I think this vampire is broken.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Unsurprisingly, Dís-One suggested we finish off Wyatt while he was busy being broken. Needless to say, I ixnayed that notion. We went back and forth a bit, me emboldened by the fact that the little weasel was obviously freaked out until I finally threatened to drag him back into Wyatt’s head and this time let the bad lady get us both.
Amazingly, that did the trick. He chittered at his buddies and a short while later they returned with a cooler full of blood. No way am I asking questions about that. However, despite the sanguine redness being shoved under his nose, Wyatt continued to sit there all glassy-eyed and unresponsive. I finally had to resort to digging an old sippy cup out of the kushtaka altar and pouring the plasma down the vampire’s throat myself.
Jessie Flores, vampire caregiver. It had quite the ring to it.
“Blood should make vampire crazy, especially when this injured. Very strange, yes.” Dís-One poked Wyatt again, but he seemed content to sit there vacant eyed while I force fed him. One more poke and the death otter proclaimed, “Yes, this vampire is definitely broken.”
“Call me crazy, but he’s kinda acting more like a zombie right now. Do you think we somehow did this?”
“Blood drinkers often put up walls in their minds, yes. Eventually we break through. We always do. Usually they just run to another memory. Then we have fun playing hide and seek, but this is strange.”
“Ya think? His vampire girlfriend is a psycho hose-beast with an aura that feels like it’s made of concentrated evil.”
“Jessie is wise.” Dís-One scratched his chin. “We should run to another dimension and hide. Dís-One does not like this vampire’s friend at all.”
“Let me ask you a question. Was she actually able to see us in his memory? Because it seemed like—”
“Don’t know. Don’t want to know. Doubtful, but bad lady is tricky, trickier than Dís-One.” He spat on the Wyatt shaped vegetable sitting in front of us. “And that one told her about you. We should kill him. Then run and hide.”
“No on both counts. Wyatt is still my—” My what? Friend? I mean he betrayed me, didn’t he? But did he really have a choice in the matter? “He’s still my . . . associate.” Lame, Jessie! “Besides, that woman knows about my dad. Even if I run, he’s still in danger.”
“So?”
“So, he’s my father, and if you were truly my soulmate, as you claimed, then you would know I—”
Wyatt suddenly wheezed and sat bolt upright, his eyes fading back to their natural blue as he cried out, “We gotta do something to stop her!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Sorry to say this, Darlin’, but I done fucked up right and proper.”
I knelt on the ground next to Wyatt as he continued to drain the cooler. He was healing quickly now, fast enough that I could see his skin bubbling and growing. Eww.
Finally, he took one last gulp of blood and focused his eyes toward where Dís-One huddled. “You filthy varmint! I’m gonna skin you and turn you into a pair of slippers!”
Dís-One hissed back and I found myself stepping between them with a carefully timed hair flare. “Knock it off, both of you! We’ve got bigger problems than you two trying to kill each other.”
“They ate my goddamn arm!”
“Three times, but who’s counting?” Dís-One hissed before turning toward me. “This one has emotions for you that Dís-One doesn’t like! Also, he has a knife made to kill us. Very bad, yes!”
“I don’t give a damn,” I snapped at them both. “The only thing I care about is saving my dad, so you can either help me or get out of my fricking way.”
So, of course, just to make things better, in that same moment the fury mark began to glow on Wyatt’s neck. Seriously? Now?!
That wasn’t all, though.
There came the familiar whoosh of air, followed by a flap of wings as Nikolaus dropped down from out of nowhere onto the middle the altar, right where everyone could plainly see him.
“I cannot recommend this course of action, hero.” For the first time since I’d met him, Nikolaus appeared visibly shaken. “I saw the vision through your eyes and recognized that vile aura, as impossible as it may be.”
He stepped forward and grabbed hold of my arms, looking me in the eye. “The Mother of Nightmares has returned.”




Chapter Forty-Seven: Side Quest

Mother of. . .
“I don’t mean to sound batty, Darlin’, but is there a reason a U.S. Marshall just plopped down in the middle of this here cave?”
Dís-One, in the meantime, hissed and raced behind the altar of junk. “No dogs allowed here! Begone, foul beast!”
Dog? A U.S. Marshall? I narrowed my eyes at Nikolaus and dragged him close to me. “They can see you?”
“In a sense,” he whispered back. “We furies can cloud the minds of others, cause them to see us as objects of distaste, creatures they would sooner not associate with, as well as only hear what we wish them to hear. Although I must stress, we only utilize this ability when it is imperative we speak to a hero immediately.”
“Darlin’?”
I ignored Wyatt for the moment. “What am I supposed to tell them?”
Nikolaus shrugged. “I don’t know. Make something up.”
Well, that was . . . absolutely useless advice. Grr! Time to think fast.
I turned toward my other companions, both of whom seemed pretty riled up by the newcomer in their midst. What to say? “Um, it’s okay, guys. This is Nick.” Next to me, the fury raised one eyebrow. “He’s a . . . a friend.”
Brilliant, Jessie. Good thinking.
“A friend?”
“Friends with dog man?” Dís-One squeaked. “Dís-One doesn’t like that one bit.”
“He’s not a dog man or a U.S. Marshall.” Come on, think of something! “He’s a . . . minor spirit—”
“Minor spirit?” Nikolaus replied with a huff.
Argh! “Do . . . you . . . mind?”
“Sorry. Please continue.”
I turned back toward the others, putting on my best disarming smile. “A spirit that I met when I was up in Canada and . . . saved his life.”
“Oh, seriously now that’s—ouch!”
I silenced my fury with a kick to the shin. “Yeah. I saved him, and he agreed to owe me a favor . . . in case anything bad ever happened.”
Wyatt scratched his chin. “There ain’t been nothing but bad happening lately.”
“Really bad,” Nikolaus jumped in. “Extremely bad, in fact. Oh, and don’t mind my appearance. We . . . minor spirits conform to each person’s expectations.”
“Yeah,” I said. “He looks just like Billy Zabka to me.”
“Billy—” Dís-One started.
“Long story,” I interrupted. Time to steer this runaway train back on track before they asked too many questions. “Bottom line: he’s here to help us.”
“How?” Wyatt asked.
“You know how it goes. The plucky heroine bands together with a ragtag group to save the day, the day in this case being my dad.”
“You read too many comics, Darlin’, cause plucky or not, I ain’t working with that murdering swamp weasel.”
Dís-One hissed at him again. “Dís-One doesn’t like to play with his food, and I will not travel with the scary dog man.”
“There’s no reason to work or travel together, period,” bachelor number three said, leaning on his polearm. “Did you not hear a word I said? This is the Mother of Nightmares, a legend that was thought long dead and buried beneath the sands of time.”
“Who is—”
“Your friend,” I interrupted. “Calibra, I think you said her name was.”
Wyatt shook his head. “She’s not some nightmare queen, she’s a vamp like—”
“Not like you,” Dís-One snarled. He slithered to my side, planting himself firmly between me and Wyatt. “She has an aura of magic, vast magic. We saw it in your memories.”
I shoved the otter away, much to his chagrin. “He has a point. Something about her . . . just wasn’t right.”
“Vampires can’t do magic, okay?” Wyatt pushed himself upright to a leaning position, his leg almost fully regenerated. “It’s simply the way things work. But I do remember some of what she did to me. Enough anyway. She’s smart and strong, maybe even stronger than Lord Alexander, not that I got enough of a death wish to ask him to arm-wrassle. She knows things, stuff I ain’t got no explanation for, but I’m telling you, she ain’t a—”
“Look, I don’t care what she is. She knows who I am and who my dad is. That’s all I care about.”
“Listen, Darlin’—”
“Oh no, you don’t get to Darlin’ me here, cowboy! You’re the reason my dad’s in danger in the first place. Yeah, I get it, her whammy powers made you putty in her hands, but it doesn’t change the fact that he’s screwed because your ex puts the psycho into psycho ex-girlfriend.”
“She ain’t exactly my ex. It’s more of an on again, off again thing,” Wyatt admitted.
“She literally tortured you! Even Harley Quinn eventually walked away from the Joker.”
“Yeah, well, try breaking up with someone who can command you to do anything. It ain’t that easy. Look, forget about that. There’s more important matters at play.”
“Like what?”
“Like the fact that you’re right about at least some of it. She got in my head when I reached out to her. Made me forget a bunch of it, but I remember now. Torture has a way of clearing a fella’s mind. And I’m telling you, it’s taking every bit of my willpower to not hogtie you and drag you kicking and screaming to her.”
“No one ties up Jessie but Dís-One!”
I shook my head and glanced to Nikolaus, hoping maybe he had some guidance, but he was busy picking through the knickknacks of Dís-One’s altar. Maybe this plucky heroine needs to go it alone.
Time to get my head on straight. No matter what, this Calibra chick was still a vampire, right? And I had magic hair that burned vampires to a crisp. The solution: I just needed to get close enough and flame on. Barring that, I owned a magic axe that had cut through a godlike Meliae like she was a sapling, and there was no need to play games like there’d been with Ash.
My scars started to itch, those damn words etched into my arm. False Icon or not, I was still a vampire’s worst nightmare. This wasn’t just about saving my dad. Killing an ubervamp like her was part of my job description.
“Yeah, you talk tough, you sewer rat, but only because you stole my dagger. If I had it on me, I’d—”
In my introspection, I’d missed that Wyatt and Dís-One had started in with each other again. They looked ready to rumble, which certainly wouldn’t have ended well for Wyatt in his current condition.
“You will never see it again. Dís-One threw it away to rust at the bottom of the sea.”
“No you didn’t,” Nikolaus replied offhandedly, pointing toward a garden gnome cookie jar lying askew near the altar. “It’s in there.”
“You can see through gnomes?” I asked, pulling myself back to the here and now.
“I can see magical auras. There’s a small glow coming from inside.”
Dís-One clutched his paws and suddenly looked pensive. “Dís-One meant to say, was going to throw it away but got distracted, yes.”
Faster than I would have expected, Wyatt limped over, grabbed the gnome, and smashed it against the wall, retrieving his weapon. The blade glowed pale blue in his hands as he brandished it at the death otter.
Okay, enough of this. Maybe it was time to stop talking and start punching some sense into everyone. I stepped in front of Wyatt and stared him in the eyes, trying not to flinch at the weapon that I now knew was likely capable of killing me.
“Knock it off! Listen, I know you’ve been through a lot, and you’ve got another voice in your head trying to order you around, but I know what I need to do, and to do it, I need your help. Can you forget about revenge for right now and help me?”
The way he averted his eyes told me what his answer was. “Wish I could, Darlin’ . . . Jessie. I really do, but she’s too strong. I can’t help you fight her. The moment I see her, I’ll betray you. I know it in my heart.”
“I have a solution,” Dís-One said, sidling up to me. “Let me devour his memories, suck him dry. Then I can take his shape. Bad lady won’t expect that. Then we can kill her together.”
“You can do that?”
“Dís-One can take the form of anyone I devour, yes.”
I shuddered then quickly shook my head. “No one is devouring anyone! Here’s the deal, plain and simple. I’d like you all there with me, but I’ll do this alone if need be. My family is in danger and I can’t sit back and let that happen.”
Wyatt shook his head. “I already told you. I—”
“Can’t fight her. I understand that. All you have to do is get me in the door, that’s it. If she’s willing to listen to reason, great.”
“And if not, Darlin’?”
“Nick, a little help please.” I reached out with my hand.
Nikolaus, apparently understanding what I meant to do, swung his polearm in an arc, creating a swirling circle of light that hung mid-air. Through the portal I could see my room at stately Bates Manor, the same one where I’d stashed my sharp little friend before hopping on the bus to New Jersey.
Right on cue, Moolnir flew through the portal and into my hand.
“If not, I’ll say it again a little bit louder.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I didn’t want to risk saying too much in front of Wyatt, and I think he understood why. Suffice it to say, we had pretty much one chance to surprise this bitch and I didn’t care to waste it by acting stupidly.
With my powers back to full and my weapon strapped to my back, I liked our odds. Besides, I had like half a dozen prophesies counting on me, as well as trials to complete. I doubted destiny had gone through all this trouble just to let me die on some stupid side quest.
“Trust me,” I told him. “I have at least two secret weapons in my favor here, which is all I can say. Although, speaking of weapons, I’m going to need you to give the puppy blood knife to Nick for now.”
Wyatt shook his head. “I already told you. This knife never leaves my side. Those weren’t just pretty words. Besides, I don’t know this Marshall Nick from Adam.”
“Come with me,” I whispered, offering him an arm so I could help him hobble step out of otter earshot. My hair and his glowing knife lit the area around us in a strange mix of blues and reds.
“Listen to me. Even if we could find a way to break you free of her spell, you’re in no condition to fight.” It was the truth. His leg was mostly back to being functional, but his missing hand was just starting to regrow its fingers.
“You think I don’t know that? Problem is, you—”
“Can’t break you free? I get that, but it’s also why I can’t have you standing next to me with that knife, and I think you know why.”
He nodded, but then his eyes grew defiant again. “But what makes you think you can trust that flying Pinkerton over there?”
“I can’t say, and by that, I mean I literally can’t tell you. Just know that I trust him. H-he has a vested interest in me staying alive.”
“I’m not sure that’s good enough.”
I let out a sigh, wishing I could say more but knowing I couldn’t. “It’s going to have to be.” He opened his mouth to reply, but I put a finger over his lips. “Everyone has been telling me that I need to have faith in myself because that’s what Icons do. I’m beginning to understand what they mean by that. It’s not easy, but little by little, I’m learning to have faith. But I also realize it’s not enough for just me to believe in myself. I need others to as well. So I’m asking you to have a little faith in me. Can you do that?”
Time slowed to a crawl as it dawned on me that my finger was still touching his face. He didn’t seem inclined to pull away either. A heartbeat passed, then two, before Wyatt finally tucked the blade into his belt and slid his good hand over mine.
“Believe it or not, Jessie, I do have faith in you,” he whispered. The way his breath brushed against my skin sent tingles all the way up my arm. He eyed the inferno raging from my scalp and didn’t dare lean in any closer, but he did press his cheek against my trembling palm.
Damn it, magic hair, give it a rest.
The red glow dimmed, and he pulled me close, mind-meltingly close. Waves of confusing sensations slapped away any semblance of rational thoughts. Right and wrong, notions of Gary, all of it became fuzzy.
Just lean in a tad closer and . . . and. . .
Instead of a passionate embrace, Wyatt shifted at the last second and planted a gentle kiss on my forehead. “I’ve believed in you since the moment we met. Now if you say you need me to have a little bit more so that you can go and do something incredibly dumb, well then, I say let’s go do something dumb, Darlin’.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“Oh, joy. Another cave. How wonderful.”
“Not just a cave, Darlin’, the catacombs beneath the head office.”
I turned to face my merry band. Wyatt played tour guide while Dís-One skulked. Nikolaus brought up the rear, closing the portal he’d opened at Wyatt’s instruction.
“Head office? You mean—”
“Boston, or beneath it anyway. A long ways beneath it. According to Calibra, these caves were hollowed out centuries ago. The folks above don’t even know they exist, or at least nobody who’s ever found this place has lived to tell about it.”
“Of course the nightmare vamp has an evil lair.”
“Yeah, she does, but this ain’t it.”
Before I could ask what he meant by that, Dís-One lifted his nose and took a sniff. “Yes. Dís-One can sense it. So much pain and misery above us. Dís-One could feast until he bursts, yes.”
“I wouldn’t count on it, varmint. There’s a whole mess of misery up there, but there’s even more firepower. You wouldn’t make it six feet before being turned to Swiss cheese.”
“Are we going up?” I asked, hoping the answer was yes. After all, my father was there somewhere.
“Nope.”
“Then let’s not worry about it,” I replied, adding a silent for now. “You were saying?”
“I wasn’t saying, I was leading the way.” Wyatt started walking, taking a tunnel that seemed to slope downward. “This is only the entranceway, a place where she can come and go without anyone noticing. The real party is about a mile in this direction.”
We followed, the way eerily quiet in the dark tunnel. Thankfully Nikolaus conjured a floating ball of light to keep me from falling flat on my face, allowing me to conserve my strength until I needed—
Whoa! I glanced ahead and for a moment could have sworn Wyatt looked . . . transparent, as if he were no more than a ghost. For a split second he winked out, disappearing completely, but then I took another step, seeing the air shimmer around me, and realized I could once again see him just fine. “What happened?”
He turned back, one eyebrow raised. “Nothing. Just a lot of dirt and rocks.”
“No. Something just happened.”
“You’re correct, hero . . . I mean, Jessie,” Nikolaus said, a moment later. “We are no longer in Boston.”
“You going squirrely on us, Marshall?” Wyatt asked. “We’re right below—”
Nikolaus shook his head. “No. We are not. We’ve moved. We are now roughly two-thousand miles from where we started.”
“Two thousand miles?” Wyatt and I both replied.
“If I’m not mistaken, we are now somewhere below the city of Las Vegas.”
“What?!”
“Yes. We just stepped through a portal. A very powerful one. Powerful yet subtle.” He grinned. “Don’t feel bad. Unless you’re sensitive to these things, you’d never know it.”
“Dís-One doesn’t like this.”
“You don’t like it?” I replied. “I can’t be in Vegas. You do realize I’m not twenty-one, right?”
“We’re not in it, per se, so much as beneath it.” Nikolaus glanced at Wyatt. “You were saying something about her not possessing magic?”
For once, Wyatt seemed to have no comment, other than to shake his head. “Come on. It’s this way.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
We ended up in front of a dropoff that made Devil’s Hollow seem positively homey by comparison. An underlying stench of rot and decay surrounded us, although it was hard to tell if it was coming from below or from one of the many side chambers that emptied into this room, some of which appeared to be paved, like old sewer tunnels.
“Just once I’d like to face off against an ubervamp in the Bahamas.”
“It’s not too late to rethink this.” Once more Nikolaus remained the voice of annoying reason, eyeing the way down. “This is an adversary that should not be—”
“We don’t have a choice! The only chance we have is if she doesn’t know we’re coming for her.”
“Dís-One fears it may be too late.” He raised his nose again and sniffed. “Wards.”
I looked over at Wyatt, wondering if his insistence that magic wasn’t at play was genuine or something he’d been told to say. “Whatever. What’s done is done. Let’s get this over with. You ready, Dís-One?” The otter nodded, though his eyes were wide with fear. “Nick?” The fury, however, seemed hesitant. “Yoo-hoo, Nick. You with us?”
He nodded after a few seconds then said, “You two proceed down, please. I will meet you at the bottom with Jessie.”
Wyatt and Dís-One glanced my way, but I gave a little nod and shooed them. Both started down, albeit on opposite sides of the fissure.
Once they were out of sight, I turned to face my fury. “You do realize I can climb, too, right?”
“Yes, of course, but I wanted a moment of your time first.” He glanced down. “We should not have brought the vampire.”
“We already discussed this,” I replied. “If I show up without him, it’ll look like an invasion. If he’s there, though, it’ll seem like he’s just following orders, and maybe we can talk through this mess. And if not, I’ll bury Moolnir in her stupid face before she knows what hit her.”
“Very well. If you say so.”
“Good. Then let’s—”
“You should also understand that I’m here with you because the circumstances are so dire. This is . . . highly unusual. My duty is to guide and motivate you on your tasks set by the Earth Mother. I’m only here because if you die it will become somewhat more difficult to complete your tasks.”
“Somewhat more difficult?”
“Of course. Your obligations remain until completed, whether or not you inhabit this mortal coil.”
“That’s . . . kinda harsh.”
“My mother’s curses were the inspiration behind student loans. Harsh is her wheelhouse.”
Suddenly the murder cave didn’t seem so scary. “Well, I . . . appreciate your help in keeping me alive.”
“Just know that if we succeed in saving your father, you’ll be expected to be duly motivated for future tasks. Or at least that’s what I’ll be putting in my report.”
“Fair enough.” When all was said and done, I definitely owed my fury a double order of tot-chos on me.
A few seconds later found us at the bottom, the ground beneath my feet all lumpy and semi-solid. I made it a point not to ask what it might be, nor to touch anything with my bare hands.
“This is it,” Wyatt said, adding an air of finality to it all. “You sure you’re ready for this?”
“Nope, but let’s do it anyway.” I glanced Dís-One’s way, having already explained his part to him out of earshot of my bloodsucking friend.
The death otter grabbed my hand with his paw and looked deep into my eyes. “Dís-One will not fail you. Although if you still wish to eat the vampire—”
“Just get going!”
He pouted before slinking away and disappearing into the shadows. Next came Nikolaus turn, but when I went to look for him, he’d already done his Batman thing.
That left the two of us to walk into this trap. “Come on, cowboy, let’s get ’er done.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“So what do you think, Darlin’? Does it live up to supervillain standards?”
“Gotta be perfectly honest, I was hoping for a volcano lair. Is this really where you two hooked up?”
“Naw, normally we grabbed a hotel room. Hard to beat room service. We’d call the front desk and they’d send up some fella pulled off the street so we could. . . Yeah, you don’t wanna hear about that, do ya?”
“Not really.”
He pointed to a side shaft off the cave, one that was, of course, glowing in multiple hues. “That’s where we’ll find her then.”
I double checked the axe on my back and took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”
Before I could move, though, Wyatt grabbed hold of my wrist. “Just remember, Darlin’. She can make me say or do anything she wants. So, sorry in advance.”
What could I really say to that other than giving him a quick hug? Feelings, so many complicated feelings, could wait till later, but I needed one more moment with him, confusing as it could be. He held me tight and whispered one more heartbreaking “sorry” and then we moved forward.
The cave went deeper, and I soon realized the light was coming from the walls itself. They had shining symbols inlaid into them, the kind that made my scars itch. I’ve seen sigils like these before.
We followed the symbols until it opened up into a cavern straight out of Dr. Doom’s playbook. A structure that seemed to have been molded out of a single piece of stone lay across from us, but that was the least of the craziness. Circles of differing size and width, all of them surrounded by more symbols, were etched into the ground, some inlaid with gleaming metal. Strange gem-topped tiki torches lined the perimeter of the cave.
However, all of that was practically a vision of sanity compared to what floated off to one side. Why did I hope for a volcano? Whatever it was, it looked like a pool of freaking magma, red and bubbling, except that it was floating on its side in midair. Clearly gravity had taken a vacation.
That wasn’t all, though. I was no geologist, but wasn’t magma supposed to give off a lot of heat? Yet this place was nice and chilly, with none of us bursting into flames or anything.
A woman stepped out of the stone structure, Ms. Naughty Librarian herself. Apparently this was one evil lair with an appropriate dress code as she stood there in a sensible pantsuit with her dark hair in a tight bun.
She pushed her glasses up her nose then gave us a perfectly pleasant little smile. “Welcome, Jessie Flores. I’ve been expecting you. Please don’t mind the mess.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Wyatt took a protective step in front of me but I darted around him, feeling less than impressed. “Relax, I’ve got this,” I whispered before raising my voice. “The mess?”
She indicated the sideways pool of swirling death off to the side. “Another failure in a long string of them, I’m afraid. Don’t mind it. The breach will collapse on its own in a few days. There’s simply no recreating the original.”
“Um yeah,” I said, having no idea what she was talking about. “I can see how that might be a problem, Ms.—”
“No need to stand on ceremony, child. I have a lot of names, but my favorite little experiment there probably introduced me as Calibra, so that will do. You look like a bright girl, so I’m sure by now you’ve figured out that I’m much more than the sub-prefect of Boston—not that I expect that to be the case for long.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“The end times, child. They’ve begun, which means my time is near.” She raised one corner of her mouth in a half grin. “Although, just between you and me, even if that weren’t the case, I give it a month tops before Colin does something to screw it up. He’s got a disturbing obsession with the Freewill, as if that buffoon means anything for what is to come.”
My eyes opened wide. Did she just completely dismiss the ubervamp that everyone else has been talking about like some sort of Antichrist?
“I know what you’re thinking, but some prophesies are divined while others are simply created by those smart enough to understand the whims of history. I can assure you neither the Freewill nor the Icon, the real one that is, are of any consequence. You, on the other hand, interest me, if only for your sheer gall.”
“Gall?”
“Of course. You brought one of the Erinyes and a kushtaka with you as backup. That alone is impressive. You came here with a plan of attack, which I very much respect, but I’m not your enemy, girl. In fact, I was hoping perhaps we could do business together, a bit of bartering if you will.”
Can’t say I expected this. “Sure. Why don’t you have your people call my people,” I said, the snark just slipping out.
Before I could see whether or not that was the thing that was going to set her off, Wyatt intervened. “Don’t hurt her, Cal. She’s not—”
“Shh. Ladies are talking.” She said the words calmly enough, but Wyatt instantly clamped his mouth shut. Calibra then turned her attention back to me. “Walk with me, child. It’s okay. I don’t bite.”
At least she had the lame villain humor going for her. I inched forward, the big floating hell-pit casting a blood-red glow over everything. There was no way of telling how deep a sideways pool full of magical lava was, but my discount Spidey-sense practically screamed that it was deeper than I cared to find out.
Wyatt began to follow, but Calibra held up a hand. “Stay, boy.” He stopped right in front of the pool o’doom, looking like the stereotypical damsel in distress, in pretty much the last place I wanted him to be.
“This way.” Her smile widened as she gestured to a spot almost opposite of where Wyatt now stood.
“Okay. It looks like a wall.”
“Does it?” She waved her hand like some kind of undead Vanna White. The wall shimmered and a massive seam appeared, running from floor to ceiling. A cluster of sigils and runes emerged next, glowing bright white. Hmm. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said this almost looked like another one of Ash’s—
Calibra took a half step back before turning to face me. “So, would you prefer I get to the point or do you need a little banter first to put your mind at ease? Wyatt told me you were quite the little chatterbox. I suppose that’s cute in a way, but that’s our Wyatt, always willing to indulge a girl’s idiosyncrasies if it means he can—”
“Get to the point.”
“As you wish, Jessie. I can call you Jessie, can’t I? Unless, that is, you prefer Conqueror of Burp.” She let out a chuckle at the look on my face. “I didn’t think so. Anyway, I understand that your family is now part of my family, the one in Boston anyway. Your cousin, for instance. He’s a real go getter, equally popular with the men as well as the ladies. I must say, his bloodlust in the ring has translated nicely to this lifestyle.”
Stay cool, Jessie. She’s just trying to bait you.
“Imagine my delight at learning we have your uncle and father on the payroll, too. Why, if it weren’t for the fact the current hierarchy is about to be razed to the ground, I’d say give it another century or two and the Flores family would be running Boston.”
“What do you want from me?”
“As I said, for us to do business. Look, you must have heard it by now. The world is changing, and I’m not talking about global warming. The entire planet is about to be swallowed by glorious chaos and then be reborn in darkness. But before that happens, there’s going to be a lot of death and misery. I’m offering you and your family a chance to not only survive, but to ride it out in comfort. We’re talking one of those luxury doomsday vaults they talk about in the Wall Street Journal. Fully stocked, no sunlight, and every amenity known to modern man. Then, when it’s all over, a chance to start fresh, to make your own destiny in a new world where you can make your own rules. How does that sound?”
I let it sink in for a moment. “Why . . . would you offer me that?”
She did the Vanna wave again, pointing to the magic stone wall. “Quid pro quo, of course. I happen to be acquaintances with a bitter but rather useful head of sentient lettuce, and she let it slip that you have a weapon that can crack ancient Meliae wards such as this one.”
Sentient lettuce? “Wait a second—”
“Yes. The one you call Cos Ensalada freelances for me from time to time. Quite the mercenary, that one. Will sell her services to the highest bidder. I dare say, it’s an attitude that will get her killed one day, but for now she’s useful. Enough about her, though. You’re of far greater interest to me.”
“Because of that barrier?”
“Exactly, child. It’s quite simple, really. I will ensure your family’s safety and in return you will ensure the same for mine.”
“Your family?”
“Yes. I want you to use that delightful blade of yours to help set my children free.”




Chapter Forty-Eight: Jessie’s Choice

“So, you need my help?”
“Need is such a strong word, but it would be convenient. I know a bit about Meliae magic, thus I’m certain I can punch through this myself, but it would likely take weeks, perhaps months. If the portents are to be believed, that’s time I cannot afford to waste, especially with the speed at which current events are unfolding.”
I moved closer, surveying the symbols as if that was gonna help. Nope, still ancient Greek to me. The stone felt cold, solid, and utterly unmovable. “The Meliae did this?”
“Obviously.”
“Why?”
“Because I asked them to.”
What? I tried to hide my surprise. As far as I was aware, the Meliae had mostly remained hidden from our world, at least until recently. Yet this Calibra person was claiming firsthand knowledge of them. I traced one of the symbols, my hand coming away dirty—definitely not a recent addition. “When?”
“A long time ago. Far longer than you can imagine.”
How old was this chick? I remembered what Nikolaus had called her—the Mother of Nightmares. That didn’t seem like the sort of nickname you gave someone who was merely annoying. At the same time, something was . . . off about this.
I turned toward where Calibra waited, her hands clasped behind her back like she had all the time in the world. “I don’t buy it. You’re telling me you asked the Meliae to seal this place, what, hundreds of years ago?”
“Thousands.”
“Fine. Thousands of years ago . . . beneath Las Vegas? I’m no history nerd, but that doesn’t even remotely add up.”
Calibra chuckled in that now familiar I’m so ancient and powerful way. “You’re brighter than I gave you credit for. No. The Meliae did not make an ancient excursion to the city of sin, or at least this city of sin. The original incantation happened thousands of miles away, creating a web of interconnected seals across the world, across hundreds of egresses. Each reinforces the rest, but take one down and they all collapse.”
“So why here, and what’s down there?”
She got a wistful look in her eyes, for a moment anyway. “Both the past and the future.” Before I could ask anything else, she held up a hand. “I know what you’re thinking, girl. I can see it in your eyes. You’re debating whether you’re about to be complicit in releasing some great evil upon the world.”
That . . . was actually a really good guess.
“The answer isn’t that simple, though. Good and evil are outmoded concepts, entirely subjective and mostly pointless to debate. My advice is to ignore the philosophy and focus instead on the reality. I’m offering to protect the people you love. That’s real. Why risk an opportunity like that over unknowns and what ifs?”
“And if I say no?”
Again with the damn chuckle. “It’s simple. You will have condemned yourself and those counting on you most.” She motioned to the still frozen Wyatt. “And will have done nothing more than delay the inevitable.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Save my family, but risk letting something potentially horrible out into the world? Even as I considered it, I saw the fury mark glow on Wyatt’s neck. I was having non-heroic thoughts and apparently Nikolaus knew it.
“Don’t let that silliness sway you, by the way,” Calibra said, glancing at Wyatt. “The Erinyes are disturbingly predictable in how they react.”
“You can see it?”
Her eyes flashed black, far darker than a normal vampire’s. “I can see many things, child.”
Wait. If Nikolaus knew I was debating Calibra’s offer, maybe he could sense the opposite too. If you can hear this, save Wyatt. Make sure he’s safe and I’ll be the hero you need me to be.
“So, what do you say, Jessie? Will you take what’s behind door number one or —” She let the threat hang in the air until I felt it weighing down on my shoulders.
I stepped away from the wall and slid Moolnir from its harness. Calibra’s eyes lit up as the runes on the blade began to glow. She claimed she saw a lot, but I doubted she could sense the rage which flowed from the axe into my body, reminding me of what I’d already decided.
For her, this was a true or false exam. Either do what she wanted or suffer the consequences, but in her arrogance she’d forgotten there was a third choice: turn her to dust where she stood and then go save my family.
“I say . . . go to Hell!”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
There was no telegraphing on my part, no hesitation. I swung Moolnir in a perfect arc, one designed to bisect this evil witch where she stood, putting everything I had into it—more than enough to split every end on her prissy head.
Except I hit nothing but the rocky ground. What the?
Either I’d missed or Calibra had somehow sidestepped so quickly I hadn’t even seen her move. Fine. Once more with feeling.
Putting even more speed into it, I swung at her and . . . she caught my arm by the wrist, holding me mid-swing, Moolnir’s blade just inches from her face, as if I had all the strength of a kitten.
I tried to pull free but remained stuck in her grasp.
“Foolish girl. I tried to be reasonable, but now you’ll do what I want anyway.”
“Like hell!” I cried, struggling to free myself from what felt more like a vise grip than her hand. “J-jokes on you. Moolnir only works for me.”
“Moolnir?”
“My axe.”
“You named it Moolnir? What a cataclysmically stupid name.”
Way to add insult to injury.
“Regardless, I know full well of its enchantment.” Calibra dragged me bodily over to the wall, her hand over my own. Oh crap! I’d seen this move before. Red Hulk had done the same thing, using Thor’s own grip to lift his hammer and pummel the thunder god in the face with it.
No way!
I willed my hair to ignite. Time to dust this bitch.
Except that didn’t happen. My hair whipped against her flesh, leaving vicious burn marks behind that healed almost instantly. She didn’t so much as flinch, though.
“You think you’re a hero,” she said, raising my arm against my will. “And against someone else you might even be, but you’re way out of your league here. I am like nothing you have ever faced.”
And with that, she slammed the blade of my axe into the barrier, causing spider web cracks to form on its surface. No!
I kicked out, catching Calibra in the gut and causing her to back off a step, releasing my arm and letting me pull Moolnir from the wall. Please don’t let that be enough to open it.
“I’d offer you my thanks.” Calibra’s hands began to glow red as power crackled all around her. “But why bother?”
Yup, she had magic, all right. Who’d a guessed it?
“No! Dís-One will not let you!”
The shadows in the room momentarily grew darker and then a large, weasel-shaped object darted out from between two rocks, straight at the witch-vamp, or whatever she was.
Yes! I never thought I’d root for a death otter, but right then I wished for nothing more than for him to make this monster into a four course dinner. Heck, maybe I’d even join him for a bite.
Ugh, what a disturbing thought. Oh well. I’d deal.
What I couldn’t deal with was Calibra turning toward Dís-One, her eyes aglow, and the otter stopping dead in his tracks. Had she compelled him, too?
“You know how this will end, kushtaka,” Calibra spat. “Your pelt will decorate my bedroom as so many of your brethren have before, and I will make it painfully slow. Decide now, rodent. Flee or face the might of Ib.”
Ib?
Dís-One eyes grew frightfully wide, his mouth agape, displaying none of his usual creepiness. Then, at last, he averted his gaze from us both. “Dís-One . . . sorry.” He turned tail and raced back into shadows, fleeing like a rat deserting the sinking ship.
“Where were we? Oh yes.” Calibra loosed her spell, unleashing hellfire my way.
The heat was like stepping foot onto the sun. It not only burned me, it burned through me, searing me to my very soul.
And then all at once it . . . stopped hurting?
The spikes on Lucien’s borrowed jacket all lit up like they were made of LEDs and then they literally sucked the spell into them . . . right before channeling its power into my body and hair, causing my locks to erupt like never before.
Guess I owed Gary’s dad a word of thanks after all, but maybe later. It was time to fight fire with more fire.
“Flame on,” I said as every inch of me exploded in light, from my hair to the tip of my toes. I didn’t know if this was what it was like to be a real Icon, but either way I not only dug it, I believed in it.
I believed in me!
This phoenix force was finally ready to fly, which meant it was time for this bitch to di. . . Urk!
Impossible! More power than I’d ever felt was flowing through me, but somehow Calibra caught me by the throat as if I were nothing. Her skin melted off her bones in front of my eyes, only to regrow and melt off again. Yet you’d have thought I was nothing more dangerous than a backyard sparkler.
“Aw? Didn’t expect that?” Calibra asked, her jaw burning and reforming as she spoke. “How about this then? Wyatt, be a good chap and throw yourself into the breach.”
I watched, helpless to act, as he turned toward the floating magma pit, but Calibra wasn’t done yet. She swung her arm like I weighed no more than a paper airplane, sending me flying toward the molten hell.
Time seemed to slow as I hurtled through the air. I opened my mouth to scream, but what good would that do? This was it. I’d underestimated Calibra, thought that my destiny had made me unbeatable, only to be proven dead wrong.
Or maybe not.
A whoosh of air buffeted me and then something caught hold of my arm, stopping me before I could hit the swirling hell and causing my shoulder to pop painfully.
“N-Nik—”
Somehow I sensed it was him, even though he no longer looked like a Billy Zabka wannabe. He had gaunt, gray skin and feathered bird legs ending in the largest talons I’d ever seen.
I wasn’t the only one in need of saving, though. Perhaps having heard my thoughts, Nikolaus turned and swooped over to where Wyatt was about to take a flying leap. He caught the vamp in his talons, like he was the world’s largest squirrel, just inches from the surface of the breach, as Calibra had called it.
Unfortunately, the power flowing through me was still on overload. I tried to rein it in, but my hair only burned brighter, the flames causing the feathers on Nikolaus’s legs and wings to ignite and—oh no—for Wyatt to catch fire, too.
The three of us hovered there burning, me desperately trying to turn my power off. Behind us, the room lit up a sickly green as Calibra gathered more energy around her, preparing to end this one way or the other.
How the hell could I stop her? She’d beaten us—me—in every conceivable way. Even if I could turn off my aura, her spell would tear us apart where we hovered. We—
Thankfully, Nikolaus was no mere plucked chicken. His polearm appeared in his free hand. Ignoring the pain of his bubbling skin, he began to spin it, cutting a portal open in the air before us so we could escape this—
Too late.
Calibra unleashed her spell and a blazing torrent of power cut through the air toward us.
At the last second, Nikolaus swung his weapon at the blast, trying to deflect it, but it was too strong—not only driving us back toward the breach but changing the course of his weapon so that the blade plunged straight into my chest, piercing my heart as the fires of hell consumed us whole.




Chapter Forty-Nine: Rude Awakening

Blackness. Cold, utter blackness. I wanted to cry out but how could I? I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe.
Was this the end?
The last thing I remembered was sinking into something, becoming one with that something. Where had I gone? Soon, there would be no me. There would be only whatever awaited me at the end of this—
No!
No matter how much it hurt, I had to fight. I had to keep going . . . for her.
“Hey, Gare-bear.”
I knew that voice, soft and sweet. The lips which pressed against mine were even softer, though.
“Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”
A rush of air filled my lungs at once and I ended up coughing worse than Aunt Phil after a morning run to buy more smokes. I cracked open my eyes and saw . . . boobs? And they were glowing. Whoa. I glanced further up, seeing raisin-colored eyes looking down at me.
“Dionaea?”
I blinked at how bright she looked. No, it wasn’t just her. Everything seemed too bright—her, the walls, even my bookcase.
My bookcase! Shit! Somehow I’d ended up back in my bedroom. I smelled the stench of weed. Guess Dad had left his door open again.
Dionaea shifted and lay next to me. She was so soft and her curves. . . No! This wasn’t right. Jessie was my girl. I just hoped she understood that any morning wood was purely accidental on my—
Wait. Something was not quite right.
I looked down at myself. My right hand looked normal enough, but lefty, the one pressed against—
“What the fuck happened to me, Dio?” Why was my arm covered in bark, and why did it end in a set of five wooden claws? I sat up, letting the blankets fall off me and . . .
Holy shit! When did I grow pecs? And where did my body hair go?
I shook my head, trying to take this in, seeing long, white locks in my periphery. Goddamn it! Guess I hadn’t lost the skunk look, but why was my hair so long? And when had it gotten this shiny? Did someone switch my conditioner while I was out?
“Just for the record, sugah,” Dionaea purred, “I kinda like the silver look, as well as everything else.”
“Everything else?”
She grinned. “Yep. It’s like you came out all fertilized and whatnot.”
All at once most of it came back to me—the battle against Ash, sinking into the tree, my roots, Nerium! Most, but not everything.
“Where’s Jessie?”
A vine slithered around my wooden arm and she brushed the hair out of my eyes. “You’ve been asleep for a while, sugah. Things have changed. I . . . wanted to make sure you woke up nice and comfortable.”
She definitely had, but still. “Where . . . is . . . Jessie?”
Dionaea let out a sad sigh. “Well, at least you’re already sitting down.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“You’re lying.”
They all were. There was no way Jessie could be dead, not in some stupid cave. She was too powerful. She had a destiny to fulfill.
Jessie wouldn’t have just run off and gotten herself killed while I couldn’t watch her back. The more I let the anger bubble up inside me, the more the old pain stabbed me right behind my eyes. Hello, old friend. It was time to grit my teeth and accept whatever the future had to show me.
No!
I fought back, managed to stay in the here and now. I needed to remain in the present for the time being. This was no time for blips. I had to see for myself, the so-called evidence that Dionaea and the others said proved she was gone.
The library looked like it’d been hit by a tornado, books scattered about and lightbulbs shattered. No one had dared clean up the mess, even the blood. A cascade of brownish red stained mom’s desk, what was left of it anyway, but that wasn’t what I was interested in.
“We left it for you,” Dionaea said softly from behind me. “Or your father did anyway. He wouldn’t let anyone in. His visions—”
“What did he see?” As if he even remembered.
That was a question for later, though. For now, I stared at the broken scythe blade jammed into the desktop. The rest of the polearm sat a few feet away, lying in a pool of dried blood. Scorch marks marred the floor between the pieces. Whatever had happened to it had been explosive, violent, but I was still far more intrigued by the other weapon in the room.
“Did he see how that ended up here?” I pointed toward where Jessie’s axe, Moolnir, was jammed into the floorboards, red and gold staining the wraps on the handle.
I choked down the lump in my throat. It was just an axe. It didn’t mean she was—
I turned to face my new shadows, Bella and Donna, Mary Jane and Boo. They kept their distance behind Dio, but wouldn’t stop staring at me like I was some sort of freak.
“Nerium,” Bella said. “You need to—”
“Don’t call me that!”
“Gary,” Dionaea corrected, giving the others a quick glare, “I know it’s hard to believe, but she’s gone. Your father saw it in his visions, and there are witnesses.”
I closed my eyes, willing a blip to finally take me, but nothing came. Usually all I had to do was think about Jessie and a vision of her would crash over me. I tried to dig deep, paging through my memories, but every time I tried to focus on her face, there would be nothing but darkness in my mind—an emptiness, like a movie fading out after the credits were finished.
My gut told me what this meant, but my gut could go fuck itself. Why had I ever let Aunt Phil experiment on her?
Who was I kidding? Why had I told her about Jessie to begin with?
“Witnesses?”
“Come on.” Dio led me out of the horror show that was our library and downstairs where I smelled both cigarettes and more potent smoke. Guess it was family fun time.
Sure enough, a moment later I got pounced by a hug. It felt weird looking down at the top of my aunt’s head, but that was to be expected, I guess. I’d already found out none of my clothes fit me anymore.
“I’m sorry about Jessie,” Phil said. Least she wasn’t sugarcoating anything. Who knows? Maybe she even meant it. “I know she was important to you, and waking up like—”
“I don’t believe it,” I snapped, putting it right out there in the open. “Did anyone see a body? Because if there is one thing I’ve learned from all those damned comics she made me read, no body equals not dead!”
She pulled away, staring for a moment too long at my freakish plant hand. “Gare. . . Come with me, Gary.”
Before I could follow her, though, a reedy hand grabbed hold of me. “Gary,” Dad said, looking just as fucked up as always, “I have a question, if I may.”
“What?”
“Is your bark . . . worse than your bite?” He snickered at his stupid joke, tempting me to punch his lights out, but then he grew serious, or at least as serious as he could. “I feel I should console you, son. After all, it’s not every day one’s girlfriend gets obliterated. Care for some molly?”
“Fuck off, Dad. Go babysit Mom or something.”
Everyone stared at me but I didn’t care. Mom being in a coma was the best news I’d gotten in ages. Apparently she’d fallen unconscious around the same time Ash had gotten blasted and hadn’t woken up since.
Aunt Phil stepped in, squeezed my hand, and whispered, “Let me know if you want me to smother her with a pillow.”
“I’d laugh, but I know you’re not kidding.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
I didn’t know what I was expecting, but it sure wasn’t being led to the pool. The moment the sun touched my skin, a warm glow rushed through me. I had to stop and marvel at it for a second. “Wow.”
“It’s normal, sugah,” Dio said from my other side. “Wait till summer and you’ll really feel it.”
Speaking of which, it seemed awfully warm for December. Not to mention there were buds on the trees and the pool cover was off. “How long was I out?”
“One thing at a time, sugah. We’ll get you all caught up, lickety-split. I promise.”
She was stalling, doing nothing more than making me angry, a good emotion to embrace as I stopped at the water’s edge. “What the hell is that thing doing here?”
A large red-eyed otter paddled around the overflow from the hot tub. Once it noticed us, it chattered and splashed to the bottom of the pool—not quite the soul sucking kushtaka behavior I remembered.
Dio slipped next to me, sliding one of her vines along my shoulder. “Try not to spook him. He’s not quite himself. Let’s just say he’s gone from trickster spirit to long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.”
What? One day I really needed to brush up on my southern idioms.
“You’ll have more luck talking to him.” Aunt Phil pointed to the man seated on a deck chair, watching the otter swim.
Of all the people I expected to see today, Harry Decker wasn’t among them, especially wearing cargo pants. It was a far cry from his usual tailored suits.
Wait a second. There was a weird glow surrounding him, something I didn’t recognize. Come to think of it, I didn’t remember him having scars on his face either. “Mr. Decker?”
He took off his sunglasses to reveal inhuman golden eyes. “My apologies, Nerium. My cells are still recuperating, so my ability to maintain a proper glamour is—”
“My name is—”
“Gary Bates, I know. Jessie spoke of you often. You were her motivation to keep on task,” the not-Harry person said.
“Who the hell are you?”
“My name is Nikolaus, Jessie’s . . . fury. I was with her when she passed from this world. I mourn her loss as do you. Indeed, we are all lesser with her gone.”
“Wait. She had a fury? Like an Erinyes? And, what, she just forgot to mention it? I don’t—”
“Couldn’t mention it. I wouldn’t allow her to. It’s a prerequisite of my service. Please know that I did everything I could to save her.”
“Really? Cause the way I see it, you’re standing here and she isn’t, which tells me you could have done more.”
Nikolaus rolled up his sleeves to reveal horrible burn scars. “Her powers fully manifested at the worst possible time. I held on as long as I could but my weapon slipped and I—”
That did it! The pain behind my eyes tripled, and I felt that same terrible sinking feeling whenever time was shifting away from me, taking me somewhere else.
Fucking blips.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
“I say . . . go to Hell.”
The words replayed over and over as I watched the battle play out. I saw the spell hit home, the burning fury, strange eldritch energy hanging in the air, and then Nikolaus’s falx, with its wicked sharp blade, stabbing Jessie in the chest. Why did that image have to be the one to repeat in slow motion? No matter how many times it did, the ending never changed. I watched the blade split, the light around her flare . . . and then she fell into the flames.
The vision collapsed around me and reality reasserted itself, leaving me feeling . . . fine, physically anyway. My nose wasn’t bleeding, and I didn’t pass out, which was a plus. However, I turned to see Dad convulsing on the ground. Huh. Usually it was me who got hit hard by a vision, not him. I shook off the last of the blip and yanked the drunken bastard to his feet.
Once up, his eyes cleared and he grabbed hold of me. “It’s all gone black again, Gary. Everything is black now. We’re all going to die.”
“Get a grip!” I shook him, probably harder than I should’ve. Water splashed over our feet and the otter skittered out of the pool.
“All will end, all will die!” it chittered, lacking any sense of menace. Instead, he scurried over to Nikolaus, tugging on his pants leg. “It hurts, it all hurts! Put Dís-One to sleep. Seer visions hurt Dís-One!”
The fury sighed and pulled a knife out of his pocket. Before I could so much as blink, he stabbed the kushtaka through the top of its head.
“Holy shit!”
“Sorry for the mess,” the fury said. “Dís-One has suffered an unusual trauma from our encounter with the Mother of Nightmares. This will let him rest.”
“You killed him!”
Dionaea shook her head. “No. He just knocked him out for a while. You see, sugah, the kushtaka are like us. Their souls can slip in and out of a physical body at will. Instead of hiding their roots, though, they hide their hearts. Only trouble is, this poor critter seems to have lost his in the fight. He keeps sending new bodies here, but each one is a little more addled than the last.”
“The Mother of Nightmare’s magic may have corrupted him permanently. As he at least attempted to stand by my hero’s side at the end, I feel honor bound to help him,” Nikolaus said with a sigh.
I met his eyes. “That falx in the library. It’s yours, isn’t it?”
“Was,” he corrected. “I knew she was powerful but never suspected she could shatter a god-forged weapon. Alas, my trip here was my last portal. With my blade destroyed, I’m bound to the mortal plane . . . not to mention I’ve been fired, too.”
Fired? That’s what he was worried about? “Yeah, well, Jessie’s still dead, so frankly, you can suck my wooden dick until you get splinters.” Before I could properly stomp away, though, he cleared his throat. “What now?”
“There is a small matter of Jessie’s debt.”
“Bill me, asshole.”
“It doesn’t work that way, sadly. Unless you or someone else completes her unfinished trials, then Jessie Flores’s soul will be tormented in Tartarus for all eternity.”
I felt a tug at my sleeve and looked down to find Boo holding that damned slip of paper. Her eyes said it all. “I’m sorry, Ner . . . bear, but we must finish what the Conqueror of Burp started. We need to save her soul!”
The list shimmered, revealing itself to me in perfect clarity. “Am I reading this right? I have to save Tokyo or Jessie rots in hell? How can I even do that? I’m just some . . . wannabe wizard.”
However, Dio shook her head. “Maybe not. You have to understand. You are so much more than you were before, and not just because you’re Nerium, the first silver man born in millennia. It’s because deep down you’re the Gary Bates who always knew he was destined for greatness.”
I tried to let her words sink in. At least until dad had to ruin the moment. “It doesn’t fucking matter who saves Tokyo. The world is ending. I thought I saved it by shagging your mother, but I’m starting to think that the other guy’s erection may have been more important.”
“Dad!”
Aunt Phil solved this dilemma by shoving Dad into the pool. “Listen to those of us who are sober, kid. Even if Lucy is right and we’re all fucked, that doesn’t mean we need to take it lying down. Hell, I for one am looking forward to kicking your mother’s ass again once she grows it back.”
I closed my eyes and thought about it, images of Jessie in eternal torment flashing before my eyes. Even if I couldn’t save her, maybe I could take some revenge on her part, starting with the vampires. That goddamned hick had died along with her, but I still owed him one. Who knows? Maybe I could solve some of these trials while taking it out on his whole fucking race.
When I looked down at the list again, I realized that “Experience True Love’s First Kiss” was among those crossed out. She never told me. That brought a sad smile to my face. For some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to say it, but in the end it had mattered to her as much as it had to me. You really did love me.
I turned toward the others. “Okay. Nine trials it is, then.”
“Nine?” Boo slipped in beside me and scratched her head. “I thought there was still ten. Guess I counted wrong.”
I put a hand on her head and ruffled her hair. “Guess you did, kiddo.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
A short while later found me standing alone, letting my body drink in the sunlight.
Nine trials. That seemed like a lot, but it was for Jessie. Who was I kidding? I’d take on a million challenges if it meant helping her.
I glanced down at my left hand, flexing my fist and watching the thorns covering the bark grow longer and sharper, feeling the toxins course through my veins at my command.
“How are you doing, sugah?”
“Just thinking about what comes next.”
Dionaea stepped up and wrapped a vine around me. “Anything I can do to help?”
I was about to tell her no, when I realized that wasn’t true. “Yeah, you can help me get stronger. Help me become strong enough to rip every vampire I see to pieces, and then maybe we’ll see what’s left after I’m through.”
“You sure about that?”
“I’m not Jessie. I don’t know about being a hero, but I wouldn’t say no to some payback while I’m working on her trials.” I considered this for a moment, whether that would make her happy. “Do you think she would want that?” I leaned against Dionaea, warring with the terrible thoughts in my head. “Or would she want me to be a—”
“I won’t lie to you, sugah. I hope you know that.” She rested her head on my shoulder, making it hard to focus. “The thing is, I don’t think we have much choice here. Nice ain’t gonna cut it no more. The world is going to hell in a handbasket. If you want to be a hero like her, I won’t talk you out of it. But if you want to survive, you’re gonna need to make some compromises.”
“What sort of compromises?”
“The kind that starts with me teaching you just how your magic really works.”




Epilogue: Days of Five Years Past

“Here we are, those lucky few who survived the Big Drain.”
Few being the operative word. Who would have ever thought the ex-girlfriend of the asshole who tried to steal my one true love would turn out to be the mother not only of vampires, but of magic itself? Fucking crazy shit, I tell you.
But she was long dead now, along with so many others. That was stuff best not said aloud, though, not in this crowd and not on this special night. “Everything has changed. I won’t lie. But powers or not, we should be grateful for our lives.”
That got the usual begrudging response. I mean, how else were mages supposed to react to their powers disappearing in the space of a single moment? We’d all fought—the bloodsuckers, the Magi, the Sasquatches, and a whole bunch of goddamned freaky rock monsters. And at the end, the Icon, the real one, and the ubervamp somehow managed to blow up the source of all magic in this world.
That’s how I ended up here, in a Knights of Columbus meeting room outside the reforested wasteland of Charlestown, Massachusetts, listening to former witches and wizards whine about having to clean their houses or take public transportation. Some of these assholes had been classmates of mine at Amherst, jerks who’d mocked me for my subpar abilities. Now look at them. Bunch of losers.
In an amusing twist, magic might’ve been gone from the world, but cash wasn’t. My bank account not only remained but had been nicely bolstered by investing in the former swampland near Logan Airport.
Now I got to sit at the head chair, looking like I gave a shit, all for a moment six months and several large checks in the making. After all, Calibra, the White Mother, had gotten blown up with the Source, and with the power gone, every vampire on Earth had suddenly reverted to their actual human age—not a pretty sight. The only regret I had was that Wyatt had died at the same time Jessie had. Too bad. I would’ve enjoyed watching him age until he died pissing himself. Hell, I would’ve paid to see that.
Unfortunately, the ubervamp who’d started this all had turned out to be some twenty-something jerk who didn’t even have the decency to die when all was said and done, but that was okay. I’d figured out a way to stick it to him anyway, a poetic up-yours to him and the Icon who’d taken Jessie’s rightful place.
“I miss teleportation. If I have to sit on the Blue Line one more time while they’re rebuilding State Street, I’m going to throw myself on the third rail,” one of the regulars whined, a Karen with a “may I speak to your manager” haircut. I made sure to mark it off on my mental drinking game. She’d been worth at least a dozen shots already this session.
“Yeah if we had our magic, downtown would’ve been rebuilt already, but instead I’m stuck waiting tables at—”
I let them blather on as I got up and wandered off to grab a different kind of drink than I wanted. At least this place had decent coffee. While mixing in some cream and sugar, I heard someone gasp from behind me.
“Oh my God. I know you!”
I turned to see a vaguely familiar face staring back at me. She had a red dye job along with half decent tits shoved in a too-tight dress. Not one of the regulars. Maybe someone from before?
“I’m Lindsey,” she said. “Lindsey Stallings. We went to high school together before it blew up. I’m here for the bloodsucker-anonymous support group. Don’t tell me you got bit, too.”
“Nuh-uh. Former Magi.” I hooked a thumb towards our room. What genius thought it was smart to schedule us both on the same night? “Nice to see someone from the old school.”
Her eyes opened wide, no doubt finally noticing my face, as well as the crutches. “Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to stare. Was it zombies?”
“Something like that. Good seeing you again, Lindsey.”
She must have also noticed my Rolex because she kept talking anyway. “Would you like to get coffee sometime? Hey, whatever happened to that skinny chick you used to hang out with, the one who thought she was some kind of Buffy wannabe. What was her name?”
“Jessie. She died a long time ago . . . vampires.”
“I knew it. She poked the bull and got the horns.”
Oh, there was a time when I’d have used her life force to water my front lawn, but the good times left when the magic dried up. Instead I smiled and whipped out my phone. “Give me your number. Maybe we can get together sometime . . . for coffee.” Heh, I didn’t have magic, but maybe I could still show her just how much I’d changed.
I couldn’t dwell on petty revenge, though, as right then my real prize stepped into the meeting hall.
Funny. In all my visions, I’d always pictured the Icon as some sort of superwoman, mightier than all the evil in the world. Instead of Wonder Woman, though, I beheld a slightly above average blonde wearing an off-the-rack pantsuit.
Time for my inoffensive face, my default mask. “You must be Sheila.”
She smiled. How sweet. “Mr. Bates?” I liked the way my name sounded on her lips. If she’d ever had the misfortune to run into Nerium, Prince of Poison, her reaction might not have been so cheery. “Yes, I’m Sheila McConnell. I am so happy to finally meet you. You’re the one who organized this group of survivors, aren’t you?”
“Why yes, yes I am.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Somehow I managed to summon enough patience to listen to the group recount their petty problems to this less-than Icon. I even did it without sneaking a hit off my flask. It helped to watch her squirm as she heard about the addictions, the divorces, and Patricia’s fucking issues dealing with mass transit. If I didn’t know better I’d have almost thought she cared about all these people whose lives she’d ruined.
Once it was all over, her cheery façade crumpled just a bit. “I see what you mean about Boston getting hit hard. Those people are really hurting. You didn’t tell them who I was, did you?”
“No. I notice you didn’t volunteer it either.”
“Sometimes it’s best to ease into that with a new group.”
I nodded, feigning good cheer. “Well, I know, and I wanted to tell you in person just how much it means to me that you’re trying to mend those bridges.”
“Really? You aren’t—?”
“Oh, I was mad, but that was a long time ago. Blind anger is what got us all in this mess to begin with. Blind anger and blind faith. But it’s a new world now, and I’m trying to help rebuild it. I owe it to my family.”
“Did they survive the Strange Days?”
Strange Days. Such a stupid name for what happened. No doubt someone in the media thought they were supremely clever with that.
I smiled while in my mind I twisted the knife. “My father did, but he’s in an institution now. Seers got hit hardest of all. Once forced to live totally in the here and now . . . well, he just couldn’t take it.”
“I’m sorry to hear it. Do you have anyone else?”
I shrugged. “My grandparents took the easy way out and killed themselves.”
She clutched a hand to her mouth. “Oh my God! I had no idea. I—”
I placed my remaining hand on her arm. “It’s okay. We all faced our own tragedies. What matters is how we move on. Speaking of which, can I impose on you a little more? I know of at least one more witch who’s dying to meet you.”
♦ ♦ ♦
 
We walked through the perpetual construction that made up the edge of the reforestation zone. A cult nutjob tried to hand us a flier telling us “Magic will return but only if you give your heart to the green god.”
I wonder how he’d feel if he knew I was related to a few.
I made sure we took the long way. She needed to see all the former residents now encased forever inside the trees. Talk about a zoning nightmare. City hall still couldn’t decide if they had human rights or could be cut down for new construction.
“So many people,” I murmured just loud enough to make Sheila cringe. “It’s a shame they couldn’t be saved.”
I enjoyed her misery up until we got to Mass General. I had a promise to keep, after all. Sheila raised an eyebrow as we headed for Oncology.
“You should know this means the world to me,” I said. “My aunt is all the sane family I have left, and she so wanted to meet you.”
Ah, my least favorite room in all of existence. All the money in the world couldn’t get a private room secluded enough to keep the stench of death out of the air. Same two pictures on the nightstand, same vase of silk flowers, and the same cranky husk in a turban staring out the window.
“Hey Aunt Phil, I brought a surprise for you.”
Phil sold it well, turning slowly so Sheila could get a good look at the bandages on her neck and the port on her shoulder. She tapped her throat until the little robot that had replaced her larynx could drone out, “So you’re the bitch who sentenced me to die? It’s a pleasure.”
“Without magic to mitigate the cancer, it took its toll,” I said softly, ever so pleasantly. It always worked best when you combined a voice like honey with words sharp as knives.
“Shortages of chemo, too, after most of Massachusetts got fucked,” Phil’s electronic voice box, the best money could buy, said. “You ever think about that when you were busy saving the world?”
Sheila’s eyes welled up with tears. It felt so good to see her get a taste of the pain she’d caused. I almost felt bad at figuring out her personal email and making sure she got only the most depressing Strange Days news or stacking her support group in New York with the worst of the worst, but it really was the long, subtle revenge that was the sweetest.
There wasn’t much left to my aunt these days, but she smiled her first genuine smile in a year as the former Icon ran out of the room sobbing.
I sat down in my usual spot next to her bed, while my aunt, as usual, gave my streaked hair the stink eye. “You know they sell dye for that, right?”
I pushed the silver strands out of my eyes. “Jess always liked it.”
“Jessie is gone, like I’m about to be.” She coughed and I heard the rattle in her chest. Even without my ability to read auras, I could tell she was fading fast. “Don’t give me that look, Gare-bear. We earned this.”
I shifted a little, feeling the straps on my shoulder and around my waist. We’d earned a lot. After a few more coughs, Phil got her robo-voice going again. “I’m selling the Worcester library to a collector in Amherst.”
“Why? You don’t need the money—”
“It’s not about the cash. This girl was asking about specific stuff—my old work on ley line amplification, all that portal info Niko gave us. She seemed real enthusiastic.”
I couldn’t help my eyes rolling as she turned to look at picture number one, her and the former fury kissing on a beach at sunset.
“Don’t look at me like that. Everyone else hooked up with a monster. Figured I’d try it out, too. At least the Big Drain sent him back home.”
I squeezed her hand, trying my best not to disturb the tubes and wires. “His home is hell. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll get to see him soon enough.” We both laughed a little until I said, “When you get there, apologize to Jessie for me. I never could find Cerberus to take him for a walk.”
“You have to admit, Tokyo was amazing. That’s where Niko and I—”
“Get some rest. I’ll check on you tomorrow. Love you.”
I started to leave, but Phil said, “That girl, the one buying my collection. She had fire in her eyes. I gave her your number. I think she’s planning something big.”
Too bad big probably amounted to nothing more than opening a bookstore, at least these days. “Stop trying to set me up. You’ll make my girl jealous.” I kissed her on the forehead and tried not to listen to the rattle when she breathed.
Sheila was already gone by the time I reached the lobby. Some fount of faith the real Icon turned out to be.
♦ ♦ ♦
 
Six Months Later
I stepped in through the front door of the estate. Jorgenson knew better than to make small talk, and Dís-One kept to his bed in the kitchen. I tossed him his ball a few times, but the otter seemed a bit off tonight. The Big Drain had made him a slightly smarter than average weasel and an excellent guard animal but had stripped him of his former menace.
I tossed him a sardine from the fridge, but even that didn’t lure him from his torpor. “I miss her too, furball. Hey, cheer up soon or I’m taking you to the vet.”
“Will you be having dinner in the third-floor greenhouse, sir?” Jorgenson asked.
“Of course. They’re waiting for me.”
It was time to strip off the façade of normalcy and get back to where I belonged. The new room on the third floor housed state of the art irrigation, climate control, and lighting. I made sure to run my hand over every specimen in every row. After all, each one of them deserved attention. Soil needed to be checked, fertilizer doled out, and of course I made sure to say hello.
But the true prize waited at the back—my own oasis, far away from managing my trust fund or studying botany. There, I found my bed and could strip away the suit and the trappings this stupid world had forced on me. First, I unhooked my prosthetic arm. Then I popped out the retainer and my glass eye. The makeup wiped off easily enough, and the prosthetic ear flopped into the sink.
“I know, Dio, I should have listened to you and focused on building a complete human body, but there was always so much to do.”
Dionaea never let me off the hook, but then again, she was always right. That’s why my true face was reserved for her.
I let my carbon fiber leg fall to the floor, stripping down to what remained of me, the half a man left when the magic went away.
“You don’t think I’m hideous, do you? You always loved me just the way I am.” I stood there for a moment longer before turning to her. “Oh, I’m being rude, aren’t I? You want some attention, too.”
I hobbled over to my personal shrine, the last place I cared about. Moolnir hung from its place of honor on the wall, flanked by the two most amazing women who’d ever lived. Jessie smiled on one side, the only picture I’d managed to get of her framed along with her list of trials. The photo might have been blurry, but her smile still made my heart flutter. “Don’t get jealous. You’re still my bae.”
I turned to the pedestal on the right. There, Dionaea rested in all her glory, multiple red tendrils trailing over her pot. “Ooh, you’ve grown a bit, haven’t you?”
I made sure to rub every leaf and kiss the top of each flytrap. “We’ll always be together. You, me, and your sisters, too.” One of the flytraps closed upon my fingers. I guess she wanted to come to bed tonight after all. “You taught me so very much, my love—”
I paused as I felt a shudder from deep inside, probably from where I was missing a lung. It wasn’t uncommon. I waited several seconds, except this time it didn’t pass—it only got worse. Soon, I trembled all over.
What the hell?
I barely managed to keep from tipping my precious Dio over as pain wracked me from hip to shoulder. No! This couldn’t be happening. I wasn’t ready. The doctors had managed to mostly put me together, stitched in enough missing parts for me to survive. They told me I had plenty of years left. I couldn’t be—
All at once, time seemed to shift around me. I felt everything freeze. In the moment it took for the clock to tick over to the next second, I moved ahead of the world, ending up in front of the house where I could see a car slamming into the front gate.
There came the sound of chattering from inside and a hissing little voice cried out, “She is near. My heart is near, yes!”
My eye socket burned and suddenly peripheral vision returned to my right side. I fell against the wall, gripping the axe for support as the pain overwhelmed me—and that’s when I saw it. Every rune on Moolnir lit up. It was only for the briefest of moments before it went dark again, but there was no way I’d imagined it.
What the hell was happening? Had magic just spontaneously returned?!
The blip hit me again, sending me sprawling to the ground. A heartbeat later and I heard a car crash into the gate, that hissing voice—distant but unmistakable—and horrific pain rushed through my body once more.
The runes on the axe glowed brightly for a second or two . . . then it fell dark once more.
The pain receded, along with the sight from my right eye, leaving me a heap on the floor, but there was no doubt about it. Somehow magic had come back, only to then promptly vanish again.
But that was impossible. The Source was gone. Destroyed along with Calibra.
I crawled to the wall and used my love’s plant stand to pull myself up. As I dragged myself upright, I caught sight of Jessie’s photo. The faintest of glows was still shining from under the frame. I blinked and it vanished, perhaps nothing more than a trick of the light.
Maybe it had all been nothing but a hallucination, or maybe a stroke. Certainly, there was no way magic had—
Except I immediately saw that wasn’t true. All seemed to be as it had been before the pulse, for lack of a better word, except for one tiny, insignificant thing.
“Give Cerberus his walkies” was now crossed off Jessie’s list.
THE END
Jessie Flores might return in
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I lost almost everything five years ago—my magic, my body, and the love of my life.
Now, on the cusp of winning it all back, I was in danger of losing something else precious to me: my mind.
“Is this, like, going to take long?” Donna asked for the umpteenth time, cell phone pressed to her ear as if it had been glued there. “Because I have a power lunch at noon with the R&D department from Khanian Enterprises and I really don’t want to be late.”
“Whatever, Karen,” Boo remarked from her other side.
“Fuck you, tweenzilla.” Donna turned my way. “Was it, like, really necessary to bring the flower child of the corn along?”
For gods’ sake, shut up! “For the last time, yes, yes it was,” I replied with the most measured tone I could muster.
“But why?”
“For starters, because she needs the experience. Secondly, because I’m in charge. I call the shots.” I narrowed my eyes at her, tasting the barest whiff of poison on my tongue. “Do you have a problem with that, my darling Donna Opuntia Nopales?”
She quickly averted her gaze. “No, Nerium.”
I let out a pained sigh, grinding my teeth together rather than losing it and possibly killing the entire human population in the lobby.
“I meant Gary!” she quickly corrected.
“Good job, genius,” Boo deadpanned, echoing my thoughts.
“That’s enough from both of you. Come on, the show’s about to start.”
I led the way inside, and the guards parted the crowd at the sight of the VIP badge pinned to my blazer. Unlike at least one of my current companions, they understood their place in life. I had power and they feared it.
Too bad the fools don’t know the half of it.
Not only was I wealthy enough to buy and sell them thousands of times over, but with magic finally back, I was so much more—more than these humans, more than the mages who thought me one of them, and more than these dryads who called me master.
But I wasn’t whole yet, nor would I ever be. Not with her gone. However, I was doing what I could to pick up the pieces of my life and mold them into something worth living for.
“Do we have to listen to all of this?” Boo whined from a step behind me. She’d developed quite the attitude in the years following the Big Drain. It was endearing . . . in short spurts anyway. “Why can’t we just march in there and talk to her?”
“As I’ve told you, Boo, I want to see what’s become of her, what she’s made of herself—the same way I was interested in the person you’ve become.” The staff held open the doors and welcomed us, but I paid them no mind, continuing to talk as if they weren’t even there . . . because in many ways, they weren’t. “It’s beneficial to know how an adversary adapts to life when stripped of their power. It says a lot about who they truly are.”
“So she’s our adversary now? I thought you know who ordered us to play nice.”
I gave the barest of shrugs at Donna’s question. “That remains to be seen.”
We were led inside the auditorium and directed toward the front. The walls, curtains, and stage were all lined with pictures of the woman we were here to see, along with myriad quotes from her. I supposed they were meant to be inspirational.
Power in organization.
Defeat clutter and reclaim your life.
Feng shui your way to a better you.
Above it all hung a banner emblazoned with a tiny Japanese woman holding a book like a shield and a duster as her katana, the title of her latest work, The Hotaru Method: A War on Clutter.
All of it made me almost reconsider what I’d told Boo. Did I really want to sit through an hour of listening to this pompous witch explaining the science of throwing out her garbage to the dim bulbs littering the audience behind me?
No, I most certainly did not, but I would. I’d endured far worse in the last five years. What was an hour of bored aggravation compared to surviving a broken heart and shattered body?
I sat down dead center, front row, with Boo and Donna taking their places alongside me. I’d had the foresight to purchase the seats directly behind us, too. The last thing I needed was to be distracted by some low-class reprobate kicking my seat and forcing me to end their life in a way most painful . . . even if that thought amused me.
At least Donna had the good graces to finally put away her iPhone. I could see it was going to take some time to deprogram her. Though she now remembered who she truly was, fragments from the life she’d built continued to dictate her actions.
However, I considered that might not be all bad. I was in need for a new director of acquisitions, and the skills she’d developed made her a potential candidate. That was, assuming she didn’t give me a reason to grind her into fertilizer first.
Speaking of those I might need to kill, the lights flashed in the auditorium, telling me we were about to begin.
Music began to play, an over-enthusiastic announcer spoke, and finally the curtains parted to reveal Lily Hotaru, darling of the morning talk show scene and self-described minimalism guru.
I couldn’t help the grin that appeared on my face as she took the stage, but it had nothing to do with the lie she was living.
How the mighty have fallen, eh, Sayuri?
She had no idea who she was or what she was capable of. Once the chief huntress of the snakes of light, the Meliae’s most formidable warrior, now here she stood before us relaying a quaint story about organizing her refrigerator by food group.
Once this charade was finished, it would be time to remind her of her past and of the glorious future that lay ahead for our kind.
I wished her to be a part of that future.
But I was okay with her being a victim, too.
Which one came to pass, however, would be entirely up to her.
HALFHEARTED HUNTER
COMING SOON!
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