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      Ilyana watched through nocturnal eyes as the two humans made love. She’d approached under cover of night as a raccoon, one of her chosen animal shapes which the vilskje called their dyr forms. It wasn’t the first time she’d visited this house; she routinely spied here. Her timing was right; she didn’t have to wait long. Ilyana leaned closer, her whiskers brushing the windowsill, and carefully balanced her footing on a branch. Inside, a man and woman rolled around in bed. She imagined herself as the woman, trying to conjure the sensations the human must be feeling, but found it impossible. She had no physical reaction to their performance, aside from her usual intense curiosity and a troubling feeling of want.

      This was love, and it was infinitely interesting. She didn’t understand it. The humans cared for each other by dealing this pleasure, and she knew from her own performances at Club Vilkos how much they craved it. How their mouths dropped open at her practiced human form and how their eyes sparkled. It was strange how they covered themselves only to get excited at their uncovering. This love of their species looked to her like a physical celebration, and yet they did the act in private.

      Why do they hide it like a dreadful secret?

      She had asked herself this question many times.

      The sounds of their lust intensified. She clutched the sill with one claw and pressed her nose to the glass, her heart beating fast. At last, the pair disappeared beneath the covers.

      She sighed, easing back from the sill, still cognizant of the pleasurable sounds coming from the other side of the glass.

      It must feel glorious to be loved.

      Fatigue and a sense of emptiness set in. She slid down from the shrubbery beneath the window, embracing the black of night. Feeling well-hidden, she nakken-shifted from her raccoon body to that of the vilskje. In her natural form, she could rest, restoring some of her strength for the trek back to the nest. She had to be careful, however. It was forbidden to appear as one of her kind outside their nest.

      Ilyana gazed upon her thin, insectile form, feeling revulsion. Her thorax and abdomen had no hair, nor did the six appendages which sprung from her elongated body, like branches from a malnourished tree. She frowned at the inversion of her joints so different from the humans—a form she’d grown fond of emulating in recent weeks. The muscles in her face twitched, and she tried to remember a time when she didn’t feel disgust at the sight of her own flesh. There had been a time, she realized, when she didn’t feel this way.

      So long ago.

      She flicked her gaze to the moon and lost focus, at last closing her eyes. She pictured herself dancing, slowly revealing the shifted human skin beneath playfully falling garments. Her skin gleamed just like the real thing—even more so.

      She smiled, and the empty feeling receded a bit. Dancing was her assigned occupation, yes, but secretly, she reveled in her performances. And that was dangerous.

      If Yuryk knew of my infatuation with the humans… best not to think about it.

      The master of their clan showed little tolerance for games. And if her growing curiosity wasn’t a game, what was it?

      Ilyana’s eyes jerked open at a loud sound from the other side of the house.

      A car door.

      A few seconds later, the engine started.

      Someone must be leaving. I should probably—

      The window burst open, and a cheerful whistling carried outside. A woman’s head appeared directly above, one of the pair she’d been watching. The woman stared at her back garden, inhaling deeply, oblivious to the voyeur beneath her. In one swift motion, Ilyana twisted downward and dyr-shifted to her raccoon. But as soon as she turned away, the whistling ceased, and the woman shrieked. She jerked back, banging her head into the top of the window frame, before disappearing inside the house.

      Panic gripped Ilyana.

      She saw me!

      Ilyana heard the woman’s scuffling feet inside the room and knew what she had to do. She scampered up the hedge and into the bedroom.

      Inside, the naked woman flung open the bedroom door, slamming it into the wall. She held a cellphone in one shaky hand and tried to dial with her thumb, screaming all the while. She looked back and terror filled the woman’s eyes. They darted around frantically, as if searching for weapons.

      A fresh panic surged through Ilyana at the sight of the phone. She blazed after the woman, nakken-shifting on the run. Striped fur gave way to pale flesh. Four appendages became six, and she scurried on her long insectile legs, her claws clickity-clacking on the hardwood floor. She closed in on the shrieking, panic-stricken woman in seconds. Ilyana clawed the backs of the woman’s knees, drawing blood, bending her backward, and crashing her to the floor.

      Surprised, the woman choked on her screams as she fell.

      Her victim’s head pivoted backward, and the unbridled terror in her eyes mesmerized Ilyana; the role of predator was a new one for her.

      The distraction gave the woman just enough time to roll onto her stomach.

      I need to end this. Now.

      Ilyana’s spindly body hovered above the human, like a giant spider. The woman tried to get to her feet, but Ilyana found her balance on one pair of legs and pounded two fists into the woman’s kidneys and clawed at her shoulders with her upper limbs. The woman fell flat with a groan, where Ilyana kicked her hard in the flank. The victim flailed in agony, sending her cellphone sliding across the floor into the hallway.

      Now’s my chance.

      She leapt from the open bedroom door. Before the woman could react, Ilyana turned and stomped on the back of her neck, pinning her with her claws and forcing a muffled shriek.

      This is rather uncomfortable.

      Keeping a foot on the woman, she reached for the open door and could barely wrap the tips of her claws around the knob. She pulled hard, slamming the door into the side of the woman’s head with a sickening thump.

      I much prefer the business of pleasure.

      She repeated the assault, until her victim lay still, aside from the occasional twitch. Warm blood pooled on the floor around the woman’s head. She removed a sore foot from the woman’s neck. The human had taken the brunt of the damage, but the door had nicked Ilyana’s claw on the first swing.

      She sighed, took a deep breath, and gazed upward with relief.

      That was too close.

      A moment later, she refocused on the dead woman. Ilyana beheld the curves of her waist, the flowing lines of her arms and legs.

      This was a shame. I need to be more careful. She was beautiful. So different from us.

      Beauty was a human word; it had no real meaning to the vilskje. No importance. But Ilyana admired the concept, nonetheless. One day, she might even understand it. Maybe she already did.

      Such a mesmerizing body. Maybe I can honor her by taking her appearance for my next show.

      Ilyana stood there, memorizing her victim’s appearance, until a noise from behind startled her. She spun around.

      Yuryk stood at the center of the room, before the foot of the bed, peering at her through cold eyes.

      Ilyana froze in disbelief as the master lumbered toward her in his massive grey wolf form.

      Yuryk spoke, his voice flat. The master was one of several elder vilskje who could command speech in their dyr form. “Osiris told me of your transgression. Regrettably, it appears he spoke the truth.”

      Osiris, also known as the Revenant, had become Yuryk’s key informant, gaining considerable power in the short time he’d returned to the clan.

      How could Osiris have known about this?

      “It happened so fast. A terrible mistake …” Ilyana bent low to the floor in trepidation. “Who would have expected her to open the win—”

      “Enough!” Yuryk’s jaws opened wide, revealing fangs like knives. “Even now you break my trust with your appearance.”

      Ilyana quickly shifted to her raccoon, feeling even more vulnerable before the wolf. She closed her eyes, half expecting him to kill her on the spot.

      Yuryk paused, then padded across the hardwood floor to Ilyana. She felt his hot breath on the back of her neck. Yuryk spoke in a low growl. “We are the last surviving vilskje. Grossly outnumbered by them.” He pointed one paw at the dead woman, who was no longer twitching, pale as the bed sheets. “We face extinction. As much as I enjoy seeing one of them lying dead, we cannot afford open war.”

      “Yes, Master Yuryk. I swear, it will not happen again.”

      “No. It won’t. Look at me.”

      Ilyana opened her eyes and met his gaze. She waited for him to ravage her with his jaws. But instead, he turned and padded away.

      “Now, dispose of the body and return to the nest for punishment.”

      Ilyana watched the wolf leap from the window into the night. When he was gone, she soaked up the blood with bedsheets, wrapped the body, dragged it into the nearby woods, and buried it far from the beaten path. Tiring as it was in her raccoon form, she would not nakken-shift again for fear of Yuryk.

      On the walk back, through the woods leading to the vacant industrial park which hid their nest, Ilyana found herself somehow indifferent to her impending punishment. The trial should frighten her, but her mind revisited the images of the lovers in bed. She replayed the scene as she scampered through the woods on her raccoon feet.

      It must feel glorious, to be loved.
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      The pale grey sky stretched like cemetery stone over Outskirts Boulevard, mirroring the bleakness behind Ridley’s eyes. Dark scattered clouds threatened rain. Smoke billowed from factories in the distant sprawl, beyond the affluent provinces which cradled the city center. Ridley gripped the wheel, as if to choke the life from its polyurethane cover. He drove on autopilot, fixated on oncoming traffic one lane to his left, beyond solid double lines. Cars blurred past, one after another, mostly transients, no doubt, heading to the downtown hub of the Outskirts or the train station. In his mind’s eye, he crossed that fatal boundary, triggering the right combination of muscle movement to turn the wheel left in to oncoming traffic.

      Vibrations shook his body, and the loud sound of his tires on rough terrain snapped him from his trance. Horns blared, and in a panic, Ridley swerved into his lane. His heart pounded, and his hands slid across the wheel cover. Tears welled in his eyes. In a panic, he moved one lane to the right and, slowing, took the next turn into an unfamiliar neighborhood.

      The entrance was an abbreviated stretch aligned with tall trees. Ridley pulled to the side of the road. He lowered his head into his hands and gave way, exhaling in small gasps.

      I must get myself together. For Ava, if no one else.

      Tears mixed with sweat streaked down his wrists and forearms, until he pulled them back one by one to wipe on his shirt. He kept his foot hard on the brake pedal, as if banked on an icy slope. Eventually, he lifted his head. It was drizzling now, and the view was blurry through the windshield. He activated his wipers. Ahead he noticed a wooden archway over the road, like a crown, leading into the neighborhood.

      Ridley took his foot off the brake pedal and eased onto the road. Closer now, he could decipher KING’S COURT scrawled upon the center in fancy lettering. He drove under the arch and neared a small roundabout, with a rook-shaped stone pedestal at the center. He wiped his eyes. Many suburban streets branched from Outskirts Boulevard, the central vein of the region, but he hadn’t seen any with structures like this one.

      A stone wall bordered the outside of the roundabout, and ahead another road split to the right, where rows of houses boasted subtle medieval styling. Ridley continued around, until a tall structure at the end of the circle brought his gaze upward. He slowed to a creep, passed the street with the row of houses, and approached what he recognized now as a statue of a dragon—maybe twenty-five feet tall—and his eyes widened further. An arching neck rose from its shoulders, behind a protruding, scaled chest. Its massive jaws closed beneath watchful eyes, like those of a great cat. Five curved horns thrust from its skull toward the grey sky. Formidable talons clutched the square pedestals upon which it stood. Vast wings lay flat against its flank.

      A spire from a Gothic tabernacle pierced the sky behind the dragon’s right shoulder. Ridley felt himself pulled inexplicably toward it. He followed the roundabout past the dragon and turned into the nearby empty lot. A moment later, he was shuffling toward the entrance. He hadn’t thought much of it before today, but he had seen this spire many times on his way from work.

      He pulled open the wooden doors and slipped inside the dark and musty space, candlelit, with an altar of sorts at the end. Rows of animal-hide benches with wooden kneelers filled the room. A central aisle led to the altar. An old woman knelt in one of the rows with her fingers locked together in prayer. Ornate stained-glass windows overhead filtered the evening sun. Ridley walked down the aisle, surveying the decorative figures on the windows. He experienced a sense of awe, despite himself.

      Why did I come here?

      Ridley could count on one hand the number of times he’d been inside a place of worship—mostly for weddings or funerals—and none had been quite like this inspired one, guarded by a statue of a dragon.

      “You look shaken, young man. Please allow yourself peace in God’s house.”

      Ridley lowered his gaze to an old man, bald and wearing a black robe. Ridley’s thoughts cleared, and he wiped the remnants of tears from his eyes. “Are you a clergy of this place? A … um, holy man?”

      The old man laughed. “Me? Oh, no. I’m just the greeter.” He pointed to a dark corner of the room near the altar. “But if you need help with finding that peace I spoke of, please talk to Friar Reginald in the sin box. He is a true patron of God. He will guide you to the light.”

      Ridley had little interest in these sorts of things: sin, absolution, repentance. But what could it hurt at this point? He had nearly killed himself just minutes ago. Ridley thanked the man and shuffled toward the corner of the room. He paused to gaze at the sunlight mural atop the candlelit altar, then to the woman kneeling in the nearby pew. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she clutched her hands together, the knuckles dry and white. She amazed Ridley with her resounding faith despite whatever strife she faced. And by the look of her, it must be bad.

      What exactly makes a believer?

      He pictured himself in a lab coat, dissecting her brain while she was still alive. It wasn’t an evil scene, for she was a willing participant, smiling and pointing to a section in her frontal lobe where a tiny emerald was lodged in the ridges of grey brain matter. She couldn’t see herself, of course, but she knew exactly where her gem was. “He’s in there,” she said in the vision, pointing with excitement. “That’s how I know.”

      The woman in the pew noticed him then, and he turned away, suddenly horrified and ashamed of his twisted daydream in such a reverent place as this.

      He went to the altar, where candles were arranged over a carmine cloth. Between the candlesticks, coins of the Conjoined Republic were scattered about, mostly cheddars—the common copper coin—though a couple of bent lashes were mixed in the lot—a smooth mahogany coin of fair value. He fished his own coin purse from his pocket and added a glass slipper to the arrangement—another of the wooden variety, this one of treated cedar. One glass slipper held enough worth to buy a modest meal.

      He held it under the candlelight to stare at the round profile of Barnaby Humperdink, the visionary founder of the republic. Barnaby must have made the first coin sketch over three hundred years ago, well before Ridley’s time, but he knew the man’s story well enough. Barnaby had united the territories and established new coins, insisting each held a story of historical significance and a reason for the peculiar name, though historians could neither confirm nor deny the accuracy of his claims, for the stories and the logic were lost.

      Ridley placed the coin on the altar and sauntered to the sin box, more convinced now that he was going exactly where he needed to be. It was a booth, flat against the wall. A slat of wood bearing a picture of a ray of light bursting through storm clouds acted as a vertical divider between two curtains. Sweat formed on Ridley’s palms, and anxiety clawed at the muscles in his face, pulling them taut. He took a deep breath and entered.

      He bowed his head and bent his knees to fit inside the device. Within, it was dark save for dim light which filtered through a black screen. To his surprise, he knelt in the sin box with a sudden inexplicable sense of peace, as if he had left his body on the other side of that curtain, and now was sentient matter drifting in a place between life and death—a place without guilt or worry.

      Ridley saw the outline of the friar’s head in the screen and realized he had no idea what he should say. Yet that odd tranquility held him steady and brought him a faint recollection, a distant memory of an opening phrase, something believers said in religious contraptions like this one. But the words remained just out of his grasp, so he went for a basic greeting.

      “Umm … hello?”

      The friar’s voice seemed to come from all around. “I am here, child of God. Is this your first confession?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, come in peace. I am Friar Reginald of King’s Court Tabernacle.”

      “My name is Ridley Darcano.”

      “Ridley, know that anything you reveal here will not leave the sin box. Now, how may I ease the burden of your sins?”

      Ridley stared down into the darkness for several seconds. Finally, he lifted his head. “I … suffer from a curse.”

      Friar Reginald breathed deeply, slowly. “A curse?”

      Ridley scraped one nail down his stubbled cheek. “I hurt those around me.”

      “Tell me more, Ridley. So that I may understand.”

      “I think I got my father first. That’s why he died in the war when we were young. He was only one of three from our territory to die, they say. And then there’s Doug. Ma couldn’t handle the loss. She left the Conjoined Republic entirely. She doesn’t look at me the same since it happened. She tries to act normal, but … I can see it in her eyes—or, I could before she left. Now I only hear it in her voice.”

      His body manifested within the booth, the grace and serenity he had felt vanquishing with his words. He was no longer an invulnerable mist. He was himself again. He fought back tears which threatened to burst and the quiver which sullied the strength of his voice. This vulnerability was torment.

      “Ma had to get far, far away from me. And Ava … I haven’t even told her what I’ve done. I fear for her so much. Her eyes are always on the stars. She doesn’t see the danger right in front of her. It’s me, Friar Reginald.” He wanted to drop to his knees, but he was already there.

      The friar took another slow, deep breath. “Your troubles are veiled in a thick fog. You must allow God inside, Ridley. You must name your sins.”

      His words came to him, as if from an old, caring friend. Ridley wiped his eyes. “Today I nearly turned into oncoming traffic. They say that wounds heal with time, yet mine grow worse every day.”

      Friar Reginald’s voice turned stern. “Tell me, Ridley. What have you done?”

      Ridley broke down, spilling like a dam. He wiped his nose with his sleeve. “My brother died because of me.” He had never spoken the words. They burned.

      Silence hung over them for several seconds, then the friar spoke. “Go now, back to the world in peace.”

      Ridley scratched his scalp. His gaze fell to one side before fixating on the silhouette of a head before him. “That’s … your solution?” Ridley’s voice was a pitch higher, incredulous. “No holy water or bloodletting?” He rocked back in the sin box, his cheeks blowing outward like a puffer fish. He was barely cognizant of how his arms had wrapped around himself, as if fighting off a sudden chill.

      “He is with you, Ridley, as he was before.”

      Ridley leaned forward again and lowered his forehead to one open palm. He whispered, “If that’s true, then what’s different now, Friar?”

      Silence filled the sin box, then the friar proclaimed, “You’ve let him in.” There was the sound of shuffling papers, then he spoke again. “Go to the altar. There, on a plaque, is ‘Grace’s Touch’—a powerful prayer for the lost. Recite those words so that you may take them with you in memory, and in your time of trouble, recite them.”

      “That will help?”

      “Yes. You must become a conduit for his touch. Allow him inside.”

      Ridley took a deep breath, slowly convincing himself to at least try it. He nodded, getting to his feet. “Thank you, Friar Reginald.”

      “Ridley, wait,” the priest said, his voice grave.

      Ridley stopped with one hand about to lift the curtain to exit.

      “I can feel it. An immense weight burdens you, but your spirit is a powerful vessel. You must purge your cynicism and open your heart to him. If you do not let him in … something else will find that chasm in you.”
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        * * *

      

      Ridley exited the neighborhood the way he had come, turning onto Outskirts Boulevard. His phone rang, and he glanced at the car’s display, his mouth opening in surprise. He pressed the accept button on the steering wheel, smiling. “Ma?”

      He hadn’t spoken to her in weeks; she was always so busy with Bob, her fiancé who lived with her in the Sumner Isles, halfway across the world. At least she would be returning to the Conjoined Republic to visit for the winter holidays, only a couple months away.

      “Hey, sweetie.” Her voice sounded thin from the connection. “Sorry for calling out of the blue like this.”

      “Oh, no, Ma. There’s never a bad time. I can’t wait to see you for Boxing Day. I hear the year-end festival parade will be the biggest in ten years. Ava and I have been—”

      “That’s actually what I’m calling about, son. We won’t be able to come to this year.”

      Ridley’s jaw dropped open. “But … I haven’t seen you in nearly a year! Ava’s moved in with me now, and you’ve gotta see how she’s been decorating the place.”

      “I know, sweetie, but Bob has this holiday event at work,”—her voice came out distant and tinny—“and he has to put in some face time with the executive suite. The opportunities here in the Sumner Isles … well, it’s not like the republic. Next year, I promise I’ll come, son.”

      Ridley squinted, disbelieving. His eyes found a moving truck in oncoming traffic. “Ma, I really mis—”

      “I’ve gotta run,” she said, excitedly. “Bob just came home. I’ll talk to you soon! Love you, sweetie.”

      The line clicked.

      “Ma?”

      Silence.

      Ridley slammed his palms into the steering wheel. He squeezed the grooves of the cover, until veins bulged from his muscular forearms. A familiar emptiness crept inside. His gaze drifted back to the double line he’d nearly crossed earlier.

      He took a deep breath and turned away, thinking of the friar from King’s Court Tabernacle. Slowly, he stumbled through the words of the prayer he had taken with him from the altar. He had to stop and recollect, feeling foolish and fraudulent, repeating words and backtracking, until, at last, he finished as he pulled into his driveway. After a moment, he entered the house with a sense of calm. Maybe prayer was the medication he had needed to move past his grief and focus on his new life with Ava.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    







            Stargazer

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridley hung his keys on a hook by the front door, looked in the mirror, and rubbed his haggard eyes.

      “Ava?”

      No answer. It was not surprising. Once the sun set each night, Ava would stargaze. He walked into the living room and down another hallway to the observatory.

      “Ava?”

      He poked his head inside to see her empty chair facing the window. He returned to the living room, then stepped through the sliding glass door.

      The terrace, composed of Saratoga-style pavers, was maybe fifteen feet away, beyond the multi-tiered fountain at the center of the patio. In the dimness of the early evening, Ava prepared for her observations. She moved the telescope to the edge of the wooden platform where the view was unobstructed by the covering overhead. Hyper-focused on the task, she didn’t seem to hear him.

      Ava was obsessed with the search for extraterrestrial life, and he loved her for it. Her enthusiasm reminded him of the passion he had once felt in the boxing ring. But the two had reacted in opposite ways following his brother’s death. She coped by absorbing herself in the stargazing routine Doug had shared with her, while Ridley had entirely lost the fire that drove his fists.

      Across the patio, Ava’s eyes glowed in the moonlight as she adjusted the knobs on her telescope.

      Ridley’s gaze fell to the ground. “You must name your sins,” Friar Reginald had said.

      I must tell her.

      Ava stood from the scope and finished adjusting the lens. She wore faded jeans and a black sleeveless top which exposed her intricate tattoos. Constellations adorned her forearms, and planets orbited her biceps. A ray of sunlight peeked from her shoulder, piercing the space between two planets.

      Normally he was relaxed around his fiancée but not tonight. His throat was dry. His stomach drew tight as he stepped closer. He gently raised a hand in her periphery.

      “Hey, Ava.”

      Her head jerked in his direction. “Shit … babe. We’ve talked about this. Why do you always sneak up on me?”

      “It’s impossible not to. I really tried this time.”

      She eased into a smile. “How was work?”

      He shrugged. “Okay.”

      She pulled her fingers from the telescope, frowning. “Something happened. I can tell, Rids. Still stuck on that marketing issue?”

      He had been analyzing the lagging sales in the southeast market at Drone Shot Comics for a couple weeks now. “Still working on that, but DSC is going fine, I think.”

      Ava scratched at her brow. “Ok, so then—”

      “Ma called.” Ridley took a deep breath. “She can’t come for Boxing Day after all.”

      Ava shook her head, her expression darkening. “You mean she won’t come. Or is she physically incapacitated somehow?”

      Ridley shook his head. Boxing Day was the most popular holiday in the Conjoined Republic. For one day, the poor were rich. People in every territory participated, filling their ash wood boxes with goods from the heart and passing them to the less fortunate. Friends and family exchanged gifts, and they would choose one book within the circles for them to read aloud during the next two weeks.

      In the days leading to the gratuitous unboxings, festival parades wove downtown in territories across the Conjoined Republic. Some neighborhoods even participated in the ancillary Golden Goose tradition to fatten the chosen fowl to godly proportion with the finest timothy and alfalfa. They would dye its feathers gold with organic, all-natural mustard seed extract. On Slaughter Day, one exact month after Boxing Day, the golden goose would be spared. A faction dressed in blood red—to symbolize the bird’s good fortune—would escort it to a select field where it would live out its fat, golden days, guarded and in peace. It was a federal crime to slaughter the goose at any point after. A subculture even worshipped the goose, holding gatherings at the edge of its hallowed grounds each year. A recent poll suggested a firm 64 percent of the Conjoined Republic considered them crazy though.

      “It’s bullshit!” Ava shook a fist. “You were looking forward to this. I’m so sorry, Rids.”

      “I’m sure she wants to come. It’s just this thing with Bob, and …”

      “Right. Bob.” She shook her head. “Forget about it. We’ll have the best holidays ever. When she sees the pictures, she’ll regret missing it.”

      Ridley smiled. Ava always knew how to make him feel better. “Okay. Maybe she’s safer staying home anyway. Remember last year when two people went missing from the Big City? Some said it was vampires.”

      Ava shrugged. “Possible. The smart circles agree that some are out there still. After all, anything can survive with powerful friends. But it could also just be clickbait headlines. If there were many shadow-walkers left, we’d know about it, right? I’d be more worried about a dragon.”

      He laughed. “You’re serious? Dragons are extinct. The last one crashed into the sea over a century ago.”

      “Extinct … or dormant? I think dragons are found when they want to be found. Regardless, the last one was across the water to the East. Much closer to your mom than us. So … she has no damned excuse not to come see us.”

      He sighed. It was hard to argue with that.

      She pulled at her lower lip. “Hey, this reminds me of something I’ve been thinking about, Rids. Maybe you should take up fighting again.”

      Ridley looked aside, caught off guard. They hadn’t discussed his boxing since he’d quit, right after his brother’s death. “What makes you say that?”

      “Honestly? You were good, babe. I mean, you were damn good. You sure as hell could handle a skinny vamp coming for your mom.” She chuckled.

      He cocked his head to the side, raising both eyebrows.

      “Besides, I loved watching you light up those scumbags. Cocky to the bone, every last one of ’em, with obnoxious groupie girlfriends to boot. And … ugh.” She placed a hand on her telescope and sighed. “Don’t even get me started on their cheap tattoos.”

      Ridley’s chest loosened, and a smile spread over his lips. He eyed her tattooed arms with a playful smirk.

      “What?” she said. “I love ink, but ugly tattoos are the fucking worst.” She squeezed his hand. “Bottom line, you’re better than them all, Rids.” She looked down, swallowed. Her voice grew faint. “Doug knew it too. He worshipped you out there. He had such a soft heart. You were always the fist.”

      “He should still be here, dammit,” Ridley growled.

      She squeezed his hand. “I know. It’s not fair. I just thought the boxing might be something to help you through your grief. You won almost all your fights before you quit. They weren’t even close.”

      Ridley took a deep breath, looking at his feet. It was true that his stint in amateur boxing had been successful. But the passion had died with his brother. “I don’t know, Ava.”

      She pulled her arm back. “I’m not trying to pressure you, Rids. It’s just something I’ve thought about recently.”

      He nodded, realizing with another deep breath that he still needed to tell her about his role in Doug’s death.

      “Ava, I …”

      She raised an eyebrow, waiting. “What is it?”

      He wanted to say the words, to explain how this was more than just grief for him. The guilt he felt, it wasn’t something he could knock out in a boxing ring. It was an anchor pulling him into the abyss.

      But no words came out when he opened his mouth.

      Dammit, Ridley. You coward.

      “I-I’ll think about it. The boxing.”

      “Okay.” She shrugged and turned toward the telescope.

      “Well, I’ll let you get back to it. I just wanted to see you. It’s been a rough day.”

      It had been worse than a rough day; he hadn’t shared half of it. He turned to leave.

      “Rids, can we talk for a minute longer?” Ava’s voice took on a cautious tone.

      He turned back.

      She peered at him from beside her telescope.

      “Of course. What’s on your mind?”

      “I wasn’t going to tell you this until I got further confirmation, but … I saw something.”

      Ridley turned his head to one side before pointing skyward. “Something … up there?”

      She nodded, her eyes bright. She looked like she could burst. “A white light, a flash that completely overtook my field of vision through the lens. I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it was shocking.”

      Ridley smiled. “Ooh, that’s exciting. I wonder what it was?”

      He always encouraged Ava’s astronomy, a pastime she had shared with her late father. Her stargazing became an obsession several years ago, morphing from a study of the stars to a search for extraterrestrial life. While her father was a scientist, she was a pioneer. A breakthrough was just around the corner every night.

      “It happened two nights ago. I didn’t want to tell you until it happened again. You know… to make sure I’m not crazy.”

      Ridley shook his head. “Well, maybe you are a little crazy. But what genius isn’t?” He brushed a hand down her arm, beholding the sparkling stars scattered over the black canopy of a clear night sky.

      “I know it’s them, Ridley. It has to be.” She returned to her scope.

      Ridley’s gaze fell downward. He frowned, considering for several seconds. “Hey, Ava?”

      She kept an eye on her scope, adjusting the focus knob. “Yeah?”

      “Do you think God could be out there, somewhere?”

      Ava pulled away from the eyepiece, shaking her head, and moved the tripod. “I’ve really got to get a new swivel for this thing. I could be missing something with all this moving around.” She set it in a new spot and looked through. “Here we are. Better. Oh … “ she pulled up from the telescope. “Sorry, babe. God?” She shrugged. “Anything’s possible, I guess.”

      He surveyed the stars, recalling the old woman kneeling and weeping before the altar at the tabernacle.

      “You know how I feel about organized religion though, Rids. That’s where the real lunatics are.” She put her eye to the scope.

      A cool breeze brought a chill to his body. He put his hands in his pockets. “Yeah. Kind of the same way I have always felt about it,” he said in a quiet voice.
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      Next in line, Ilyana savored the smell of the herring and cod piled in the vast pit below, a bowl carved smooth in the stone. She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes, the membranes sliding from the sides to cover her vision. Dissolvent fluids gathered in her mouth and her antennae nubs twitched in anticipation. She wondered what reaction the humans would have before a meal, realizing she didn’t know. Would they gather fluid in their mouths? Would the hair on their bodies stand up?

      A smaller inverted dome in this same chamber held cold, slightly bitter water which sprung from a hole at its center. By means beyond her understanding, the ground here stayed cold on its own, preserving the fish for days. The vilskje hadn’t made this place; it had been like this when they’d found it. Who had constructed it? Siv, her closest friend, had been suspicious of these conveniences before his exile. But after being on the move for so long, the vilskje were grateful for routine sustenance. They were the last of their kind, and Master Yuryk had proclaimed this place their new nest; at long last they had found it! The vilskje had settled into their new home under the master’s rule with little regard for Siv’s concerns.

      Several months back, Fluyrin—now dubbed the Actor—had found enough coin to arrange for weekly delivery of frozen fish. In human form, a few vilskje would receive and haul the food inside the nest, enough to feed all sixty-three of the clan. They fed daily, in a ritual called the hoard, standing in lines around the pit while a few called fishers tossed rations from below.

      Ilyana stepped to the edge to spear a cod as it flew at her. She leaned to one side to stab two herrings in succession with another claw. Her thorax vibrated in anticipation of the meal. When she turned to leave, she locked eyes with Strigo, Master Yuryk’s guard. Known as the Stalwart, Strigo was the largest of the vilskje, and a noble one, famous for shifting to a massive brown bear back in Windlyn Vale, their old home across the water. He stood close with his shark-tooth spear, his gaze bringing Ilyana to a halt, fish dangling. Strigo never stood this close to the lines at mealtime, usually holding post by the exit tunnel to monitor the proceedings. She saw now that Master Yuryk stood in Strigo’s usual place, his head panning side to side as he watched the vilskje move up in their lines. That was even more surprising. The master rarely left Council Hall. Though, come to think of it, he had come to the hoard another time recently, but she’d never seen him here before that.

      The two of them watch us closer now … ever since that enigma, Osiris, arrived out of nowhere. Has this stranger taken control of our clan?

      The next in line bumped into her from behind, its claws full of fish. Strigo lowered his spear slightly. “Move along to your chamber, Ilyana. You’ve clogged the line.”

      She lowered her gaze and shuffled forward, sinking her sharp teeth into a herring. On the way out, she glanced at Master Yuryk, but he didn’t seem to notice her, as if he were in a trance.
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      Drone Shot Comics was wedged between the east and west wings of a tall office building at the center of Business Park Commons. It overlooked an array of trees shading the lighted pathway to the train station. The national leader in comics was a unique business to be the centerpiece here in the Outskirts, but it had evolved into a lucrative venture, having launched its own comic lines with independent artists. Its label had garnered a chic image over time despite its overarching corporate structure, and marketing was branching into new demographics with innovative campaigns.

      Ridley couldn’t focus on work. He stood in his twelfth-floor office at DSC and looked out the floor-to-ceiling window at the foot traffic below. He kept replaying yesterday’s events—the episode on Outskirts Boulevard, his confession at King’s Court Tabernacle, and his cowardly failure to confide in Ava. Below, a steady flow of commuters moved along the path, faces and bodies and coats and shoes on their way to and from the connecting train station. Few locals resided in the Outskirts; the population was primarily transients running to and from the Big City on their commute or other errands. Most didn’t stick around here for the industrial sprawl.

      Ridley paced from one side of his office to the other, until, finally, his mind cleared. Back at his desk, Ridley shook the mouse with one hand and sipped coffee with the other. The screen saver vanished, revealing a spreadsheet with market segment data. He recited the problem out loud, hoping to jumpstart his brain. “Nationally, sales are doing well, but the Southwestern region is seeing a steady decline.” He scratched his head. Was it a distribution issue? Or something with marketing? He could run a comparative logistics report for that segment to check for red flags. Customers couldn’t buy what wasn’t in stock.

      He set the parameters and was about to run the report when someone knocked. The door swung open, and Ethan appeared, smiling as he so often did. Ridley suppressed his irritation at the interruption.

      “Ethan, what’s up?” The colleague had transferred to the Outskirts from out West six months ago, about three months after Ridley had started at DSC. The two shared the same title of Regional Operations Manager, but Ethan focused on the northern markets. Ethan had needed more help getting started than Ridley thought he would. Apparently, he’d been more of a delegator than a doer in his last job.

      Ethan entered his office. The man had a confident bounce to his step. One would never think he was struggling in his new role. He was all sunshine, all the time. It was hard to get mad at him. “Don’t worry, man. I’m not here to bother you with another question. I just wanted to thank you.”

      Ridley set his coffee on his desk. “Thank me?”

      Ethan put a hand on Ridley’s shoulder.

      Well, that’s a little uncomfortable.

      “For all your help with my onboarding. I couldn’t have done it without you.” He pulled his hand back.

      “Oh sure, it’s no problem. Let me know if you need anything. I’m always here.” Ridley faced his screen and clicked his mouse to expand the view of his segment report. Surely Ethan would take the hint now and head to his own office.

      He didn’t. Instead, he sat in the guest chair nestled against the wall and glanced at the plant in the opposite corner. “That’s a nice plant. I don’t think I’ve noticed it before.” Ethan often switched topics like this, like it was no big deal—like there was all the time in the world.

      “Oh yeah. That’s a Dragon Saint Vine. A rare find,” Ridley said.

      It was a lie. The plant was fake, and Ridley didn’t know what it was. From time to time, he’d have a visitor inquire about it, and he’d just make up something. Little white lies. A month ago, it was a Bleeding Fury Cactus Flower, and last Thursday it was a Wandering Betty. Today was a Dragon Saint Vine day.

      “Hmm,” Ethan said. “I wouldn’t have guessed a vine. Interesting.”

      “Yeah, me neither. Guess not everything is what it seems.”

      Ethan laughed. “That is the truth, my friend.” He cleared his throat loudly. Apparently, part of his lunch had been stuck there this whole time. “While I’m here … there is one thing I wanted to ask you.”

      “Actually, I’ve got to get started on this new proj—”

      “It’ll be quick.” Ethan threw up a hand, as if stopping traffic. “I’m thinking of throwing a party and inviting colleagues from DSC, those who work here in the Outskirts and others from the Big City office. A sort of …” He lowered his head, pausing, then flashed Ridley with a bright smile. “Bash. Yes, a bash of sorts.”

      Ridley raised an eyebrow, suddenly amused. “Yeah? What do you have planned?”

      Ethan glanced aside. “I’m still working out the details, but I’m thinking singles only. I know you’re engaged, so you might not be interested. Do you know who should go on my list? I don’t want to accidentally invite anyone married.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” The amusement had worn off quickly. He had more important things to do than help Ethan with party planning. “Veronica and Jerry are married, but they both party pretty hard.”

      “Jerry—from the Big City, right?”

      “Yeah, the marketing exec. And his wife, Veronica, too. You could add them to your list. Look. I’ve got to get to work now, but I’ll think on it and give you some names later.”

      Ethan jumped up, nodding. “Oh, sure. I’ll let you get back to it.” He bounced to the door and turned back. “A list would be great. You’re always so helpful.” He closed the door lightly behind him.

      Ridley returned his focus to his computer, shaking off the screensaver with a convulsion of his mouse. He ran the waiting report, and while it processed, his mind wandered to the dark space where his untold confession lay in respite. A familiar sinking feeling brought him down, until he felt as though he were melting through the carpet and the floor underneath. He dripped down fourteen floors, thinning along the way. Gravity stretched him like primordial goo, until he existed only as a stain on the concrete floor of the base level parking garage.

      On the drive home from work, Ridley stayed in the right lane, away from the double line which divided him from oncoming traffic on Outskirts Boulevard. His eyes found the spire of King’s Court towering to the side, and his lips found the words of the prayer he had learned the day before. He recited them as he drove, until, whether through effect of the prayer or mere diversion of thought, he arrived safely at home.
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        * * *

      

      Ridley drifted toward sleep beside Ava, cozy against her warmth. Just as he finally cleared his thoughts, a familiar and painful memory of his brother replayed in his memory.

      Ridley glanced with amusement at his little brother, who held his breath.

      “Keep going, Rids. You’re doing it. I’ll quit for now,” Doug said. His gaze was glued to Ridley’s side of the split-screen. He pressed the quit button on his controller to shut off his character. The television turned to full-screen mode. He watched his big brother launch his character farther up the side of the cliff.

      Ridley was surprised to find his heart racing. He enjoyed playing these games with Doug, but he rarely got into them as much as his brother. He was five years older, after all. But “Heroes Fallen” had turned into an obsession for them both.

      “We needed this feather rune,” Ridley said. “The cliff side cave is so high up that you can’t even see it from the ground without the scope, and that’s not a starting item, either.”

      Doug nodded. “Yeah, and who’d have thought we’d find a feather rune in that random grotto? It was far off the main path, and we were lucky to get past those giant eels.”

      The underwater cave had held a powerful secret, and Ridley hoped this cliff-side cave would too. The cliff appeared at the edge of the map, an impenetrable wall marking the boundary of “Hero’s Fallen.” But they’d spotted the cave high on the north end, far beyond jumping range. It was impossible to reach. The game contained no flying ability, nothing to ride up there. No game guides mentioned it. “It’s either a genuine top-secret location or a teaser,” Ridley had told his brother. Then two days ago, they had stumbled upon the feather rune. When equipped, it allowed the player to jump with gravity reduced by 50 percent. He hadn’t seen any other online players with this ability.

      Doug’s eyes shone brightly as Ridley’s Holy Cleric, Demetrius, nearly reached the cave with the feather rune along with winged sandals, which gave him a stacked jumping bonus. He fell just short. He got close enough to see that the lip of the cave had detail; it wasn’t a pixelated mess, as one might expect from an out-of-reach locale that no player was meant to find.

      “I know I can reach it,” Ridley said, pointing to one side of the screen. “I just need to start the jump at the highest spot of that crag.”

      Demetrius floated to the ground in shimmering white robes protected with steel armor magic. He wore a magnificent paladin helmet that he’d won in a recent skirmish. The camera zoomed onto fierce, determined eyes as the warrior walked to the top of the crag and bent down, bracing for the next attempt. He launched skyward with his lightning spear, blazing through the air, above the heads of other online players. He was going to make it.

      Demetrius was already at the top of the leader boards. He needed nothing else in this game, but Ridley and Doug both wanted in on this secret. Demetrius hooked the cave’s lip with his fingertips and, with great effort, pulled himself up and inside. The brothers leapt off the couch in unison. They had been right; it was a secret location. “Woo-hoo!” Doug’s pre-pubescent yell brought a smile to Ridley’s face, and the brothers exchanged a high five.

      They sat again and surveyed the landscape, as if they were Demetrius in the flesh now, no longer playing a game. Inside the cave, uneven floor and jagged walls presented a crude hallway. Ridley pushed his thumb forward, and Demetrius walked.

      Ridley leaned close to the screen in utter disbelief. Straight ahead he could see a wall.

      “No, that can’t be,” Doug said.

      The path led to a dead end.

      Could this really be a cruel trick? Ridley hadn’t considered that they’d reach the cave and nothing would be inside. Everything had a purpose in the game. But then he remembered it was just coding. This could even be a glitch, something the developers meant to delete but had forgotten in the rush to production. Ridley’s face grew hot, and he clenched his teeth at the cave’s illusion of grandeur. A vein popped out on one side of Doug’s forehead. Ridley cocked his arm to throw the controller.

      “Wait!” Doug stood again. “I see something. A flicker of light! It’s so faint I almost missed it. It’s not a dead end—it’s a bend!”

      A smile crossed Ridley’s face. He saw it too. Relief enveloped him. He pushed his thumb forward, and Demetrius broke into a sprint. Toward the end of the hallway, the flickering light grew. Doug was right. It was a bend.

      At the end of the hallway, Ridley rotated Demetrius’s view to an intricate treasure chest of uncommon design. Plates of steel and bronze adorned the front, wedged between strips of fine mahogany wood. It looked ancient and weatherworn but sturdy. Emerald comprised the lock housing which reflected the wall-mounted torchlights above and to either side of the treasure.

      “This must be it, Ridley,” Doug said, his eyes wide. “The ultimate artifact.”

      Scripture throughout the game—riddles and poetic messaging scribbled on walls and hidden places—mentioned an ultimate artifact, with the power to restore peace to the world or to destroy it.

      “I think you’re right,” Ridley said. “But do you remember the prophecy that swirled from the wizard’s pipe in the forest?” Ridley recalled how the words had formed, born from smoke rings in the clearing.

      “Yes. Only a worthy hero can claim the ultimate artifact.” He faced his older brother. “That’s you, Ridley. Demetrius is a righteous cleric, and you are at the top of the leaderboard. If you’re not worthy of the treasure, no one is.”

      Ridley pushed his thumb forward, and Demetrius approached. He bent down to open the chest, but the lid opened on its own accord with a satisfying pop. Radiant light splashed on his face. Angelic music poured from the living-room speakers. Inside the chest, an orb levitated the size of a dragon fruit. Blue and green swirls licked the orb’s surface.

      “Take it, bro!” Doug cried out.

      Ridley tapped the joystick forward, and Demetrius stepped toward the treasure. Ridley stopped, thinking. If he took the artifact, he’d be the most powerful player in the game. No one could challenge him. It would ruin it.

      He turned around. “I won’t take it.”

      Doug dropped his controller and stared at his brother. “What? We’ve been playing this for three months, almost every night. And now you quit at the best moment?”

      “Demetrius doesn’t need this artifact. It’s best if I let someone else find it.”

      Doug flew into a rage. “No! You can’t let the relic fall into the wrong hands. You need to fulfill the prophecy!” Doug paced back and forth.

      Ridley regarded his younger brother, incredulous that this meant so much to him. “The prophecy’s not real, Doug. It’s just a game. I just wanted to see what was up here.” Demetrius was already out of the cave and floating down the cliffside, sans ultimate relic.

      Doug stopped pacing and sat, head in his hands, then faced his brother. “That was your relic. Now some twerp will copy you and get the treasure, and they’ll plunge the world into darkness. You are the only cleric on the top of the leaderboards. The rest are darker castes.”

      “Then so be it.” Ridley sighed. “You really take this too serious, little brother.”

      

      Doug vanished along with “Heroes Fallen.” Ridley mumbled, “You were right, little brother,” until slowly he became aware that he was tossing around in his bed.

      A hand gripped his shoulder and shook him. He opened his eyes to see Ava’s concerned face.

      “Rids … you were having a nightmare. That’s the third time this week.”

      He rubbed tears from his eyes and stretched, feeling the sheets stick to his sweat-covered body. The concern on Ava’s face only enhanced her beauty.

      “Time heals all wounds, they say. Well, I call bullshit. Every day is harder than the last since Doug’s been gone.”

      Ava shifted next to him on the bed. “It’ll never be easy. Doug was special, and he was far too young.” Pain streaked across her face.

      Inside Ridley, guilt spread like fire. Sometimes he forgot how close Ava had been to his brother too. She’d acted as the rock in their recovery, but chinks were showing in her armor. He needed to be stronger for her sake, to share the load of their mutual loss.

      “You’re right, Ava. As long as I’ve got you, we’ll get through this.”

      Ava leaned over and kissed him. “Well, you’ve got me.”

      She leaned backward against her pillow. “It happened again, babe. What I told you about. I didn’t get a chance to tell you.”

      He rubbed his eyes, frowning, grasping for meaning and, at last, finding it. “Oh, the light in the sky, you mean?”

      “Yes. Different coordinates, but the same exact light—a blinding-bright white. It lasted a full second. I had to pull away from the scope, and for a moment, I almost thought myself blind.”

      He smiled. “Doug would be ecstatic. So, what do we do now?”

      “It’s them,” Ava said, her tone certain. “I know it. I’m going to double down on my observation time.”

      “What should I be doing?”

      Ava turned to him with a dead serious face. “Keep an eye out for unusual phenomena.”
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      This one’s a winner.

      Ridley sat in his recliner, flipping through a beta copy of The Scab with ravenous interest. The latest DSC comic was riveting, featuring a gritty boxer-turned-hero with a strong tolerance for pain and the marks across his body to prove it.

      As a perk, DSC gave its managers access to early copies of new publications. Marketing surveyed their opinions on the comics after they read them, but he suspected it was just for show. He didn't mind; he was happy enough being an early bird.

      The Scab was the best he’d read in a while. He couldn’t remember the last comic book featuring a boxer. It was a character to whom he could immediately relate. With each page, his mind flooded with his own memories of the ring. “Home Grown” Eddie, his final opponent, had been a tough match. Elusive, with a sneaky cross, he had a raucous crowd of locals backing him—as strong as a crowd from a nowhere place like the Outskirts could be, anyway. But once Ridley had deciphered his unorthodox dodging scheme, he’d shattered Eddie’s world with his signature uppercut.

      Ridley’s uppercut was a grenade, and he knew when to pull the pin. He had seven slight variations of the move, each a face-wrecker timed with precision. He knew his opponents studied his tape before matches, so he mixed it up. The other aspects of his routine were strong but consistent. The opponent would get a feel for his style from studying his past fights, but his signature move would catch them off guard every time.

      Ridley smiled, thinking of “Home Grown” Eddie, seeing him bounce hard on the mat.

      I've never seen a crowd go silent so fast.

      Ava had been there. She always attended his matches. He had locked eyes with her after the finishing blow, relishing the joy in them—knowing his victory was hers. But Doug’s death had taken the fight from within him.

      Ridley dropped the feet of the recliner, stood, and stretched. He’d been reading The Scab for at least forty-five minutes. It had to be one of DSC’s best.

      Outside, through the living room’s glass door, a flurry of black cast a shadow across the floor. Violent screeches filled the air. Ridley walked to the door. An enormous crow flew through the back yard, squawking. Flying erratically, the bird was larger than any corvid he’d ever seen.

      Ridley rubbed his eyes.

      When he looked again, the crow had broken apart. It hadn’t been a single bird but a group of them—a murder—and three of the birds were harassing one. The attackers’ beaks were full of feathers. They slammed their victim’s body to the ground with lethal intent, screeching and squawking with condemnation.

      He put his palms on the glass door, watching. The mob’s goal was obvious. This was an execution. Capital punishment.

      The assailants scattered stones as they wrestled the struggling crow beneath Ava’s Saturn fountain, complete with its signature ring. Beaks like curved knives slashed in rapid succession upon the victim’s feathered flesh. They rolled the bird to its back, where it tried in vain to push them off with its talons.

      He retrieved his revolver from the bedroom, slid open the glass door, and shot a round into the dirt. The mob flew off in surprise, with loud, resentful caws. The deafening blast from the .357 Magnum would no doubt bring inquiries from his neighbors. But he’d seen enough. He was going to save this crow. Blood pooled underneath its body, but it was still moving.

      He ran to the twitching bird, wary of the murderous three still rattling in the treetops above. The fallen crow seemed aware of Ridley. Its head angled toward him as he approached. Close up, he noticed the bird’s peculiarities. It didn’t have the typical shiny black coat of a corvid, instead donning feathers of dusty grey. Thin red lines branched from its breast over the body, like tributaries on a map. Ridley was no ornithologist, but he had seen nothing like this before.

      He tapped his cheek with a forefinger.

      It must be sick … maybe a rare disease. The others might have been trying to stop the spread.

      The crow released a weak, throaty sound hardly resembling a birdcall. A deep red pulse radiated from the area of the heart and sped down the crow’s body in jagged lines. Ridley noticed its eyes were different colors. The right was the same deep red as the lines pulsating over its body, while the left eye was a cold silver.

      Finally breaking away, Ridley ran into the house. He feared the crows would resume their attack if he wasn’t quick. He returned with gloves, a mask, and a towel in under a minute. Too weak to protest, the crow remained still as Ridley wrapped it and carried it to his garage, then laid it on his workbench. He applied pressure to the bleeding wounds and wrapped it in bandages from a first-aid kit. The crow watched him, squawking softly in pain every so often. He placed the crow inside an old bird cage from Ava’s late parakeet, Rita, grateful he hadn’t convinced her to part with it. The cage was too small as a living space but serviceable as a place to heal.

      “That should do for now. You can stay in Rita’s old cage tonight. I’ll have to come up with a name for you soon.” He placed a cup of water inside the cage and closed it, watching the bird breathe. “You’re down on your luck, but we’ll get you back on your talons tomorrow. I promise. Good night, strange one.”

      The bird turned the gaze from its cold silver eye upon Ridley, behind which he sensed far more than a crow’s intelligence.

      That night, he tossed and turned in bed before finally falling sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Ridley woke alone. He wasn’t alarmed. Ava had likely fallen asleep in her observatory, something she did on occasion. Rather than disturb her, he walked to the garage to see how his patient had fared overnight.

      To his surprise, the bird was not there. The cage was empty, though the door remained shut.

      What the …?

      Ava must have taken it. Maybe she was angry with him for using Rita’s cage? Highly unlikely; she wasn’t that petty. If anything, she’d be intrigued by the bird. She might have moved it elsewhere, though that didn’t seem like something she would do either.

      He exited the garage and walked to the observatory. He pushed open the door with a sheepish grin.

      “Okay, Ava. Hilarious. What did you do with our new friend, the—”

      He stopped, nearly tripping over himself. Her telescope leaned against the wall, and her chair was pushed in. It appeared as if she’d closed down her observation last night after all.

      Where is she, then?

      Ridley walked to the living room, perplexed. He couldn’t remember a time when she’d just left for the night. Had she come to bed at all?  She hadn’t come in while he was tossing and turning, but her star-gazing often kept her up well into the night.

      “Ava?” he called out. No response. “Ava?”

      He checked the wall clock—6:15 a.m. Far too early for her to be at work. Besides, she didn’t have her own ride—they had been shopping for a second car. He walked into the kitchen, his head on a swivel. She wasn’t there.

      “Ava?”

      He noticed, then, a sheet of white card paper on the table. Moving closer, he recognized his fiancée’s handwriting. With growing alarm, he read the neatly scribbled words:

      

      
        
        Ridley,

      

      
        I’m gone. Don't take this wrong …

        But I just think it best if we went our separate ways. Please don't look for me. I'm not coming back.

        Love,

        Ava

      

      

      

      The words blurred, then vanished. The paper’s white took his vision hostage in a blinding light, and time melted away. He squeezed his eyes closed, but the light remained. Nauseated, his head spun like a loose crank.

      When he opened his eyes, his vision had returned. Ava, his fiancée, his love, and the one stable thread in his life, was not there.

      The note was.

      He snatched it up in disbelief. Tears fell down his face and onto the paper, blurring Ava’s words.

      Don’t take this wrong?
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            Iris

          

        

      

    

    
      The knives spun swiftly, slicing through the air, and lodged into the corkboard at a perfect perpendicular to the bedroom wall, one above the other. With a nod, Iris bounded over, pulled the blades from the board, and inserted them into her upper thigh holster. She leapt behind the line she’d marked on the floor with electrical tape. Iris stuck out her tongue to one side, focusing on her next shot, the target lower this time. She gripped the handles lightly inside her waistband and spun like a top, low to high. At the arc of the move, she released the knives. They flipped horizontally through the air and stuck in the board again, four inches lower. The angle wasn’t perfect.

      Rats. I’m distracted.

      Iris’s father, Roland, had bought her the set of green throwing knives for her eighth birthday, not long before he went away. He had his own set, razor sharp and perfectly weighted, along with swords and firearms of great variety, strange artifacts, rare poisons, explosives, and fishing wire. Her father had no love for any specific weapon. Not the way she loved her throwing knives. They were fast, silent, and deadly in a skilled hand, and she excelled at the art. She’d started training at age five, when she’d quickly shown promise. Roland finally cracked and got her a set of her own.

      Iris pulled the knives from the corkboard and inspected them. Eight inches from tip to hilt, the blades were were beautiful. Handcrafted by a bladesmith in the Far East, the steel had a chimera shine. A slew of genuine emerald inserts adorned the hilt on both sides, glittering smooth between rubber-lined steel ridges. I.D. was engraved at the center of the precision-cut blades for her name—Iris Dahl.

      Iris wiped the wall residue from her blades and laid them on the bed with the holster. She pulled the corkboard from the hook and dropped it on the bed with the rest, cringing at the slashes in the drywall where the knives had penetrated.

      She had nabbed the stray corkboard from her Aunt Ruth’s sewing room one day. It had been just lying there unused beneath a pile of supplies, so she repurposed it as a buffer for her knives. That night, Aunt Ruth had gone on an exhaustive search for the missing board. Iris had denied everything—No, she hadn’t touched it nor seen it nor used it. Iris didn’t feel bad. It was only a corkboard after all, and if it could talk, it would want out of that room where Aunt Ruth wove her awful quilts. The things were nearly as hideous as the woman herself.

      Iris stashed everything under her mattress and retaped the poster to the wall to cover the gashes. She stopped to stare at the picture of the rabbit and rolled her eyes. The farmhouse poster had been the only Boxing Day present her aunt and uncle had given her this past year. She hated it. She was surprised they even participated in the holiday.

      She flopped onto the mattress and reached for the paperback, Sullivan’s Travels—a book about a tiny man trapped on an island of giants. She had found it in the fiction section of the Big City bookstore, but her father swore it was a true story. She opened to the bookmarked page. After a few minutes, though, she realized she was still on the same page, unable to focus on the words. She shut the book, staring at the plain white walls of her aunt and uncle’s spare bedroom.

      The last few weeks had been dreadful. Her relatives were dull. Their conversations were uninteresting. They didn’t bring her on adventures or tell her about legendary treasure. They were nothing like her father. Her aunt and uncle pretended to care, but she could see through it. To them, she was a nuisance of the worst type—the type who Howie’s reckless brother, Roland, had raised. The oddball. The dangerous one.

      Her aunt and uncle were deathly afraid of her father. She could see it on their faces at the mere mention of his name. In the past, she’d used this to her advantage. It was something she could pull out of her sleeve to get them to back down. Ruth and Howie had never been kind to her, but they wouldn’t dare mistreat her with Roland around. When her father dropped her off with them to leave for his latest adventure, he had said he’d be back soon. This trip was too dangerous for his daughter, he’d said. But he hadn’t returned. And now that he was missing—she refused to use the word gone—her aunt and uncle became less reserved.

      Iris tossed the book aside and sprung from the bed. She ran to the wall calendar and scanned the days she’d been living with her relatives, stopping at today’s square.

      Almost four whole months.

      A realization struck her. One that had been hiding in her gut for several days. A thought that terrified her more than the remote cave she’d ventured into with her father this past year. Her blood grew cold and slowed to a crawl in her veins. Something had happened to him. Her father wasn’t coming back.

      No … he just needs a little more time. He’ll come back. He always does.
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            Gone

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridley peeled off in his Buick Skylark, tires screaming. He had driven like a madman up and down the streets of his neighborhood to search for Ava. She was nowhere. His mind was a tempest of confusion. His insides churned as if he were clutching the rails of a rocky ship. A sick feeling flooded inside—like he had been stabbed in the gut and there would be no recovery.

      Ava must have walked away after leaving her note. She couldn’t be driving. The two had been sharing his Buick while she looked for a new car. But his search had been fruitless. His heart pounded at a new realization.

      Someone has taken her.

      That must be what had happened—no way she would have left him like this. They were a team. Less than a month ago, she had accepted his marriage proposal, with tears in her eyes. And she was helping him work through his grief over Doug.

      Then, she does this? No way. Something’s happened to her.

      He squealed to a stop where Pine Haven connected with Outskirts Boulevard. Straining his eyes, he scanned the sides of the road. Ava wasn’t there.

      He snatched his cellphone from the console and dialed her for a third time. No answer. This time he left a frantic message that he would find her, that she would be safe again soon, back at home with him—where she belonged. To please call him as soon as she could.

      He drove a short length up and down the boulevard before returning to his neighborhood for one last pass. Ava was nowhere.

      As he pulled into his driveway, one of his eyes twitched, and the sickening feeling worsened. He thought again of the note she had left for him, clearly written in her own handwriting—Please don't look for me. I'm not coming back—and a seed of doubt planted inside.
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            Master’s Visit

          

        

      

    

    
      Ilyana walked the stretch of stone hallway from Club Vilkos to her chamber in the general quarters. She nakken-shifted along the way, trading her human anatomy for the natural insectile form of the vilskje. If it was up to her, she would stay as Dancer, the beautiful woman with glistening skin, the one the humans couldn’t peel their eyes from when she performed. Onstage, in her occupational form, she was a goddess. But it was customary for the vilskje to take their own shape inside the nest. And maintaining other forms expended energy.

      The hallway split into three paths, and she took the left one toward her chamber. A couple of vilskje scurried past, glancing at her with their beady eyes. Ahead, a tall figure stood near her chamber, draped in shadow. Her heart seized in her thorax when she recognized Master Yuryk. He was easy to recognize, standing nearly a foot taller than almost all their kind.

      Here to deliver my punishment at last.

      Outside the nest, a human had seen Ilyana in her vilskje form. She was still awaiting repercussion for the mishap, a forbidden and severe offense. Her one seed of hope lay in the fact that she had swiftly ended the woman’s life right afterward.

      The corners of Yuryk’s mouth drooped to a disapproving frown. “Dancer, the Revenant watched your performance tonight.”

      Ilyana froze, waiting for his next words. Had she done something else wrong? She thought of Yuryk’s grey wolf, and it made her curl up inside.

      His frown straightened. “He was pleased with your work.”

      Ilyana took a deep breath, relief spreading through her body.

      Watcher, bless you.

      “So much so, that he has advised mercy for your recent crime … considering you mopped up the mess.”

      “Oh, thank you. It was a mistake that will never ha—”

      “Must never happen again! And don’t mistake Osiris’s leniency as forgiveness. He simply wants you in good shape for your work.”

      Ilyana nodded quickly, satisfied with even an ounce of grace.

      When did our kind grow so cold? This darkness, it’s spread over us like a plague.

      Yuryk stepped aside, permitting Ilyana entrance to her own chamber.

      She entered before turning back. “Master Yuryk?”

      He turned to face her, his small eyes narrowing. “What is it?”

      “What is the purpose of these shows? Is it to earn coins for our clan?”

      Yuryk’s gaze fell, his words softer. “You’ll find out soon, Dancer. Just keep performing. Make each show better than the last.”

      Dancer …

      When had he last called her by her true name? No one did anymore.

      Yuryk’s gaze met hers again. “Don’t make any more mistakes.”

      She watched as he disappeared down the hallway.
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            Work Party

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridley stepped into the elevator at Business Park Commons with feet heavy as lead. Yesterday was a blur. He vaguely remembered calling out from work, mumbling on the phone in a catatonic state.

      Did I even give them a reason?

      Ava hadn’t answered his calls. He could still hear the endless ringing in his head, every decibel like a pin jabbing his heart over and over. A new day, he had thought, might fix everything. But she was still not there this morning. He couldn’t just sit there, manic and confused, so he’d driven to work. DSC would provide a needed distraction.

      The floor rumbled, and the elevator rose. The doors parted at the twelfth floor with a ding, mocking him with its cheerfulness, and Ridley entered the foyer.

      The front desk admin greeted him with a smile. “Feeling better?”

      He nodded and lifted a few fingers in response. Apparently, he had told them he was sick. He walked past and down the hallway. He closed the office door behind him and shut his eyes, taking a deep breath. Ava was his love, but she’d been his friend for far longer—a part of his family as much as Doug had been. It didn’t make sense that she would leave like this. He considered calling the police, but that note … they would dismiss his concern as denial. Which brought up the possibility that maybe she really had left him.

      Maybe this whole time she’s been acting.

      He was checking emails when his supervisor, Sal Boggs, stopped by with a new assignment. He was to work with marketing on a targeted distribution of their newest comic book, The Scab. In the past, DSC distributed uniformly across their stores, but they wanted to get a better understanding of demand by segment to limit print spend.

      The assignment was beyond the scope of his day-to-day responsibility, which must have meant he was doing good work. A week ago, Ridley would have been excited, but now the last thing he wanted to work on was The Scab—what he had been reading right before Ava left.

      Right before that strange bird appeared …

      He swiveled to face the window, bringing one hand to his chin. Outside, the bright sun was at odds with his misfortune.

      None of it made sense. After Ridley had read Ava’s note, he’d forgotten all about the vanishing crow. But it came back to him now. The two must be connected in some way. But how??

      A knock on the door got Ridley’s attention. Ethan burst through with a jovial hop. “I saw Boggs come by. The work never ends, right?” He flashed a smile. Ridley was starting to wonder if Ethan ever did any work.

      “He just gave me an assignment with one of the new comic books. No big deal.” Ridley couldn’t bring himself to mention The Scab.

      Ethan nodded emphatically. He gazed out the window and cleared his throat before turning back. “Hey, man, I couldn’t help but notice you look down today. Everything okay?”

      Ridley shrugged. It was time for Ethan to go away. He wasn’t ready to discuss Ava. “Yeah, everything’s … fine.”

      “Good to hear. Well, I can’t wait for the company banquet tonight. You bringing Ava?”

      Dammit.

      Ridley stood and walked to the window, where he placed his sweaty palms on the glass. He watched the transients scuttle to the train station on their way to the Big City. He wished he could teleport through the glass and leave with them.

      “Ridley?”

      “Something’s happened to her,” he whispered. “Ava. She’s … gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “I think she’s been kidnapped or something. I don’t know. She’s just gone. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Ethan’s eyes stretched wide. He shook his head. “Just like that? No evidence or anything?”

      Ridley turned to face his colleague. It would have been hard enough to tell this to a close friend. This was worse. But the words fell like marbles scattering from a pouch. “Not exactly. I found a note yesterday morning. It says she’s not coming back. But it can’t be from her. She wouldn’t leave me like this.”

      Ethan frowned. “So, it might be a fake? Was it typed?”

      Ridley looked down. “No. It was in her handwriting. Unmistakable.”

      Ethan sighed. “Oh, Ridley. I don’t want to say this, but …”

      “You think she left me.”

      “For someone to fake a note in her handwriting … it’s unlikely. I know it’s hard to accept, but … Look. She’s probably going through something and needs some time alone.”

      Why did I share any of this with Ethan?

      Ethan pointed a sudden finger at Ridley. “But she’s making a mistake. You work hard, always try to do the right thing. It seems that way, anyway. I know you’ve helped me a lot.” He smiled the entire time.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure,” Ethan said, withdrawing his finger. “The best thing you can do now is show her how well you’re doing on your own. The more you grovel, the worse it gets. Happened to a friend of mine out West.”

      “Hmm, that almost makes sense.”

      Ethan’s white teeth caught a ray of light from outside. “Yep. And, even better, now you can officially do whatever you want, just like me.” His eyes gleamed.

      What a strange thing to say.

      Ethan stepped closer, his voice falling to the volume of secrets. “Speaking of which. I’ve been wanting to tell you about this place I found. You know how I’m always looking for an adventure.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Ridley hadn’t spent much time thinking about his colleague’s personal life.

      “Club Vilkos, it’s called. And, man, is it wild. I wasn’t going to tell you about it because it’s not for committed types. Not wholesome ones anyway.” Laughter erupted from his mouth. “The location’s a bit odd. But it’s not far from here.”

      Ridley threw up a hand to cut off his colleague. “Ethan, mind telling me what the hell you are actually talking about?”

      “Oh, sorry.” He frowned, scratching his head. “It’s an adult show, man. You know, like a strip club, but … better.”

      Ridley studied his colleague. “You must really love this place.”

      Ethan’s eyes seemed to light up. “I’ve been a few times. You can get whoever you want. You should go!”

      “I don’t know. It’s not really my thing. Besides, Ava wouldn’t like it.”

      “Ridley …”

      Ridley swallowed and looked out the window. “She’ll be back.” His hand rested on his cellphone, hoping for the familiar vibration of a call, but there was none. “She’s just … going through something. Like you said.”

      An awkward silence engulfed the room.

      “Well, I can respect your commitment,” Ethan said at last, his eyes seeming to dim. “It’s more than I can say about everyone.”

      “What? I don’t think Ava’s left me for someone else.”

      “Oh, you misunderstand me, friend. I was talking about Jerry.”

      “Jerry Fontaine?”

      Ethan nodded.

      Jerry, DSC’s hotshot marketing exec, lived and worked just inside the Big City, only coming to the Outskirts location on occasion. Jerry and Ethan shared outgoing personalities and somehow had formed a fast friendship over the past year since Ethan had come on board. Jerry had always been cordial with Ridley, but no more than that.

      “Yeah,” Ethan said. “I’ve seen him at Club Vilkos a couple times. Both times, he was pulling into the lot with his Bentley as I was leaving. I don’t think he saw me.”

      “Wow. He goes there even with Veronica at home? Crazy.”

      At least half the guys at DSC, and even a couple of the girls, were in love with Jerry’s wife. She had all the curves and a fiery personality to match.

      Ridley was not one of her secret suitors. To him, she seemed hollow. Nothing at all like his Ava, so full of life and brilliance. Veronica was a pretty skirt on a mannequin, always there to impress a buyer—something to admire for a minute before shuffling past.

      “Jerry seems to go a lot. I’m not so sure his wife would like that.” He held up his hands, palms out. “But, hey, not my business. I think it’s time to get to work now. I’ll see you at the banquet tonight.” He turned to leave.

      “I don’t think I’m gonna make it, Ethan. I’m in no mood for a party.”

      Ethan turned back. “What? Oh, come on, man. You have to go. It’ll be the first one for both of us. Free food, drinks, dancing from what I hear. Besides, there’s something else I want to talk to you about.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ll tell you at the party,” Ethan said with a wink.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was DSC’s twelfth annual Fall Banquet and Success Celebration, on the third floor of the Outskirts office building, and all the guests sat quietly at their tables. Only servers shuffled about the Fireside Lounge, and the DJ yawned in the corner behind his setup. Ridley sat at a table with Ethan and Jerry Fontaine. Jerry was fine company, but Ethan got dawdling on, and Ridley was wondering why he had come. DSC had frequent firm get-togethers, but it wasn’t mandatory to attend most of them.

      But then Veronica Fontaine entered the room, drawing everyone’s gaze. Ridley watched her survey the room with a bored expression, water dripping from her raincoat. Toward one side a guy sat alone, staring at her, mouth hanging open like he had been waiting all night for her.

      Ridley shook his head.

      What’s that creep’s name again? Scott, I think.

      The greeter kissed Veronica’s hand and whipped off her coat in dramatic fashion. What the garment had hidden was now in full view. Veronica wore small shorts that clung to her thighs like a climber holding onto a ledge for dear life. Her tanned legs were vibrant in the lounge light. An ornate blouse embraced her upper half, accentuating her assets in all the right places. She glanced down and smiled, looking pleased with herself, as if just now discovering her appearance.

      Jerry motioned his wife toward their table, and she sashayed past the other guests, eyes sparkling, greeting each with a nod and a snow-white smile. Pete from accounts payable and Fred, the leadership development executive, were both said to be in love with her. In fact, Ridley had heard that Fred had the audacity to ask her out at last year’s party, only to backtrack when he caught sight of Jerry, claiming it had been a joke. That was just rumor, though. It had happened before Ridley had moved to the Outskirts to join DSC.

      Veronica sat and squeezed Jerry’s hand.

      He kissed her cheek. “Glad you finally showed up, sugar.” Jerry wore his blue and pink button-down shirt—the one he seemed to always wear to these firm events—with the yachts and palm trees.

      “Finally? It’s only ten past the hour.” She locked eyes with Ridley. “Hi, Ridley. It’s good to see you. We haven’t spent too much time together, but it’s hard to forget such a handsome face.”

      “Thanks.” Ridley felt himself blush.

      “And you”—Veronica gestured to Ridley’s coworker—“you’re Ethan, am I right?”

      “Bingo!” Ethan smiled broadly.

      “She sure knows her men, doesn’t she?” Jerry said, chuckling.

      “Oh, stop it, hon.” She flapped her wrist at Jerry. “Has this party started yet? Everyone’s just sitting here. It’s positively dreadful.”

      Jerry shrugged. “I ordered a round of shots. Here they come now, sugar.”

      A server approached and distributed shot glasses from a tray. Everyone took their shots except Ridley.

      “Jerry, my man!” Ethan pumped a fist in the air. His gaze turned to Veronica. “You know why these parties are so dull?”

      “Why’s that?” She cocked her head.

      “Because everyone’s worried about doing something dumb in front of the boss. Doesn’t make for the wildest of parties.”

      Veronica leaned on Jerry with one pinky in her mouth. “That makes sense. So, how about we get past that right now? I’m nearly dead with boredom already.”

      Jerry shook his head. “Relax, sugar. You just got here.”

      “Let’s dance,” she said, ignoring him. “The four of us, right now. Others will join in.”

      Ridley shuffled in his seat. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

      “Oh, come on. Bet you’re cute out there.” She winked.

      Ethan stood and gestured to a shot glass. “Take your shot, Ridley, and you’ll limber up just fine.”

      “Okay, fine.” Ridley downed it and pushed the empty glass to the center of the table. He coughed and shook his head. “What did you want to talk to me about tonight, Ethan? It was the whole reason I came.”

      Ethan glanced away for a moment, then burst into laughter. “Nothing, actually.” Other guests turned their way. He held his hands clasped tightly atop the table. “I just thought you’d come if I said that.” His smile widened.

      I’m really starting to not like this guy.

      Ethan refocused on Jerry and Veronica. “Ridley was gonna skip out.”

      “You were gonna miss the banquet?” Jerry said.

      “I’ve been going through a rough patch in my personal life.”

      Ethan tapped Ridley’s arm. “Actually, there is something I wanted to tell you in the office earlier.”

      “Well, what is it?” Ridley asked, failing to hide the agitation in his voice. He pulled his arm away from his colleague so he wouldn’t touch him again.

      “Maybe you should start boxing again. Might help get you over this slump.”

      Veronica ran her fingers through her hair. “I didn’t know you were a boxer, Ridley.” She scrutinized him more closely. “What was your record?”

      “Twelve and one.”

      She leaned in, cradling her face in her hands, as if she were carving a little tunnel in the space atop the table for just the two of them. “Why did you quit? You’re clearly a stud in the ring.”

      “Dear Highest One Almighty, Veronica,” Jerry snapped. “You may as well be screwing the boy right in front of me.”

      Veronica gave her husband half a glance. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to, hon.” She had clearly forgotten he was even there.

      “I don’t really know why I quit,” Ridley lied, not wanting to discuss his brother. “I just wasn’t feeling it anymore.”

      Veronica batted her eyes, smacking high cheek bones with her heavy lashes. “With talent like that, you gotta run with it, Rids. Mind if I call you that?”

      Ridley hesitated, frowning. Only Ava called him that. And the thought of her revived the sick feeling in his stomach. But he didn’t want to make a scene here. “It’s fine.”

      “Yep,” Ethan said, smiling. “Gotta run with it.” He winked at Veronica.

      “I’ll think about it,” Ridley said.

      Veronica tapped a knuckle on the table. “Good enough for now.” She stood and adjusted her outfit. “Okay, let’s hit the floor, boys. Time to make this a party.”

      Ethan popped right up, followed by Jerry. Ridley slowly rose to follow the trio to the dancefloor.

      The DJ smiled and cut to a track from Def Bizlee’s latest. The hypnotic beat brought Veronica’s hips to life, and she waved to the server, mid-groove, for another round of shots. She pressed her backside to Jerry, swaying back and forth. The four took the round of shots. Ethan boogied in his odd way. Ridley did the least amount of movement possible to be considered dancing. Soon others joined, and the servers brought more rounds.

      Ethan shouted to their group, “See? It only takes a few to start it!”

      The crowd grew and shifted with the mood and dynamics of each track. Ridley watched Veronica prance toward him. Tall, blonde, and curvaceous, she was enough to drive any man wild. He couldn’t help his gaze from wandering a little bit. Veronica looked around purposefully, probably ensuring Jerry was somewhere else, lost in the shuffle of bodies.

      She reached over suddenly and pulled Ridley close. Her perfume was of fresh gardenia flowers. Her breath was warm on his cheek. A second later, her hand was at his side, then fingers brushed against the back of his neck. A tingling sensation spread across his skin.

      He tensed. “Veronica, I’m engaged.” The music and the crowd noise nearly drowned out his words.

      “And I’m married, Rids. It’s okay. We’re just dancing here, right?”

      Ridley inched backward. “Oh … right. Dancing. I just didn’t want to make a mistake.”

      Veronica winked and stepped closer to Ridley, squeezing his shoulder. “It’s okay. No hard feelings?”

      He nodded and smiled, feeling relieved. She ran her hand gently down his backside, before turning back to find Jerry in the crowd. Ethan joined them a moment later with his stick-man boogie, looking very much at ease with the couple.

      Despite his awkward exchange with Veronica, Ridley found that he didn’t want to leave for his empty home. Here was just as much home as there now, so he stayed at the banquet late into the night, indulging in shot after shot until, at last, he took a cab home.
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            Rusty’s Gym

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridley slammed his fists into the heavy bag. Jab, cross, jab, hook. He wiped the sweat from his brow and followed through with a strength combo. Jab, hook, uppercut. Duck, move.

      He’d made it home from the company banquet the night before in a stupor. It wasn’t the hangover that was killing him today, though. This was his first weekend without Ava. And it may be the worst day of his life. He had fully expected Ava to wrap her arms around him this morning, to apologize for her stupid mistake. But she still hadn’t returned. How could she do this to him? More than anything, he wanted to talk this through with his little brother. Doug had a logical mind; he could’ve sorted this out. But he was gone too.

      Ethan’s words replayed in his head. “Oh, Ridley … I don’t want to say this, but …” Ethan had thought Ridley foolish to assume something had happened to her. And Ethan was right. How could someone fake that letter? Hold her at gunpoint while she wrote it? That was hard to believe.

      Ridley had tortured himself for hours, tossing around all the reasons why Ava might have chosen to leave him. All the stupid decisions he’d made over the years, the drinking, the recklessness. His role in his brother’s death—no, he had never told her about that. Had she found out somehow?

      Impossible. Besides, I doubt she would blame me. Would she?

      Eventually, he had left the house feeling violent, like a wrecking ball on a dangerous path. That was when he had sped off for Rusty’s gym. Apparently Veronica and Ethan’s suggestions had seeped into his brain. Even if he had no intention of ever boxing again, it didn’t mean he couldn’t hit the heavy bags, sweat these demons out, and think about what in the actual fuck was happening in his life. On the way to the gym, he had phoned his mom, but she didn’t answer. No doubt she was too busy with Bob.

      Ridley circled the bag and laid in with a succession of jabs, until his heart was a piston in his ears. He ducked the imaginary adversary and followed with a high-low jab-cross combo, with a nose-breaker, vertical elbow finishing move. It felt good to be boxing again, even if it was just with himself. He may not have exorcised his demons, but he felt less manic. Sweat covered his face and arms. He pivoted on the rubber mat. His mind felt more at ease, the anxiety lessened. He mixed kicks with his combos, and his mind latched onto a joyful memory of when he and Doug had first met Ava.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Doug said. “This is the only one this year.”

      Ridley had resisted when his little brother had asked him along to the Sixteenth Annual Other Worlds Conference, but the excitement in Doug’s eyes had persuaded him. He’d already gotten Mom’s blessing, so the next Saturday morning, they’d made the quick trip.

      Despite his reservations, Ridley found himself intrigued as soon as he walked through the doors of the giant warehouse. Wall-to-wall booths filled the conference. An enormous flying saucer hung from the center of the hangar. It spun clockwise and reversed, over and over, in tempo with dark synth music. Slow, brooding notes created an eerie ambiance. Vendors manned decorated booths, selling books and photographs of extraterrestrial sightings, rocks from different planets—complete with certificates of authenticity—and Martian Halloween costumes in a far greater variety than the little green man.

      Inside, a tantalizing smell pulled them along. They’d skipped breakfast in Doug’s eagerness to get there.

      “Are those brownies?” Doug asked.

      Nose to the air like a hound, Ridley nodded in agreement. “Let’s get some.”

      The brothers followed the hazelnut and caramel aroma. It commanded their full attention now, and they passed the booths on either side with little regard. Ridley walked in sync with the music.

      Halfway there, a dark-haired, thin girl leaned out from a booth and yelled at Ridley. “Hey! I’ve never seen you here before. Come check out my comic book. I just finished it.”

      The brothers stopped. Ridley stared at the bold girl with irritation. His stomach was rumbling now.

      The girl rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. Those stardust brownies will be here all day long. They make them fresh every couple hours. Trust me, they won’t run out until tomorrow. Personally, I’m sick of them. I can’t even stand the smell anymore. But they’ve been my breakfast, lunch, and dinner on occasion over the past few years.” She passed Ridley and stuck her hand out to Doug. “Hi, I’m Ava. What’s your name?”

      Ridley turned around, annoyed by her dismissal.

      Doug didn’t seem to mind. He shook her hand. “I’m Doug, here to level up on my galactic intel.”

      Ridley brought a hand to his head and closed his eyes. He took a slow, deep breath. His brother was way too into this Martian stuff. It was going to be a long day. But when he opened his eyes, he saw a sly smile on Ava’s face.

      “I already have a scoop,” Doug continued. “See, I’ve got this friend at school … his dad’s on the inside.”

      Ridley shook his head. “Don’t tell this girl everything, Dougie. She’s just trying to sell us stuff. We should be eating those space dust brownies right now.”

      Ava spun to face Ridley, eyes intent. “They’re stardust brownies. But Tommy sells space root beer over there.” She pointed to a booth at the center of the warehouse, featuring a smiling moon with gigantic eyes and pale white arms downing a frothing beverage. “It’s tasty root beer.” Ava stepped in closer. “But Tommy is a little rough around the edges.” She lowered her voice. “He talks to himself a lot ever since his abduction. We are just happy to have him back.”

      Ridley folded his arms. “Okay, right. You can’t be serious with this abduction stuff.”

      Ava stuck her hand up and out, manipulating her fingers to cast a powerful spell. She blasted an imaginary forcefield over Ridley’s mouth, and Doug laughed. Ava smiled. “Negativity is a losing strategy, Ridley. We humans must unite for a chance at meeting our extraterrestrial friends. We are so disappointing to them.”

      Ridley stepped backward. “Wait. How do you know my name? You only asked my little brother for his.”

      Ava’s sly smile widened. She pulled a small device from her pocket. “My space ears.” She clasped it over her left ear to demonstrate. “It’s basically a microscope for your ears. I can hear what someone is saying all the way across the warehouse. I saw the two of you walk in, and Doug said your name. Voilà. I love my space ears. Although, if my aim is off, it can produce confusing results.”

      Ridley nudged his brother’s arm. “C’mon, Doug. Let’s get one of those space dust brownies and look around some more.”

      Doug frowned and eyed the girl’s booth. “They’re stardust brownies, Ridley. Why not look here for a second first? You’re not being very nice, you know.”

      Ridley had been so caught up in the girl’s antics that he hadn’t paid attention to her wares. Her booth had four shelves, all packed with the same comic book, Star Eater. On the cover, a massive dark entity with bright eyes drifted through space.

      Doug pulled a copy from the shelf. “Wait, Rids. I want to look at this for a minute.” He regarded Ava, eyes twinkling. “This is awesome. Did you make this yourself?”

      Ava smiled. “I did. My story and drawings. Been at it for over a year. Today is the first showing, though. I’ve sold a few online, but I need more traction.”

      “Well, I’d like a copy. How much?”

      Ava smiled. She’d seemed so confident, a regular little smartass, but now Ridley saw the vulnerability in her eyes. He saw how much Doug’s interest meant to her.

      “They’re priced at fifteen, but I’ve got a good feeling about you, so how about ten?” She scratched a finger down her cheek. “Unless … do you want to join me?”

      Doug’s eyes widened. “Join you?

      “I’m looking to assemble a team to search for extraterrestrial life. Studies show the probability of missing something is too high if you go it alone. Don’t worry, I’m not asking you to leave Earth. I’m an astronomer. How about this—I’ll give you Star Eater for five if you’ll join my team?”

      Doug nodded, and the two shook hands.

      Ridley watched the two with interest. The eccentric, tattooed girl grinning from ear to ear and his little brother, exalted at her request. An undeniable connection had taken place. A chemistry. And somehow, he knew he was a part of it too. He picked up a copy of the comic and flipped through it, intrigued.

      “Hey, Ava,” Ridley said. “I agree with Dougie. This looks awesome. A buddy of mine is into comics too. I’ll take two at full price.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. She reached under the booth and grabbed a paper bag featuring a blaster pistol. She placed the three comics inside and handed them to Ridley. The two locked eyes. “Thanks, guys. Your support means a lot.” Ava looked up at the flying saucer hanging from the ceiling. “I’ve almost got the next watch coordinates figured, so we’ve got to review our first mission soon. Who knew that today I’d assemble the team I’ve been looking for all this time?”
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        * * *

      

      The sound of Rusty’s voice pulled Ridley from his daydream. He’d never stopped punching the bag. His feet slid as he moved on the mat, slick from the sweat that dripped from his body.

      Rusty stood a few feet away. He wore blue gym shorts and a tank top. Veins popped from his thighs and arms. “Lisa told me you were here. It’s good to see you again, man. You used to train here every day. Then, you just vanished.”

      That seems to be happening a lot.

      Ridley stepped backward from the bag and removed his gloves. “It’s good to be back, Rusty. I see you’ve added equipment, too. I signed up for a new one-month membership.”

      They shook sweaty hands.

      “Yeah, we got new rowing machines and cardio equipment to cut down on wait times. Unfortunately, we also got a new leak.” Rusty pointed to a corner of the ceiling near the free weights section. Ridley noticed a bucket on the floor. “It’s always the good with the bad, you know?”

      “Yeah,” Ridley muttered, still shaking off the memory of the Other Worlds conference.

      Rusty crossed his arms, flexing the muscles in his chest. “Are you getting back into boxing? You were the best that ever came out of here. Thought you were gonna put my little gym on the map.” He laughed.

      “It does feel good to be back, I must admit.” He wiped his face with a towel.

      “Well, if you want back in, let me be your sponsor. This wouldn’t be like before. I’d take half the cut and work twice as hard. Ridley, I know you can go places.”

      Rusty had been a vigorous supporter from the beginning. He’d lined up consistent fights in the Outskirts. His lack of connections limited his reach, but Ridley knew his heart was in the right place.

      Ridley nodded. “I think I’m gonna head home now, but it’s been really good seeing you, Rusty. I’ll be around.”

      Rusty slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t be a stranger. Say hi to Ava for me.”

      The words stung, but Ridley just nodded and walked away.

      On his way home, he tried Ava again. He’d rehearsed the call three times in his head before dialing. She would take the call on the first ring, crying. She would apologize. Say how she was in a dark place, miserable and alone. She’d be wallowing in a pool of her tears. “I’m so sorry, babe. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m coming home, Rids. I’m coming home right now.”

      But when he called, there was no answer.

      Ridley pulled up to a quiet and empty house. It was much worse this time now that he wasn’t intoxicated. His loss was coherent and palpable. He lay on the couch in his sweaty clothes and, despite fighting it for several minutes, the tears came. Slow at first, they built to a steady stream. He thought of Ava, and his brother too, and the three of them together as they so often had been. Fate had dealt a most unexpected card. Somehow, the trio had diminished to one.
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      Iris paced the room. It had been four days since she had convinced herself to give her father a little more time, but he hadn’t returned. Today was the first day she accepted her ugly truth.

      This isn’t a temporary arrangement.

      She stopped to stare at the plain white walls in disgust. Aside from her preschool bunny poster, a single painting of a hen hung in the room to one side of the calendar. It was the most boring illustration Iris had ever seen. The conservative decor here contrasted starkly with her father’s house, where vivid tapestries hung about depicting swords, dragons, and waterfalls. Iris approached the second-story bedroom window overlooking a well-kept back yard adorned with common flowers in perfect rows. Dull, uninspired. Orderly. There was no willow tree or witch fire bushes. There were no pebbled pathways over hills. No guardian fountains of the Sphinx and Hippogryph. No sly figures of hoffnari trickster demons.

      This is my new home.

      Iris’s heart pounded and panic set in. Something had happened to her father. She’d been clinging to the hope he’d encountered a delay or a distracting side quest—something too intriguing to pass up—but this was too long. Her father was spontaneous, not irresponsible. He loved Iris. He wouldn’t leave her for this long with no explanation.

      The worst part was that she didn’t even know where he’d gone. Whenever he went somewhere alone, Iris would stay with Ruth and Howie. Father would never leave her with a stranger. Even if Roland found his brother disagreeable, he knew Iris was safe with him. But Roland had always returned. His longest trip had been four weeks.

      She cracked her knuckles, breathing fast. Her hand found the radiant sun ornament at her neck dangling from its silver chain. She never took it off. It had been a gift from her mother, Genevieve—purchased before Iris was born and set aside for her coming of age. When her mother had died in childbirth, Roland had given it to Iris to memorialize her instead. He had placed Genevieve’s matching moon pendant around his own neck. Like her, he never removed it.

      Iris sighed, and her hand fell to her side.

      I need to find out where he went. I must do something.
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      Ridley awoke feeling different. It was time to do something. He was all out of tears. He lifted himself from the couch and checked the clock—10:15 a.m. He’d slept late for a Sunday. He walked to the glass door and looked to his back yard where he’d saved the strange bird a few days ago, before his life had fallen apart. It was like that one good act had triggered something awful in the universe. Maybe that bird was meant to die, and now some vengeful spirit was after him. Why not? It wasn’t that much harder to believe than vampires. He stared outside for a long while, hoping to trigger some revelation, some idea to bring back Ava.

      Eventually he gave up and walked to the bathroom, removing his clothes along the way, and dropping them in the hallway.

      At least no one’s here to complain about my mess.

      That nearly brought a smile to his lips. Nearly. He passed his bedroom without looking inside. He didn’t want to see the empty room. He paused at the bathroom door, feeling an urge to check the observatory another time. Maybe some clue was in there he’d missed before. He turned down the short hallway to the spare bedroom that Ava used as her observatory.

      It was empty. A window overlooked the open sky. Sparse trees permitted an unobstructed view of the landscape. Ava’s fountain stood at the center of the patio, water cascading down Saturn’s rings. Ridley clenched his teeth.

      In the bathroom, he turned the hot water all the way up and stepped into the steam, gasping. He’d just started to wash himself when he heard something.

      The faintest chirping. He stuck his head outside the shower, recognized the ringing of his cellphone. The hairs on his arm stood as he slammed open the curtain and jumped from the shower. “It’s her!”

      He grabbed a towel from the wall hook without slowing, leaving the shower running. On any other day, the cold air would’ve had him shivering. But not this one. He raced down the hallway, leaving a trail of water behind. He snatched the cellphone from the coffee table beside the couch and answered it without looking at the screen. “Hello?”

      “Hey, man. It’s Ethan.”

      Ridley’s mouth fell open.

      Ethan repeated himself on the other end. “Hey … you there?”

      Ridley barely heard him. He struggled to get his own words out. “How did you get my number?”

      “Jeez, man. We’re friends, remember? You gave me the number yourself at the banquet.”

      That’s the stupid shit I do when I drink.

      He dried himself with the towel and spread it out on the couch before sitting. “I didn’t remember. Sorry. You caught me at a bad time.”

      “Don’t sweat it, Ridley. You were tanked. Anyway, I met Jerry for lunch yesterday, and we got to talking about you, oddly enough.”

      “That is odd that you guys were talking about me.”

      Ethan laughed. “Jerry didn’t know you’re a boxer. Can you believe it? He found out at the banquet.”

      Ridley sighed and shook his head. The last thing he wanted to do was talk with his coworker while naked on the couch. The sound of running water made him remember he had left the shower on. “Hold up. I’ll be right back.” He dropped the phone on the couch and ran to shut off the water. He returned a minute later, wearing a pair of clean shorts.

      He swiped the wet towel from the couch and sat, scooping up his cellphone. “I don’t box anymore, remember? I’ve told you this.”

      “Right, sure. Well it turns out Jerry’s got connections in the sport. Thought you should at least know that. He was impressed by your tape and wants us to meet soon for some drinks in the Big City. I’m pushing for tonight, actually.”

      Ridley wiped a droplet of water from his side. He scratched his temple.

      Jerry Fontaine. That guy knows everyone.

      “Thanks for the offer, Ethan, but if I were to fight again, I’d go with Rusty’s Gym. They’ve done me right since I’ve been here in the Outskirts.”

      “They’ve done you right for, what? A few months? Small potatoes. Jerry mentioned him. Rusty’s a good guy, but he’s got no network.”

      The words were ice cold but true.

      “I trust him.”

      “You should at least hear Jerry out. And you shouldn’t be sweatin’ Ava, either. She hung you out to dry, man. Talk about coldhearted.”

      Ridley clenched his teeth. He’d had enough of this guy. “Don’t talk about Ava like that. You don’t know her.” His finger hovered over the END CALL button.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that, man. Listen. If you change your mind about tonight, give me a call. You have my number now.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oh, and you gotta check out Club Vilkos, too. The place I was telling you about the other day? Trust me, it will help get rid of your blues.” He laughed.

      Ridley visualized Ethan’s smile on the other end—broad and stupid.

      “Jerry couldn’t stop talking about it yesterday,” Ethan continued. “I’m afraid he’s addicted. All right, talk to you later.”

      “Bye.” Ridley pressed END.

      He was changing in his bedroom when his mom called him back. “Hey, sweetie. Sorry I’ve been a little hard to get a hold of. I feel terrible about the holidays. It’s just—”

      “Ma, she’s gone. Ava left me.” His words came out matter-of-factly—something he couldn’t have done yesterday. Still, the muscles in his face tightened painfully.

      “Oh, sweetie, are you sure? That just doesn’t sound right, son. Did you say Ava left you?”

      He took several deep breaths. “Yes, Ma. She left a note. It’s been four days.”

      “Oh, my poor sweetie.” His mom’s voice was calm, soothing. “Never in a million years would I think that. Not in a billion. I almost hate to say this, but could something have happened to your poor fiancée? Did you have a bad fight?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Ridley wiped his face with a sleeve and stood. He put his phone on speaker and set it on the bed so he could stretch. “We were getting along great. Like always.”

      “That just doesn’t seem right, sweetie. Was there anything unusual this past week?”

      Once again, he recalled the bird he’d rescued from his back yard, the crow that had vanished along with his fiancée. “Nothing that could have happened to Ava. I mean, I saw the note. It’s in her own handwriting. She’s not taking my calls, either. I’ve accepted it. She must have been hiding the way she really feels. Anyway, she’s not here to talk about it anymore, so it’s time to move on.”

      “That’s it, Ridley. I’m coming to see you. I think you need me there.”

      Ridley shook his head. “Oh no, Ma. I’ll sort this all out. You’ll see. I just wanted to talk to you. That’s why I called before. Ava will come back, I think. She must just be going through something.”

      “Yes. I’m sure that’s it. In the meantime, you should stay busy. You’ll go crazy sitting around waiting.”

      Ridley took his phone off speaker and put it to his ear. He paced around the living room. “Funny you say that. I went to Rusty’s Gym yesterday, actually. It felt good hitting the heavy bags. What do you think about me taking up boxing again?”

      “You’re a natural fighter, son. You always have been. It strikes the fear of God in me every time I see you in the ring, but I think you were meant for it. I breathed a sigh of relief when you stopped, but at the same time, it felt wrong.”

      He scratched his chin. People had been showering him with compliments regarding his boxing. Had he really been that good? Thirteen fights weren’t the biggest sample size, after all. Still, it was nice to hear, he had to admit.

      “Hey, Ma, do you happen to remember Jerry Fontaine? You met him once at a DSC event when we first moved here to the Outskirts.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, sweetie. Is it your supervisor?”

      “No, that’s Sal Boggs. I’m talking about the big marketing hotshot with the pinstripe.”

      “Aah, I think so. Yes … Jerry. I remember now.”

      “Well, he may want to sponsor my boxing. Can you believe that? He’s got Big City connections. I’m not sure, though.”

      “I say go for it, son. God knows you have the talent. Take this as far as you can go. Hell, once my boy’s face is all over posters in the Big City, you won’t be able to fend off the girls.” She chuckled.

      Ridley smiled. “I’ll think about it. But I don’t need a swarm of girls. I just want Ava back.”

      “She’ll come back, sweetie. Peas in a pod, you two! Are you sure you’re okay? Look. I know you said you don’t need me to come, but I want to see you. Maybe I’ll fly out in a couple weeks. I’m sure Ava will be back by then, and we can all catch up.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good, Ma. And I’ll be fine. I feel much better after talking with you. Love you.”

      He silenced his phone and stepped through the sliding glass door to the back yard, realizing his words were true. He did feel better.

      Ma’s right. Wallowing here won’t change anything.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. He fished it out and glanced at Ethan’s text message on the screen: Red Bermuda in the Big City. Tonight at six. Jerry wants to meet. You coming?

      Ridley sighed. This was a rare opportunity, one he wouldn’t get again. And if Ava caught wind of one of his Big City fights, maybe she’d be proud of him.

      She might remember what we had. She might come back.

      The spark inside grew to a fire, and he typed on his phone: I’ll be there.
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      Jerry cracked his knuckles. He rubbed his thumbs over his forefingers with anticipation. He knew he’d entered Club Vilkos a few minutes ago, but he didn’t remember ever leaving. It was like he was always here. The rest of his life was a dull dream now. He still went through the motions, but it was all just a waiting room to this greater place. In the months since he’d found this place, his life had finally begun. At Club Vilkos, he felt alive.

      Sweat accumulated on Jerry’s brow. His eyes widened; his pupils dilated. The room rotated, stone foundations groaning. Pale blue-green recess lights cast an eerie glow. He gazed at them, feeling their invisible embrace. He remembered the first time he’d ventured a curious glance, months ago, and found himself locked in place. Now he longed to bathe in their glow, to feel their numbing warmth.

      A deep rumble echoed through the club. His private chamber rotated toward its destination. The slow revolution was maddening, torturous. Cool, damp air ventilated through the dark space. Soon his window would align for the show. He approached one of the chamber walls and tried to pinpoint the exact best location to view. The anticipation was getting to be too much, his physical reaction starting earlier each time. Jerry had asked for something new this time: two performers. He felt his pants become restrictive.

      Click. The chamber locked into place.

      Jerry saw a green curtain through the crystal-clear chamber glass. With saliva gathering in his mouth, he stepped toward the glass shield, hands outstretched in front, feeling pleasure in every step. The curtain lifted, revealing two beautiful objects of desire.

      One had black hair and bright emerald-colored eyes, with an ample body wrapped tightly in a shiny black leather outfit. She pranced to the glass shield and teased Jerry, beckoning with one hand and running her other hand suggestively over her body.

      The second woman was thin and blonde, with blue eyes and never-ending legs. She wore white shorts and a red top. She strode to the dark-haired woman, grabbed her waist, and spun her around. The blonde woman found the zipper on the back of the other’s outfit and zipped it all the way down. Jerry’s eyes bulged, the individual veins straining until it was painful. But he would not look away.

      Both women, now fully unclad, faced Jerry, smiling. They gestured for him to remove his clothes. They insisted. His heart pounded dangerously as he dropped his pants to the floor. He pulled his shirt violently, tearing it. He kicked the whole pile of clothes aside. The recess lights shone intensely on Jerry, and a twinge of pain shot through his body, every ounce of his body feeling the numbing warmth that was now his home. He had come to enjoy the pain. Always drowned out by the intense pleasure of the show, it was all a part of the process. The women danced while Jerry took care of himself. Less than two minutes later, he was finished.

      Jerry dressed, feeling the lingering effects of his orgasm alongside the familiar undercurrent of pain. Now would come the shame and fatigue. It was a deep exhaustion, the likes of which he had never known outside this place. He felt like a prey animal stumbling forth with a spear in its side, refusing to collapse, adrenaline masking the pain and driving it onward.

      How many times have I come here this week alone?

      The chamber rotated Jerry to the lobby. It clicked into place, and he stumbled toward the entrance, where he glimpsed the bug-eyed attendant on the right, up the staircase. The impish man smiled down at him. Jerry averted his gaze and pushed his way outside. The heavy oak doors groaned closed behind him, and he found himself gasping in the cool night air. Above, a crescent moon provided a sliver of light.

      He thought of his wife, Veronica, at home in bed alone—or worse, out with another man. What could he even say if she was?

      Oh, Veronica … why do I come to this place?

      On the way to his car, Jerry thought he saw a pair of sad eyes in the alley, watching him from the moon’s shadow. But when he rubbed his eyes and looked again, they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m waitin’, hon.” Veronica lay in bed, strewn across the mattress like a queen. She wore a lace teddy which struggled to contain her curves. The TV played The Latest Show, a nightly comedic routine the married couple enjoyed. “Won’t you spend some time with me?”

      Jerry entered, unbuttoning his dress shirt. He whipped off his belt and hung it in the closet.

      Veronica watched as he undressed. “I like what I see.”

      Jerry faced her. “Can you turn down the show? It’s loud, and I’m tired from work.”

      Veronica stiffened. The lines in her husband’s face were pronounced. Was it just the lighting, or was his hair thinner, too? She sighed, lowering the volume a few notches.

      Jerry lay next to her and pulled the covers over himself. “I’m going to get some sleep. It’s been a long day.” He rolled to his side, away from her.

      She clenched one of her fists.

      He’s blowing me off. Again.

      She surveyed her toned thighs and her dainty toes, freshly pedicured in lavish lavender. As a diamond exclusive member at The Seductive Slipper, she was the first to try the new color.

      I’m a bombshell. A total knockout. How can he pass on this?

      Veronica rubbed his shoulders and ran her fingers down his waistline. “C’mon, hon.” She pulled him close and whispered into his ear, “Let’s have some fun.”

      Jerry clenched her hand with his own and yanked it from his body. “I’m tired, sugar. Another time.”

      Veronica pulled away. “You’ve been tired for weeks,” she hissed. “You come home late, and when you’re here, you don’t have time for me.”

      Jerry turned to her. “I’m sorry, V. I’m just exhausted. This new project at work is stressing me out.”

      Veronica studied his face. His pale skin looked ghostly. It had more liver spots than she remembered. His dim eyes seemed to stare through and beyond her, as if she were no more than a pane of glass. Now she retreated on her own, losing all interest. Jerry looked ill. This was not the ladies’ man she couldn’t resist.

      “Now, let me sleep,” he said. “I’ve got an important meeting first thing in the morning.” He rolled to his side of the bed again.

      “Fine. Goodnight.” Veronica shifted until she no longer touched her husband. She lay in silence for a moment, then ran her fingers along the outline of her hips, feeling the sensation ripple through her body. She deserved better than this. She deserved the very best.

      Jerry began to snore. It wasn’t the normal sound.

      This was dry, raspy …

      Hollow.
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      Veronica was watching the newest show on Yulu when a knock on the front door startled her. She got up from the couch and walked to the front door in her silk nightdress and slippers. It was afternoon, but she didn’t have anywhere to be today. She looked through the peephole.

      Ethan?

      She looked away and rubbed her arm, a jolt of energy spreading through her body. What could he want?

      Oh, I think I know.

      She smiled and unlocked the deadbolt. Something seemed different about Ethan that she couldn’t place. He was odd. And he wasn’t handsome in the classical sense, not like the other one from the banquet—Rids. But she found this one’s confidence alluring.

      Still, I didn’t think he was quite this bold.

      She opened the door. “Ethan? What brings you here on a Tuesday afternoon?” She flashed her snow-white teeth in a teasing smile. “Well, come on in. There’s no one else here. I’ll fetch you a cup of tea.”

      Ethan entered and closed the door behind him. He wore slacks, with a black and grey polo shirt—only the slightest variation of what he had worn to the banquet. He had dirty-blond hair and a fixed smile.

      “You look stunning.”

      “Thanks, hon. Did you come to see Jerry?” Veronica had a mile-long line of would-be-suitors, but they didn’t just show up at the door like this. Jerry was not a man to cross.

      “I came to see you.” He stepped forward and took her hand. “I want to share something with you.”

      Veronica’s heart pounded. Ethan’s brazen move was a turn on, but it raised red flags. Something was off. Yet, somehow, she was at ease with him.

      “Did I mention … you look unbelievable?” Ethan took her other hand.

      Veronica was smitten. “Oh … I’m just—”

      “Shh.” Ethan pressed one finger softly to her lips. “We all have desires.”

      Veronica closed her eyes. When his finger left her lips, she leaned in for a kiss.

      “No.”

      Veronica opened her eyes, shocked. “But I …”

      Ethan was a step back, leaning against the door, still smiling. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had made her feel so completely under their control.

      “It’s okay. But I only came here to tell you about a place.”

      Veronica clenched her jaw. The muscles in her face tightened. First her husband and now this? How? Men weren’t supposed to resist her. They came at her like hungry wolves.

      A second later, her gaze fell to the floor in sad realization. Her boiling blood simmered and cooled, and she felt herself grow pale. Her lip quivered.

      Oh, dear God, it’s happening, isn’t it? Am I getting … old?

      “At the banquet, I could see a longing in your eyes. Something was amiss in your life. You’re too young to be unfulfilled, Veronica. You should go to Club Vilkos. They have shows there.” Ethan touched her hand. “The place is special, like you.”

      Veronica erupted in laughter. “You came here to tell me about a strip joint? Wow! You really are something else, Ethan.” She lost herself in her laughter, stopping just shy of a snort. It felt so good that she forgave him for resisting her a moment ago.

      “Won’t you go, Veronica? If you want, I’ll come with you.”

      She put her hands on Ethan’s shoulders and squeezed. This was too much. “Okay, okay. I’ll think about it, hon. This Club Vilkos, it’s here in the Outskirts?”

      Ethan nodded and told her the location.

      She knew the area—industrial sprawl and abandoned buildings. It was an odd place for a club. She made a mental note of it. “So, is this an exclusive club?”

      Ethan’s smile stretched to the limits of his face. “Oh, yes. It’s a secret.”

      With that, he left, and she went back to her show. But less than an hour later, another knock sounded on the door. She opened it and paused, studying the man, with her brow furrowed.

      “Hmm … you look familiar.”

      The man had paled. She realized his eyes were glued to her chest. Maybe she hadn’t lost her touch after all.

      “Is there something you need? I was just getting ready to soak in the bath.”

      He looked like he was about to drool, playing the scene in his mind—her walking into the bathroom, turning on the water, dimming the lights. She smiled.

      “I–I just happen to be driving. Saw your car on the road,” he blurted. “I noticed your tire was low, so I stopped by to warn you.”

      Veronica tapped her cheek.

      “You stopped by to warn me about a low tire?” She stepped aside and looked over the man’s shoulder. “I see it’s a little low.”

      “Yes. It is.”

      “But no one has driven the Tahoe today.”

      The man’s face turned lava red, then she recognized him.

      “You’re that guy from the work parties … Scott. Yes, that’s it. Always staring at me. That makes me uncomfortable. Did you know that? And you’re stalking me now. Aren’t you?”

      Scott glanced down, a pitiful look on his face. “No! I mean, I’m not stalking you. The truth is … I love you.”

      Veronica’s eyes widened. She took a step back. “I’ve got several guns in close range, Scott. So don’t fuck with me.”

      “No … I mean you nothing but the best. I love you. I always have. Sorry for this.” He started to turn but paused when she smiled.

      “Promise you’re not a psycho?”

      Scott turned back to her, his eyes hopeful. “I promise.”

      “Then I’ll tell you something. I’ve always thought you were a creep. Off by yourself and staring at those parties. A weirdo.”

      “Oh.” Scott seemed to shrivel before her.

      “But, up close, you’re actually not half bad looking.”

      Scott’s eyebrows raised. His jaw dropped.

      “Bye, Scott.” She formed a pistol with her hand and pulled the trigger. “Remember, I’ve got guns.” She closed the door in his face.

      She watched him through the peephole. He turned and walked off, but not before pumping his fist the way an athlete might do after winning a medal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          

      

    

    







            Greatest Depths

          

        

      

    

    
      Humans could enter the vilskje’s nest through one set of giant oak doors. The section, dubbed Club Vilkos, was offset from the general quarters where the vilskje resided. It was a place where a few chosen vilskje would shift to objects of desire and dance for humans. Aside from the performers, and Borul the attendant, no vilskje visited this section of the nest.

      There were rumors of a lesser-known tunnel there that had fallen to disuse, a secret path in a dark corner of the lobby that led deep into the heart of the nest. As one of the dancers, Ilyana had taken interest in this rumor.

      Today she had found the path. She crawled in the dark, down the sloping tunnel, with one herring in her mouth and two others held in her claws, their silver tails swaying. Allegedly this path used to be a dead end. Several winding layers down, an impassable door denied access to the greatest depths, boarded with layer upon layer of thick wood.

      But some said this door was open now.

      Her skin tingled as much from fear as excitement. She shouldn’t be here. She couldn’t afford to get caught, not after what had happened outside of the nest—how a human had seen her. She didn’t know how severe a transgression it was to wander in a place where she had no business, but she had no interest in finding out.

      The Revenant won’t have mercy on me a second time.

      Ilyana had never been to the other side of the glass where humans watched her performances. The rumors might not have been true, but curiosity had set upon her like a fever when she saw another vilskje enter Borul’s lobby under Yuryk’s command. She had to know. At today’s hoard, she had snatched her rations like any other day—but instead of taking them to her chamber, she had scurried past and slipped into Club Vilkos. It would have been easy to sneak past the dim-witted Borul in his bug-eyed human skin, but he was still at the hoard. He kept the large oak double doors shut to the outside while he was away. A pointed search of the lobby revealed the rumored tunnel; a narrow passageway on one side of the stairs led to a hidden path.

      The light diminished with each step. She paused at a third turn, the herring bones splintering and cracking in her jaws. She swallowed, tossed another fish, and caught it in her mouth with practiced precision. She chewed as quietly as possible, listening and sniffing the air. It was cool and misty down here. A chill ran over her body. She paused, grazing her face with a claw.

      I shouldn’t be here. Why do I always serve my curiosity?

      This place reminded her of the deep winding tunnels leading to the Room Below, a dungeon-like chamber for the mentally unsound back in Windlyn Vale. The old nest had been their home before the abyss dragon, Laguznal, had hunted them nearly to extinction, turning their land to ash. Ilyana had fled with her closest friend, Siv the Seer, and the remaining survivors. The great reptile had reduced their clan from nearly a thousand to less than a hundred.

      It had seemed that things could get no worse. But they had struggled to find a suitable new home, and as they explored, their predicament forced them to scatter and shift, to hide like rats among the humans. Their search found them on board several ships as vermin, between barrels and under rafters, praying to the Watcher that the ships would go to the same place, that the clan would reunite at a common destination. And, across the water, they had reunited. But it was a human-infested land, and they had to sneak more than ever before. For decades, it seemed, they explored, trying to find their place in the world, until, at last, they found this miraculous nest in an abandoned lot. It looked like one of the humans’ buildings from the outside, but the inside was cave-like and empty, with winding tunnels and chambers. They had found their new home at last.

      The clan fast settled, but Siv the Seer, wisest among the vilskje, had voiced grave concerns. Something was off with this new place. It should not be here. “We must leave while we still can,” he had warned. Soon after, the Revenant, Osiris, had arrived bearing his gifts.

      Then Siv had vanished.

      Most said the Revenant had exiled him. Others swore someone had killed him. Some even said that Siv became Osiris. Ilyana knew that couldn’t be true. Siv had wanted to leave this place, while the Revenant wanted to plant roots. She didn’t know, but she had to believe he was alive. She couldn’t bear it otherwise. Even now, months later, sadness overcame her when she thought of her old friend. What would Siv say to her now, in this place? Would he tell her to turn back? She thought he would, then he would sigh and shake his head as she continued onward, like she always did. She was not the craven type.

      Ilyana clamped hard on the herring, snapping its vertebrae. She turned the bend and scampered down another steep, winding hallway. The last of her oily rations swung in her grip, its silver scales barely visible in the dimness.

      “You, there!” a deep, booming voice rang out ahead. “Come here, now.”

      Ilyana froze. She knew that voice.

      Strigo!

      Her heart hammered inside her chest. She was caught. Yuryk’s guard hadn’t been at the hoard today, but how was she to know he would be down here? The Stalwart was once Siv’s friend, but he had the temperament of a boulder. After leaving Windlyn Vale, he’d gained power as Yuryk’s guard. Now he hardly seemed the honorable creature he had once been.

      “Step forward, Dancer. I see you clearly now.”

      Ilyana shambled down the hallway.

      When she was halfway, Strigo lowered his spear. “Stop there.”

      Behind him, a decrepit wooden frame led to a deeper darkness. The rumors were true; the door was open. Only problem was that Yuryk had it guarded.

      Ilyana stopped and locked eyes with the guard. She knew Strigo, but not well. None truly did. But he was one of the good ones—or, at least, he used to be.

      A hissing nearly shook her from her skin. Her gaze turned up toward the sound, and she jumped backward. Near the ceiling, a growth resembling an eye protruded from one side of the cavern wall. Like a lantern, it spotted her with its light, until its green glow enveloped her entire body. The eye blinked and hissed again. She gasped.

      “You should not have come here, Ilyana. You must turn back.”

      Ilyana caught her breath. “I … What is this?”

      Strigo raised his spear to his side. “Only humans need fear the eyes.”

      Ilyana stepped backward, but the eye tracked her movement, its green gaze cast upon her. She didn’t like whatever this thing was that stared at her so. Goosebumps raced across her flesh. “If I leave, will you tell the Revenant I came here? Will you tell Master Yuryk?” It didn’t matter what he said; she was ready to flee to her chamber. She would confess if she must.

      The Stalwart gestured at her fish, then to himself with four giant claws. “Ration.”

      Ilyana threw the herring to Strigo without a second thought.

      The guard caught it, flipped it into his mouth, and swallowed it whole. A moment later he spoke. “You were Siv’s closest, so this one time I will say nothing. But I can promise nothing.” He gestured to the eye. “You have been seen, Dancer.”

      Ilyana stepped forward. “But what is th—”

      “Leave now!” Strigo boomed. “Before I change my mind.”

      Ilyana turned back. She knew he had given her more grace than he would have offered to another vilskje. And Ilyana was no match for Strigo in a fight. The truth, however, was that she’d lost her nerve. That thing watching her from above proved more than she could handle.

      What is that thing?

      As she ran back the way she had come, she realized Siv had been right all along, as he so often was. It was something she already knew, subconsciously. Something was terribly, terribly wrong with their new home.
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      Ridley circled the ring, dodging his invisible adversary. He focused on evasion today at Apex, the sterling gym in the downtown sector of the Big City. He held up his shiny, new gloves in a defensive posture. They were bigger than the ones he’d used before, when he was at Rusty’s Gym. They weighed less despite their size.

      When Ridley had met with Jerry a week ago to discuss a possible return to boxing, he hadn’t expected it to move so fast. Jerry bought him the best steak dinner of his life from Red Bermuda, an upscale tavern on the eastside of the Big City. Ethan tagged along, ordering his own expensive haddock on Jerry’s tab. His coworker hadn’t been lying; Jerry was eager to sponsor Ridley. The tape had made an impression.

      Ridley had mentioned Rusty, his former trainer. Ridley liked the guy and had a winning record with him, so shouldn’t he keep their partnership alive?

      But Jerry had shot him down, the veins in his neck popping out. “Do you really want to fight a rotating cast of misfits in the Outskirts for your entire career? Don’t you want more?” He’d slapped Ridley on the back and handed him another beer. “You’re better than that, Ridley. The Big City is just the start.” The next day, Jerry had bought him all new gear: head protection, mouthpiece, shorts, gloves, shoes—the works.

      Ava was still gone. So he’d leapt headfirst into this welcomed distraction with Jerry. Now things were moving fast. A few days ago, Jerry had surprised him with a towel displaying his new insignia—Typhoon Ridley. Jerry hadn’t asked for Ridley’s input on the moniker, but he liked it well enough.

      Ridley wiped sweat from his brow with an arm. He added intermittent jabs to the routine. He sprung up after each move, bouncing off the ring’s flexible surface. It was state-of-the-art, like everything at Apex. Here, spectators watched him from the many weight machines and treadmills, and from the runner’s track that wrapped around the second-floor perimeter with open viewing to the first floor.

      No one had ever bothered to watch his workouts at Rusty’s Gym. He missed the privacy of training there. The low-profile, intimate setting. It was just him and the craft. Here, he was putting on a show from the minute he stepped through the door. Ever since he’d arrived with Jerry a few days ago, eyes followed him. Still, that came with the support, he supposed.

      Ridley cut left and ducked an invisible cross, pivoting one foot outward, as he shifted his weight to one side. His eyes flicked to the side before returning straight ahead to the gymnasium entrance.

      A large man in an overcoat and black slacks approached. He wore a bowler hat, and thick stubble covered his face. He flashed a smile, and his white teeth shone in the overhead lights. “Hi, Ridley. I’m your new coach. Frankie.”

      Ridley stopped his routine and shook his arms at his sides. Sweat dripped to the ring. “Hey, Frankie. Where’s Jerry?” The marketing exec had come to the gym most days after working hours. They’d even discussed cutting down his hours at DSC to increase his training time.

      “Jerry’s not feeling well. You’ll be working with me going forward. Jerry may stop in from time to time, but he’s hired me to get you up to speed.”

      Ridley nodded. “I’m ready to go.”

      Frankie frowned as he sized Ridley up. He looked unimpressed. “We have a lot of work to do. We can start with analyzing your current routines.”

      Ridley shook his arms to keep the blood flowing and his heart rate up. “I’m just getting back into it, but I start by moving around the ring to get the lower body warmed up, then I strike with increasing complexity. Four days a week.”

      “Not good enough, but it’s a starting point. We’ll need to move you to seven days a week. Beef up your cardio and weight training outside the ring. Once we get those established, we can move onto your fighting style and modifications needed there.”

      I’m not changing my style. I’m twelve and one for a reason.

      “Now, let’s talk about your diet.”

      On the track above, a girl with auburn hair caught Ridley’s eye. She waved and smiled like they were old friends. With some hesitation, he lifted his hand to wave back.

      Frankie cleared his throat. “Ridley, you there? I need you to focus.”

      Ridley turned back to the trainer. “Yeah, sorry. Right now, I eat what I want. Pizza, steak, pasta. I eat salads sometimes. Back at Rusty’s, I did nothing crazy with dieting, though I monitored my carbs. I’ve got a fast metabolism, and I fight hard, so it works out.”

      Frankie shook his head. “No one cares about what you did at Rusty’s. This won’t be like that. No more pasta at all until after your next fight. I’ll write up your diet plan and give it to you tomorrow when we meet here.”

      Ridley raised his eyebrows. Rusty’s Gym was sounding better by the minute.

      Frankie continued. “Have you considered moving to the city?”

      “It’s been less than a week. I haven’t had time to—”

      “You will need to train regularly. If you’re close to Apex, that will be much easier. Either way, I’ll need you to be here at the same time every day.”

      Ridley dropped back and performed a quick combination to the face of his invisible adversary, who was looking more and more like this new Frankie guy in his mind. “Look. Frankie. I appreciate the organized approach. Really, I do.” The auburn girl caught his eye again from above, walking the other side of the track. She watched him as he did his routine. He refocused on Frankie. “But you’re worrying too much. I’ll be in shape and up to speed in a month, easy.”

      Frankie shook his head. “I don’t worry, Ridley. I make things happen. Your first fight is next Friday. Way too soon in my view, but a spot opened, and Jerry jumped on it. It’s a good gig.”

      Ridley circled the ring. He launched a strong uppercut with his right, sending the invisible Frankie flying against the ropes. The ghost of his trainer ran his tongue inside his mouth to the space where a canine tooth had been only seconds ago. Apparently the apparition was too prideful to use a mouthpiece.

      “Less than a week to train?”

      Ridiculous.

      He moved around some more. He approached his new trainer and pulled the glove off his right hand. “Okay, Frankie. Next Friday it is. Bring the guy tomorrow for all I care, and I’ll put him out. Pasta or no pasta.” He held out his hand for Frankie to shake.

      Frankie ignored his hand. “Good. Jerry likes a return on his investments. Keep doing what you’re doing for today. We’ll call it a warmup. Tomorrow, the real training begins.”

      Then Frankie turned around and walked out.
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      Ridley walked into the Stranded Marlin, escaping the rain which had just started to fall. He sat next to Ethan at the empty bar. A welcoming aroma of blackened tuna drifted through the air. The decor was upscale but unpretentious. Light reddish hues provided warm ambiance across scattered artworks telling stories of sea-faring adventure. A vibrant banner-sized piece adorned the wall over the bar, depicting a marlin trapped in a cove at low tide. It swam and thrashed in circles, creating an eddy within the cove in a desperate search for the open sea.

      Ridley had put in serious work for the past week. Not only had he been killing his body at the gym, but he’d been busy at DSC, too. It was time to unwind with a couple drinks. He’d quickly slipped into the habit like an oiled glove. One here, one there. There were some nice taverns close to Apex. Anything to keep his mind off Ava. She must have had serious misgivings. Why else wouldn’t she call him back? Best not to think of it. Ethan had been asking him to come to this bar for a couple weeks.

      Ridley pointed at the marlin. “That’s interesting. I wonder what made them choose it for the display?”

      Ethan shrugged. “I asked about that on my first visit a few weeks ago. The Stranded Marlin is a reminder not to panic. There’s enough water there for the fish to breathe, and it will get back to sea as soon as the high tide returns. Nice vision if you ask me. Sometimes you have to adapt to your surroundings. I do it all the time.” He patted Ridley on the back, and handed him a menu. “Glad you could come out. This place has some interesting drinks. Check it out.”

      Ridley opened the menu and perused the listing of ocean-themed cocktails: Cod’s First Time, The Bends for Two, Mariana’s Trench Coat Warfare, Hammerhead Swarm—they all fit the maritime theme except for one. “Reality is Perception,” Ridley said with a raised eyebrow. “That one doesn’t have anything to do with the sea.”

      “That one just came out. I thought we could try it. Cynthia said it’s their best drink. She’s the bartender, by the way. You’ll like her. She’s great and easy on the eyes, too.”

      A woman’s cheery voice came from behind them. “Yes, she is. Smokin’ hot, that one.” Ridley turned to see the woman place a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. She laughed. “Do you always say such flattering things about me?”

      Ethan turned red.

      He turns so red when he blushes, like he’s about to burst into flames.

      Ethan smiled. “I only say nice things about you, Cynthia.”

      She chuckled. “Okay, well. Sorry I missed you coming in. We need to get a bell on that door.” She faced Ridley and winked. “Who’s your friend, Ethan?”

      “Ridley. He works at DSC with me. He also happens to be an upcoming prize fighter. He’s got connections in the Big City now.”

      Cynthia made a surprised face. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Ethan said. “He’s only just started, and he’s already putting on muscle. Look at this beast!” He patted one of Ridley’s biceps, which popped up from his arm as it rested on the bar counter. “Jerry must have you on a tight routine.”

      “Actually I haven’t seen Jerry for a few days. I’ve been training hard on my own. I did finally meet my coach today, though. Name’s Frankie. Bit of a stiff if you ask me. He wants me to train seven days a week—and he booked my first fight for next Friday. Talk about short notice.”

      “That’s soon!” Ethan said. “Think you’ll be ready?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been ready to punch someone for a few days now.”

      Ridley turned toward Cynthia. She wore tight jeans and a blue sweater with different species of sharks. Ethan was right; she was easy on the eyes. Strawberry blond hair fell in thick swirls to just above her curvy waist. She was someone who Ridley might have asked to dinner if he hadn’t met Ava.

      “Nice to meet you, Cynthia.” Ridley pointed to the drinks menu. “I was looking at this one called, Reality is Perception. I must say, I think that’s backward.”

      Cynthia was behind the bar now. She leaned on the counter and frowned. “Well, maybe that’s the point. Are you sure you’re not perceiving it to be backward?” She uncorked a beer for another customer who had mouthed her a refill request. She handed off the beer with a nod and turned back to Ridley.

      “Let’s talk mathematics for a second,” Cynthia said, while working the bottles at the bar. “In math, ‘is’ is the equivalent of the equal sign, and so, in this example, it would be reality equals perception. Further, we know that in algebra and other branches of math, a component of the equation can be flipped to either side of the equal sign and it will still be correct. Therefore, reality is perception equals perception is reality.” She handed him a cocktail. “I’m assuming your question means you wanted one, right?”

      Ridley nodded, impressed, and inspected the drink. It was a frothy green, with a musty finish. The top layer resembled something from a witch’s cauldron. There was a plastic stick inserted in the cocktail with a tiny pair of spectacles at the top, resting over the lip of the glass.

      Clever.

      He closed his eyes and took a whiff. The smell resembled a bowling alley.

      Reality is perception? More like swamp water. Oh well.

      “I’ll take one too,” Ethan said.

      Cynthia obliged. The two clinked glasses and downed their drinks. The alcohol burned something fierce in Ridley’s throat. It was stronger than it had smelled and the taste surprisingly pleasant. The effects were quick, and in a few moments, things were looking up. Life was good again. Other patrons filled the bar, and Cynthia wandered off to serve them.

      Ridley faced Ethan. “Thanks for the invite. You’ve been a big help lately. Connecting me with Jerry and everything.”

      Ethan smiled. “Can’t wait for your first fight.”

      “I’m grateful for the grind. It’s helping to keep my mind off Ava.” Ridley put his head in his hands. He shouldn’t have said her name.

      Ethan leaned in, whispering. “Has she called you yet?” He sat back and took a deep swig.

      Ridley finished his drink. He shook his head, his gaze falling to the bar. His focus blurred, lost in the design of seafoam. “Not once.” He’d left her eight or more messages.

      Soon after, Cynthia arrived with another round. “I can tell when my boys are thirsty,” she said, chuckling.

      Ridley took one, eyeing the green surface. He could picture crocodiles lurking beneath, waiting to snap at his face. Ethan clinked Ridley’s glass, and the two took a swig. A few moments later, Ridley felt good again, but with a different kind of buzz. He should probably have asked what was in it.

      When Cynthia left to serve other patrons, Ethan patted Ridley’s back. “Look, my guy. What you need is some fun. Life doesn’t last forever. Have you been to Club Vilkos yet? That would be the perfect place to let loose.”

      “Nah, I don’t know, man. Ava wouldn’t—”

      “Ava?” Ethan’s eyes strained. For the first time that Ridley could remember, a slight frown graced Ethan’s face. “You don’t need her permission anymore. Did she ask permission to screw you over?”

      Ridley tensed. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      Ethan’s eyes narrowed, then relaxed. “You’re right. I’m being insensitive again. It just bothers me what she did to you. That’s all.”

      Ridley frowned, clenching his fist. It was true. He’d already been in a bad place before she’d left him. She’d twisted the knife.

      “What she did was rotten,” Ethan continued. “It was a betrayal. You should go have some fun without her. That’s all I’m saying.” He grabbed a napkin and pen from the bartender side of the counter and scribbled. “Here are directions on how to get there just in case you change your mind. It’s close by.”

      Ridley sighed. “Why are you so persistent on this place?”

      “Because it’s wild. You’ll love it. Look. I just want to see you smile again.”

      Ridley folded the napkin and shoved it into his jeans pocket. He paid his tab and waved goodbye to his colleague and Cynthia.

      His buzz had morphed into something strange. Was Ethan actually making sense? It would be the first time ever. On the way to his car, he found himself considering his colleague’s suggestion.

      She pulled my heart out and stomped on it. I should do the same to her. I should get her back.

      By the time he reached his car and turned the ignition, he had made up his mind. He would go to Club Vilkos tonight. The night’s gloom matched Ridley’s mood as he peeled out from the Stranded Marlin’s lot. Rain fell in sheets across his windshield, and his Buick splashed over deep puddles in the uneven pavement on his way to I-38 and Burnsberry. If Ethan’s directions were right, it wouldn’t be a far drive. The Stranded Marlin was off the beaten path, away from the Outskirts train station and busy office park where he worked. It was thrown in with the industrial sprawl that infested so much of the area. Club Vilkos should be just a little farther off.

      The night sky was dark as Ridley drove. Clouds blocked the moonlight, and the rain changed direction with the wind. He struggled to see the highway’s lane markers, and the rain picked up. Ridley felt woozy from the drinks, but police were never this far in the Outskirts. He’d only seen one other car on the road so far.

      The rain relented and Ridley found the Burnsberry exit he needed. The sign was the one bright spot on the night road, reflecting his headlights. He slowed and took the offramp to an industrial road, where dull lamps flickered over a dark street. They produced scarce lighting in the drizzle, enough for Ridley to note the worn backs of office buildings to his left. To his right was an empty field surrounded by drainage ditches.

      This didn’t seem like the place for nightlife. Had Ethan told him wrong? He pulled the wet napkin from his pocket and slowed, reading it using the overhead light: Go down Quarry and pull into the parking lot on your right. Walk between two buildings and follow the path around a bend and you’ll see the entrance doors on the left. It’s the only way to get there.

      He turned off the overhead light, squinting. A moment later, he deciphered a sign for Quarry Lane and frowned.

      Is this the right place? I don’t know, Ethan …

      The rain had stopped when he pulled into the parking lot. Only a few other cars were in sight, and one was a junker, rusted out with a missing tire. He had the vague notion he’d be thoroughly creeped out if it weren’t for the alcohol in his system. As it was, he parked and exited his car, facing a group of office buildings. Their light seemed to reach for him as he approached. A small alley wedged between two of the buildings confirmed Ethan’s note. Walk between two buildings. He was in the right place, no doubt.

      What kind of place is this for a club? If Ethan’s playing a prank on me …

      Ridley stepped into the dark alley. The ground was uneven grass, perhaps muddy in some places, though he couldn’t see well enough to know. He stepped immediately into a puddle, confirming his suspicion. Water splashed his ankle, soaking through the bottom of one of his jeans legs and drenching his sock. He cursed. Nothing was worse than wet socks.

      A clearing in the distance illuminated a courtyard, with several small trees. He trudged over, sticking to the highest ground. The five dwarf trees formed a circle at the center of the clearing, lit by Victorian lampposts. The styling of this place was at odds with the worn office buildings on either side.

      He should have left before then, he realized, but a pleasant tingling in his gut, like a fresh buzz, drove him forward. The alcohol dulled his fears and fueled his curiosity as he entered that light. Inside the courtyard, two massive wooden doors came into view, leading into the building on his left. VILKOS was carved into a wooden slab atop the doors.

      Club Vilkos.

      Ridley wasn’t sure what he’d pictured when Ethan had told him about this place, but it sure as hell wasn’t this. Regardless, he wasn’t going to turn back now. He gripped the handles and pulled. Slowly the doors creaked open, a deafening sound in that moment—like an alarm piercing the silence of the night. His heart rose to his throat.

      He took a deep breath and entered a dark and musty lobby. Small wall torches provided dim lighting. A series of steps on his left led up to a solitary desk, behind which a small man stared down at him. A chill spread through his bones. Shrugging off a flight-response instinct, Ridley took the fifteen steps to the desk, stumbling along the way.

      They clearly don’t want the handicapped coming here for their kicks.

      When he reached the top, the small, bug-eyed man said, “Welcome,” and handed him a pad and a pen with the same word scrawled across the top. His voice sputtered like old plumbing. He pointed to the words PLEASE CHOOSE on the pad, then pointed to a price: ONE GLASS SLIPPER. Ridley pulled a slip from his wallet and set the cedar coin on the countertop. He perused the pad, where a series of choices greeted him.

      
        	Gender: Man or Woman … Ridley chose Woman.

        	Hair: Black, Blond, Red, Brown … Ridley chose Blond.

        	Body: Slim, Thick, Large … Ridley chose Thick.

        	Demeanor: Calm, Usual, Rampant … Ridley chose Usual.

      

      Rampant? What the hell kind of questionnaire is this?

      Ridley finished his selections and handed the pad to the man. The attendant grunted approval and gestured toward a couch, back down the stairs and deeper inside. The man ripped the top sheet from the pad, got up, and walked to a door a few paces behind him. He opened the door a crack and handed the paper through. He turned back but paused when he saw Ridley still standing there.

      The hairs on Ridley’s neck stood. He turned and descended the stairs. He felt like he was in a dark movie theater, only he was alone and there was no popcorn. At the bottom, he looked at the double doors and considered leaving. Instead, his curiosity plopped him onto the black leather couch, where the attendant had instructed. Aside from Bug Eyes, Club Vilkos contained no signs of life. Not even music.

      He wasn’t the least bit excited. He recalled visiting a strip club with friends some ten odd years ago. It hadn’t ended up being his thing, but he remembered some level of excitement when he had entered.

      Not like this. He just felt creeped the hell out right now.

      What am I doing here?

      This was a mistake. He was not the type for this. Never had been. Or was he? May he just needed to give it more of a chance.

      Not likely. Clearly the drinks are still in full effect.

      A recessed light flickered to life above him, bathing his arms in a green glow and warming them. Sitting in that light, he became more receptive to the idea of being here. Maybe he should be out exploring more, like Ethan had suggested. Ridley allowed a twinge of excitement to creep into his belly.

      A moment later, Bug Eyes rose and gestured, a gentle sweeping of the arm to usher Ridley deeper into the club. “Enjoy,” he creaked like a rusty faucet—the type that would hesitate before gushing brown water. A vibration began in the soles of Ridley’s feet.

      Am I imagining this?

      The vibration turned into a heavy rumbling, like giant boulders grinding. No, this was real.

      Ridley’s gaze followed the direction of Bug Eyes’s arms to a moving stone wall. He had assumed he was in the waiting area to get into the club. Perhaps darkness was concealing a hallway. But now he saw that what he thought was a wall was actually a rotating cell. The stone rotated to what looked like two elevator doors. The rumbling ceased. Ridley stepped toward the door, his heart hammering in his chest, then glanced back at the attendant one more time. The man nodded and gestured to the door again.

      Warm air brushed over his cheek, carrying a lavender scent. It coaxed him until any thoughts of turning back vanished. He needed to go through the door, to see what he had been missing. He began to physically react. Still, he maintained some skepticism in the back of his mind. Blonde. Woman. Thick. There was a lot of room for error in that; attractive had not been one of the criteria. Ridley stepped forward and stumbled to the side, losing his balance for a second, feeling a wave of pleasure at the movement.

      Will this drink ever wear off?

      The doors burst open at his approach, causing him to jump in surprise. Inside, he saw an octagonal lounge, with elegant curtains drawn around the perimeter. The vibe inside the cell was noticeably warmer than the cave-like lobby. It carried a promise of fulfillment.

      Ridley stepped through the doors. More recessed lights cast green upon him, the floor, and the curtains. Another draft of warm lavender struck his nostrils, and the doors closed behind him. A voice shouted somewhere in the back of his mind to turn and flee. But he focused on what lay ahead. The lounge rotated slowly away from the entrance. Vibrations coursed through his body—small at first, then building to a hum and a rumble. They felt good. The thrusters spun the cell like a giant horizontal cog. Ridley heard the foundation groaning beneath the cell. The neon-green lights intensified, building his anticipation. He walked to one side of the room and pulled the curtain to expose a large window showing the rotating stone walls of another interlocking cell. Slowly the window revealed a large room surrounded by stone walls and lit by torches along the sides. A platform resided at the back.

      More torches? Is that the stage?

      The grinding halted and a beautiful woman emerged from the back of the stage, draped in an emerald-colored cloth. He could see, in the places where the fabric did not cover her body, that she had a thick frame. Ridley approached the center of the viewing pane, his eyes wide. She walked toward him, and they locked eyes. She may have been the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He guessed her to be in her mid-twenties. The fear had vanished. The uncertainty was gone. He looked around. No other windows looked upon this stage. It was just the two of them.

      Somewhere below them, music started with a tribal, thumping beat. The dancer turned and flung the fabric aside, revealing her naked body. She pranced to one side and swooped to pick up the shimmering cloth once more. She swung it about her head and to each side in sync with the rhythm.

      Ridley could never remember a time when his body was more at odds with his mind. He was fully aroused—more so than he could ever remember in his life—and yet sadness engulfed him.

      Where did she come from? What brought her to this dark stage?

      Her beauty did not belong in a place such as this. The longer he was here, the more it reminded him of a dungeon. He wanted to break the window with his fists and leap out, wrap her in her cloak, and carry her to safety. His new Ava.

      Then she turned from him, and Ridley gasped.

      A long tuft of black and grey-striped hair had sprouted from her backside and stretched to the floor in all its glory. His excitement deflated fast.

      The girl had a raccoon tail.

      Nope. That can’t be real.

      Ridley closed his eyes. He rubbed them and opened them again. The girl had spun back around. No sign of a tail followed her movements. She danced and spun once more—this time, no tail. “This cannot be real,” he said. Ridley couldn’t help but think of his drink from earlier.

      Reality is Perception.

      The name of the drink didn’t seem cute or clever anymore. Ridley had never experienced such a vivid hallucination, but it must have been the drink. It was the only rational explanation.

      The dancer must have noticed Ridley’s diminishing interest. She waved and headed to the back, disappearing in the shadows at the back of the stage.

      Tiny vibrations made his feet itch as the room rumbled and rotated toward the lobby. The view outside the window transformed from stage to stone wall. A moment later, the room stopped, and the doors opened, revealing the empty lobby. The green light felt strange on his skin as he exited the cell. Now it felt different from before, more invasive somehow. He stopped directly underneath and surveyed the fixture. A shiver ran down his spine.

      I swear that light is watching me.

      Okay. Raccoon tails and watching lights. Time to get the hell out.

      The strange, bug-eyed attendant was no longer at the front desk. A sign stood propped on the counter, with an arrow pointing to the entrance doors and THIS WAY OUT written across them. Ridley headed for the doors and heaved them open, exiting into the cool, dark night. He was glad it wasn’t raining, but more than anything, he was grateful to be outside of Club Vilkos. He closed the doors behind him, feeling their immense weight. He entered the courtyard, where a full moon shone above.

      From a dark spot in a thicket where two shadows merged, a shuffling sound made his skin crawl. He froze, listening. A thin voice squawked a barely perceptible, “Stay away.” The words gargled and choked out of a shifting shape in the shadows from the corner of the courtyard.

      Ridley tried to sound bold, but fear held him in its grip. “Who’s there? Come out of the shadow and say your name.” He lifted his fists, tensing.

      No response.

      Slowly he lowered his hands and snuck through the courtyard. Fortunately, whoever—or whatever—had spoken to him was not blocking the alley leading to his car. Once he saw the parking lot ahead, he ran for it. He couldn’t get out of there soon enough.

      The thin, garbled voice spoke again, behind him. “Not safe.”

      Ridley did not look back. He ran to his car, got in, and sped away from Club Vilkos.

      Whatever you are, don’t worry about that. I won’t be coming back.
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      Ilyana sat in her chamber, head down in four shaky hands, when a shadow moved on the floor. Her heart pounded. She lifted her head to find Master Yuryk standing tall at the doorway. A small wall torch nearby illuminated her unwelcomed guest. He was in nakken form, unclad. His grey body blended with the surrounding rock walls. She wished he wasn’t there at all, but she’d been expecting him. She rose to meet him.

      The mishap in Club Vilkos would not go unpunished. Somehow she had lost focus, partly dyr-shifting to her raccoon in the middle of a performance. She had quickly shifted back, but it was too late. The human had seen her. Now she awaited what was coming to her.

      Yuryk stepped fully into the light, shaking his head. “Oh, Dancer.” He sighed. His discerning eyes seemed to peer inside her. “I recall a time, quite recently, when a human caught sight of one of us out there.” He gestured outside the nest with two arms. “But now it slips my mind …” He paused for effect.

      Ilyana averted her eyes. She tapped the sides of her small head with spindly fingertips.

      The master stepped closer. “Do you happen to recall who that was? Which foolish vilskje endangered our clan that day?”

      If she were a human, she’d be sweating, like those she’d spied from outside their windows. Water dripped from their skin. It happened when they were afraid, too, she knew. When they were frightened, like she was now, water would seep from their bodies. What would that feel like?

      “But I wasn’t caught. I killed the woman before she—”

      “Correct answer. It was you, Dancer.”

      He stepped closer still, and the torchlight spun his silhouette. He reached down with his lower arms and cradled her chin with three long fingers from each hand. He lifted her head to meet his gaze. His thin mouth curled down at the corners. When he blinked, thin membranes slid from flaps in the skin over his eyes.

      We are hideous.

      “I let you go with a warning, then. Do you recall?”

      Ilyana swallowed. “Yes.”

      Yuryk pulled his hand away, and her head fell back to her cupped hands. He paced to the arched entry before facing her again. His frown remained—the extent of common vilskje expression.

      Their kind were stoic by nature. Only one of their clan had developed theatrics well enough to attempt assimilation with the humans. His given name was Actor. He was out there somewhere, with the humans. Now, more than ever, she wished she was too.

      Yuryk’s voice boomed. “Are you aware that you dyr-shifted during one of your dances?”

      “It was a mistake. Only the tail, and only for a second. Everything else stayed exactly—”

      “Enough!” Yuryk stepped closer. “It doesn’t matter if it was one striped toenail. Did you really think he wouldn’t notice a tail sprouting from your backside?”

      Ilyana shuffled on her stone platform. “I–I’m not sure what happened. I lost focus. It won’t happen again.”

      “We were too lenient before. The Revenant won’t forgive this one.”

      Ilyana looked up. “My mistake outside the nest was over a month ago. I’ve served the clan well since then. Surely—”

      Yuryk’s voice fell to a harsh whisper. “There’s no room for mistakes of this magnitude, Dancer. Osiris will—”

      “Who is Osiris, really?” Ilyana shook her head, fuming. She didn’t recall the Revenant at Windlyn Vale, though he claimed to be one of the oldest. He’d arrived here like a plague, rotting the vilskje from the inside, until she no longer recognized her kind. Even Strigo had changed for the worse. “Is he in charge now?” She regretted her words as soon as she spoke them.

      Yuryk’s skin contorted, and his body shrunk inward, before sprouting fur and exploding outward again. His eyes grew menacing in size. The grey wolf leapt across the room with jaws wide, inches from Ilyana’s face. He snarled, and spit dripped from his open maw. “You will learn your place, Dancer, or end up dead like your traitorous friend Siv.”

      Siv’s dead? No … I won’t believe it. And he’s no traitor. Yuryk is a liar.

      Ilyana recalled Siv’s heroic actions in Windlyn Vale, saving the clan from the abyss dragon. If not for him, they would have all starved, holed up inside their nest. Her old friend had gone missing over three months ago, but she refused to believe him dead.

      Ilyana lowered herself on the stone platform, trembling. “Of course, Master Yuryk. Please forgive me. I misspoke just now.”

      Yuryk nakken-shifted, standing tall over her. “It’s a shame. You were performing so well, until you didn’t. In the Grand Chamber, the entire clan will witness your punishment. It will be in less than a week’s time. Certain tools require preparation. Perform your best until then.” He frowned sympathetically. “You know, Dancer, I will gain no pleasure from this, but discipline is key to our clan’s survival in this hostile new world. You understand, right?” With that, he turned and left.
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      Iris had been planning to leave for a few days now, but she needed answers. The time for waiting and hoping was over. She swung open her bedroom door, stomped down the stairs, and burst into the living room, where she knew they would be—Uncle Howie reading a newspaper or reviewing bills, Aunt Ruth watching a soap opera or chatting on the phone with a friend from one of her neighborhood groups. They looked up at her with dull surprise. She stopped herself just in time from screaming, “Where is he? Where’s my father?” Instead, she took a slow, deep breath as her relatives glared at her.

      I must be tactful. I must act like I respect them.

      Before Iris could think what to say, Aunt Ruth raised both arms, palms to the ceiling, and blurted, “Well, what is it girl? You run in here like there is some emergency, then you say nothing.”

      Iris hated the way her aunt spoke to her, and she hated her whining voice even more. It made her think of the painful burs that stuck into the bottom of her feet when she walked at Hawking Beach, closer to home. When they reached the water, her father would sit beside her in the sand and pick out the tiny, prickly plants one by one and fling them aside. “You should choose wisely where you walk, little Iris. Don’t take the fool’s path,” he’d say. He never got burs in his feet.

      Iris mustered a sweet smile. She folded her hands neatly in front of her, as she imagined a little girl might do in church. “Oh, dear me. I am so sorry for rushing in here like that. I tripped in the hallway, then I had to break into a run for a second to catch myself from falling. I can be so clumsy sometimes.”

      Her aunt lowered her arms, still glaring at her from her armchair. Uncle Howie dipped the newspaper from his face enough for a thick mustache to peek out. It was just like his bushy eyebrows, like three black caterpillars on his face.

      Iris spoke in an even voice. “I want to know what’s happened to my father. When will he be back to take me home?”

      Uncle Howie’s eyes widened, and he raised the newspaper to cover his face, making the three caterpillars disappear.

      “Ahh … yes, that is a brilliant question, my dear,” Aunt Ruth said. “A question that I, myself, have had for the past few weeks. Your uncle is the best to speak about his brother. Go ahead, Howie. Can you update us?” Her eyes narrowed.

      Howie’s newspaper came back down. He folded it and set it on the coffee table beside his recliner. Uncle Howie looked from Iris to Aunt Ruth and back. He swallowed. “I’m not sure when your father is coming back, Iris. We were expecting him some time ago. I hope he is just in an unusual situation that caused an unusual delay.” He cleared his throat loudly. “Unusual things can cause these.”

      Iris felt her face getting hot until her calm burst like a dam. “What sort of unusual things? Tell me!”

      Uncle Howie cradled his chin with one hand. He lowered his head, averting his eyes. It was apparent he didn’t know how to deal with this situation at all—his missing brother and said brother’s wild, interrogating young daughter.

      Aunt Ruth sat forward in her chair and pointed at Iris. “You won’t speak to us like that, young lady! In this household, you will learn lessons that have been lacking in your life!”

      Iris’s fingers fell to where her knives should be.

      Uncle Howie’s face looked grey, as if he’d aged ten years in thirty seconds. He lifted a hand. “Ruth … She’s only upset at the situation. Grant her a small grace.”

      Ruth hesitated before sitting back in her chair.

      Uncle Howie turned to Iris. “I’m sorry, Iris, but that’s all I know. Your father hasn’t called. We are just as much in the dark as you on this.”

      Iris was more enraged by her uncle’s lack of information than her aunt’s expected outburst. They had to know more than her. She knew nothing. “Well, you must at least know where he went, right?”

      Aunt Ruth rolled her eyes. “On another foolish quest, no doubt! With no regard for your care.”

      Uncle Howie glared at his wife. “Ruth, I’ll handle this!” He faced Iris. “Your father was headed to the Muzite Desert. He was going to catch a train from the Outskirts and connect with another heading westward. That’s all I know.”

      Iris left the room. She climbed the stairs, locked the door to her bedroom, and pulled out her knives again.
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      Veronica rapped her knuckles on the bathroom door. “Hon, are you okay?”

      A deep moaning came from inside.

      “Jerry? It’s been over an hour now. Do you need help?”

      “I–I’m fine, sugar.” The dry, raspy voice did not sound familiar. “Just the flu. Maybe a new b–bug.”

      A putrid smell reached Veronica’s nostrils, and she retched, dry heaving. She plugged her nose with one hand and held herself up with the other, palm pressed to the wall.

      Oh, Gawd. I can’t handle this.

      Jerry vomited then. Heavy continuous splashing followed retching sounds, and Veronica turned away and fell to one knee, disgusted. At last, the splashing stopped, but the retching continued, followed now only by agonized moaning.

      Finally, the vomiting stopped, leaving only silence.

      Veronica dared a glance toward the bathroom. “Hon? I’m getting worried about you. Are you gonna make it to work?”

      “N–no. I f–feel like death. I’ll c–call out and lie in b–bed.”

      Veronica rose and turned to the bathroom door, one hand clamped on her nose. She tapped on the door. “Can I come in? I want to help.”

      “No, please don’t, V. I’ll come out n–now. Give me some s–space. Could you leave the room? I don’t w–want to get you sick.”

      “Okay. Heading out of the room now.” Veronica stepped into the hallway. She realized she hadn’t actually laid eyes on her husband in several days. Either Jerry came home too late and she was asleep, or she was out with friends when he was home during the day. She turned to peek through the crack in the doorjamb just as Jerry stumbled, zombie-like, from the bathroom.

      Oh, Gawd!

      Her eyes stretched wide, and she slapped a hand over her mouth, restraining a scream. Jerry looked bloodless, like a skeleton with skin wrapped over his bones. His cheeks were sunken in. His clothes draped loosely over him like a shawl. His hair looked much thinner than even a few days ago. There was a noticeable bald patch on the side of his head. On the back of his neck, a clump of thin hair clung like a rat’s tail. He limped to the bed, and as he leaned over, the clump fell, drifting slowly to the carpet behind. He swayed and recklessly ripped open the front of his blue and pink button-down beach shirt, popping off a button in the process.

      “Jerry? I just remembered I have a nail appointment.” Veronica tried to keep her voice calm, rational. “I was so worried that it slipped my mind, but I’m running late, so I’m going to head out now.”

      She didn’t wait for a response. Veronica ran down the stairs, nearly tripping. She grabbed her purse from the hallway table and fled the house.
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      Ridley typed the last sentence of his report. It explained the lagging comic book sales in specific market segments. Everything was in order. It all made sense, but now he hesitated to click the mouse. The DSC execs might not accept his conclusions. Could he be missing something else? The logistics reports had shown nothing unusual. Inventory issues weren’t the cause. He’d surveyed the store managers in his region and analyzed their marketing spend. He’d done targeted analysis of the consumer demographics, scrutinizing them against DSC’s newer products. Everything lined up.

      Could it really be the weather?

      It seemed so ridiculous, but that’s what his research suggested. A slew of storms and other foul weather had plagued the Southwest for the past three months. At first, he’d been dismissive, but when he compared it to the past five years, it became hard to ignore. A storm wouldn’t stop the dedicated comic reader from checking out the newest issues, but it would stall casual interest. Enough for the sales to dip beyond DSC’s cyclical norm. Online orders had increased during this period but not enough to offset the losses. He clicked the button on his mouse and watched his email go to the send box.

      “Hey, Ridley.” Ethan stood in his doorway. He was always popping up from nowhere.

      “Just wanted to catch up. How’s the boxing going with Jerry?”

      “It’s intense. I’ll be in the best shape of my life before too long. Frankie needs to lighten the hell up, though.”

      Ethan shrugged. His smile connected one ear to the other. “Can’t wait for your first Big City match. This Friday, right?”

      “Yeah, a bit nervous about that, but everything is coming back to me. Hopefully, I can pull the win.” Ridley scratched his cheek. “Hey, do you know where Jerry’s been? I haven’t seen him for a few days.”

      “Jerry’s got some kind of bug. Veronica told me.”

      “Oh. When did you talk to her?”

      Impossibly, Ethan’s smile grew even wider. “A few days ago.” He winked. “We’re kind of seeing each other now.”

      “What?” Ridley shook his head, blinking. “What about Jerry?”

      “Oh, he knows how Veronica is. We all have our fun, don’t we, Rids?”

      Heat spread across Ridley’s face and down his neck.

      Only Ava used to call me that.

      He dismissed the thought. “You’re serious, Ethan?”

      Ethan shrugged again, nodding. “Sure. By the way, how was Club Vilkos? Mind-blowing, right?”

      Ridley thought of the eerie green lights and the beautiful girl who had sprouted a raccoon tail before his eyes. It had been mind-blowing all right, in the worst way. Was he losing his mind? He wouldn’t mention the tail.

      “It was … quite the show,” he managed.

      Ethan frowned, unconvinced. He stared at Ridley until it became uncomfortable.

      Ridley opted to change the subject. “Got a work question for you, Ethan. What reports in our suite are your favorites to analyze sales? I rely too heavily on the same three, and I’m trying to branch out.”

      Ethan diverted his gaze out the window for another long, awkward silence. “I don’t have favorites. I use them all.”

      Ridley shook his head in disbelief. He laughed. “You use all twenty-seven reports? Wow, you’re gonna have to train me on some of these.”

      Ethan nodded, still gazing out the window.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Stacey, the receptionist, entered his office. She nodded toward him before regarding Ethan. “Todd from human resources is at your desk, Ethan. He needs you for a few minutes.”

      “Sure.”

      The two left his office, and Ridley raised an eyebrow, running his fingers along his cheek.
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        * * *

      

      Ridley stood in aisle J of Outskirts Gourmet, an upscale grocer he rarely frequented. It was farther and more expensive than Foodies around the corner, but he hoped the bright setting would lift his spirits and the longer drive would give him some time to think.

      Ava.

      The pain hadn’t lessened. He still thought about her constantly, and anger drove his fists during training at Apex. He had so much on his mind lately.

      Ridley wavered between two brands of marinara sauce. He picked up a third option, with spicy sausage, and turned to his cart. A woman stood farther down the aisle, examining a box. She wore a short grey skirt, with a white tank top that struggled to contain her. Ridley found himself staring.

      The woman looked up at him. “Ridley?”

      It was Veronica. He hadn’t seen her since DSC’s company banquet. He felt himself turning red.

      “Hey, Veronica, how are you?”

      She strutted over with a box of rotini, smiling. Her eyes glowed from the bright overhead lights. “My prize fighter … what a surprise! Oh, I just can’t wait to see you beat up that little punk on Friday. What’s his name again?”

      “Sid Radius.”

      “Sid … that’s right. His whole crew is just nasty. He’s from the Spades District. Ever been there? Total shithole.”

      “No, but I hear it’s rough. Hopefully, I can send him home with an L.” He laughed awkwardly. “Is Jerry okay? I haven’t seen him for a few days now. Not at DSC or Apex.”

      Veronica frowned. “He’s been sick, Rids. I think something bad is happening to him. I’m really concerned.” The words were heavy but her tone light. “He’s been distant in recent months. It’s like he isn’t really here. And now, he keeps getting sicker.”

      “Getting sicker? What do you mean?”

      “Losing weight, looking pale. His hair is …” She swallowed and averted her gaze before turning back to lock onto Ridley’s eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, Veronica.”

      She moved closer, and sweet perfume drifted into Ridley’s nostrils. She placed her hand over his on the shopping cart and sobbed, cute little gasps, which other shoppers must have heard in the adjacent aisles. She hunched over, peering up at Ridley, her eyes wet with tears.

      “Thank you.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ve been so worried … and so lonely. My poor Jerry. I don’t know what’s happening to him.” She moved the shopping cart out of the way. She wrapped her arms around Ridley in a full embrace and settled her head into his chest, sobbing.

      His eyes stretched wide. He glanced around to see if anyone was watching. His shirt was moist with her tears. He wanted to push her away. “I’m so sorry, Veronica. I want to help, but this …” Ridley’s words trailed off as he felt her hands slide below his lower back and firmly squeeze with both hands. He felt his face grow hot.

      Veronica smiled. Her eyes held a genuine glow as she whispered, “I’m feeling better, Rids. You’re a saint. Why don’t you come over to my place? I think it would help me. It would be therapeutic.”

      “I’m sorry, Veronica. But I’m—”

      “Still caught up on what’s-her-name?” Veronica released his bottom and stepped backward, scowling. “Ava, was it?”

      Veronica took a slow, deep breath and her voice softened. She smiled. “It’s okay.” She nodded and wiped away her tears. “It’s okay, stud. I’m sorry. When you’re ready to win your first prize, you know where to find me.”

      And she walked off.
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      Iris stood in the pantry, eyeing items on the shelves. The door was closed behind her. She’d been stockpiling food behind an old coat way back in her bedroom closet over the past few days to prepare for her trip. She’d wanted to leave immediately, but her father had taught her to be prepared.

      Earlier she’d crept down the creaky stairs. At the bottom, she had heard her aunt and uncle in the living room, debating a person’s merits—probably someone new in the neighborhood. The person was worthless according to her aunt but only mostly worthless according to Uncle Howie. With all their back and forth, she’d made it to the kitchen pantry unnoticed yet again.

      If her relatives did one thing right, it was stocking a pantry. Plump and gluttonous, they were voracious eaters. Iris scratched her chin, agonizing over the decision. Kettle chips or beef jerky? She’d already hidden several packs of crackers, two apples, and a sports drink. She’d eaten less the past few days to lessen suspicion about the depleting food.

      Iris grabbed the kettle chips and made for the stairs but paused at the bottom. They were no longer talking, but the news blasted from the television. She climbed the stairs, cringing as the wood creaked underfoot. Halfway, she decided to go back for the beef jerky, too. She paused, listening. Nothing but the faint sound of the television. Iris snuck down the stairs, careful and silent. In the pantry, she grabbed the beef jerky and turned to exit.

      Two sets of footsteps trampled into the kitchen.

      Rats. It was foolish to come back. I’ll just fess up that I wanted a snack. It won’t be a big deal.

      Aunt Ruth’s angry voice kept her frozen in place inside the pantry. “She’s upstairs, Howie. I just heard her.”

      “We need to be careful she doesn’t hear, Ruth. She’s still a young girl, as hopeless as she may be.”

      Hopeless? Her uncle’s cruel words surprised her.

      “She’s upstairs,” her aunt repeated. “Nose stuck in a book, I’m sure of it. Did you know she’s never offered to trim the hedges since she’s been here? Not once. Where’s her initiative?” She sighed. “And I know she stole my corkboard. It didn’t just sprout legs and walk away. Blast it, your reckless brother dumped her on us.”

      Iris’s head pounded.

      “We’ll come up with a solution,” her uncle said.

      “What solution, Howie? Your brother paid us to watch her for one week. It’s been over four months!”

      She tried to swallow, but her throat was dry. A realization set in.

      They weren’t arguing about a neighbor before; they were talking about me.

      Her skin grew hot, until she thought she would burst into flames. She wanted to fly out of the pantry, screaming, but her uncle’s next words made her pause.

      “We must keep calm. I want things back to normal too, trust me. Our routine has been utterly disrupted. But … what if Roland isn’t dead? What if he comes back and finds out we don’t have her?”

      They think Father is dead?

      “I want her gone, Howie. We never agreed to adopt the girl.” She spoke in a hoarse whisper. “She’s a bad omen.”

      “Oh, Ruth, you can’t believe in such superstitious things.”

      “Her mother died bringing her into this world. When your first action in life is to kill your creator, that’s a curse that doesn’t go away.”

      That was too much. Iris burst from the pantry and threw an individually wrapped slice of beef jerky at her aunt. It sliced through the air and hit her on the bridge of her nose. Aunt Ruth went crossed-eyed, stumbling backward into the counter, gasping. Her uncle stood wide-eyed, caterpillar brows trembling. His mouth fell open in shock. He rushed over to help his wife stay on her feet.

      “I won’t curse you with my presence anymore!” Iris ran to the stairs. “I’m out of here!”

      “Iris, wait!” Uncle Howie yelled after her.

      “Let her go, Howie.”

      Iris made it to her room, still holding the chips and several packages of beef jerky. She threw her snack hoard into her school backpack and put it on, heading to the stairs.

      Screw this place. I’m never coming back here.

      She grabbed her knives from under her bed, secured the thigh holster, and ran her fingers over the handles. Then she grabbed the corkboard.

      She can have this back now.

      Iris had been planning her escape over the past several days, and she had her getaway vehicle mapped out—the youth beach cruiser in the garage. Her aunt and uncle kept it for entertaining guests, should they bring a child with them. Her relatives had never offered for Iris to use it, of course, but a neighbor’s kid had ridden it one day while visiting. She’d inspected it again just three days ago. The bike was in perfect shape and the tires were full.

      Iris ran down the stairs, floorboards screaming in protest, and stopped at the bottom. Her relatives stood at the entrance to the living room, watching her. Neither attempted to apologize—everyone knew there was no coming back from this. Aunt Ruth spotted Iris’s throwing knives, and her eyes grew wide and fearful.

      Iris narrowed her gaze. “I’m going to find Father now. Don’t try to stop me.” She threw the corkboard on the floor at their feet. “Here’s your stupid corkboard, Auntie.”

      Iris stalked to the garage and threw open the door. She ran outside with the small beach cruiser, hopping onto it on the go. As she pedaled down the winding suburban street, she glanced back. Her aunt and uncle watched her leave, motionless, from the living-room window.

      When they were out of view, she dismissed them from her mind, focusing entirely on her father. One hand found the radiant sun pendant at her neck, and a memory came to her, sharp as a knife, and played out in vivid recollection as she pedaled away.
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        * * *

      

      Iris’s legs ached. Sweat covered her body. Dirt clung to her brow from where she had ducked branches in her path. She and her father had been hiking up the dense mountain trail for hours, with the sun beating down on them. The wind hit them with random, wild gusts.

      Iris’s father, Roland, had taken her on his adventures since she could first walk. He provided her with what she needed, but it was on the edge of what greater society would consider acceptable—or maybe over the edge. Her father was not the sort to give credence to norms. Today’s conquest was a particular cabin in the remote highlands of Argentum, a day’s trip by plane from the Conjoined Republic, where they lived.

      She paused on the path, if one could even call it that. It consisted of a six-inch line of dirt between dense thickets on one side and bushes on the other, higher side. Thin scratches lined her arms and legs from traversing the overgrown path. She decided it was time to speak up.

      “Father … I need a break.”

      Iris hated to complain to her father. He treated her like an adult. At least it seemed that way. She loved that about him, but she knew respect came with expectations.

      Roland paused, turning back. “Already? We just took a break an hour ago. You’re seven now, Iris.”

      She sat on a boulder at one side of the path, branches touching her shoulders. “I know, Father. I just need to sit and drink some water for a minute, I think.”

      Roland’s long beard swayed in a gust of wind. “Very well, young lady. But only for a moment. We need to make it there before nightfall.” He scanned the surrounding area before settling in to lean against a juniper. “I was hoping to be heading back by now. This cabin is proving elusive—no wonder it’s only a rumor, despite reports from several travelers locating it.” He took off his backpack and removed two metal canteens, forest green with notched caps. He tossed one to Iris, and she snatched it from the air. “Of course, it’s been waiting for us to find it.”

      A few moments later, they were on the move again. Roland pushed aside a few branches to expose a widening path leading to a rocky overlook. The change of scenery energized Iris for a short while, but then the path turned up the mountain and narrowed again.

      Iris stopped. “Father, do you think we should head back? I’m afraid we’ll be spending the night in the wilderness at this rate.”

      Roland turned around, steadying his bandanna against another gust of wind. Father had never hurt her, but he could strike fear into her with the look he gave her now. “That’s it? You want to give up now?” He took two steps down the rocky outcrop toward his young daughter, eyes locked on her.

      If Iris could have swallowed herself into nothingness, she would have done so. Father stood tall and intimidating. Broad shouldered and barrel chested, he was proportionately vast. His steel-grey eyes could paralyze. There was truly nothing to fear out here in this wilderness when he was with her.

      “No. I don’t want to give up. Let’s push on, Father.”

      Roland’s gaze fell to her legs; he gestured to them with a hand. “Look at all those cuts along your arms and legs. Choose more wisely where you walk, Iris. Don’t take the fool’s path. That’s what’s wearing you down.”

      Iris surveyed her father’s arms and legs. There were no scratches, no bloody lines.

      “We’re going to have to cut down on your time with Uncle Howie. My brother would give up before managing one foot out the door. Can’t have him rubbing off on my Iris.”

      “Okay, but if I have to sleep with mountain lions tonight, at least tell me what’s so special about this cabin.” She moved close to her father.

      Roland turned back up the mountain, talking over his shoulder. “Long ago, an important man lived and died in it.” He pressed on.

      Iris frowned. Her father hadn’t mentioned death since her mother had passed away years ago. He kept her mother’s picture in his study. Iris had caught him gazing at it on more than one occasion. Once, she saw him gently stroke a thumb down the frame. Even as a tiny child, she understood this rare display of affection as love.

      Roland reached the summit of their current outcrop and bent branches out of the way, clearing the view over the mountainside. “Ahh. The Sisters. We are getting close now, little one.”

      Iris scrambled to catch up, until she stood next to her father, beholding a stretch of woods below. The wind calmed, and the tops of the trees formed a colorful mosaic in the sunlight. Butterflies scattered in circles above. Several yards ahead, two rock pillars jutted skyward, side by side. They held shapes almost like people with hands folded, worshipping the sun. The beauty of the place struck Iris, a single moment making the strenuous hike worthwhile.

      “Follow me,” Roland whispered with excitement. “We’re nearly there now.” He part walked, part slid down the slope beyond the ledge, until he reached the patch of woods before the pillars. Iris followed closely. “Kirk Faulkner was a great adventurer. Muses tell of great treasures he collected in his life, stored in his remote cabin estate, but nothing has ever been found. Now they say this place is haunted. As rumors of ghosts spread, travel to the cabin has waned.”

      Iris nodded, understanding at last. She smiled. “No one’s as good as you, Father. We’ll find the treasure.”

      Roland looked down at his daughter, flashing his own smile. “Oh, I’m not interested in the treasure, little one. I want to see the ghosts.”
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        * * *

      

      The memory faded, and Iris became aware of her surroundings. She was still in the neighborhood, headed on her bike to the main boulevard. She could turn left there for a straight shot to the downtown Outskirts area, where the train station was.

      Father is in danger.

      Urgency drove her as she pedaled, ignoring the burn in her thighs. But something else nagged at her. Her memory had triggered a thought, something her father had often said to her.

      Don’t take the fool’s path.

      Iris frowned, thinking it over. By the time she reached Outskirts Boulevard, she had decided. She would make one final stop before going after her father.
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      Ridley stared at his opponent across the ring. The muscles in his arms and legs twitched with anticipation. He clenched his fists inside the boxing gloves. He bit on his mouth guard, until his jaw ached. Opposite him, Sid Radius shifted from one foot to the other, with a mocking smile, relaxed, no concern in his eyes. For him, it seemed, this was over before it even began.

      Cocky punk … I can’t wait to put this guy down.

      He’d arrived less than an hour ago. A throng of rowdy supporters had come alongside Sid Radius to the famous Sanctum Arena, at the heart of the rundown Spades District of the Big City. His crowd of pale, mohawked teenagers with piercings and chain wallets had made a show of mocking the newcomer from the Outskirts. They’d crowded along the Sanctum walkway outside, standing in riot formation on the hood of a station wagon spraypainted jet black, with shiny rims.

      When he had walked up, they’d taunted and sneered, chanting his moniker in shrill, mocking voices. “Typhoon Ridley … what is that?” one had spat, laughing. “Gotta spin like a top fer us, ya kook,” another had said, swinging his chain. A peach fuzz brat girl had stomped on the hood, shouting, “Go back to the Skirts!” She’d smashed a beer bottle on the sidewalk, inciting a wild cheer from Sid’s supporters. The driver had grinned, showing off horrific teeth, while blasting a song by The Crash.

      Radius had taken his own part in the show, arriving in a tinted Cadillac and shouting at Ridley through an open window, “I’m gon’ crack your face, boy! You ain’t gon’ make it outta the first.” They had locked eyes there in the arena’s outside lights. Radius’s eyebrows were thick but as narrow as his hateful eyes. His smile was contemptuous. He had spit a soaring loogie out the window. It had landed less than a foot away. Ridley had just shaken his head and walked off. He preferred to let his work in the ring do the talking.

      Near the Sanctum doors, a young kid with a thick three-row mohawk waved a hand from the side. “Psst. You should go home, man. Sid’s crazy as slag. He’s from the roughest part of Spades. Trust me, you won’t last.”

      Ridley had entered the gym ready to fight, his blood boiling. His manager, Frankie, had followed him inside, along with a few guards Jerry had supplied.

      “You’ve got this, right?” Frankie called out from behind. He was in Ridley’s corner, outside the ropes.

      Ridley turned back and nodded.

      “Damn right you do,” Frankie said. “Stick to our routine. He’s just a runt. A nobody. Seen a hundred like him. He’ll be in a gutter somewhere in a few years.”

      Frankie’s a real asshole.

      “Yeah, don’t worry. His whole crew has pissed me off.”

      “Good.”

      Good ol’ cold, all-business Frankie. He would toss me aside for a shiny cheddar any day of the week.

      A small crowd stood in support of Ridley, though Sid’s raucous crew drowned out their cheers. Ridley surveyed the audience. He saw smiling Ethan, who winked and gave him two thumbs up. Some from Apex Gym were there, including a boxer who trained before his time slot each day, and the mysterious auburn-haired girl who often watched him from the cardio track on the second floor. She waved at him now. He gave her a slight nod. Behind her, Cynthia from the Stranded Marlin stood chatting with Veronica. There was no sign of Jerry.

      Why wouldn’t my sponsor be here?

      But Ridley was looking for someone else. He strained his eyes.

      It would be easy to miss her in this crowd. She has to be here.

      Ava would have heard about this fight. She’d be so proud of him for taking her advice to rekindle his passion for boxing. She’d come to support him. He knew it.

      But he didn’t see her in the crowd. He scanned where Sid’s fans had congregated. She was probably embarrassed, thinking he was mad at her. So she was keeping a low profile. Eventually, though, she wouldn’t be able to take it anymore. She’d run up to him and say how sorry she was and what a mistake it had been to leave. She’d throw her arms around him, crying. She might even jump on the stage, stopping the fight.

      A firm hand gripped his shoulder from behind. “It’s time,” Frankie said.

      Across the ring, Sid Radius leaned back on the ropes before bouncing forward. Three green mohawk spikes rose like obscene towers from his otherwise shaven head. He stretched, pivoting his neck left and right. His gaze never left Ridley’s eyes; his mocking smile didn’t falter. His trainer, a tall man with a gold tooth, pulled off Radius’s black robe, revealing tattoos that blanketed his wiry body. A jackal’s maw gaped open across his chest. His fans cheered. Not an ounce of fat blemished Sid’s lanky frame. Veins popped from his forearms, neck, and calves. He wore red-trimmed black shorts. His gloves matched, with red splashed across the black surface like blood.

      Frankie shot cool water into Ridley’s mouth. He slid the mouthguard over his teeth and moved into position across from Sid, keeping his gaze locked on the Spades District punk. The referee, dressed in a blue-collar shirt with black pants and a bowtie, called them to meet in the center. Ridley walked up, shaking his arms loosely along the way. He nodded at Sid, who stood two feet away now. Sid curled his lip in a snarl. The referee gave the customary “this will be a fair fight” rules speech, and the two fighters bumped gloves before returning to their respective corners.

      Veronica waved from the crowd, and Ethan held two fists in the air with frantic excitement. Auburn girl bounced around like a child. Cynthia clapped. Still no sign of Jerry … or Ava.

      In his corner, Frankie introduced Ridley to his cutman, Jack. A blonde chap with a bright islander shirt and a friendly smile, he looked the exact opposite of Frankie.

      “Nice to meet ya, Ridley,” Jack said. “Hopin’ you won’t need my services, but’s likely ya will. I’ve seen Radius fight before. Kid’s vicious. Still … you’ve got this, mate.” His voice twanged with an Austragarian accent.

      “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

      “Now that the pleasantries are out of the way, let’s get to it,” Frankie said. “Don’t underestimate the fleabag. He’s skinny, but don’t forget he weighs in same as you.” He frowned and looked across the ring. “Not sure how … maybe it’s the heavy ink and piercings. Anyhow, remember the tape. The scum can move, and once he gets you, he hammers at least three times. Little shit is fast.”

      “I’ll handle the kid.”

      “I know you will. Jerry expects it.”

      Ridley’s face burned. He was just a tool, one of Jerry’s investments. His temple twitched, and a droplet of sweat ran down his forehead. He turned toward his opponent without another word.

      He moved to the center of the ring, gathering his anger, attempting to store it for the right moment. An image of Radius’s loogie flashed in his mind, helping the cause. The taunting base made him bite hard on his mouthpiece. The Spades punk had no honor. It had taken mere minutes to despise them all.

      They held up their gloves, and the referee retreated to the side.

      “Round one. Fight!”

      Ridley jumped backward. He wanted to get a feel for Radius’s style before he did anything. He shifted from foot to foot, maintaining a neutral stance. Radius was pure concentration now. He had dropped the smirk and was dancing around in a small area in front of Ridley, apparently with the same thought.

      So, he’s not as stupid as his hair would suggest.

      The stalemate went on too long for comfort. Ridley pounced with a quick right jab—and instantly regretted it. Sid dodged out of the way so fast he was a blur. Radius returned to bring a three-jab combo to Ridley’s lower left side. Ridley pushed off the third jab with his left glove just before it could land. He wound up for a right hook, spinning his body left, and faked Sid back into a defensive posture.

      Screams of joy had erupted from Sid’s fans at first contact. A droplet of sweat trickled down the side of Ridley’s face. His left side ached.

      Damn, this kid is fast.

      Ridley pounced again and struck out with a left cross in the same direction, hoping to catch Sid in an evasive move, but Sid weaved over and down in the opposite direction, like a drunken monk. Ridley saw only a blur where Radius’s body had been, then three sharp jabs struck his lower right side. Pain shot from both of his sides now, radiating through his ribs and into his arms. He spun to face his opponent, and the two circled each other in a deadly dance. At last, they settled in a spot, shifting from one foot to the other in place, each surveying the other.

      Sid Radius was proving to be a far more disciplined boxer than his reckless actions outside the ring would suggest. Of course, his tape suggested the same, but it was hard to reconcile with his personality.

      Ridley’s crowd had grown quiet. He could see them behind the Spades punk now that the two had finished circling. Ethan’s smile looked to be barely hanging on. Veronica’s hands balled into worried little fists below her cheeks.

      They think I’m going to lose. They’ve given up on me that fast.

      “Hit ’im, Sidney! Hurt ’im!” a girl’s raucous voice erupted from behind Ridley, startling him.

      The half-second distraction was enough for Sid. He jumped at Ridley, like a feral animal, mohawk spikes slicing the air. He crouched low upon landing and launched into Ridley’s chin with a vicious uppercut. Ridley reeled backward.

      Sonofabitch! That’s my move!

      His world spun, and the lower half of his vision soaked in a sea of mohawk spikes from the audience. They seemed to be everywhere now. Blood splattered from his jaw. The red blood design on Radius’s gloves blended with Ridley’s actual blood.

      Sid’s crowd was rabid now. Their taunts filled Sanctum, echoing from the walls. “Get outta here, Skirts!” shouted a hysterical freckled boy, with patches of blue hair scattered over a shaved head. A gap-toothed girl with bleached hair screeched, “Get ’eem, Sidney! Feed the jackal!”

      Ridley ducked to avoid a cross to the nose and came face to face with the tattoo on Sid Radius’s chest. The jackal’s cruel eyes blazed red. Froth dripped from wide, ravenous jaws. It was as if the move was timed with the jaunt. Then Ridley’s back was to the ropes, and Sid’s fists seemed to be everywhere at once, slamming into his body and face with uppercuts and jabs. Ridley held his hands over his face and his elbows tight to his midsection. Adrenaline kicked in full force, eliminating all pain. Time seemed to slow to a crawl.

      Somewhere in the flurry of fists, that mocking smile crept into view. That infuriating sneer. And somehow, an image of three kids in the crowd made its way to Ridley. They taunted him, with their arms locked together in mocking singsong, “Ty-phoon! Ty-phoon! Ty-phoon!” They erupted in laughter.

      He had never been in a match like this. These kids didn’t play around. They were going for the kill. His rage grew, rushing through his body, even as the fists pummeled him. He hated the way things were going. Jerry hadn’t even bothered to show up to his fight.

      He found the anger stored inside, a ball of wrath waiting to explode. This was where his grit and perseverance separated him from most. The common fighter would be finished after this punishment from Sid. But he was anything but common.

      Here’s where I turn the table.

      He pushed Sid hard and connected a quick uppercut to the punk’s jaw, sending him stumbling backward several feet. Ridley pounced, releasing a powerful cross with his right, strong enough for a knockout.

      But Sid was a blur again, evading him and countering with three jabs to Ridley’s left side. This time, all three connected, and he winced in pain, shocked.

      Right as the bell rang, signaling the end of the first round, Ridley swept an arm over Sid’s head, bending one of his green mohawk spikes at the midpoint, like the leg of a praying mantis. Someone laughed.

      The fighters retreated to their respective corners, panting. Blood spilled from the corner of Ridley’s lower lip when he pulled out his mouthguard. All eyes in his corner told the same story when set upon his face. Horror. Disgust. One of his eyes struggled to stay open as it swelled.

      Does my face look like a slab of butchered meat? It feels like one.

      His sides were even worse. The pain grew worse with each breath as the adrenaline drained from his body, leaving him shaking. Every part of him ached. He couldn’t believe the agony three minutes had brought.

      And that was just the first round.

      This was nothing like his bouts in the Outskirts. The kid was tough. Maybe this was all a huge mistake.

      He opened his mouth, and Frankie shot cool water into his throat. Ridley struggled to swallow between breaths. His manager didn’t need to say anything; his cold eyes held the message. Somehow Ridley better win.

      Jack, the cutman, leaned over. “I’m glad we met before, mate. I’d say yer needing me services, right-o?” He wiped blood and sweat from Ridley’s face and applied bandages. “You’re a tough one, eh? Still standin’ after a thrashin’ like that? My slippers are still on ya, mate. It’s not over yet!”

      “Thanks,” Ridley gasped.

      “Tighten up,” Frankie said. His voice was gruff, emotionless. He shot more water into Ridley’s mouth. “Radius is just a scrawny little shit from a broken home. Beat him like his daddy does and you get the Hippo in a few weeks. Now, he’s someone to worry about.”

      Shit.

      “Now, back at it,” Frankie said, gesturing to the ring.

      Ridley returned to the center of the ring. Sid had fixed his broken spike. He wore his stupid mocking grin again. Good. It was infuriating. It gave Ridley strength when he had none left. Still, if he was to have a shot at winning this, he had to finish it fast. No way he could go the rounds with this speed demon.

      I need to play him for a fool.

      They raised their gloves, and the referee signaled the round to start.

      Ridley struck at Sid with a cross. Sid dodged left, like a ghost, and hammered Ridley three times in the same sore spot on his right side. Ridley groaned. Pain radiated throughout his body, affecting his movement. Radius tried to follow with a hook this time, but Ridley blocked it and countered with a strong jab to the side of his face. Sid jumped backward, and as they circled around, Ridley limped along, trying to keep pace with his adversary. It got more difficult by the second. Sid moved just fine, smiling with menace.

      Time is running out. I have to turn this around.

      Ridley leapt at him again with a right jab but pulled back when he saw Sid weave. As Sid’s body blurred, Ridley rolled hard to the right and hammered a left hook with all his might.

      The connection was true. Ridley’s fist slammed into the side of Sid’s head just as the punk sped over for his three-jab routine. His opponent’s head snapped backward, and he stumbled, shocked. He tried to catch his balance but failed twice, staggering backward. Blood splattered from his jaw to the jackal’s face on his chest.

      Ridley’s adrenaline pumped, and he was on Sid in a flash, following up with a fury of quick jab and cross combinations. Sid managed to duck and roll out of the confrontation and return to the circle formation. His smile was gone.

      The crowd roared. From the corner of his eye, he saw Veronica jumping beside the auburn-haired girl. Cynthia clapped furiously, her hands held high. Jack the cutman smiled broadly, nodding approval. Ethan’s smile seemed wider than his face as he shouted, “Rid-ley! Rid-ley! Rid-ley!” Soon others joined in, until they drowned out the opposition. “Rid-ley! Rid-ley! Rid-ley!”

      That was when Sid’s crowd turned on him.

      “What’re you doing? Get ’im, Sidney!” The gap-toothed girl screamed.

      “You gonna let an Outskirts kid beat one of us?” another kid shouted. “You better not!”

      Radius looked visibly shaken now. He circled in closer, and Ridley limped backward.

      Now I wait.

      Ridley faked like he was going to leap at Sid, then settled back. Sid tensed, nearly taking the bait. He looked uncomfortable; a frown formed on his bony face. Sweat poured from his body. He looked like a different person, his swagger gone.

      Where is your smile now, Sid?

      A tall man with long black hair and a goatee swung a chain around. “What’re you doing, Radius? Finish him off!”

      The two circled again, and Ridley stumbled to one side.

      Sid took the bait. He leapt, but Ridley met him halfway, rocking the punk’s jaw with his signature uppercut. Sid’s feet left the mat, and he flew backward to bounce hard against the ropes. Ridley met him there, pummeling the Spades District champ. He was in a euphoric frenzy, his heart pounding as heavy as his fists. It felt good to punish the kid, to beat the pompous grin right from his face, to make him swallow his own bloody spit. God, he had forgotten how good this felt.

      Sid Radius gave no defense. The uppercut had nearly knocked him out, but the rope had sent him back to Ridley for punishment, like a puppet pulled to its abusive master. Three seconds later, the punk collapsed to the mat and stayed there. It was over.

      The crowd went ballistic. Ridley’s supporters jumped, screaming the Typhoon’s glory. In his corner, Frankie wore a rare smile. The skin tingled over his entire body, the familiar rush of victory. It was a feeling he’d nearly forgotten. Ridley stared at the battered face of his opponent. It was hard to believe this had been a close match. The Spades District punk lay in a fetal position with his eyes closed, whimpering. His jaw was likely broken. He wasn’t unconscious, but he was somewhere else.

      On Ridley’s way out of Sanctum Arena, not one of Sid Radius’s unruly fans met his eyes. He had silenced the punks, humiliating them in their own house. In his first Big City fight, he had conquered the Spades District.
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      Biking from her aunt and uncle’s place to her father’s house—what she still considered home—took Iris the better part of an hour. Fortunately, it was on the way to downtown Outskirts. She had turned from the boulevard into her urban neighborhood on Blue Forest Way. The houses here were small and clumped together. There were no sidewalks. At the center of the neighborhood, a common area with a fountain displayed the sign KELP SPRINGS. The main road bustled with traffic, winding to a giant U that led back to the boulevard. Side streets were of little interest, leading to more cramped houses in dead ends or cul-de-sacs.

      Except for one street.

      Iris sped around a corner, onto Deep Pass Drive, where she removed her hands from the handlebars. She cruised down the sloping road, accelerating and feeling a familiar exhilaration. She wedged her thumbs under her backpack straps. Using her knees and a subtle shift in her weight, she steered the bike around a bend. A smile spread across her face. Her bike slowed as she turned into the driveway. She placed her hands on the handlebars and pulled alongside the house.

      Iris knew the doors and windows would be locked, and so would the wooden gate before her. She jumped off the bike, forgoing the kickstand and letting it drop to the dirt. Still wearing her backpack, she wedged the toes of one foot into a seam and reached up with the opposite hand, finding another with her fingertips. She hoisted herself up, repeating the process to spider over the tall gate. On the other side, she dropped her backpack onto a bush and fell into a roll on the garden path.

      Iris sprang to her feet and smiled. The sunlight shimmered over the colorful landscape. In a far corner, flowering cacti surrounded a boulder. A giant weeping willow stood at the center of the yard, its branches drooping mournfully to colored stones below. Beyond, a pebbled pathway stretched to the side of a hill to meet a hippogryph fountain. Its vast wings spread over surrounding witch fire bushes. Its eagle eyes met Iris’s gaze, as if in greeting. In one glance, she spotted three varieties of birds. What a stark contrast to the lifeless place where she had spent the last four months. It was good to be home, even if only for a visit.

      Iris grabbed her backpack and jogged to the middle of the yard, where she turned to face the rear of the house. She wasn’t here to dabble in the garden, tempting as it was. The lights were off inside, as expected. To the left, she spied the crawl access, a black metal door a foot and a half high. It had a simple turn handle to access. This would be her way in. She ran over.

      Iris turned the handle, feeling the metal creak against the foundation until the mechanism released. She lifted the door and set it aside on the dirt. She pulled her backpack behind her as she went along. Light seeped through the slats on every side of the house, illuminating the pylons and providing just enough visibility for her to make her way. The dank smell of moisture hung in the air. A spider nearly the size of her hand raced by her, over the sandy bottom of the crawl. She shuffled aside, away from it, fingertips touching the hilt of her knives at her thigh.

      Yes. Crawl over that way, please.

      A minute later, she was at the floor panel. It was one of a handful of the old house’s secrets. Only she and her father knew of this access from the crawl. Though her mother must have known of it too, when she was alive. Iris felt along the bottom of the plywood until she located two metal latches. She rotated them inward to release the thin cover and pulled it down. She stood the cover in the sand next to a pylon and admired the exposed iron crank. She pictured her boring uncle in this place.

      He’d be shivering and moaning. No—he wouldn’t have even made it this far. He would have fled screaming at the spider.

      Iris smiled and turned the crank, feeling the metal slats slide inward through the custom boreholes in the floorboards. A half turn in, it got stuck. The door hadn’t been used for many years. She tried again, but it wouldn’t move. She cursed and clenched her jaw.

      Rats. I’ll have to break a window to get in.

      Another idea came to her. She pulled one of her knives from her holster. Pulling the crank with the other hand as hard as she could, she bashed it with the handle in the same direction. Three bashes and the crank released. She turned it until the metal slats had fully retreated inside the mechanism.

      Laying with her back in the sand, she pushed up with both feet until the panel lifted into the air. A throw rug drooped over the panel, like a shawl, falling on each side. She angled her legs to one side and dropped the panel inside the house with a bang. She stood and pushed the rug from atop her. A moment later, she was on the other side of the floor, inside the dining room.

      It was eerie being inside the empty, quiet home. She flipped a wall switch, and hundreds of translucent shards on the grand chandelier illuminated the massive oak table beneath. The sight warmed her heart.

      She raced through the house, turning on electric candle lights along the way. She leapt up the spiral staircase to her father’s study. It would be foolish to trust her uncle. What if she went all the way to the Muzite Desert and her father was somewhere else? That would indeed be taking the fool’s path.

      A moment later, she knew Uncle Howie had spoken the truth. In the study, a large map lay sprawled across the wooden desk. It featured the Muzite Desert, showing its territory across four states. A large letter opener resembling a Zweihander stood handle up, its blade pinning the map to the desktop at a certain point. Wolf Stone had been scribbled in cursive with a red pen. Iris’s heart chilled. She’d heard her father mention it once before.

      Iris balled her fists and slammed them on the desk one after another, throwing a tantrum like she hadn’t since she was a baby, and screamed, “I should have come here a long time ago, when he didn’t come back!”

      The map glared at her, menacing. How long it had been sitting here, just waiting for her to find it? But she couldn’t dwell on the past now. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Coming here had been worthwhile; she knew she was going to the right place now.

      But there was another reason she’d made this stop. She scoured her father’s study and found a lighter, some rope—thin but strong—and a couple other items that she prayed she would never need. She threw them, along with the rolled-up map, into her backpack, which weighed considerably more now. She hefted the backpack on her shoulders and left the way she’d come, turning off the lights and positioning the rug above the secret floor panel, before dropping under the house again. She cranked the access into the floorboards and covered it with the plywood panel.

      Iris left the house burning with determination. She was fully stocked for the task now, with plenty of surprises for anyone who may get in her way. And that wasn’t even counting the emerald knives strapped to her thigh.

      I’m coming to save you, Father. Nothing can stop me now.
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      The night after the Sid Radius fight, Ridley stood in a private dining room at the grandiose Cherry Tops, a hotel in the downtown section of the Big City. “All this, just for winning one match?” He raised an eyebrow at Frankie.

      “For winning your first match. Jerry’s had this place booked since the Sanctum fight was set up.”

      Ridley smiled. “That confident, huh?”

      “Jerry wouldn’t have taken you on otherwise. His projections always pan out. Me? I was less confident, but your resilience impressed me yesterday.”

      Ridley grabbed a bacon-wrapped scallop from the hors d’oeuvre tray between them and took a bite. Tonight he could overlook his smug manager’s doubts. The victory over Sid Radius had brought wind to his sails for the first time since Ava had left. He had forgotten how good it felt to win.

      “It’s a good thing Jerry booked this early, though.” Frankie turned to survey the mingling guests. More filed in by the minute. “I was expecting him at Sanctum. And he missed my call on Saturday.”

      Ridley let his vision fall out of focus, blurring over a velvet cloth draped across a table. It made him think of Sid Radius’s unreal speed in the ring. He’d never fought anyone who could move so fast.

      “Jerry’s missed work for two weeks, from what I hear,” Ridley said.

      Frankie frowned. “I need to find out what’s going on. I’m going to have a chat with Veronica.” He walked off.

      Ridley wouldn’t be alone for long. After the fight, a swarm of cheering fans had surrounded him in the Sanctum lot, where Frankie had announced tonight’s celebration at Cherry Tops. Looking around, it seemed every one of them was here now, and more. His fanbase had tripled in one day. There were the ones he knew—Cynthia, Ethan, Veronica—but also many others. Some he recognized from Apex Gym. A few kids ran around the room, playing tag, eating hors d’oeuvres, and sneaking drinks. He even spotted one with a mohawk. He recognized him from Sanctum, where he had been in with Sid Radius’s crowd.

      What’s he doing here? Loyalty must run thin in the Spades District.

      He remembered Sid Radius weeping on the floor after the fight. Destroyed. What was he doing now? There would be no coming back from this. His crew had turned on him faster than he could stick and move.

      I almost feel bad for the shitbag. Almost.

      “Hey, stud.” It was a familiar, confident voice. Soft and feminine.

      He looked up from the red velvet tablecloth, where his gaze had gotten lost in a daydream. Veronica and Ethan stood side by side, like a couple. Her eyes twinkled like diamonds beneath the fancy chandelier, where she lightly clasped a cocktail between delicate fingers. Ethan’s smile stretched from cheek to cheek as he nibbled on a slice of raw fish. His eyes seemed to light up with each swallow. He’d never seen anyone eat sushi like that.

      “So, what are you now? Thirteen and one?” Veronica said with a wink. “Such a nasty tattoo … he was gross. I’m so glad you knocked him out. Did you see how he cried afterward?” Veronica clasped a hand over her mouth, but a cute giggle slipped out anyway.

      Ethan nodded. “He was fast, but I never doubted you for a second, Rids. That finishing punch. So brutal!” He slapped Ridley’s shoulder.

      Veronica came close enough for him to smell her minty breath. “You put on such a performance. Letting him beat you up, just to devastate him in the end.” She put a hand on his arm, sliding a finger across the surface. She got a little lower, locking eyes with him. “I get it now, Rids. It’s a more powerful show that way. These aren’t just fights to you. You’re doing something more. You’re an artist out there.” She retracted her hand, standing tall again. “You’re a true showman.”

      “Thanks,” Ridley said.

      Ethan was such a strange bird. And Veronica had become as attractive as a sea slug after their episode at Outskirts Gourmet. Using concern for her ill husband to flirt with him? Vile.

      Ethan saw another slice of fish on a nearby food tray, and his eyes gleamed. He grabbed it and nibbled. Veronica regarded him, wide-eyed and amused. He stopped nibbling and scarfed it down.

      “Is that good, darling?” Veronica asked.

      Ethan nodded, smiling brightly.

      Like a child with a piece of chocolate cake. A strange child.

      Pain radiated from one of his cuts, and Ridley rubbed the bandage on his face. He caught his reflection in the wall mirror behind Ethan. Jack, the cutman, had done impressive work in cleaning him up. Still, he had a puffy black eye and several bandages scattered across his face.

      “Frankie was looking for you, Veronica. Did you see him?”

      “Yes, darling. He was asking about Jerry. He’s still sick, you know. Haven’t seen him for a few days now. Poor thing has taken off somewhere. Worries me something fierce.” Her face scrunched into a whimper, and she squeezed his arm. It took all he had not to jerk it back.

      She’s a terrible actress.

      A loud voice burst across the room. “Ahem. Hello?”

      The trio turned toward the far end of the room, where Frankie stood on a platform stage in a pinstripe suit. He tapped the microphone, and people ended their conversations and faced the stage.

      “Is this working?”

      One person shouted affirmation, and others nodded. Ethan gave two thumbs up, held high.

      “Glad you all could make it here tonight. It may seem premature to have a bash like this after one fight, but first impressions are important, and Jerry likes to live large.”

      Veronica laughed. Eyes turned toward her at the mention of her husband, and she nodded in agreement with Frankie’s words.

      “When Fontaine Enterprises hired me to transform this kid from the Outskirts into a Big City fighter, well … I’ll be honest. I had my doubts.”

      The audience laughed.

      “But we clicked immediately, and we’ve become such great friends. Last night’s win was just assurance. A hell of a start to this partnership.”

      People clapped.

      Ridley puffed out his cheeks, suppressing laughter.

      Great friends?

      “Now I want you to meet the man of the hour. Typhoon Ridley! Come on up here, big guy!”

      Shit.

      His sides pained him when he breathed. His face was sore. He had a black eye. He wouldn’t even want to give a speech if he felt great. Certainly not right now.

      The asshole couldn’t even let me know beforehand?

      “Go ahead, man. Get on up there,” Ethan said, smiling.

      Veronica nodded. “Everyone wants to hear the new champion from the Outskirts.”

      The room stared at him. A sea of expectant faces. Half-baked acquaintances and strangers. Auburn girl looked at him with big, curious eyes. Cynthia scratched her cheek, probably wondering why he wasn’t moving. The punk kid snatched someone’s mixed drink from atop a table and snuck across the room, downing it.

      On stage, Frankie lowered his head. “Come on, big guy. Don’t be shy.” He laughed, and the audience joined in.

      Ridley sighed and pasted a smile on his face, sauntering toward the stage. The crowd parted, letting him through.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, Typhoon Ridley!” Frankie announced in a grandiose voice. Somehow the man had slipped personas overnight from smug manager to exuberant host.

      Ridley stepped on stage and faced the crowd, which examined him like a new specimen under a scope.

      Frankie threw an arm over his shoulder. “Ridley had no idea I’d be calling him up here. I wanted to keep this spontaneous.” He turned his head to Ridley. “The audience wants to get to know you a little better. Don’t you all?” He gestured to the audience, and they cheered. He raised and lowered his hand, signaling them to quiet down. “Okay, Ridley. First question. Sid Radius was your first fight in the Big City. How did it compare to your many fights in the Outskirts?”

      Sweat accumulated beneath Ridley’s clothes. He was comfortable in the ring, where he could focus on his opponent. Up here was nothing but a hundred faces staring, waiting. “Well, uh, Sid was a tough opponent. All my opponents have been. It doesn’t matter where they’re from. They gave it all out there.”

      Frankie smiled, rolling his eyes. “Such a nice guy, ladies and gentlemen! But surely, the Spades punk was more of a challenge than some of your Outskirts competition, no?” He held the mic out to Ridley.

      “Well, he was the fastest, for sure. And the rudest.”

      “The rudest!” Frankie repeated, laughing. “Gotta love it! Well, it looks like he got what he deserved, then.”

      “Yes.”

      Ethan was close to the stage now. He looked pale, and his signature smile had faded.

      “Okay. Next question. Radius came at you with an uppercut similar to your own. Do you think a spy is among us?”

      “A spy?”

      “Yeah. Someone who tipped him off to your brand of fighting? Made him emulate your moves? Someone watching us at Apex, perhaps?”

      Movement in the crowd caught Ridley’s attention. Ethan had abruptly turned and approached a dark corner of the room. He looked strange.

      Is he limping?

      A moment later, Ethan disappeared down a hallway. Where was he going? The bathrooms were on the opposite side of the room. He refocused on Frankie. “Well, many boxers use variations of the uppercut, Frankie.”

      Frankie shook his head. “Still. Don’t you think it odd he used a move so much like your own? Look, one of his fans is even here at your party.” Frankie pointed his free hand at the kid with the mohawk.

      The kid froze, wide-eyed, holding a beer in one hand.

      “Not every Big City kid with a mohawk is one of Sid’s groupies, my friend. My cousin’s even got one. Do you think he’s tapping my phone line?”

      Cynthia laughed, and several others joined in.

      Frankie reddened, his eyes narrowing. At last, he took a breath and smiled. “Well, this little get-to-know you session has been fun, hasn’t it, folks? Quite the sense of humor on our champion. His fists fly in the ring, and his jokes fly outside it!” More laughter followed. Frankie gestured to the crowd. “Someone get this man a drink!”

      Ridley stepped off stage, and an unfamiliar woman winked and handed him a rum and Coke. Across the room, Veronica stood at the table where he had been before, animated, telling a story with her arms. Cynthia bit a mini frankfurter from the tip of a toothpick. Ridley had no desire to go back over there. He was still exhausted from last night’s fight, and his body was reaching new levels of soreness. It might be time to cut out.

      Then he thought of Ethan. His colleague had limped so strangely from the room, pale and unsmiling. Had he ever come back? Ethan was nowhere in sight. Ridley frowned, tracing Ethan’s steps down the dark hallway where he had vanished during the short Q&A. A door lay ahead on his right. Beyond that, an exit sign illuminated another at the end of the hallway.

      That exit probably activates an alarm. He’s gotta be in this first room.

      He paused at the door, listening. Nothing. He pressed down the handle and pushed. As it opened, the door connected with an object and slid it along the floor. A strong odor of fish wafted into the hallway.

      Inside, Ridley struggled to make sense of the image. A pale grey insectile thing stood with its back to him, beside a stool. Behind the creature, a pile of fresh fish sat on a counter, spilling to the sides and into view. It didn’t stop eating when Ridley entered; instead, it shoved claw full after claw full of sushi into an unseen mouth, slurping voraciously. The thing had four mop-handle arms, long and thin, bent sharp at pointy elbows. Two elongated legs supported the creature upon mantid feet.

      Goosebumps raced over his body. His muscles seized. The foot of a stool peeked around the bottom of the open door—the object he’d slid out of the way as he had entered.

      At last, the thing paused, and Ridley’s heartbeat was deafening in the surrounding silence. It spoke to him in Ethan’s voice. “It’s exhausting. This charade. It is just … too much, Rids.” The melancholy tone was at odds with Ethan’s personality. In one swift motion, the creature spun to face him, its four long arms following the rotation of the thin body.

      Ridley’s heart threatened to blast up his throat and out of his head. Instinctively he inched over and wedged one foot underneath the nearby stool to slowly pull it toward himself.

      The thing’s head was small relative to its body, somewhere between an oval and a rectangle. Its thin mouth curled into a frown, like bent wire. Its pasty skin glistened, naked and hairless, like the worn tread wall of a wet tire. Two tiny spider eyes, black and bright, met Ridley’s gaze. The creature blinked with two thin membranes that slid from the sides to the center.

      When the thing spoke again, it was in the same voice. This time, it sunk in.

      By the gods … somehow this thing is Ethan.

      Ridley fumbled for the Grace’s Touch prayer he’d learned at the tabernacle altar. If there was ever a time he needed it, now was the time. But he couldn’t recall a single word.

      The creature came down to stand on four limbs, its anterior arms falling to support it as legs. “We’re friends, right, Ridley?” It stood tall again and held out its arms in an arc, like a peacock from the seventh circle of Hell.

      Then it changed.

      The thing’s skin turned crimson and hardened to shell. Its eyes bulged and rose from its head on twin stalks. The claws grew and morphed into those of a giant crab.

      It launched at him. Nightmare Ethan was fast, but Ridley had anticipated the attack since the creature first spun around. He leaned left and kicked up his foot hard, using his fingertips to direct the wooden stool upward at the creature. His aim was true, and it crashed into the assailant’s chest in midair. Ridley leapt to one side.

      That thing will be back on me soon.

      He scrambled to the back of the room, where it had been feeding a moment ago. Fast as he could, he snatched the stool standing there and held it like a shield at his side, expecting the next assault to land. But no attack came. Surprised, he turned his head, lowering the stool.

      The creature was gone. Instead, Frankie stood in the doorway, eyes wide.

      “What in the hell was that?” Frankie said. “Something ran past me. It was … well, I don’t even know.” He did a double take at the mountain of sushi. “Why is there a pile of fish on the counter?”

      Ridley jumped up, his heart pounding. “No! We can’t let that thing get away!” He ran to push past Frankie, but intense pain exploded through his left side—the same area where Sid had drilled him the day before. He instantly realized how stupid he had been.

      He watched Frankie transform into Ethan’s familiar, smiling visage. Pain seared into Ridley’s midsection with every beat of his heart. He lowered his head to see a sharp red claw buried in the flesh of his side. He squirmed to break free, desperately, but a second claw swiftly clamped upon his left shoulder, and the two pincers squeezed, slicing through his flesh and soaking his shirt with his blood. Ridley screamed.

      Nightmare Ethan pulled a claw from Ridley’s flesh and closed the door. Ridley groaned, his energy draining. A deep, horrifying emptiness seeped into his gut.

      This is what it feels like to die.

      “They call me Actor,” Nightmare Ethan said. “Of my kind, I’m the very best at this, so I was assigned to assimilation with the humans. But, despite my best efforts, Ridley, I grew fond of you.” Ethan’s face shifted to the mantid creature. He blinked his tiny spider eyes. “Which is why it’s so hard for me to do this.”

      The creature had a gash on its chest where the stool had struck him.

      Considerable damage from such a lightweight stool.

      His gaze fell to the creature’s thin legs. “I never liked you, Ethan. You’re not the only one who can act.”

      The Actor paused. His frown deepened.

      He doesn’t know how to take my insult.

      The creature raised its claw over his head.

      “You know what’s even better than fish?” Ridley asked, still gasping from the pain.

      “What?”

      Ridley lifted one foot and slammed his heel into the midpoint of the Actor’s leg, snapping it at the joint. “Crab legs.”

      The Actor screamed and collapsed, shifting to its natural mantid body, thin and grey. Its blood spilled to the floor, red and plentiful, mixing with Ridley’s. The creature writhed in agony. His leg lay beside him, attached by a few ligaments and tendons. His body convulsed from the shock.

      “Goodbye, Ethan. Whatever the hell you really are.” Ridley slammed his right fist into the creature’s frail neck, smashing it against the hard floor. He followed with another, and one more. Pain shot through his side and shoulder at the motion. His vision blurred, and a bout of dizziness had him slump to his knees. He shook his head, clearing his vision. The Actor’s eyes stared into nothingness, and his body twitched.

      Ridley limped toward a cabinet, where he found hand towels. He shoved them into the gaping wounds on his side and shoulder and applied direct pressure. Breathing shallowly, he stumbled from the bloody room. Music echoed in the hallway, making his head pound. He left the party through the door at the end of the hallway, breathing a sigh of relief when the alarm didn’t sound.
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      Iris pedaled toward the train station in the grey afternoon. A soft drizzle fell upon her skin. She had taken the train with her father before, so she knew how to get there. Outskirts Boulevard was a straight shot, and she should arrive in a couple hours if she went fast. She glanced back at oncoming traffic now and again, eyes peeled for her uncle’s station wagon.

      Drizzle turned to rain, and the wind gusted, pelting her face with water droplets. She shivered. The temperature had dropped, the sun hiding entirely behind the grey clouds now. She stopped on the side of the boulevard, pulled a hooded sweatshirt from her backpack, and put it on. Its warmth comforted her, but she wished she’d put it on before her shirt was wet.

      A minute later, she was pedaling again. The straight four-lane road crawled with traffic. Hideous sprawl surrounded the stretches without a neighborhood. Sparse trees dotted the sides of the road, and between them, industrial buildings peeked out. Many had fallen to disuse, left behind by the passing of time, burnt orange and grey with rust. The quaint, colorful neighborhood entrances, which popped up every couple miles, stood in stark contrast to the overall depressing face of the Outskirts.

      Eventually the rain stopped, and the sun peeked through thinning clouds. Her thighs burned, and her lungs ached, but she sped forward with renewed optimism.

      I’ve got to be halfway there now. I’m coming, Father.

      But her vision grew inexplicably lighter, until, gradually, her surroundings turned white. She could no longer see the black of the road beneath her tires. Iris’s heart wrenched, and she lifted a hand in front of her face. She could hardly see her fingers in the surrounding light. She closed her eyes for a split second, only to find the same.

      What the …?

      A silent explosion of brilliant white cut off Iris’s thought, taking her sight and stealing control of her bike. Iris shouted, and the cruiser hobbled to one side, then the other. She overcorrected and her front tire slipped on a rock, sending her reeling into the drainage ditch that ran parallel to the road. She was going too fast, and her front tire rammed the slope on the opposite side head on. Through the bike’s frame she felt the tire pop, and she lurched forward, slamming her forearm on the handlebars before falling sideways off the bike and into drenched grass. Searing pain shot up her arm.

      Iris lay there stunned at the bottom of the ditch, exhausted and clasping her hurt arm with one hand. She shivered. Her clothes, already wet before, were now soaked through where she lay. But down here, she was sheltered from the wind, and her body warmed the spot where she lay. Blackness filled Iris’s vision, and she realized her eyes were still closed. She opened them to see only cloudy sky. She glanced around the ditch where she lay hidden from the road. She rubbed her eyes, relieved her vision had returned. She gripped her throbbing arm until her eyes closed again and sleep stole her.
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        * * *

      

      When Iris woke, the sun was setting. She must have slept for an hour or more. The throbbing in her arm had dulled to an ache. She lifted it and winced. She straightened the elbow until her arm fully extended. The pain remained the same throughout the motion.

      It’s not broken. Probably just a sprain.

      Her backpack lay beside her. A few feet away, the grass cradled her beach cruiser like a grave, ready to pull its useless remains beneath the earth. Not only was the front tire blown, but the rim was bent too.

      Rats! I’ll have to walk the rest of the way.

      Iris stretched, relieved to feel only mild pain as she did so. An ant crawled on her thigh, and she flicked it off. She clambered to her feet, pulled on her backpack, and took a couple steps up the ditch, until she could see Outskirts Boulevard. Traffic had eased. On the far side, a light post flickered to life in response to the darkening sky. She plodded to the top, resolved to make the rest of the way on foot. Her knives were still strapped to her thigh and despite her wreck, the blades still held snug in their pockets.

      She scratched her head, reflecting on the crash.

      That light … what was it?

      It had come out of nowhere.

      Something caught the corner of her eye. She turned to where a crow stood on the opposite side of the ditch, about ten feet away. It stared at her, jerking its head this way and that. Its feathers were a dark, dusty grey. She couldn’t remember seeing one that color before. It hopped from one foot to the other, then lifted a wing and flapped toward itself.

      Is this bird calling me to it?

      Iris took a couple  steps toward it, and it repeated the gesture. She stopped, narrowing her eyes, before continuing closer. When she was within five feet, the crow turned and flew away, cawing. But it landed only a few yards away and turned back to stare at her. It stood now part way up a hill, further from the main road. Once again, it waved her over.

      There’s no question. This bird wants me to follow.

      Curiosity pulled her toward the strange bird. How could she ignore this? Iris followed the bird to the top of the small hill, where the ugly industrial sprawl spread before her in every direction. Nearby, two buildings stood like twins, their backs to the boulevard. She followed through a narrow alleyway that wove between them. Grass peeked through cracks in the pavement beneath her feet, and the sun sank in the sky, drowning in shadow.

      She followed the bird through the narrow alley to an ill-paved road, where only one of the streetlights worked. The crow landed beneath the soft glow and turned back. It was utterly silent. Here in the light, it was clear the bird was not well. Unkempt grey feathers covered its body in disarray. Dull, paranoid eyes darted back and forth over a sharp beak, as if a predator could be around any corner. It squawked—a weak, throaty sound unlike any bird she’d ever heard. Ahead, another streetlight flickered in random, slow intervals. A vacant lot stood before her, with more buildings in the distance—what looked like a business park. No cars were in sight. The bird flew onward, stopping and landing to wave her over a few yards ahead.

      The crow continued this pattern, until the odd couple reached the desolate business park. Tall office buildings surrounded a vast, nearly empty parking lot. Small grass islands on raised concrete platforms scattered over a sea of cracked pavement. A dwarf tree stood at the center of each island. Only three cars sat in the entire place, and at least one looked abandoned, rusty and corroded.

      The crow let out a raspy caw and flew, keeping low, to a spot where two buildings came together. Iris followed slowly, her skin crawling. She felt vulnerable in the open space, in the silence, like something was watching her. Darkness fell as she caught up to the bird, her backpack thumping her back along the way.

      Where is this bird taking me?

      Another constricted alleyway. The tall buildings on either side towered like giants threatening to crush her. The bird waited ahead for her in a clearing lit by an old lamppost. It perched awkwardly upon the branch of a dwarf tree, just like the ones in the parking lot. It let her approach closer this time.

      Its legs bounced frantically. Its head jerked side to side. Lean and ragged, it looked as if it hadn’t eaten for days. Thin red lines radiated from its center over its entire body, too faint to see from farther away. Its eyes were different colors—the right a deep scarlet and the left a sharp silver, like the glint of a claymore’s blade. Iris drew closer, struggling to look away. She was nearly into the clearing’s light when the bird squawked in protest. It hopped into the tree’s shadow, wedged against the side of a building. It gestured for her to follow. Ice shot through Iris’s veins at a realization.

      It wants me to stay out of the light.

      She stalked along the side of the wall after the bird, sticking to the shadows. Hooking the straps of her backpack with her thumbs, she followed the bird into another narrow corridor, then into an open space at the rear of a building lit only by the moon. The crow disappeared around a corner, and Iris followed to a dumpster bordered by a high fence at the perimeter. Gravel shifted beneath Iris’s feet as she walked.

      The bird hobbled into view a couple paces ahead, facing her, its legs jittering. Then it spoke. “Help me.” It cocked its head, flapping its wings in desperation. “Please.”

      Iris gawked. She allowed her backpack to slide down her body and fall softly to the ground, and she followed it into a crouch. She stared, trying to make sense of what was happening. This bird was not simply parroting words, repeating them as trained. It was speaking with intelligence.

      She scooted closer. “You’re not a bird at all, are you?”

      The crow looked up with mismatched eyes and shook its head.

      She brought a finger to her chin. She could think of at least two things it could be. Each was unlikely, and one was nefarious. “What are you, then? What do you want?”

      “Not safe,” the bird squawked and hobbled a few feet behind the dumpster, into the moonlight’s shadow. It turned and gestured to her with a wing. “Back here.”

      Iris hesitated. She should be nearly at the train station by now. Instead, she was here, alone with this bizarre, creepy thing. Her hand found her knives again. She eyed the back of the desolate office building and imagined ghosts staring at her through the dark windows. A chill ran up her spine, and she faced the beckoning crow, where a sadness in its eyes reeled her in, convincing her at a glance not to flee.
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      Iris sat cross-legged in a bare patch of dirt behind the dumpster. Her backpack lay beside her. The crow stood across from her. All were out of view of the decrepit office building, which rose several floors on the other side. The smell of rotten trash and a few needles strewn around them set the mood.

      “Junkies,” she said softly, shaking her head. “A real problem in the Outskirts. Probably even worse here than the Big City.” She leaned closer to the crow, clenched her jaw muscles. “Now, enough of follow the leader. Tell me what you are.”

      “My name is Siv,” the bird replied in a raspy whisper. “My kind is called the vilskje.” It breathed heavy, each word a hardship. “We can take the form of oth—” The bird stopped talking, cocked its head at Iris.

      A tickle had sparked inside her, drawing a wide smile, taking the bird by surprise. “A real, genuine vilskje? Here?” She hadn’t felt like this, she realized, since the start of her last adventure with her father. He would be proud of her for this discovery.

      “You know of us?”

      “Yeah, I know about the shapeshifters. But Father said you were few and far away across the water. Maybe even extinct.”

      Siv stepped closer, nodding, seemingly finding strength in his surprise, his eyes a little brighter, though their sadness grew in equal measure. “Yes. But your kind found us, and one of us woke a terrible dragon. Laguznal destroyed our lands, nearly killing us all.”

      Iris scratched her cheek, glancing to the side.

      Laguznal … why does that sound familiar?

      A few seconds later, the memory clicked into place and she locked eyes with Siv again. “Father told me about that dragon.”

      Siv narrowed his tiny eyes. “The abyss dragon is a hateful tyrant.”

      Iris nodded. “Most people think dragons are extinct now, but Father calls those types the ignorant masses. My family isn’t like that—well, me and Father, anyway—we don’t pretend things don’t exist just to comfort ourselves. Father says Laguznal got bored and went back to the deepest part of the sea. He thinks it can breathe just as easily underwater. Says that’s where it came from in the first place.”

      Siv opened his beak, as if to respond, craning his neck, but only a dry cough came out. Red lines pulsed bright down his body. Eventually words came. “We were on the run for so many years. Alone and afraid.” He coughed again. “Lost. Until, at last, we found our new nest.” Siv extended his beak toward the building on the other side of the dumpster.

      Iris glanced at the building, of which she could only see the very upper part over the top of the dumpster. “The vilskje live here? In this old office building?”

      Siv nodded. He lowered himself to the ground on thin legs. When he looked up at her, one eye looked different. No longer a crow’s eye, it was smaller and black as the night. Iris wondered if that was his real eye.

      “The clan shouldn’t have come here. There’s corruption in this place. An evil I don’t understand … but I sense a terrible new beginning.”

      “What do you mean corruption?”

      Siv coughed again and shook his head. “What is your name?”

      “Iris.”

      “There’s no time, Iris. There’s a serum within the nest … inside an important book of wisdom. Please. I will die unless you bring it to me.”

      Iris jerked her head back. She raised her hands to a T-formation, then frowned, realizing Siv probably wouldn’t recognize time out. “Are you really asking me to go inside there? That’s the evil place, right?”

      Siv, looking worse than ever, drew a line in the gravel with one small talon, then connected two others, drawing a circle at a specific point. “These hallways should be empty. You can …” He paused and took a deep breath. “Pull the book from my chamber and leave quickly. Behind a loose stone in the wall.”

      Iris shook her head, confused. “This is your home, right? So, why don’t you just go to your room and grab your stuff?”

      “Exiled,” he sputtered. “Kill me on sight.” His words drew shorter, as did his breath. “They tried once. I should have snuck in sooner. Too weak now.”

      “Right, I get it. Get a girl to do your dirty work. Father never mentioned the vilskje being so lame. Sheesh.”

      Siv stepped closer, head down, beady eyes raised at her. “Please, Iris. I must stop this.” He turned his head to the dark sky. “Somehow.” When he turned back to her, his melancholy eyes tugged at her heart. “Don’t let me die without that chance. Don’t let this failure be my legacy. And don’t let the knowledge contained in the Great Tome be lost forever.”

      Iris narrowed her eyes.

      I want to help this vilskje. He seems genuine, and yet …

      A troubling new thought had formed, sending a shiver down her spine and sapping any joy from this discovery. Could Siv be one of the Hoffnarri, those demons with affinity for treachery? The tricksters would appear as one thing, only to trap and devour their victims. But she didn’t know how they appeared. Father had never shared that part. Perhaps he, himself, didn’t know.

      No. It would have sprung its trap by now, wouldn’t it?

      She crossed her arms and inspected the bird. “So, tell me, Siv. How do I know you’re one of the vilskje and not something else? How do you even know our language?”

      “We vilskje learn quickly. We adapt. Learning your language was merely shifting words. You must trust …”

      Iris shook her head. “I’ve seen an illustration of your kind in Father’s study. Change to your true self, bird. Show me now.” Her fingers crept to the handles of her blades.

      “No … I shouldn’t. I’d be stuck, too weak to change back. The crow is better for hiding.”

      Iris gripped the handles.

      Oh sure. Like that’s not a setup for a trap. Maybe this dumpster is filled with the bones of other little girls. Stupid ones not named Iris.

      “I don’t have time for this. My father is missing, and I need to find him. If you are going to play games, I’m out of here.”

      “No games!” said Siv, hopping and flapping his wings. He hobbled around the dumpster.

      Iris peered around the corner at Siv walking to the back of the building. Pipes and ducts snaked up the back, some bent into irregular shapes. Smoke billowed from the vents into the chilly night, making it look like a living and breathing creature of steel and aluminum.

      The bird hopped on an electric box and to a ledge, before flapping at the end cap piece of duct. “This one,” he squawked softly. He ran back toward her, like a tiny emu, then collapsed behind the dumpster, breathing shallow.

      If that was its final show, what a weird and sad one it was.

      Siv lay on the ground, slowly closing and opening his eyes. Bloody scratches ran from his neck to his tail feathers. He turned toward her. “Please, Iris. Go. Bring back the Tome.”

      Iris sighed. If this was a Hoffnari, he was going to extreme lengths in his trickery. “Okay, okay! I believe you.” She knelt over Siv. “I want to help, but my father is in trouble, and I’m all he’s got.”

      The bird struggled slowly to his feet and regarded her with sad eyes. “Get my Tome, and I’ll help find your father.”

      Iris looked up at the moon, considering. A shapeshifter on her side sounded useful. “You promise me, right now, Siv. We’ll rescue Father from whatever trouble he’s in. The two of us. He’s strong, so it must be bad.” Tears welled in her eyes, and one fell near one of the dirty needles on the ground. “He needs me.”

      Siv nodded. “The two of us. Promise.” He held out one wing.

      Iris shook it, taking the deal.

      I just shook hands with a crow. Father would love that. At this point, I have to trust this vilskje.

      Siv promised to watch her backpack while she was gone, saying it wasn’t quite big enough to fit the Tome even if she dumped its contents. Hesitantly she agreed, not wanting to lug it along with her. He briefed her more clearly on directions to his chamber once she was inside, then Iris snuck off, tracing shadows to the electrical box where Siv had just been. She hopped onto the aluminum duct, eyeing it. With the cap removed, she would be able to fit inside. It was secured at the top, but the bottom was clear an inch or more from the rim. She dug her fingers in the crack and pulled, slowly increasing the separation, until the cap came off. She set it beside her, careful not to make a loud noise.

      Iris looked back at Siv, who seemed to be picking lice from his feathers. She hadn’t had a chance to fully process the events since she wrecked her bike in the ditch.

      How did I end up doing a favor for a vilskje, crawling alone into this scary place?

      Siv met her gaze and nodded encouragement. She thought of the blinding white light that had caused the crash. What could that possibly have been? Scanning her brain provided no answers, for no past lesson from her father tied to what had happened.

      Siv said his Tome was important, that it held knowledge. Maybe it will have an answer.

      Iris faced the building and crawled slowly inside. It didn’t buckle under her weight. As she crawled into the darkness of the building, her father’s words echoed in her head, the phrase he’d said to her on so many of their adventures. “Don’t take the fool’s path, little one.” Her hand found the radiant sun ornament at her neck, and she prayed she wasn’t making a grave mistake.
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            Into the Nest

          

        

      

    

    
      With the near silence of an insect, Iris crawled through the metal duct inside the vilskje’s home. Red light like shreds of damp sunlight filtered up from return air ducts in the hallway below. She repeated Siv’s directions in her head as she crawled and visualized the hallway beneath her knees.

      At some point, I’ll have to drop down there.

      She looked over her shoulder, and fear nestled into the small space between her stomach and her heart, threatening upward. The makeshift entrance was small in the distance. Only the unknown lay ahead now. The lines in each piece of connecting duct reminded her of a dragon’s scales, and she thought of the vivid tapestries of serpents and sieges and trees bigger than worlds that hung on the walls back home. Vast depictions of feral boar hunts and wildfires stalled at the gates of the chosen ones’ kingdoms, forced back by lashing winds and defensive stormfronts.

      Home. I will find you, Father, and bring you back. I promise.

      The soft tapping of her knees on the metal duct hypnotized Iris. She thought of the last adventure with her father before he had gone missing, and before she knew it, she was there again.
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        * * *

      

      Iris turned back to the cave’s mouth, a jagged half-circle of bright white in the distance. Up to this point, the cave had wound to the left and right in only the slightest of turns while slowly descending into the earth. She could see the exit if she turned back, but now she and her father had arrived at a sharp bend leading to what looked like a five-foot drop.

      Roland focused ahead. He paused at the edge of the drop-off and shone his flashlight across. He spoke to Iris in a deep, even voice. “Did you notice the walls, Iris? They are of the purest wolf stone I’ve seen yet. Striations of blue and grey like storm clouds. And they grow darker the deeper we go. My sources have been accurate so far.” He pointed. “Look there. My light strikes a wall. But I see vacancies in the structure down there. We must be careful.” He jumped down, and a splashing sound followed. “Rats!”

      Iris put one hand to her thick hair and clenched a fist around it. “There are rats down there?”

      Deep laughter burst from her father and echoed to the depths of the cave. “No, little one. That was just an expression. A poor choice of words in this context, no doubt.” He laughed again. “I was not expecting to land in water. My eyes failed me. Nonetheless, it is at the base of the drop-off only and not deep. This is why we wear boots.” He stomped his foot. “Still dry inside.”

      Her father shone his light around, inspecting the surroundings below. Finally, he turned toward Iris. “Another descending path lies ahead. But there are holes in the walls, and through them, only darkness. We must move slowly, taking care not to slip. Jump down and I will catch you.”

      Iris looked at the exit’s light, wondering again what they were doing in this cave. But she was adventuring with her father, and that would always be good enough for her. Iris faced the massive dark figure below—and she jumped.

      Roland caught her in a strong embrace and set her on the dry stone ahead. He shone his flashlight around. “Pretty dark down here. And look.” He shone his flashlight on the cave wall closest to them. “The walls are darker still. Composed of the same clouded wolf stone. No filth or dirt. Only the organic composition of the mineral itself. This is significant.”

      Iris saw patches of dark grey swirl within the rocks. She averted her eyes and shook her head.

      Was that real?

      She’d studied many things in her eight years, but mineral composition was not one of them. She redirected her gaze to the stone. Patterns shifted like clouds passing over a lake at night.

      “Do you see that, Father? It’s changing. I don’t like it.” She looked at her feet.

      “You mean the pattern is different from the ones up above? That is possible. There are many variations.”

      Iris refocused on the wall to better to explain what she meant, that the shapes within the minerals were physically moving. As soon as she went to open her mouth, however, she noticed that was no longer the case. The patterns were still. Had she imagined it?

      “Yes, just different is all.”

      He nodded at her with the widest smile she’d ever seen him wear.

      It was discomforting how bright his spirits were in so dark a place.

      “Onward, then. Follow me.” He walked a few steps and stopped again. “Careful, little one. See here?” He pointed his flashlight ahead to an irregular patch of space where the wall should be. There was only a matte blackness. “It’s a hole. Leading to a place no one has been, at least for a very, very long time. Or maybe it leads to nowhere at all. The absence of matter entirely.”

      He paused long enough for Iris to want to ask if he was okay. Then he spoke again. “Yes … abyss.”

      Roland continued slowly, and Iris followed. As he moved, he kept his flashlight fixed on a single spot on the wall ahead. “Keep an eye on my light. As we get closer, the light hits no stone, no structure of any kind. Only the same black. This is a powerful cave light, little one. We’d see a nuance in the shade if the beam touched anything within five hundred feet.” It seemed like he was speaking slower now. “Only emptiness surrounds us here.”

      Iris had never heard her father speak in such a way. Here, deep in this cave, was not the place for him to start. A chill shot up her spine.

      Roland reached the vacant spot in the rock where he had fixed his light and leaned over, staring at the blackness surrounding the beam of light. “Come. Iris. I want you to flash your light in here too.”

      Iris hesitated for a third time. The second time had been before she jumped down, only minutes before. The first time had been before she’d even entered this nameless cave. She’d had reservations at the path leading down to it. The small yacht they’d traveled in from the mainland could not bring them directly to the cave. It was impossible to reach from the ocean. Whirling seas slammed against the small island’s high cliffs, and dangerous surf made it unsafe to dock or anchor. The entrance of the nameless cave was atop two lower cliffs on the innermost juncture of a rocky outcrop, where the lick of the highest waves could just reach, and the spray from the raging waters below would drench one standing by the edge. Without an easy path to the cave’s entrance, Roland and Iris had needed to descend by rope to reach it.

      When it had been her turn to rappel, Iris had hesitated at the cliff’s edge. Her father had wanted her to follow, but she had stopped to look across the vast, angry ocean in all its beauty and was moved. It was a bright day and scarce clouds drifted about, unable to block the radiant sun. The sea was of azure blue and shimmering green—far more beautiful than the ocean close to home. Great sea birds dove on the horizon, snagging fish in their beaks before launching skyward once more. The scene would have made one of the finest tapestries.

      But when her gaze had drifted closer to the island, the waters had grown noticeably different. At a certain point, maybe fifty yards offshore, they turned angry, as if from a different ocean entirely. Currents raged and waves formed, charging and crashing fiercely against the island’s cliffs. The sky was also different—thick black clouds raced even without winds to drive them. Iris had set her eyes on her father then, and her heart had pounded like never before, for the sea seemed to reach for him.

      Iris would not disappoint her father, however. So, she had followed.

      Roland’s voice pulled her back into the now. “Iris? Come on, don’t be afraid.” He smiled at her. Something seemed troubling about his gaze. It didn’t seem like him … in some way she could not understand. But as she had done above, she did below. She followed his command.

      She stood beside her father and shone her light next to his. It was a void blacker than black, darker than her room at night when all the lights were out and her eyes were closed. A chill spread through her body like an infection.

      Why would there be a difference with two flashlights anyhow? Two flashlights of the same power …

      She turned to her father, who stared into the abyss. “Father?”

      No response.

      “Father?”

      She turned her light to his face and gasped. He trembled as if an electrical current ran through him. It happened so fast that Iris wasn’t sure it had happened at all. When her father faced her, his eyes were wide and bloodshot.

      “Y… yes, little one?” His eyes twitched.

      Iris’s flight reflex screamed for her to get the hell out of there. “Father … what are we doing here?”

      Roland stood tall, his face reddening. “Discovery!” he screamed, his voice echoing through the nameless cave.

      Shocked, Iris nearly fell backward, catching herself with one hand on the rock wall. Her father never had reckless outbursts like this.

      When he spoke again, his voice was calm. “You can’t play it safe in this life, Iris. It can be taken from us at any time.”

      Then something happened that she would have bet her life would never happen. Not in a million years on Earth or any other planet. It terrified her more than his outburst. More than his bloodshot eyes, even.

      Her father whimpered. He dropped his head into his hands and sobbed. “Like how your mother was taken from us—oh, Genevieve.”

      Iris’s skin crawled. Her heart pounded.

      Something is wrong with Father.

      “Father, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong, little one. I think she’s in here … in the wolf stone.”

      Iris took his hand. “It’s only a rock, Father. She’s gone.”

      When she moved her light to his face again, something flipped in him like a switch. He grabbed her light. “We can get her back! We’re wasting time talking.” He pointed the two beams at the hole.

      Tears formed in Iris’s eyes. A normal eight-year-old might have broken down crying on the spot or stood frozen in petrified silence. But Iris was far from a normal child. She grabbed his shirt with two hands and shook. “Father! We need to leave this place!” She pulled until he grabbed one of her hands, peering down at her. He still held the two flashlights in the other hand. Gone was the red in his face, replaced by a ghostly white.

      “Iris? I must have been daydreaming. Last I remember was asking you to bring your light over, and then … and then …”

      Iris squeezed her father’s hand. Her words flew out like spears. “You screamed at me. Then you started on about mom and crying. It wasn’t like you at all, Father. We need to get out of here right now.”

      Roland nodded, staring at her with those confused eyes, still wet with tears. Frightened eyes. For the first time in Iris’s life, she realized her father wasn’t invincible. He wasn’t some impenetrable fortress; he was only a man. The revelation brought her a new sense of duty. It gave her strength. And at that moment, she loved him more deeply than she ever had before. She knew then that she could lose him too. She couldn’t let that happen.

      Iris released his shirt and took his hand. “Come. We can see the cave’s entrance around this bend.” She pulled him after her to the drop-off. A low hum bellowed from somewhere deep within the cave. Quiet at first, it grew louder, like a swarm of bees flying ever closer.

      Iris turned back to the darkness beyond her father. “What is that?”

      Shrieks and wails replaced the humming, tearing through the air around them. Cold terror clutched Iris’s heart, and she froze. The high-pitched screams echoed through the cave, and the two covered their ears with their hands. “Father!” Iris cried. “We must go now!”

      Roland shook free of his paralysis and regarded her with desperate eyes. He picked her up in his strong arms, his heavy boots splashing as he pushed her up the ledge to the higher ground. She clambered to her feet and, craving light, ran the couple feet around the bend to see the cave’s entrance.

      The screams had diminished, and the glimpse of sunlight warmed her soul. But when she ran back to help her father, he wasn’t there. “Father?” She strained her eyes to peer deep in the cave, seeing nothing but black, her vision still impacted by the blinding sunlight from a moment ago. The awful sounds returned, growing louder. She jumped down, her knees touching down in the puddle, and she stumbled to her feet. A moment later, her eyes recovered, and she saw Roland’s outline.

      “Father!”

      The screams grew louder, and Roland ran from them, his eyes wide and bloodshot. He charged like a great bear, his beard swaying side to side, and Iris backed away, her heart pumping like a piston. Was this still her father … or something else? But when he reached her, he only took her hand and swung her to the higher ground once more, then hoisted himself. They raced toward the exit side by side, brushing the ends of the tunnel along the way. In a shaky voice, he said, “I never should have brought you here, little one. I’m so sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      The memory fell away, and Iris became aware once again of the metal duct which she crawled through, all alone. She stopped for long enough to wipe a tear from her eye.

      I’m still coming for you, Father. I’m going to save you.
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      The Grand Chamber was deep within the nest, inside the general quarters, well beyond the stages of Club Vilkos. The room connected to tunnels on four sides, allowing the vilskje to enter from any quadrant. Half the room was a flat space for informal gatherings. The other half comprised a lecture-style arrangement, with stone steps descending into rudimentary seats in a wide arc facing the stage. Two narrow, designated tunnels allowed the speaker to enter from behind the platform. This vast, oval room preceded the bridge within, which stretched across a deep chasm that separated the general quarters from the council hallways, where the likes of Yuryk, Osiris, and the royal guards lived.

      Ilyana leaned against the wall at the back of the stage with her back to the vilskje audience. Large torches lit the room. It had been six days since Yuryk’s threat, and he was finally making good on it, having summoned the entire nest to witness her punishment. She was to be an example for them all. She stood naked in her human form, the one she had used in her dances. Yuryk had instructed her to maintain the form throughout the ceremony. She gripped carve-outs in the rock wall, seemingly designed for occasions such as this. If she were truly one of the humans, she’d be sweating, her fingers slipping in a nervous grip. It was such a strange trait of humankind, the way sweat dripped from their naked skin. She wondered what would it feel like to have water seep from her body.

      Ilyana had studied humans enough to know the unclothed aspect would humiliate them. As a vilskje, this had no such effect on her. To their kind, clothing was a human oddity. For today’s punishment, the purpose of the naked display was pure effectiveness. Clothing would soften the blows and lessen the scars. It would make the torture easier to bear.

      That would not do.

      From the corner of one eye, Ilyana saw Yuryk in his nakken form, standing tall in bipedal position with four thin mantid limbs stretching toward the congregation. The audience shuffled around behind her, the entire nest squeezing together into one room. She focused on the insectile sounds. Something, anything, to distract her fear of the inevitable pain to come. She imagined them as they were at that moment, behind her, squatting on the stone steps and gazing up at their leader, their tiny spiderlike eyes wide as pebbles on a black shore. Unquestioning, obedient little faces. There had been a time when she had cared for her kind.

      What had changed?

      She realized something, in this moment of stark vulnerability. Osiris alone hadn’t turned her bitter to the vilskje. Yes, the Revenant had seemingly hastened the clan down a dark path, but the feeling had started the minute they had stumbled into this place, weak and scared, desperate for a new home. It had seemed perfect. This building had been vacant, with stone tunnels so much like their nest at Windlyn Vale. Their new home would hide in plain sight among the humans, which had quickly enamored Yuryk, and the clan was supportive of staying, tired of being on the run. The clan had arranged for food and water, maintaining secrecy all the while. It had become apparent they could survive here. Finally, their exodus had come to an end.

      But they rarely saw the sun anymore. They didn’t hunt like they used to on the plains back home. They didn’t fly as gannet or hawk over the mountains, nor the sea.

      This new nest has severed our connection to the natural world. Siv was right to condemn this place.

      She brought her gaze to Yuryk at her side, where he prepared to torture her, something that would never have happened in Windlyn Vale.

      This place has poisoned him. It’s evil.

      It was a word that Siv had taught her—her closest friend whom Yuryk now claimed was dead.

      Osiris had even seen to it that they had relinquished their names. They referred to each other by occupation now. No longer Ilyana, they called her Dancer. A nameless slave to her role. What was the true purpose of her performances anyway? Yuryk would never give her a straight answer. But she had noticed how drained her subjects looked afterward. They became addicted, returning in four days instead of seven, then every three days, until eventually, they were always there, looking more like corpses than living things. She used to enjoy the dancing, but that was before she suspected she was somehow making them sick, harming her audience. She recalled her encounter some days ago with Strigo the Stalwart and that eyelike fixture upon the wall that had cast its green glow upon her.

      Yuryk spoke in a booming voice, interrupting her thoughts. “Listen, all! Who here forgets how the humans attacked us in Windlyn Vale?”

      No sound came from the audience.

      “Do you think it a coincidence that the first human foot upon our lands brought dragon’s fire down upon us?”

      A few vilskje murmured agreement.

      Yuryk’s legs disappeared from Ilyana’s view. His voice came from a migrating direction behind her as he crossed the stage. In her head, she saw him moving his arms as he spoke.

      “Now, more than ever, humans remain a threat to our survival. We must be disciplined. Inadvertent or not, Dancer has committed a heinous act. She placed our clan in peril.”

      Ilyana’s heart climbed into her throat. She pictured Yuryk behind her, extending his spidery arms in her direction, casting blame with the tips of his bony fingers as much as his words. To one side, she could see his snake-pit shadow. She imagined her human body perspiring, the fingers slipping from the rock grips.

      “Sadly, she must be punished.”

      Yuryk could do anything to her now, and the clan would support him. It didn’t matter that they had known Ilyana for over a century. They wouldn’t defend her. They were too timid to defy the master. He could have her ripped limb from limb, and they would stand and applaud if that was the reaction he wanted.

      Our kind deserves extinction.

      Yuryk was in full control. Or was he? She turned her head left, and her gaze fell upon an emerald cloak. Her skin crawled. Muscles twitched in her human face. How had she not felt the Revenant’s insidious presence? Osiris stood facing the audience, tall and stout and silent, his face shrouded by a hood.

      The Revenant was an enigma to all but Master Yuryk, it seemed. The mysterious newcomer had taken up residence in the Council Hall upon his arrival months ago, but they had rarely seen him since. Ilyana had only seen him a couple times—a broad, emerald-cloaked figure with a shadowed face and fierce, glowing eyes. The mere sight of him sent a shiver up her spine. She suspected he was somehow controlling Yuryk, but she couldn’t be certain. She also held him responsible for Siv’s exile or, light forbid, his death.

      Ilyana faced forward, focusing on the jagged edges of the stone wall where her vision blurred.

      Behind her, Yuryk spoke. “Ilyana, will you attest to your crimes?”

      Ilyana shook. “Y–yes.”

      “Three days ago, you suffered a lack of focus. You allowed a patron of Club Vilkos, a human, to see you shift to a dyr form. Is this statement true?”

      Her elbows fell against the wall. She couldn’t deny the accusation. “Yes. It is true.”

      “Then, you will serve as an example.”

      She heard Yuryk face the audience. “Our Council reviewed footage after the incident. Make no mistake, the human took notice!”

      Groans filled the room, damning sounds that filled Ilyana with despair. She imagined Yuryk, tall above the congregation, pointing two accusing arms at her. But something else was bothering her.

      Footage?

      She recounted the eyelike thing she’d stumbled across the other day. Strigo had suggested there were more of them, hadn’t he? Could that be what Yuryk meant by footage? Ilyana shuddered at the thought. Did those things have something to do with the Revenant? She turned her head toward the emerald robe again and dared a glance upward. A glowing eye met her gaze. Ice tore through her veins, and she jerked her head to face the wall.

      “Ilyana’s punishment today will be a valuable lesson in focus. She will experience intense pain for a set duration. If she shifts from human form—whether to dyr form or nakken form—the time will reset. The length of her suffering is entirely up to her discipline and focus.”

      Ilyana heard a noise on stage at her side. Osiris was stepping toward the audience.

      Yuryk spoke again. “Before we start, I’d like to speak of Osiris, here with us today. You have known him before, but it bears repeating. The Revenant is one of our nest, from long ago, before he set out on a quest to right the course of our species. With our deteriorating memory across the centuries, we had nearly forgotten our old friend. But fret not, he has returned to us bearing powerful gifts. For his achievements, we have placed him in Council.”

      Ilyana frowned. She had heard this story before but had trouble believing it.

      The Revenant is one of us? A vilskje body fills those emerald robes? A vilskje head houses a specter’s glowing eyes?

      It was true that the vilskje had a deteriorating collective memory. Forgetfulness would be a natural condition of any species with a lifespan of centuries. And their species began life with poor memories upon ceremonial birth. It became harder each day for Ilyana to remember certain details of Windlyn Vale, where she had spent most of her life. How long would it be before she forgot her true name?

      “This evening marks the beginning of our departure from tradition. Tonight we turn away from our weak lot in this new world. It’s time we lived freely again, no more hiding in the shadows. Thanks to powerful new weapons the Revenant has bestowed upon our nest, we will emerge. We’ll bring the war to the humans and reclaim the sun for ourselves.” Murmurs filled the audience.

      Weapons?

      “We only need stay focused. Which is why tonight’s demonstration is so important.”

      From one of the backstage tunnels, a guard clambered past Ilyana toward Yuryk. He held a metal clamp in each hand, with a glowing stone at the end. “These are another of Osiris’s gifts,” Yuryk said. “The burning stones. Ancient tools of cooperation. They memorialize with a permanent mark.”

      Ilyana trembled at the newfound clarity of her torture.

      So, they will burn me.

      She gripped tight the handles inside the wall. A jangle of rock on metal sounded behind her, then only misery as the stone seared the skin over her left kidney. She screamed the hollow scream of the shifters. The smell of her own skin cooking nearly made her pass out, but she remembered Yuryk’s words: If she shifted from human form, the torture would reset. Surely she would nakken-shift if she fainted.

      Somehow I must maintain human form through this.

      The pain migrated to her lower middle back, the stones finding new skin to sizzle and maim. The burning stones left welts, where they traveled over the body. The swollen wounds blasted her with agony with every tortured beat of her heart. Yet the pain was not as bad in the welts as where the cursed rock burned her with a latent flame hotter than seemed possible. The word evil came to mind once more. Yuryk leaned into the metal clamps and twisted the burning stones deep into her skin, until she screamed an octave higher.

      Ilyana had been burned before, but this was different. This was beyond her pain threshold. She would slip into nakken form at any moment. The human flesh was burning in front of her audience, but if she survived, she would bear terrible scars in any form she shifted to. Yuryk pulled the burning stones from her back, leaving a swollen welt, like a volcano, ready to burst with pus. Ilyana had managed to maintain human form somehow, though she hadn’t stopped screaming.

      Yuryk leaned over her ravaged back and reached four arms around her body in a torturous embrace. He held the two ancient burning stones firmly into her upper ribs and hugged her tight. Two gloves from an unfamiliar material fashioned like claws covered her torturer’s hands. The claws of a demon clutched the burning stones and pressed them ever deeper into her flesh. Her screams intensified, until she didn’t recognize her own voice. She lost all control, immediately shifting into nakken form. Her eyes rolled back in her small head. She lost her grip in the wall and slunk into Yuryk’s arms, weeping uncontrollably.

      Yuryk pulled away his arms, bringing the rocks with them. “This is a big moment for you, Ilyana. I suspected you would make tonight memorable, and you have not failed to do so. But for this to end, you must maintain human form. How else can your fellow vilskje trust that you won’t endanger them again?” Yuryk spun her collapsing frame to face her peers.

      Ilyana stood hunched over as pain pulsed through her meek body. She beheld the small eyes and faces of the shifters in the crowd—the entire nest. Perhaps seventy-five unsympathetic faces stared up at her. That was when she first hated them; she hated all of them. They sat in silence, accepting this abuse. Every one of them knew it was wrong, and they did nothing. They were hideous, inside and out. And they could only shift on the outside.

      Our kind is an abomination.

      It had taken ancient rocks searing her flesh to realize that she did not belong with them, and now that realization hit her in full color. She was better, something else. Without any prompting from Yuryk, she shifted into the beautiful, full-bodied temptress that danced nightly for patrons. She ran her hands over her freshly scarred body in front of them all. The audience gasped, shocked. Such was the power of her revelation. In this form, she would never be the victim. She was the one in control.

      I am better than these insects.

      She fought the urge to dyr-shift to her sparrow and make for an escape, but Yuryk, equally confused by her unexpected bravado, spun her around and slammed her to the wall again, her hands finding the grips inside.

      “Now, Ilyana, we start from the beginning. This will end only when you learn to focus.” Yuryk dug the burning stones into her shoulders, then her hamstrings, then her solar plexus.

      The intensity was even more than the first go round, and this time her mind dislocated from her body and floated above in the Grand Chamber’s still air. The pain radiated through even her spectral body, threatening to pull her down. Invisible, she crawled like a phantom through the air, away from her tortured self until she had a better view of Osiris.

      She floated down to him, until two fiery eyes were visible beneath the hood of his flowing green robe. Osiris watched her torture with supreme enjoyment. His eyes glowed bright with rapture, lighting up a wide grin, as Yuryk pressed the stones into Ilyana’s flesh.

      I know this is your doing. You will pay for this, puppet master. Whoever you are.

      Osiris turned and looked up directly at Ilyana’s dislocated spirit. He cocked his head and frowned. Even in her phantom state, terror gripped Ilyana’s heart.

      He sensed my presence!

      Yuryk brought in a third stone, and the new pain pulled her back into her body, where she gasped and screamed once more.

      Ilyana did not shift from human form again that night. She found herself unable to leave her body again, but in her desperation, she discovered a new way to cope. She tricked herself into believing the pain was pleasure and that each fresh burn delighted the flesh. Each layer of pain was an orgasm better than the last. It didn’t matter that she had never experienced these human feelings. She’d witnessed them through windows and in the eyes of the patrons who watched her dance. All throughout that night, she made love to the burning stones, until at last the act was finished and, satisfied, everything went black.
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      Iris crawled in silence, aside from the soft patter of her hands and knees on the aluminum duct. Every so often, she stopped and put an ear to the metal beneath her. The hallway below—what Siv had said would be the council halls—was just as quiet.

      At certain points, the duct branched to smaller vents on each side—too small for her to crawl through. It was at these junctures that voices, faint as whispers, crept to her ears from the chambers below. She shivered, the true terror of this unknown place settling in for the first time.

      I am inside the nest of another species.

      Iris kept moving ever more carefully. She focused on Siv’s Tome. The vilskje had said it held great knowledge. How proud would her father be when she discovered a historical treasure all on her own? A smile snuck to the corners of her mouth.

      After several minutes, the duct changed direction, turning up and to one side in a gradual slope. Iris crawled a little faster at this sign of progress.

      This must be the stairs below that Siv mentioned. The duct is climbing parallel with them.

      She was close now. According to Siv, there would be a return duct in the hallway ceiling just ahead. Siv’s chamber would be down there on the left. But now that she was nearly there, the thought of dropping down brought goosebumps to her skin. The vilskje, by her father’s teachings, were a docile species in touch with the natural world. But Siv said an evil had corrupted their kind. These might not be the same shifters from her father’s lessons.

      I don’t know if I can do this.

      She recalled the Hoffnari, those trickster demons of old, and felt her throat dry. Was it possible that she was crawling into one of their traps? Perhaps that was their voices below, not vilskje at all. She didn’t know how elaborate their schemes could get. This seemed like a place where demons could congregate.

      She shook the image of grinning demons from her head and struck onward. This was no time to chicken out. If she turned back without the Tome, she’d be in no better position to save her father. And she’d have lost precious time. Worst of all would be the shame. Only a coward would turn back now … and Iris may be a lot of things, but coward was not one of them.

      Ahead, the tunnel leveled out, and orange light seeped from below through a return air duct. She crawled close to it, listening for sounds in the hallway beneath. There was only silence. She inspected the duct. The circumference would be big enough to squeeze her body through, but something was in the way, blocking her from seeing the hallway below.

      Siv didn’t mention this part. How do I get down there?

      She reached down and pushed on one end of the obstruction. It felt light to the touch and moved freely. She pushed harder, surprised when the other end popped up. She grabbed it and inspected the cardboard square. It was a filter. Apparently, shifters needed clean air, too.

      Or demons …

      She sighed and set the filter out of the way. Without the filter, light streamed in more readily, but a slatted cover was still in place at the end of the shaft. Iris took a long, slow breath. Laying on her stomach, she reached deep into the return with one hand, steadying herself with the other inside the shaft. She pushed hard on one side of the cover, and it squeaked open on a hinge. She stretched, inching forward on her stomach, to push open the cover. At last, she had a clear view of the stone floor below, lit by the glow of nearby lights. She pulled herself back up onto the floor of the duct so as not to fall headfirst to her death.

      I need to move fast. This open cover is not discreet.

      The floor below seemed far away, but Iris estimated it at eight or ten feet. She could make the drop, but she’d need to hang down. Falling straight from this height would mean a sprain at best, more likely a broken ankle or leg. She took a deep breath and held it, listening even closer for any sounds below. There was nothing. She exhaled slowly.

      Iris spun feet first and lowered herself into the shaft, until she was holding on with just her fingertips. She pressed her arms as hard as she could into the sides of the return, digging with her elbows and clenching her teeth. She released her fingertips, allowing herself to slide slowly down the length of the shaft, heat upon her skin building to a burn. When her arms were nearly to the open cover, she pulled them inward and dropped. She landed on her feet, embracing gravity’s will and allowing it to bend her knees all the way. She fell into a roll, as she had done so many times in trainings with her father. Her ankles burned, and her knees ached, but the pain faded quickly, and she knew she had made it without injury.

      She stood, taking in her surroundings. She may as well have dropped into another world. What had appeared to be an office building from the outside was more akin to a cavern. She stood in a dim hallway of stone. The smooth grey floor contrasted with the multicolored jagged rocks that comprised the walls. Torches, far from one another, jutted from the walls. Shadows lay in between, where the fire’s light could not reach. Iris glanced back, where a set of stairs descended to darkness. She’d been right. Iris turned forward again and noticed the flickering glow of torchlight reflecting on the cover that hung open above her head. She wouldn’t be able to reach high enough to close it.

      Could I be more obvious? I need to find this Tome and get out of here.

      According to Siv, his chamber should be the first beyond the stairs. The Tome would be inside, stashed in a hidden compartment—a secret only he knew. Iris’s heart beat like a war drum in her ears, loud in the surrounding silence. She snuck down the hallway, knees bent low, eyes wide and alert. She soon came to a doorway on her left, lit by a torch which jutted from the wall opposite its open entrance. There was no door, only an open space revealing a round chamber inside.

      This must be it.

      As she was about to enter, something caught her eye. Farther down, at a bend in the hallway, was another, identical entrance. Except, instead of torches, two fixtures hung on the walls, one on each side of the doorway. They cast a hazy emerald glow to the floor. A deeper green emitted from the room itself, spilling out directly in front.

      Her stomach clenched, and she fought an inexplicable urge to run over and enter that chamber instead; she wanted to bathe in that light. She didn’t know how much time had passed before she could finally turn away.

      What was that?

      But she knew what it must be. The way it had called to her, how it had tried to reel her in—the reason the hairs on her arms now stood on end.

      That’s the evil Siv warned of. He said he was the only one to have escaped it …

      Fear gnawed at the pit of her stomach as she entered Siv’s chamber. The room was maybe four yards wide. The stone floor was the same as the hallway, but the walls were smoothed enough for one to lean on. A rudimentary table of aged oak stood in the center of the room, and a small torch leaned in from above.

      Iris scanned the room. This was another detail Siv hadn’t been too clear on. How exactly would she find this hidden compartment? “Look for a place to pry,” he’d squawked. But nothing stood out here—the same greys and browns with uneven bumps and swells underfoot. She crawled under the table, feeling around with her hands.

      Nothing.

      She was nearly to her feet again when the light shifted. She peered to the hallway and froze. Her mouth fell open. A lean, mantid-like creature, the height of the doorway, stood on four legs, with two arms swinging in front of its thorax. Its head, small relative to its body, faced down the hallway. It closely resembled a picture she’d seen in one of her father’s books.

      One of them. A vilskje. I never even heard it coming.

      She dropped silently below, in the table’s shadow, shaking now, her fingertips inching toward her knives. She scooted until the creature’s head was out of view. She held her breath, but the vilskje never looked her way, instead continuing down the hallway. She turned her head to the side and closed her eyes, exhaling slowly. When she opened them, she noticed something. A vertical slash mark, like a slot, covered the face of one of the wall’s rocks near the floor. She crawled over and inspected it.

      This must be it. Now to make sure the coast is clear …

      Staying near the wall, Iris crawled to the doorway and carefully peeked out. She saw the back of the vilskje’s legs in the green lights ahead, then it vanished into darkness. Iris turned her head the other way. Nothing but empty hallway. Above, she saw the open cover hanging. Somehow the vilskje must not have noticed it.

      Was it in a trance? Note to father—the vilskje are not observant creatures.

      Iris retreated inside the chamber and ran to the spot she had noticed before. She dug her fingertips into the small space and pulled hard. It shifted outward until it was no longer flush with the wall. She gripped the edge and pulled again. A rectangular slab of rock, maybe two feet across and one foot tall, came free in her hands. The weight of it nearly toppled her, and she rolled onto her back, clutching it tightly in both hands to avoid dropping it with a thud. She set it softly on the floor.

      The sight inside the hollow took her breath away. The room’s light illuminated the Great Tome’s impressive spine. Gold lettering glimmered atop a chestnut-red cover in a language that Iris did not recognize, outside of the word Vilskje.

      In one glance, Iris knew the risk had been worth it. This was no ordinary book. This was the type of treasure that her father sought—an artifact. With renewed vigor, she reached inside and carefully pulled the Tome from its hollow, then hugged it to her chest. The Tome was maybe a foot and a half tall by one foot wide—heavy but manageable in a full embrace. She considered placing it atop the table before settling for the floor.

      The spine’s intricate lettering didn’t prepare her for the beauty of the cover. It seemed to glow of its own accord. A title of shimmering gold ran along the upper edge. The embedded image of a vilskje spawned the length of the Tome atop a background landscape encompassing serene, rolling hills, a solitary mountain, and an azure sea. One of the vilskje’s arms extended around the edge of the book and over the pages, fastening on the back cover with a clasp.

      Iris, struck by a sense of awe, longed to undo the clasp. She wanted to open the book, to find what secrets lay within its pages. Even if she couldn’t read the words, there might be illustrations.

      No. Not here, Iris. Another of the vilskje might come. You can look through this with Siv once you get out of here.

      Yet she pressed her lips taut and clenched her teeth, considering.

      Well, maybe just a quick peek …

      She reached around to unfasten the clasp, running a finger over the ends of the pages, letting her anticipation build. Her heart fluttered with excitement. This was her first treasure, a genuine artifact. She’d gotten it without her father’s help. It would hold a special place in her memory.

      But as she gripped the edge of the cover to pull it open, she saw a vision of her father. He peered down at her with his unmistakable eyes—the type that pierced like spears. His beard swayed in the image. “Do not,” he said in a disapproving tone.

      “Father …” she whispered, tears welling in her eyes. And the joy of the moment spilled out like water through a fishnet. “Father … I just …”

      Her father held up a hand. “Do not take the fool’s path, little one.” And then he was gone.

      “I won’t,” she whimpered, securing the clasp. “I’m coming to save you, Father.”

      She lay the Tome flat on the floor and wiped her eyes. After a moment’s consideration, she grabbed the rock slab and placed it back in the wall. After catching her breath, she grabbed the Tome and hugged it to her chest, securing it with one arm underneath. It was heavy. But she would have to bear its weight long enough to reach the back door, where Siv had directed her escape.

      It was empty and silent outside the chamber. Iris took off, hefting the Tome down the hallway the way she had come, swiftly and quietly. She hadn’t heard a sound from the other vilskje before it was at Siv’s chamber. What if another snuck up on her now, from around a corner or from another chamber? She wouldn’t stand a chance. She glanced over her shoulder. Nothing followed her. Sweat dripped down her face, but she couldn’t wipe it away. Her arms were wrapped around the Tome.

      The sound of her panicked heartbeat filled her ears. A moment later, she realized the sound wasn’t her heart at all. It came from behind, somewhere deep within the nest. A steady, hypnotic beat.

      Is that music? I don’t like this …

      Iris broke into a jog. She was now past where she’d dropped down from the duct. She didn’t stop to look around. She needed to get out of this place. She fled down the stairs, nearly tripping. She counted the torches as she passed. One … two … three … four … five. The beat of the drums softened as she jogged. Her arms were numb from holding the Tome, but she refused to let it go.

      I’m almost there. I’m actually going to make it. Siv said it was a straight shot to the door. Maybe I should ru—

      Iris saw something ahead. She slowed to a walk, then stopped in a darker section of the hallway. She crouched in shadow against the wall and peered through the darkness. Ahead, the hallway branched leftward. She paused and waited, hearing nothing but what was now only a faint beat in the background. There was no movement ahead other than the flickering of the firelight.

      What did I think I saw?

      Iris crept closer, until the hallway ahead came more into focus. Where the hallway branched off, torchlight danced around on the jagged contours of stone. She crouched once more and waited, listening. Nothing.

      It was only a trick of the light. The door is straight ahead, past that branching hallway. If I just—

      Bright emerald light covered Iris’s skin, making it crawl. Her breath drew shallow. In a sort of trance, she ran a finger over the stone floor, now as green as her skin, half expecting it to feel wet like bile. She recognized the light that covered her now. It was the same that had surrounded the room beyond Siv’s chamber. Her gaze drew upward and met what looked to be a giant eye gazing at her from high upon the wall, and she knew this was the same entity that had tried to draw her to it before.

      It did not need to call her now.

      It had her.

      Iris couldn’t avert the eye’s gaze, and she may have crouched there, paralyzed, until the end of time had it not been for the sounds of the vilskje coming for her. The shuffling of many feet and murmuring voices grew closer, and Iris shook. Sweat covered her body, and the Tome slid through her arms and fell onto one of her feet before toppling to the floor.

      Pain shot through Iris’s foot and up her leg, snapping her from her paralysis. She scooped the Tome in both arms and scrambled from the eye’s gaze. Tears streaked her face as she ran, terrified, wincing at the pain radiating from her foot. She dared a glance over her shoulder, where a tangle of grey bodies sped toward her, gaining ground by the second. The vilskjes’s tiny black eyes glowed spiderlike in the torchlight.

      They were still a distance away. She might be able to make it. Iris bolted for the door at the end of the hallway, her heart pounding like a piston. Her adrenaline surged. No longer did she feel the pain in her foot nor the Tome’s weight. Her legs launched her forward faster than she’d ever moved, until she slid to a stop before a set of double doors held together by a metal latch.

      She dropped the Tome beside her, pulled open the latch, and pushed the doors with all her might. The door swung out about an inch before jamming to a halt.

      “No … please, please! Don’t do this. Not now.” The fear in her own voice terrified her. “You must open!”

      She grabbed the Tome and rammed her shoulder against the door again and again, but it wouldn’t budge. Tears ran down her face. The frantic whimpering that puttered from her throat was nothing she recognized. Such pathetic sounds couldn’t possibly come from her. She rammed the door again, screaming, but it was stuck. She turned to see the vilskje growing in size as they scampered toward her.

      They would be on her soon.
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      Ridley woke face down on the living room carpet. Somehow he’d driven home from the party with one hand, while holding his ravaged side with the other. He’d come stumbling through the door the night before and crashed, injured and exhausted from his fight with Nightmare-Ethan. Now sunlight streamed in the window, assaulting his eyes, letting him know it was time to face the day.

      The boxing ring had seasoned him for injuries and pain. But this was far, far worse than anything he’d dealt with before. In his car, he had somehow managed to stop the bleeding with the hand towels from Cherry Tops. Every turn of the wheel on the drive home had been agony on his shoulder. His side, where the thing had clamped its giant red claws into his flesh, was nearly as bad. The near-death experience had made it easy to forget all about his black eye and battered face from his fight with Sid Radius.

      Ridley rolled to his uninjured side and pushed himself to a sitting position on the living room carpet, wincing. The pain had dropped from a full ten the night before to a nine and a half today. The sharp sting of the injuries was topped off with an unrelenting soreness now. Chills racked his body as he staggered to his feet, holding one hand to his side. Blood stains blotched the carpet.

      This is bad. I should get to a hospital.

      Instead, Ridley stumbled to the bathroom, where bandages and pain meds were always in full supply. Even stitches.

      No … I’ve already stopped the bleeding. I just need to disinfect and wrap these wounds, then take a few pills. That’s all they’d do at the hospital anyway, only they’d keep me for too long and leave me with a hefty bill. And what would I even tell them happened?

      Ridley pulled bandages, stitches, and disinfectant from the cabinet and set them by the sink. He popped four painkillers and took a deep, agonizing breath. He counted to three before ripping the towel from his side in one quick motion.

      Pain slapped him into the next dimension. He screamed and wept like a widow, despite himself, nearly collapsing to the floor. After several pathetic sniffles, he calmed himself, bit on a fresh towel, and began to stitch up his side. It wasn’t the first time he’d done this, but it was the most agonizing. He moved as quickly as his fingers would allow, piercing his skin and pulling the stitches, shaking his head to keep from blacking out. When he finished, he doused the bandage with disinfectant, then tightly wrapped his lower torso, using an entire roll in the process. The wrap stuck, but he secured it with safety pins for extra measure.

      I won’t be removing this any time soon.

      He repeated the process—much more delicately this time—with his shoulder. By the time he was all wrapped and done, the pills had kicked in, and the pain was in the ballpark of eight. He shambled to his bedroom and collapsed on the bed, too exhausted to think. He didn’t know what time it was, but his body insisted more sleep was in order. How long had he already slept? He felt like he needed to sleep for another week.

      I need to examine my life choices. But first, sleep …

      But the moment he closed his eyes, a chirping came from the living room. He opened his eyes halfway.

      My cell.

      The sound brought reality crashing back.

      Did last night really happen?

      He slid down the side of the mattress and landed softly on his feet. He limped toward the other room where his cellphone lay on the floor, ringing and illuminating. After several excruciating seconds, he managed to get onto a knee and pick it up. The phone was still ringing. It was Frankie.

      No way am I answering that.

      Ridley had so many questions and no answers. The last thing he wanted was to talk to that imbecile. Ridley wondered why his trainer was calling, and his heart raced at the nefarious possibilities.

      Maybe he saw Nightmare-Ethan’s bloody corpse. He could be with the police right now.

      Ridley grimaced and struggled to a standing position. He waited for the phone to stop ringing, then cycled through his notifications.

      Six missed calls. Shit.

      Four were from Frankie, split between last night and this morning. The other two were from his mom. She had left a voice message. He pressed Play on the message. Her voice was soft, melancholy. “Ridley? Sweetie? I’m sorry to call so late, but me and Bob had a fight. I know I said it would be a couple weeks before I came, but do you think it would be okay if I came to stay with you a little early? I just … I really miss you, hon. Has Ava come back yet? There’s so much to talk about! I’m heading to the airport in the morning, so I’ll be there in a day or two. You’re probably sleeping, sweetie, but I’ll see you soon!”

      Ridley stared at the phone. He would have been ecstatic about his mom coming a month ago but not right now. He couldn’t talk with her right now; what would he even say? And the last thing he wanted right now was a reminder of his missing fiancée.

      He set his phone on the coffee table and slunk to a seated position on the couch. He closed his eyes; images of the grey thing with the pile of fish flashed vividly before him. The creature had shifted its hands to working crab claws and its sleek body to a shell, then to a convincing Frankie impostor, complete with matching voice.

      What the hell was that thing?

      Had Ethan always been an impostor, or was the real one locked in a cell somewhere? Ridley thought of his coworker’s rictus. That big, stupid smile had always seemed odd somehow, like he had molded it into place. HR had questioned Ethan recently too.

      Probably because he wasn’t doing any work, because he was really that thing.

      Goosebumps raced down Ridley’s arms and legs at the thought. Then an even worse one popped into his head.

      If that thing could shift into people, how many more like it are out there?

      If Ethan hadn’t been real, who or what else might not be? He remembered the conversation with his mom almost two weeks ago. She had said Ava wouldn’t just leave on her own accord, that it didn’t seem right …

      Is it possible this is all connected? Maybe something happened to her.

      The thought both sickened and comforted him.

      Maybe she didn’t leave me, after all.

      He scrolled through his phone’s call history for Ava’s name. It wasn’t on the list. Of course, he would have known if she had called. It was unlike her to be so cold. His mom was right; it was strange.

      It doesn’t make sense.

      He recalled the night before she’d left. He hadn’t paid it much mind at the time, but she said she’d seen something in her observatory, something about a bright light. “Keep an eye out for unusual things,” she had said.

      Well, I’d say crab claws on a coworker qualifies as pretty fucking unusual.

      He rose, wincing, and walked to the bedroom. He wanted Ava to be there so bad, laying on that bed.

      But she was gone—just like his little brother. Somehow he had failed them both. Tears came to his eyes again, and before he knew it, he was face down on the bed, weeping.

      I need your help, little brother. You gotta help me find her. You’d know what to do. She was your best friend too.

      But his brother’s death was his fault, and now Ava was gone too. He was alone. He lay there, weeping, and a sad memory took hold, replaying in his mind. It was a pivotal point in his brother’s short life, one that should have been joyful.
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        * * *

      

      The seaward wind carried his mom’s voice. “Don’t go out far! It looks rough out there!”

      Ridley turned back on his board. His mom stood on the golden beach, just beyond where the crashing waves would race up and over her feet. The sun blazed brightly in his eyes, and he squinted. She faced them with one arm waving and the other cupped like a visor to shield her eyes from the sun. Ridley turned to his little brother. Doug was well in control of his bodyboard, floating over each passing swell. The two had made it past the breaks and were waiting for the perfect wave.

      He shook his head. What had changed? The waves were the same as they had been moments ago, when she had watched them swim past the breakers. Now, suddenly, she decided it was dangerous? He gave her the thumbs up with one hand and clung to his board with the other.

      He turned back to Doug, who was just a little farther out. His brother was nine now, and Ridley thought it time to let the little guy go a bit deeper to catch the real waves—the ones that gave long rides. “How’s it goin’, Dougie? You doing all right? Mom’s freaking out over nothing, again. It’s calm—glassy water, weak current, mild winds … .and long period swells. Perfect!”

      Doug eyed him. His face looked pale, but it could have been the sun. “I’m fine.” He seemed hesitant but spoke again. “Actually, I’m not feelin’ good. My stomach started hurting. Maybe I’m just full from lunch.” He nodded. “That must be it. I’m still having fun.”

      Ridley raised an eyebrow, but he brushed off his concern when his brother pointed out to sea. “Look, Ridley. Here comes a big one! We can catch it if we go now. Come on!”

      Ridley followed his brother as he swam parallel to the shore toward the distant swell. A breeze scattered the surface of the ocean, lifting spray into the brothers’ faces as they rowed furiously toward the monster swell. He tasted salt, and the face of the wave grew broader and taller, rising like a dark wall surrounded by swirling turquoise waters. It marched swiftly to shore, daring them to cross its path.

      “We’ve got this, Doug. Get under it and kick hard! Once you’re in, shift your weight back so you don’t nosedive.”

      The wave closed in on them, only about six feet away.

      “Doug—kick, kick, kick!” But his brother just laid still on his board, parallel to the shore. His feet didn’t move. “Dammit, turn to the shore and kick!” There was no response or movement from his brother. “Dougie?” He swam hard with his board until he reached his brother. The wave was bearing down on them.

      Ridley’s eyes widened at the sight of his brother. Doug lay face down on his board, spittle oozing from his mouth. He moaned, and his eyes twitched back in his head.

      “Doug?” The panic in his own voice scared him.

      The giant wave slammed into Ridley from behind, and he knew he had to keep his brother afloat. He wedged his board underneath Doug’s and, with a strong kick, turned them toward the beach. In the distance, their mother stood on the beach, shielding her eyes with both hands. The wave took them, turning their two bodies into one vessel, lifting them into the air. They needed to get over the lip of the wave; they needed this wave’s push to deliver Doug to shore. If they missed it, he would have to paddle them both in. Not only would that take longer, but they’d risk another wave crashing on them.

      He kicked with all his might and leaned forward on the board, pushing them over the face of the wave. The water’s surface rippled far below as they fell from the apex. With another kick, he sent them down the wave. Then, quickly, with both hands, he pulled up on the nose of the boards to keep them from diving below the surface. The wave launched them like a rocket to the shore. It would have been the most exhilarating ride under different circumstances.

      Fifteen seconds later, he was running up the beach with his little brother in his arms. Their mother ran to meet them and screamed, “A shark bit my son!”

      Ridley shook his head. “Not a shark, Mom! Something’s wrong with Doug!”

      His mother cried and dialed her phone in hysterics.

      He lay Doug in the sand and turned his brother’s head to the side so he wouldn’t choke if he vomited. “Dougie! Can you hear me?”

      To Ridley’s surprise, Doug moved his mouth, chewing like a cow. Doug opened his eyes and sat upright. “What happened? Did I catch that wave?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          

      

    

    







            Elixir

          

        

      

    

    
      The vilskje ran down the nest hallway, a tangle of grey bodies. “Get her,” they seethed. “Get the human.” Still holding the Tome, she spun around in a panic-induced sweat and rammed the door with her shoulder. This time, spindly fingers, long and grey, reached through the crack and pulled the door as she pushed. She prayed those were Siv’s fingers as the door burst open. She would have fallen flat in the gravel outside, atop the Tome, but arms attached to an insectile body caught her. She struggled in the grip before the familiar voice said, “It’s me. Siv. Quick, we must hide.”

      Siv let her go, and the two scrambled behind the dumpster. In the moonlight, she glanced at the vilskje—now nearly her height. He looked just like the things chasing her.

      He is one of them.

      Iris dropped the Tome, and Siv collapsed, his legs folding beneath him. His breathing was fast and short. The door creaked on the other side of the dumpster. The vilskje mob had reached the end of the hallway.

      “Iris, please. Be fast,” Siv whispered. “Shifting to get you out of there was too much. I feel death upon me. But there’s a flask inside the Tome. Turn to the back.” Close up, she noticed red scars streaking across Siv’s body. The shine of one of his eyes was dull.

      Iris snuck a glance around the edge of the dumpster. One of the vilskje’s heads emerged from the door and, with a gasp, Iris jerked back behind the dumpster.

      Beside her, Siv lay on the ground, trembling. “Please … pour the elixir.” He pointed one clawed digit to his wiry mouth.

      The patter of feet on gravel let Iris know the vilskje were outside. She flipped to the back of the Tome, and her jaw fell open. The pages had been hollowed to fit a wizard green flask, topped by a lid of aged wood. Dust clouded around Iris’s hands when she pulled the bottle from the book. Inside, a dark fluid swirled. She unscrewed the top and poured a modest amount of the elixir into Siv’s open mouth. He watched with one shiny eye, practically bulging with want. The liquid disappeared down his throat in a deep red stream, bright and viscous.

      The reaction was instantaneous. Siv’s dull eye regained its sheen. The red scars disappeared from his body, and he stood, somehow taller. He shifted to his crow again, shrinking and sprouting feather and beak. He lifted one foot, then the other. Flapped both wings, satisfied. Joy resided in his eyes. Iris knew he would be smiling if a beak would allow it. She replaced the lid, put the bottle, still two-thirds full, in the hollow, and clasped the Tome shut.

      Siv hopped toward Iris. His wings transformed into human arms and wrapped her in a warm embrace. “Thank you, Iris,” he squawked. Somehow she wasn’t terrified of the crow with human arms squeezing her. “That is twice now that a human has saved me.” His arms transformed to wings again. “I must lead them away now,” he whispered. “Keep the Tome with you. When it’s clear, go to the path you were on before you met me. I will find you … and we’ll find your father.”

      “But—”

      Siv flapped his wings wildly, shutting her down. “Don’t worry about me. I am reborn.” Siv leapt into the open. Iris followed to the corner, still hidden behind the dumpster. “Strigo,” Siv squawked. “You’ve caught me spying, disguised as the enemy.”

      “You’re supposed to be dead, Siv.” The other vilskje’s voice was deep. Stoic. “Why would you come here, traitor? Why make me kill you?”

      Siv squawked laughter. “Me, a traitor? You’re supposed to be Strigo the Stalwart. What is your name now, in all your treachery? If there is one of us to fight against this, it should be you. Or have you forgotten who you are?”

      Iris couldn’t resist a glance around the dumpster’s corner. It was dark enough that she still felt hidden. Siv was still in his crow form, and the vilskje he faced was giant—taller and broader than Siv had been in his own vilskje form.

      “Yuryk wants the same as I,” Strigo replied. “To be free of the humans. They set this all upon us, Siv. Don’t you see? Now we hide among them. Well, no more. It’s time for us to leave the shadows for good.”

      “Take a look around you, Strigo. You know the clan is on a dangerous path, yet you stand by and watch the corruption unfold. No, worse … you participate in it.”

      Strigo hissed and moved in.

      “But I surrender,” Siv squawked, bowing his feathered head low by his feet.

      Iris’s heart sank at the sight.

      What will they do to him?

      She wanted to rush to the aid of her new friend, shocked at how much she’d grown to care for this vilskje in such a short amount of time. But she hesitated at the sight of the giant moving toward him. Could she take them with her knives? Maybe, but …

      “Take me to your new master, the Revenant. I must know the one who bought the Stalwart’s soul,” Siv squawked.

      Enraged, Strigo ran at Siv, who leapt straight up with furious energy and out of his reach. Siv’s wings lifted him higher and higher, and he shrieked a triumphant mocking screech.

      Iris stood and backed up, eyes glued skyward. Siv continued upward, and his body, stark black against the moonlight, extended in every direction. His wings stretched at his sides; his beak shot forward. His feet hung lower. He still looked like a corvid, but an upsized one—a massive raven in the night.

      Strigo took to the air after him, a broad-winged beast with white tail feathers. Its hind quarters were a caramel color. Iris, of course, knew the type—a ferruginous hawk. Its size dwarfed even Siv’s raven.

      A moment later, Siv sped around the building, and the hawk took chase. There was nothing she could do; Siv would have to escape on his own. Somehow she thought he would. He really did seem reborn after the elixir she had given him. No wonder he had pushed her so hard to get it. Iris spied the Tome laying nearby on the ground.

      What exactly is in that flask?

      Iris peeked around the corner to the back of the building. The door was closed. No vilsjke were outside. They had let Strigo take care of this business. She was all alone, with only her exhaustion for company.

      I need to get away from here.

      She turned back and grabbed her backpack from where she’d left it on the ground. She lifted Siv’s Tome and cradled it like a baby, struggling with the added weight. She snuck back the way she’d come before, sticking to the shadows and looking over her shoulder while listening for any noises. Her heart stayed lodged in her throat until she reached Outskirts Boulevard.

      It seemed like days since she’d crashed her bike there and had followed the strange bird. She thought of Siv and the torches in the cavernous nest. She thought of the strange elixir inside the Tome she held and the wonders it had done to Siv’s health. She wondered what her father would think of her adventure. Would he be proud of her?

      There’s only one way to find out. I’m coming, Father.
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      The day following Ilyana’s torture, the clan left her alone in her chamber, charred and physically broken. One gifted in the healing arts treated her with salves and bandages, but he would not look her in the eyes. She knew it was shame that kept his gaze fixed downward. They both knew the scars would never fully heal. And why shouldn’t they feel shame?

      They sat and watched me burn. Every last one of them.

      She had ripped off the bandages after he’d left, ignoring her body’s painful protests. Her skin was tight where the burning stones had melted the many layers into one. The smoldering heat had devastated the nerves, until she could no longer feel anything in those regions of her body.

      Those parts of her were dead now. As young as Ilyana was, she was still over three centuries of age. Even the body of a newly budding vilskje might not recover from this—there was no way she would. And it didn’t matter what form she was in—whether the nakken form of her kind, an animal dyr form, or that of human—the charred flesh remained. Her strongest dyr form, that of the raccoon, could no longer sprout hair in the areas of the burns along her back and sides where the stones had pressed the firmest. And the skin in those areas, though it allowed her to shift form, would not change color to match the fur. It remained charred.

      But what tore her apart was the fact that Yuryk had wrecked her human form, the one she’d so lovingly crafted for her job as a performer. It had taken months of tweaking and crafting to get to what she thought was the most enticing specimen for human observers. She’d been successful, and she could see the desire in their eyes when she danced. The truth was, she’d loved it. There was no doubt. But now her body was ruined. Who would want to watch her now?

      But incredibly, Yuryk expected her to continue her performances. In the early evening, a vilskje named Artisan paid her a visit. Like the other, he would not look in her eyes, but he treated her wounds a second time—in a different way. He applied advanced arts of appearance, until, in her nakken form, she looked normal again. Artisan told her that his work followed the changing, meaning her human form would be whole again too. Yuryk wanted her to dance again, so the Artisan would need to treat her before each performance. The fix did not last.

      Secretly, Ilyana was amazed at Artisan’s work, but she no longer cared to show this. Was she supposed to feel grateful to Yuryk for this? She did not. She was tempted to smash all four of the craftsman’s hands against the stone wall of her chamber, breaking them until the vilskje could no longer do his work. Why should she dance for the benefit of this nest—for Yuryk, for Osiris—after what they had all done to her?

      They all sat and watched me burn.

      Ilyana wanted to leave the nest. She would rather take her chances outside than stay with the clan. And more than anything, she wanted to take to her human form forever. She wanted to be like the Actor, assimilating with human society. But how? With no solution, Ilyana aimlessly wandered the vastness of the nest. Like a lost spirit in the underworld, she drifted from one tunnel to the next, to each corner of the general quarters. She found nothing of interest, only eyes that shied away after recognizing her. The beaten one. The battered one. Why was she out in the population? She hated those shameful, shying eyes.

      Cowards.

      She was not like them.

      At last, Ilyana came to the bridge within that spanned the chasm at the center of the nest, connecting the general quarters to the council halls on the other side, where Yuryk, Osiris, and the other council members resided. Where Siv had lived before his exile—or death.

      Here at the bridge within, the ceiling opened much higher, though it was still enclosed far above. Mist gathered, limiting visibility. The bridge crossed a vast abyss. At the midpoint, two corpses, now merely skeletons, swung from rafters high above on either side. The more illustrious of the vilskje spun tales of two human brothers—co-conspirators who had infiltrated the nest, only to be apprehended—and, in justified retribution, the Council had them hanged.

      Ilyana questioned the legend. She suspected the corpses had been there when they’d first stumbled into this place. Though she could not be sure; her memory dimmed with each passing day. And then there was the question of how they had been hung over the abyss—though coordinated efforts in avian dyr form might make it possible, she supposed. Ilyana strained her eyes to see the details of the alleged brothers. The withered arrangement of bones had fallen to disarray, not even complete skeletons anymore. Time had pulled their parts into the emptiness below.

      Ilyana had crossed this bridge once before, a long time ago. But things were different now. Trepidation resided in her heart as she braved the chasm in her raccoon form. Though not forbidden, the clan frowned upon any appearance other than nakken form. But she wanted to stay as discreet as possible in her wandering, and the fact that she was breaking her putrid kind’s rules satisfied her in a small way.

      She stepped onto the wooden bridge, and it shifted under her weight. The taut skin of her charred hide protested as she walked, unwilling to stretch with her movements, a constant reminder of her broken condition. She stared at the brown and grey fur which sprouted like patchwork from her legs—thick and lush in some areas, absent entirely in others where the burning stones had worked their destructive magic.

      The soft churn of distant voices, which carried from the general quarters behind her, softened as she moved farther down the rickety bridge. To either side, a low railing of roped stones provided a meager failsafe from the pull of the depths below. She scampered briskly, whiskers twitching, until she reached the torch at the center of the bridge, the corpses dangling just within the far reach of its glow. She swallowed and bent a little lower, feeling most vulnerable in that place. Then she continued across, not stopping until she reached the council halls. The ledge on this side was nearly identical to the other—a rock platform a couple yards wide, expanding as it reached for the halls’ entrance. Torches burned on either side.

      She shouldn’t be here. It wasn’t forbidden to cross to this side of the nest, but no common vilskje ever did. What would Yuryk do to her if someone caught her? She didn’t want to find out. One thing was certain; flinging herself into the abyss would be far better than another round of torture.

      I must be careful.

      She stepped onto the grey stone floor of the council halls, where the beauty of the colorful rock walls drew her gaze. Formations jutted like spears from the walls in violent, glorious display. The sight was fresh air to her lungs; her mind had been in such a dark, desolate place. The dull stone walls of the general quarters certainly hadn’t helped any. Torches lit the halls here, spaced several yards apart. Ilyana scuttled beneath them, sticking to the shadow as much as possible. She passed a branching hall, taking care that no vilskje hid around the corner.

      Though her heart still pounded in this unfamiliar place, Ilyana realized the clan could do no worse to her. Death would not be worse than what she’d endured. She had suffered to the point of dislocation—metaphysically leaving her own body. The experience had changed her, though she was still trying to understand exactly how. Under duress, she thought she could separate from herself easier now, to perceive the pain of her own flesh from afar.

      Perhaps I have no reason to fear anything now.

      She realized she wanted more—more than her occupation, more than this allotted role with the clan. Whatever loyalty she may have had was dust now.

      She scampered down the hallway, her ears erect. She remembered beating the woman to death outside of the nest. She’d bashed in her head with a door, over and over, until she twitched and eventually stopped breathing. She hadn’t enjoyed it. She felt bad about it, but there wasn’t a choice. There was no reason she couldn’t do that to one of her own now if she had to. Again, there wouldn’t be a choice.

      Better than being the prey.

      And if they caught her here, she’d be the prey once more.

      She walked around a bend in the hallway, and an emerald glow grabbed her consciousness. Green light summoned her raccoon eyes, captivating her focus. She found herself walking toward the glow without thinking; all outside considerations vanished. It reminded her of her recent dislocation while Yuryk had tortured her, but the opposite. It was like she was watching it happen, like before, only this time she was trapped inside her body instead of floating above it.

      What is this thing?

      But she knew the answer. She’d seen this light before in the hallway beneath Club Vilkos, where Strigo the Stalwart kept guard. She walked—or rather something walked her—closer, until she came upon two objects like giant human eyes casting the eerie green light on the floor beneath their gaze on either side of a chamber doorway. The nearest eye had turned in her direction and held her fast in its gaze. Like a net to a school of fish, it pulled her in, until she stood at the doorway where the light covered every inch of her charred skin and fur and whiskers.

      When she entered the room, she left behind all ties to her vilskjen experiences at the door—her fear, her pain, her identity. She drifted inside as an empty vessel. The stone idol of an unfamiliar being stood radiant upon a pedestal at the chamber’s center—massive but incomplete. Much of its face and body were devoid of features, as if the details had cracked and broken off with time. One partial eye peered at her from above a high cheekbone. The surviving side of a vast grin reached toward one side of the room, across a face that looked both human and reptilian. One scaled wing rested upon its right shoulder. The remnants of a broken wing sat atop its other shoulder like rubble. The idol crouched like a gargoyle ready to lash out, to maim, but a pair of long, muscular arms reached between two bent legs, where it held its broad reptilian hands together, palms up, into a bowl. The nails, blacker than soot, came to vile points on its five fingertips. Two fingers were missing from one of the hands, severed at the knuckle.

      Shadow voices burrowed into her head, forming words.

      You want what they have.

      Vivid and explicit images of humans flashed through her head. Ilyana saw herself outside the nest, peering in through a familiar window. In this moment, she regained the recollection of her identity. A dark-haired woman and a burly man embraced and shed their clothes, then collapsed to the mattress in a flurry of lust. Here, in this moment, she felt the same intense curiosity she had felt when she had been there weeks before, spying. The image vanished, only for another to replace it, then another—all scenes that had played out before her eyes in real life. Eventually the images changed to her shows—first of her dancing, then to her patrons. They watched her with intense longing in their eyes. With uncontrolled desire.

      I can make you like them.

      Transfixed, Ilyana stared into the idol’s eyes. “What?” she muttered softly. Her voice surprised her. She hadn’t expected to be able to speak in this room.

      Step closer, Ilyana.

      She gasped. Somehow this entity knew her name. Not Dancer, but Ilyana. She stepped forward, and it held her focus until she was but a foot away. Then it released her.

      She lowered her gaze. Dark fluid pooled in a bowl formed by the being’s hands. A single drop fell from somewhere above and landed in the bowl, creating a circle which rippled outward to the tips of the creature’s fingers.

      Ilyana saw two human arms reach out before her and was shocked to realize they were hers. She had not been as her raccoon since she had stepped foot in this chamber. It should have been obvious—the spatial relations of her body to the floor, walls, and the idol before her—yet it wasn’t. She was an observer here. Two human hands formed a bowl before her and submerged into the pool, then pulled back up, warm and full of dark fluid. Many words spoke to her at once.

      Bring the nectar of this covenant to your lips.

      Let it run down your throat.

      Be my first, Ilyana.

      Ilyana’s hands approached her mouth, holding what she expected to consume.

      Honor me. What is theirs will be yours.

      What is your choice?

      Ilyana regained control of her body and senses. If she wanted, she could turn and flee. Had the idol granted Ilyana control so she could make this one decision? She knew she should leave, but instead, she only thought of her ever-growing curiosities about human desire. “Honor me, and what is theirs will be yours,” it had said. What exactly did that mean?

      The tight skin of her charred flesh, even in the human form, reminded her of the cruelty of her kind. She thought of Siv. They had betrayed him. Was he still alive outside somewhere? Was it conceivable that she could find him?

      Ilyana did not flee. Instead, she brought fair human hands to ruby-red lips and drank, slowly at first, then faster, tipping the living bowl into a gulp, spilling some of the dark green fluid down the corners of her beautiful cheeks and into the curves of her neck. She lapped the remnants from her palms, until they were wet only from her saliva. On the way down, the viscous fluid grew hot, and hotter still, turning to molten lava inside her belly. Ilyana contorted to scream, but the pain fell away as quickly as it had come.

      In its place, a glorious sensation beyond anything she had ever felt radiated through her body. The tiny hairs on her skin stood in excitement. She moved, and a light tickling sensation ran over her skin. She stretched, expecting to feel the tightness of her burned skin restrict her movement, but there was no tightness … and no pain. She eyed her beautiful naked body, basking in emerald light, like a goddess. The scars from her torture were gone—no sign of where Yuryk had held the burning stones, only the soft, glimmering skin of a young woman.

      “Am I … human?”

      You are a different creation, a being both old and new. Soon you will leave for the world of humans. Wait for my word.

      The idol rose impossibly tall before her. Ilyana thought it would burst through the ceiling, outside the nest. But soon she caught sight of one of her whiskers and realized the statue had not grown; instead, Ilyana had shrunk into her dyr form.

      Go now, Ilyana, back to your chamber. Await my word. Do not be seen here, for you are my secret. A final gift awaits in the hallway. Listen well, acolyte.

      Ilyana closed her eyes and felt something sweep her backward. When she opened them again, she was in the hallway before the door, and the giant eyes were closed. The room before her was pitch black.

      She turned back the way she’d come, utterly perplexed. She felt great. Better than any time in recent memory, like the old days when she’d run across the plains of Windlyn Vale with Siv or fly over Mount Svernos. She navigated to the bridge within, keeping to the shadows. She hadn’t had time to contemplate what had transpired, but—for now, at least—she would obey the voices who had given her gifts beyond her imagination, healing her broken body and promising her a life outside the nest. These had not seemed possible an hour ago.

      Ilyana looked forward to reflective sleep in her chamber tonight, but, at the bridge within, the unmistakable sound of Yuryk’s angry voice carried through the council halls to her ears, pulling her attention back. After a moment’s hesitation, she faced the council halls and snuck toward the sound, unable to contain her curiosity. She followed his voice until she came to a nearby hall, where she lay in shadow, her raccoon ears perked up.

      Yuryk was arguing with someone.

      The other vilskje had a calm, deep voice. She recognized it at once. It was someone she seldom heard, someone she’d grown to fear.

      The Revenant.

      She thought of the enigma in the emerald robe.

      Who is he really?

      She had only seen him a few times. The Revenant had a different look, though it was hard to see his face covered by his robe. Supposedly he was a vilskje, who embarked on a quest long, long ago, only to return bearing gifts months ago. Yet, to Ilyana, nothing was familiar about him.

      “Tell me,” Yuryk shouted. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked, you can’t keep me in the dark, Osiris!”

      Osiris’s next words were calm, his voice deep. “Nearly four centuries ago, I set forth to the Muzite Desert, far to the west. The need for the journey came to me in a dream, one that appeared real, and I knew I must go. I walked the desert, accompanied only by camel, to an ancient ruin. I didn’t stumble there. I was guided. Somehow I knew that during the entire time, although I couldn’t tell you how. After suffering a stream of mirages, I finally fell through the divine shifting sands, which landed me on solid ground in a cavern deep beneath the heat of the desert. It was a cold and wet place, contrasting to the dry heat above. And it was magical. But it proved treacherous, and a maze of stone passages brought me great despair. I became lost and afraid, and it was then that I showed my final weakness. I wept, my body limp on the ground. I longed for those I’d left behind, and my memory grew dim. For whom did I weep?”

      Osiris paused, as if thinking. “Yes, it must be … the beloved vilskje, my clan here in the nest. Finally, my tears stopped, and I was drawn through the next passage, like a breath, and my weakness left forever, for I came upon the clear makings of an altar in a chamber of green stone—the brightest of emerald like you’d not see outside of that place. Here, in front of a glorious being, I prayed for the first time in my withered life. And my prayers were answered.”

      Yuryk interjected in a raised, impatient voice. “A … glorious being?”

      “An ancient deity.”

      “What type of deity?”

      Osiris continued, ignoring Yuryk’s objection. “At that moment, I died. She took my life as an offering. And much time passed here in the living world.” Osiris’s voice grew loud, forceful. “But my death was a gift. I clawed my way back into this world with the power a deity in green bestowed upon me. There, in front of the demon, she blessed me with a strength older than time.”

      “This can’t be true,” Yuryk interjected. “What else, then?”

      “She brought me back. Home. With the sacred mission to restore the vilskje to prominence.”

      “The seed you brought, we planted it deep in the chasm right where you asked. In that room below Club Vilkos, it has grown into a monstrous thing.”

      A familiar multitude of voices burrowed into Ilyana’s mind with a gentle command, like a wisp of wind. Closer, Ilyana. The room just ahead on the left. Watch from the shadow, but do not be seen.

      Ilyana obeyed, sneaking closer, until she discerned the beginnings of an open chamber across the way.

      “Yuryk, you’re starting to sound like Siv.”

      “I’m not sure we should have opened that room, Osiris. I think it was boarded for a reason. And that seed gave birth to something—”

      Ilyana crawled beside the tips of the sharp rocks jutting from the wall, until she could see into the room. Her heart thumped at the sight of Osiris’s emerald robe. Desperate choking sounds brought her gaze upward, where she locked eyes with Yuryk. Her abuser dangled, like one of the brothers over the bridge within, a full foot and a half above the chamber’s stone floor, writhing and struggling to free his delicate throat from Osiris’s single-handed grip. The Revenant stood, facing away from Ilyana, with one thick, muscular human forearm exposed and a gauntlet of a fist surrounding Yuryk’s neck. Yuryk’s eyes glowed their menacing brightness, and she knew he recognized her, for she was the only vilskje with a raccoon as her chosen dyr form. She smiled, and sweet jubilation overcame her as she shifted to the female human from her performances—the same one she had been the day of her torture. She smiled at the squirming, dying leader of her nest. There was no pity inside her to give.

      This was the gift …

      But Ilyana remembered the other words of her mysterious guide: Do not be seen. And she feared the enigma that was Osiris. So she slunk to the shadow in silence, shifting to her dyr form along the way. She made haste for her chamber, across the bridge, not stopping. She longed to sit in the calm of her room, to revel in the victories of the day. She yearned to soak up the sweet image of the Revenant taking away Yuryk’s life so forcefully, of the lights leaving his tiny eyes. He had been so powerless, like a child. And that wasn’t even the best part.

      He recognized me. I was the last thing he saw.

      When she reached her chamber, Ilyana shifted into human form once more, and it was easier than it had ever been. She viewed herself in the reflective glass on her wall. Her skin gleamed like the moon on a clear night. Her curves were seductive and her figure full. Her hair hung with a fresh vitality. Her eyes were the shimmering green of a pasture in the morning sun. She was beautiful, and the sight of her own reflection brought a strange ripple of pleasure through her body—a new, exciting feeling. Whatever this voice, this force, was that had granted her this new beginning, it had been waiting for her; it had led her to that room on this exact night. She dared not cross it.

      But whatever warnings should have gone off in Ilyana’s head, they were of small importance compared to Ilyana’s newfound hope. Her scars had disappeared, along with her tormentor. She was experiencing new pleasures in her body that she did not understand. Best of all—the promise she could leave this accursed nest. That night, Ilyana dreamed of the outside world.
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      Ridley rolled to his side and covered his head with his pillow. It must have been an hour since he had woken in a sweat and struggled to the bathroom sink for a sip of water and more pain pills. The sharp pain in his shoulder and side had turned to the deepest soreness he had ever felt. Now scenes from his past unfolded behind his eyelids. Painful memories of Doug and Ava. Of his father, lost to war when they were just boys. Whether thinking or dreaming, he wasn’t sure. He must be right at the fringe …

      An alarming rush of wind pressed against the window, and his weary eyes protested opening. He rolled to his other side and managed to crack one eye enough to see a giant raven perched outside, scrutinizing him. It cocked its head one way, then the other, looking perturbed. It flapped its wings to hold its balance against the onslaught of the wind and cawed.

      A black bird … like the one I rescued the night before Ava vanished. No. That one had been grey and not nearly this big. This looks like a raven. I must be dreaming.

      Ridley rolled onto his back. “Go away, bird. You don’t want to be here. Not even in the dreamworld. Nothing good happens to those near me.”

      A pecking on the glass pulled his attention to the window. The raven pecked again, a succession of three, each louder than the last. It cawed loudly. Wind blasted the window, and the raven steadied itself with a flap of giant wings. A creaking came from far above in the attic. The bird squawked.

      Definitely a dream.

      Then came the knocks. Three at the front door. Ridley’s heart jumped to his throat. What time was it? What day, for that matter? The darkness outside his window suggested it was night.

      The knocks repeated in successions of three, just like the raven’s pecks.

      Okay, not a dream. A nightmare.

      Ridley reached for the pillow at his side and pulled it over his head. The pain from the movement seemed real. The tapping at his window and knocking on his door continued.

      Those would have stopped by now in real life, right?

      Ridley clamped his hands over his ears, until the sounds grew quieter, and eventually they ceased altogether.
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      Ilyana sat on the stone floor with the rest of the clan. She lightly raked a claw down one side of her face, contemplating. Last night’s events had changed everything. Her scars were gone. She felt strong. It was hard to sit here with the others, pretending she wasn’t different, acting as though she hadn’t been on that same stage just days ago while they all witnessed her torture. She was the only one among them who knew Yuryk was dead. The Revenant had taken his life with a solitary grip.

      She had made sure to sit far from the Artisan. If any of her peers questioned why her wounds were gone, she would say he had paid her a visit. Of course, no one talked to her. They wouldn’t even look at her, especially not here, at the site of her suffering.

      How dare they bring me back to this room.

      This morning, the tiny messenger, Oyi, had carried word throughout the nest that Osiris was calling an urgent meeting. All were to attend. No exceptions. She wanted to refuse—how could she return to the Grand Chamber? Face that stage again? But, even with her newfound strength, she dared not defy the Revenant. He was still an enigma to her—a powerful one. Besides, she shouldn’t have to suffer the vilskje much longer.

      I only have to wait to hear from … what exactly?

      She had never been so full of conflicting thoughts. Nothing about the idol appeared pure or good. In fact, it reminded her of a demon from Siv’s Tome. He had often shared his knowledge of the world with her, as one of his closest friends. Further, how was the idol reading her mind, talking inside her head? Could it hear her thoughts even now? She shuddered at the thought. Maybe the idol was evil, but …

      No. It healed my wounds. It killed my torturer. It offers me a new life among humans. I will give it a chance.

      So, she would stay with the clan, until this new savior gave her the word, then leave the nest and the clan. For good. She would join the Actor somewhere in the outside world. Like him, she would assimilate with the humans.

      Torches illuminated each side of the stage, and a moment later, Osiris emerged from backstage. The Revenant was as tall as Yuryk had been but far more stout. His emerald-colored robe shimmered like an alien sea, covering his full body, arms and legs, shrouding his face in shadow so only his bright eyes were visible. He spoke with a deep calm, in sharp contrast to the hyper-charged Yuryk.

      “We’ve been hiding for too long. Soon, the vilskje will be reborn.” He walked to the front of the stage, and his eyes seemed to glow. Ilyana remembered what he’d said to Yuryk before strangling him, and a chill ran through her body. Osiris may have killed her enemy, but that didn’t make him a friend. She remembered his satisfied look during her torture in this same room.

      He told Yuryk he died and came back. Who is he, really?

      “We will stand in the open, and no one will be able to stop us.”

      We? Is he even one of us?

      “I can see your wandering eyes and your turning heads. You wonder where the master is. Sadly, Yuryk has had an accident.” Osiris inclined his head at the last word, and his hood slid down just enough to reveal a beard. “Last night, he slipped on the bridge within and fell to the abyss, below the mournful watch of the brothers who dangle at its center.”

      Gasps and moans erupted from the audience. They exchanged worried glances. Ilyana took a deep breath, frustrated.

      Mindless imps. They accept his words as truth without questioning.

      “Yuryk had a good bit of drink with his meat last night, and it brought a stupor to his step. The council guard searched the depths for him, but now it appears that not a fragment of hope exists for our dear leader’s survival. I’m afraid we must move on.”

      It's impossible to search the abyss. And one couldn’t possibly survive that fall anyway. Yet the vilskje will trust this folly.

      Loud murmurs filled the crowd. Some shifted through their many shapes before returning to the nakken form—a rare coping mechanism in times of extreme discomfort. Ilyana smiled at their discontent. She hated all of them.

      In a gesture Yuryk would never have ventured, Osiris knelt mid-stage and bowed his head. “Today is a sad day. We must honor our fallen leader, Yuryk. Everyone, bow your heads!”

      There was no hesitation. Every vilskje bowed, except for one. Instead, Ilyana looked around, shaking her head. Osiris stood and lifted his arms high, revealing two human hands.

      “It’s most unfortunate, but I have no choice but to serve as our master now. Siv the Seer may have been qualified—he was wise and loved by all—but sadly, he was exposed as a traitor months ago.”

      Ilyana’s clenched her claws.

      So, Osiris calls Siv a traitor too. Was Yuryk just the Revenant’s mouthpiece?

      “I do not wish for this assignment, fellow vilskje. Truly, I do not. Oh, what I would give to have Yuryk back—what we all would give—but I must serve the clan. Does anyone challenge my appointment?” His words echoed like a threat in the Grand Chamber.

      Silence. Ilyana crossed her arms.

      Even after revealing his hands, no one dares to speak out against him. Cowards.

      She longed to call the Revenant out for his lies, but something held her tongue.

      A moment later, Osiris lowered his arms, stepping backward. “Well, then, it’s settled!”

      The clan stood, erupting in cheers.

      Osiris continued his speech, louder now. “Yuryk believed, as I do, that we are enslaved in this nest. We hide from our oppressors, the humans, while they walk freely among the cities of the Earth. Have you asked why is this? We have powers of changing they can’t even fathom. The planet should be ours! Clear the fog from your memories, clan, because the vilskje were once a free species.”

      The crowd burst with loud, chattering excitement.

      The Revenant nodded and raised his hand for silence. He continued when the room quieted. “The only thing the humans have on us is numbers. But soon, we will take them in guerrilla warfare of the worst kind, hidden among them, blessed with powerful gifts I brought from afar. We will evolve. The humans’ greatest weakness—desire—will be their undoing.”

      The clan eyed each other, confused. Some cheered, while others had stopped. Ilyana stared at this new false prophet, wondering how his plans impacted her own desire to assimilate with the humans. And she had the same burning question the rest of the vilskje must surely have, even as dense as they were—what gifts?

      “Soon,” the Revenant said, “we will drink the nectar of the humans, and in doing so, we will all join the covenant of the succubus.”

      Ilyana recalled the winged idol, which reminded her now so much of a demon. She thought of the healing dark fluid she had taken so ravenously down her throat. Waves of pleasure had taken her body then.

      New fear crept into her heart and made a home.

      Succubus …
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            Hitching a Ride

          

        

      

    

    
      Iris zippered her backpack and wiped her hands, ridding them of the crumbs from the three packs of crackers and the oil from the beef jerky she had just devoured. Though warm from her backpack, the two apples she had brought were still fresh enough to eat. She ate the worst looking one, saving the other for later. She was even more thirsty, having sweated much of her body’s fluids the day before. She drained a sports drink from her backpack. There was only one bottle left.

      I’ll have to pick some up at the train station. At least my pack will be a little lighter now. I need all the help I can get. I no longer have a bike, and I have this heavy Tome to carry.

      Late the night before, Iris had returned to her useless bike laying in the ditch beside the road. She had been utterly exhausted but didn’t like the idea of sleeping there. A short distance away, in the direction of the train station, she had come across a hedge on a low hill, with an ornamental garden contained within. There was space enough on the mulch for her to lay between two golden euonymus bushes, just like the ones along their fence back home. She’d passed out in five seconds flat, with one arm cradling the Tome like a baby, using the pouch of her backpack as a pillow.

      Despite the late night, she awoke early the next morning, feeling better after eating and quenching her deep thirst. Only one thing mattered now: finding Father. She had to get to the train station and head west. Siv had promised to catch up with her soon. In a way, she resented having to carry his book. That hadn’t been a part of the deal. On the other hand, she was enamored by the artifact. She wanted to flip through its contents, but finding her father came first. She knew herself too well. Once she opened the Tome, she’d be enthralled. Hours would pass. And maybe her father didn’t have hours. She would have plenty of time to read it on the train.

      Uncle Howie said Father went to the Muzite Desert.

      Iris knew geography well from her studies. The Muzite was huge, spanning three territories, and deadly hot. How would she know where he had gone? How would she survive the desert? She’d have to figure it all out along the way. She wouldn’t just abandon her father. He needed her. The train station must be at least three hours on foot. It would be too exhausting with the Tome and backpack. Plus, it would take too long. What if she missed the train? What if it was only westbound a couple times a week?

      If I hitchhike, I can make it there in no time.

      Iris rubbed her hand over the chestnut-colored cover, admiring the sparkle of the golden letters in the sun. She wondered again about the serum inside. It had cured Siv instantly, like magic. Father would know. When she found him, he could tell her what she’d found. Fighting off one last urge to crack open the Tome, Iris stood and stretched. A steady stream of cars passed on the road ahead. She bent down and grabbed her backpack, sliding the straps over her back.

      A gruff male voice, like gristle in a rotten steak, came from her left just beyond the corner of her eye. “Hey, girl.”

      Iris jerked her attention toward the man, and the muscles tightened in her body. She froze. An unshaven man with long greasy hair stood a couple yards away. She must have been too distracted by her planning to hear his approach. He wore a tattered sweater with jeans, soiled and torn. One of his brown sneakers was untied, the tip of the lace stained black from dragging along the ground. The shoes looked like they had once been a lighter color. He smiled, revealing as many vacancies as teeth.

      “Whatch’a got there? Nice book. Looks like it cost a pretty penny.” He giggled. “Ooh, a backpack, too? Care to share?” A putrid smell emanated from the soiled man. If death itself could die, this would be its odor.

      Iris fought a wave of nausea and glanced at the Tome. No way in hell was she letting him take it. She wiggled her shoulders to let her backpack drop. The fingers of her right hand found the hilt of the knife at her thigh.

      The vagabond cocked his head. “Maybe I could read that to you. Would you like that, little girl? How about a story, here in your garden?” He staggered closer.

      “Not. Another. Step!” With the last word, one of Iris’s blades shot from her hand and stuck in the soil just before the tip of the man’s toes.

      The man’s gaze fell to the knife. When he regarded her again, stunned, his visage no longer wore the kind facade. “You sure you’d rather play this game, girlie?”

      With her fingertips, Iris flipped the second blade from its holster and held it in front of herself. The sun gleamed along the smooth emerald inserts and the sharp edge. Her eyes narrowed, and her lips curled into a sneer. “This one goes through your throat. Now, back off!”

      The man stared at her for another moment, not blinking. His own eyes narrowed; his fat lips bunched into a discerning grimace.

      She did a quick throw motion, and the man flinched, stepping backward, eyes wide. She held the knife firmly in her grasp. “Last warning. Get out of here. And don’t even think about touching my blade down there. Or you choke on your own blood.”

      The man gave the Tome one last angry glance before huffing and waddling back the way he had come, grumbling a string of profanities. He took his mother-of-all-stenches with him as he disappeared around the hill.

      Iris retrieved her knife from the dirt, spat on the blade, and wiped both sides of the blade clean on her jeans. With knives holstered, she breathed the fresh air, pulled on her backpack, and grabbed the Tome, wiping dirt from its cover. She made haste to Outskirts Boulevard, maybe seven yards from the ornamental garden where she’d napped the night before. She waved her hand awkwardly at the passing traffic, realizing she didn’t really know what she was doing.

      How hard can it be? Just get their attention and get a ride. Right?

      A couple minutes later, a caravan pulled over. A woman lowered her window and stuck out her head. She looked in her forties, with blond curls that swayed in the breeze. Her silver-tinted sunglasses reflected the clouds above. The car behind them switched lanes to go around, honking, even though the van had pulled into the emergency lane and out of traffic’s way.

      The woman flipped a finger at the passerby before refocusing on Iris. “Hey, hon. You all right?” The woman chewed gum and spoke in a southern drawl. “Need a ride?”

      Iris nodded. “I need to get to the train station.”

      The woman cocked her head. “The station, huh? Well, you shouldn’t be out here by yourself. There’s been a drug problem in this area ever since the factories shut down.”

      The driver of the caravan, a thin man with a wiry mustache, leaned forward, until Iris could see him. His gaze caught the Tome, and his eyebrows raised beneath his slick black hair. “Yeah, lots of juicers out here now. It’s not safe. Hop in. We’ll take you to the station. Already headed that way.”

      Iris hesitated. How could she trust these two? What did safe hitchhiking look like? She pictured her father smiling at her, shaking his head.

      Safe hitchhiking? Come on, little one. No such thing. You know that. But I wouldn’t cross an Iris with blades, that’s for sure.

      “You coming, hon?”

      Iris returned to reality where the couple stared at her from their van.

      “Look,” the man said. “We wanna help, but we gotta get going.”

      Iris nodded and opened the van’s sliding door with one hand, while still clutching the Tome in the other. “Yes, thank you.” She sat inside and set the Tome beside her.

      The van pulled into traffic. All the way to the train station, she ran her fingertips over the handles of her knives, ready to pull them out at a moment’s notice.
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            Club Vilkos

          

        

      

    

    
      Jerry Fontaine stumbled into Club Vilkos, catching himself with each footstep rather than walking. On the surface, it was just like one of the hundreds of visits he’d made over the past months, but somewhere deep inside, a voice warned him that this time would be different.

      He ignored the voice. Club Vilkos had become his home, one that he thought about constantly. He no longer had to make the climb up the mountain of stairs to meet the man at the front desk. They made it easier every time, it seemed. And the attendant, Borul, was always so friendly, so happy to see him. Jerry loved seeing his bug-eyed face as he walked through the door, no matter how offensive in appearance it truly was. It was a fun contrast to the beauty of the performers to come. Besides, appearances weren’t everything.

      Just look at my Veronica. Stunning on the surface, disgusting inside.

      The people here—the attendant, the dancers—they were much better than the phonies outside. He wasn’t stupid; he knew none of the people in his life cared about him. They were all just trying to get close enough to sleep with his Veronica. He had married the most promiscuous woman on the face of the earth. He knew that. And their desires for her were so obvious. They did it right in front of his face. Common scum. They didn’t care about him even a little.

      It wasn’t like that in here. They had become family. He may not know some of their names, but it was the feeling he got when he was around them, like everything was right. They didn’t want anything beyond a small monetary token for their shows. And they took care of his needs so well. Better than anything in his entire life. Even when he was struggling with this terrible cold, they had been here for him every single day. They never turned him away.

      Jerry coughed and wiped a wad of mucus on his shirt. He smiled and waved to the attendant on his way in. Borul smiled back from the bottom step. Jerry pulled his wallet from his pocket, but the man shook his head and gestured for him to continue to the show.

      Complimentary? That’s a first.

      He’d never been more ready for anything in his life. Though he felt incredibly ill—he’d vomited in his car on the way here, landing most of the mess into a soft drink cup—it didn’t matter. The excitement of this place relieved the nausea. He needed his show. Even if he was wheezing and blowing blood bubbles onto the floor, he didn’t want to miss a second. This morning, he’d pulled more clumps of hair from his itching scalp and, consulting the hotel mirror, tried to brush the remaining patches into something resembling normalcy—until he realized it didn’t matter. Not anymore. They didn’t judge him at Club Vilkos. And he had all the coins he needed so he wouldn’t be going to work anymore. Why hadn’t he realized this earlier? So foolish. But better late than never.

      The cell closed behind Jerry, and the room began its familiar rotation. His body flipped into full arousal at the rumbling sound, his brain well-acquainted with what the vibrations meant, how it was a precursor to the ecstasy to come.

      It’s funny, I don’t remember ever being this obsessed with sex before Club Vilkos.

      Jerry broke into a coughing fit, and when he pulled his fist from his mouth, it was slathered with blood. He wiped it across his shirt without care. The cell clicked into place, and Jerry locked eyes with something hideous in the glass panes—a creature with withered skin and tar pit hollows beneath sad, sunken eyes. It was a familiar face, one of hunger and despair. His heart, now a weak, sickly vessel, slithered to his throat. He turned away.

      A moment later, lights overhead opened like eyes, bathing his skin in an emerald-colored glow. He spied the glass, and his knees buckled. He fell against the window but held himself up with one hand. At the same time, the creature on the other side fell toward him, reaching for him through the glass, trying to make contact. Even now, in his time of greatest suffering, they were here for him.

      A moment later, he collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      Veronica sat on the couch, eating a box of Cream Delights, her favorite bite-size frozen desserts from Outskirts Gourmet. She’d put on two pounds in as many days.

      I’ve got to stop this stress eating.

      It was a self-perpetuating issue. The more she thought about it, the harder it was. And so here she was again—watching Fitness TV and eating ice cream. How the fuck was it that Ridley hadn’t stopped over yet? Her prizefighter hadn’t taken the bait; it was infuriating. He had vanished from the boxing party, ruining her plan to snag him for the night. Men were supposed to clamour for her. They were supposed to worship her.

      Is my magic wearing off?

      She pinched the fat around her waist, sighing in disgust. Even Ethan hadn’t talked to her lately. He had invited her to that club he raved about, only to ghost her for days after she agreed. It made no sense. She was getting bored. And she hadn’t seen Jerry since she ran from the house. How many days ago had that been? God, he had looked awful.

      He must have checked himself into a hospital. Could have at least bothered to tell me.

      She dialed Ethan and let it ring over and over. He didn’t answer. She clicked END, not giving him the benefit of a message. Why wouldn’t he answer? They’d even reviewed the details of their trip to Club Vilkos. He’d been ecstatic about taking her, and now he won’t even take her calls? Did he find someone better than her? Impossible. She thought to call Ridley. But she needed her prizefighter to come to her. He was resistant to her charms, and that drove her mad. It made her want him so much more.

      No. They sweat you, Veronica. Not the other way around.

      Veronica dropped her phone onto the couch and stood, stretching as they were on the screen. She needed to shed those extra pounds. That had to be what was keeping Ridley at bay. Besides, she’d feel better afterward. Maybe she’d even go to the gym later and meet someone new. She grabbed her workout mat from the wall and laid it across the floor, then did the warm-ups with the trainer. Touching her toes. Feeling the pull in her hamstrings.

      A knock on the door startled her.

      Is it Ethan? Or even better, Ridley?

      Veronica walked to the front door, watching the blurred person on the other side of the frosted window. The figure looked shorter than Ethan, more stout. No way it was Ridley. She peered through the peephole, and her eyebrows shot up in surprise. It was creepo Scott Porter. She stepped backward and pulled the door open, frowning.

      “Hey … Scott. What a surprise. You came back. Do I have another flat tire?” She lent a playfulness to her voice. She should be wary of this stalker, but he was too amusing. Especially now. His attention was an oasis in her recent neglect.

      Scott’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “I know it’s been a while, but I’ve been thinking about you.”

      “You don’t say?” Veronica teased. Just in case, she brought her left hand to the hallway cabinet’s top drawer, where her Springfield 9mm was loaded and ready.

      “I … umm. I wanted to apologize for showing up at your door. I’m sure that freaked you out.”

      A giggle turned into a full-on laugh, and Veronica’s finger slipped from the cabinet drawer. A boorish snort escaped her nose. Scott turned scarlet. After a few seconds, she finally caught her breath. “Oh, Scott! It’s been a while since I’ve laughed that hard. Did you come to apologize for showing up at my door, by showing up at my door again?”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s pretty dumb.” Scott lowered his gaze. When he looked back at her, the normal color of his face had returned. “I guess I’ll be on my way, then. I just wanted you to know I’m sorry, Veronica. The last thing I want is for you to be uncomfortable.”

      Veronica eyed the young man at her door. She had to admit that, for all his stalking awkwardness, he was attractive. He may have been twenty-six, a good ten years younger than herself, and he filled his clothes well. His form-fitting shirt revealed broad shoulders and a flat stomach. Her gaze moved farther down to his deck shorts and muscular legs.

      Not bad. Maybe he’s a quiet gym rat. And I’ve been so bored …

      She hated weak men, and his awkwardness had been off-putting at first, but she had to give him credit. It took balls to return to her door. And the more she saw him, the less of a threat he seemed.

      She smiled. She pulled a kitten from her repertoire and threw it into her voice. “Tell you what, Scott. I was planning to go somewhere tonight with a friend, but he bailed. You wanna go instead? It’s a new place called Club Vilkos. Clothing optional, from what I hear.”

      Scott’s eyes widened, and he turned bright scarlet again. His neck seemed to force his head into a slow nod, as if otherwise paralyzed. A smile dared to slip across his mouth. “Y–yes. I think … I would love that.”

      “Well, then.” She extended her arm to him. “Come on in.”

      Scott kissed her hand lightly and followed her inside. She turned off the television and offered a drink to her stalker date. After a few minutes, the cocktails kicked in. The two moved beyond their awkwardness to small talk, mostly centered around DSC. Soon enough, their comfort level had grown considerably.

      “I may as well tell you, Scott. I’ve never been to Club Vilkos. Ethan and I were going to go the other day, but something came up. Anyway, he gave me directions, and I think I still remember. I tried to look it up that day, but it’s not listed. Strange, right?”

      Scott nodded, fire in his eyes, practically drooling. “Strange. Must be quite the secret.”

      Veronica laughed at her little stalker’s boyish awkwardness, and she grabbed his arm. Then the two unlikely companions piled into her Tahoe and left.
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        * * *

      

      Oyi dashed into Ilyana’s chamber. His thin mouth was turned down on one side. He panted and leaned against the wall inside her chamber’s doorway. “Dancer, new customers just walked in for a show. Two of them.”

      Ilyana approached the runt and stood on two legs, folding her upper appendages and letting her secondary set fall by her thorax. She enjoyed being the taller of the two in her chamber, the one with the power for a change. “A nice update, Oyi. Is that the end of your message?”

      “Since it’s an audience of two, Osiris wants you to dance alongside Straiza tonight.”

      Straiza? He’s a skilled shifter but not usually a dancer.

      Ilyana hadn’t performed since her punishment, though she’d secretly relished the thought since her encounter with the idol in the council hall. The miraculous effects of the dark fluid hadn’t diminished—completely healing her body, renewing her strength, and enhancing her physical sensations. She found herself thinking of the shows in new and exciting ways. She longed for them. At the same time, she didn’t want anyone to tell her what to do. Not anymore. No longer would she be the Revenant’s or anyone else’s pet. She was merely waiting for the idol’s word to leave this place for good.

      “I’ve never performed with Straiza before. Did you say there was more than one customer?”

      “Yes. A man and a woman. They want to view from the same cell, and they want two performers. One of each type.”

      The thought of the two humans waiting in the lobby, thick with desire, sent a tingling sensation down her sides. It spread across her arms and up her neck. At the same time, a new feeling grew in the pit of her stomach. A hunger to perform.

      Oyi frowned, his wiry mouth turning down at the corners. “Where are your scars? Has the Artisan been here already today?”

      Don’t question me.

      Ilyana thought to pick up the tiny servant and bash his head against her wall, but she only said, “Yes, I called him over. I was hoping to dance today.”

      Slowly Oyi’s mouth straightened, and he nodded. “Osiris wants the best for this show. He wants to be sure our guests return. You were chosen for the female and Straiza for his skill at emulating the male.”

      There weren’t many skilled dancers in the male form, because, for some reason, they were less popular with the humans. Straiza may not be a dancer, but he was one of the best shifters. He was following in the footsteps of the Actor—en-route to assimilation with the outside under Yuryk’s command. He was a good choice based on his ability alone. Osiris was no fool.

      “Tell Osiris I will perform.”

      “Excellent. And, Dancer … it won’t be good if you have another misha—”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Ilyana stepped up to Oyi, shifting to human in a blink’s time. It was so much easier now. Lush hair fell to her shoulders. The gorgeous skin of a young woman shone in the reflective glow from the torchlights. She placed a hand on Oyi’s shoulder and squeezed hard, much harder than she could have before. The messenger’s pinprick eyes expanded to the size of acorns, and he gasped. But she only squeezed harder, smiling. Finally, she let go, retracting her hand as if it had been nothing. Oyi backed away, sulking and rubbing his shoulder.

      “Now, be a good little messenger and run back to your master. Tell him I will perform.”

      Oyi nodded and left, scurrying down the hallway. She followed him from her chamber enough to see his spidery legs vanish around a bend.

      How hideous we are.

      She turned back inside to gaze upon her reflection in the wall glass. Her eyes were shimmering azure pools, large and inviting. Her dainty nose reached just beyond her full lips, which pulled into a seductive smile, revealing dazzling white teeth. And her body! Glistening bronze skin, full breasts, and a curvaceous waist with smooth hips. She ran her hands over her skin, smiling.

      No. How hideous they are.

      Ilyana pulled a black fishnet outfit over her naked body and walked the hallway to backstage Club Vilkos. She had always enjoyed performing. The power she seemed to wield over her observers was intoxicating, and her own curiosity about the humans proved limitless. But this time was different. Her heart pumped with excitement. Hot blood flowed beneath her skin. The insatiable hunger grew within. Something she didn’t understand. Something she both feared and relished.

      Ilyana met Straiza backstage and pressed a button on the wall to raise the curtain. On the other side, mist sprayed down, obscuring the view of the cell where she knew the audience would be watching. She stepped forward, and the music started. Straiza walked out alongside her. Through the mist, he appeared as a young man with cropped black hair and rugged dark features. He wore tight-fitting pants and no shirt. Muscles rippled across his chest. Osiris had chosen well; Straiza played the part of the male well. But he didn’t excite her. He was just a vilskje pretending to be a human.

      Not like her. She was something else entirely.

      The performers took each other’s hands and strode out center stage on beat with the music. When she passed the mist wall, Ilyana paused. She could see into the cell, through the window where the audience should be waiting in anticipation.

      But the couple inside the cell were not passive observers; they were putting on a show of their own. A bra flew up and hit the glass, then the man’s pants were off. Their hands were all over each other.

      Ilyana froze on stage, gripped by a powerful urge. She had seen this human behavior countless times through the windows of the houses she’d chosen to observe outside the nest, driven by her own fascination and curiosity. But this time was different. Their sexual energy affected her. Suddenly she was the observer, and they were the performers. She longed to join them, to be where that energy so wildly bounded, to lap it up from inside that cell. She struggled against the temptation.

      Straiza squeezed her hand at her side. “Dancer,” he whispered. “We should be performing.”

      Ilyana shook her head, breaking free from her trance. She nodded at Straiza and jumped back into her routine. She put on the best performance of her life that night, but she felt a sense of finality, as if it would be her last. The two humans on the other side of the glass gave her and Straiza frequent glances as they did their own work, performing their own act to a satisfying conclusion.

      More than anything, she wanted to be in the cell with them, feeling what they were feeling, and the deep hunger rumbled inside. And she knew she wouldn’t be able to resist it much longer.
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        * * *

      

      Jerry opened his eyes to darkness. The smell of death hung in the air. He gagged and coughed, running a hand over his head, feeling only his bare scalp. In disbelief, he followed with his other hand. He’d enjoyed a full head of thick brown hair his entire life. He’d still had it not so long ago, right? When had it started falling out? Days ago? Weeks?

      Jerry rubbed his eyes. They were adjusting to the darkness, but he didn’t want to see. He wiped sweat from his eyes, and when he brought his hands down his face, the hairs of his eyebrows came with it.

      A familiar rumbling echoed from somewhere far above, and a chill shot up his spine like an icepick—the sound of the rotating cells that delivered him to the shows.

      Dear God, somehow, I’m beneath that place.

      His eyes adjusted further, and he saw a vast open space, blurry and grey. He tried to stand, but nausea struck him. He vomited with such force that he imagined himself turning inside out, starting at the mouth and peeling like a can of sardines, until his intestines hung freely out. He retched painfully, but only liquid spewed forth to the ground before his knees. He clutched his ravaged stomach and lost the strength of his knees, collapsing into a pool of his own bile. Writhing on the ground, his hand touched an object a couple feet in front of him, and he reached for it, feeling its smooth, hard surface.

      Emerald-green light filled the room, and his pants grew tighter. He ran a hand down there, and his mouth fell open in shock. How could he possibly be aroused in this state? In this place? The rumbling above stopped, replaced by the familiar beat of the show. Even down here, laying in his own puke, a twinge of excitement shot through his brain at the sound.

      A sound like scattering sticks brought Jerry’s attention ahead in the distance to the silhouette of a large man in robes inside an open door.

      Pain jolted through his body, sudden and dire, sending him sprawling. Pressure built inside, until he felt like he would explode. He mouthed, Help, but no sound came out. His vision faded until he could no longer see. A minute later, the waves of pain ceased, and his vision cleared enough for him to see what he held clutched in his hand, the hard object he’d bumped into before.

      It was a bone.

      His vision cleared further. Mounds of bones were strewn about what looked like a dungeon, as if a giant had swept the deceased into little piles. Jerry studied the bone in his hand.

      These are human bones.

      It had all been a trap. How easily he had taken the bait. Now he would die all alone, here in this evil place, whatever it was. Jerry tried to scream, but, once more, no sound would come. His skin itched—an unbearable chigger-nest itch—and he scratched viciously, peeling back the skin along his arms, legs, and face, leaving behind shallow paths of blood. Far above, the music thumped louder, and Jerry moaned, still feeling the stretch in his pants, despite all his agony. He wanted to cry, but no tears would come.

      A man’s voice from above reverberated through the floor of Club Vilkos and echoed inside the dungeon. A woman’s playful laughter followed. In his delusion, he thought he recognized her voice, but it was impossible. It couldn’t be who he thought it was.

      There was more laughter and prurient noises. Again, he recognized the woman, then pulled his bleeding hands over his head and rocked back and forth.

      No … it can’t be true.

      He removed his hands for just a second—enough time to hear the woman scream with delight. There was no mistaking that voice. He had evoked those same sounds countless times at home in his own bed.

      My Veronica is here with someone else!

      He tried to yell to her, “Veronica! I’m down here! Veronica!” but it came only as a dry hiss. A few feet ahead, the sound of scattering bones brought his attention forward, and he lifted his head.

      A stout figure in an emerald-colored robe stood before him. Bright eyes shone from beneath a hood. When the man spoke, the voice was deep and introspective. A pitiless voice. He stared off to one side. “It’s strange. Why seal this place for so many years? It’s been right here, hidden beneath our noses this whole time. Isn’t that funny?” The man paused, bringing one giant hand beneath his chin. His shining eyes locked with Jerry’s. “Jerry, isn’t it? I think that’s what Borul said.” He dropped his hand to his side.

      Jerry crawled toward the robed figure. “Please, whoever you are … help me.”

      “There are so many mysteries in this world, Jerry.” He teased a small pile of bones with one sandaled foot, sending them flying in different directions. They clattered against the surrounding stone walls with a light echo, before dropping to the ground in the distance. “Look at these bones. Whose were they? How do they remain here, still intact after all this time? Why are they not dust? Were they victims of lust like you, Jerry?” He brought his hand back to his chin. “I do not know.”

      The grinding noise started again, far above, signaling the end of the show. Veronica was returning to the lobby, leaving him to die. Jerry slid along the grime of the floor and placed one hand on the man’s sandal. “I won’t tell anyone about this place. Just let me out. Please!”

      The man stepped aside, forcing Jerry’s hand to slide to the ground. “No. I don’t think I will. Your bones will be added to the collection here. It is a privilege, Jerry. Don’t you see that? To be preserved for all time with these others?” He shuffled bones as he walked along Jerry’s side. “These remains must be centuries old.”

      “No!” Jerry screamed until the nausea returned, and he clutched his stomach.

      “And that’s not even the greatest gift. You get to be a part of something much bigger than yourself. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      The man faced Jerry, with his hands on his hips. But he was looking beyond Jerry, over his head, into the distance. “The eyes have illuminated this sacred place enough to see it, Jerry. Our sapling grows strong. It has taken roots in the abyss, springing from the chasm that runs deep below this dungeon. If you turn around, you may yet see the thing you are feeding before you die.”

      Jerry’s heart fell to a dull thump in his chest, and his breath grew shallow. He shifted his body around on the ground, following the man’s gaze to an object in the near distance. Maybe ten yards away, a hideous black thing with bulbous red veins jerked and twitched about on a stem which protruded from a crack in the dungeon floor. The thing grew and shrank, repeating the throbbing motion. A green tube protruded from the top of the organ and shot up several yards, then turned and disappeared inside an orifice within the stone wall.

      Jerry’s vision blurred, and he could no longer think of words to say. The man in the robe behind him spoke one last time. “Behold, the Heart of the Succubus.”

      Then the world went black.
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      Ridley’s eyes shot open. In all the pain and distraction, he’d missed something obvious.

      The girl with the raccoon tail. She must be one of them.

      He knew now for certain. It wasn’t the drink. That had been denial. She had genuinely sprouted a raccoon’s tail. It must have been a slip-up. Ridley rolled to his side, like stiff, old machinery creaking to life. He wasn’t feeling chills anymore, but his wounds were still sore. How long had he slept?

      The house was silent. Ridley moved his hands over the sheets, feeling only warmth, soft and dry. He recalled stumbling to the bathroom and back. A giant raven and a knock at his door came to his mind too. Probably bad dreams. Wincing, Ridley slipped to his feet and padded to the bathroom. He thought of Club Vilkos, with the bug-eyed man and the weird lights. The place had been creepy. Then another thought made him shudder.

      Ethan was the one who told me about that place. He was pushing it hard.

      He washed himself with a sponge and carefully dressed his wounds, inspecting them for infection. A spot on his shoulder looked questionable, and he took more antibiotics. As a boxer, he could practically double as a neighborhood pharmacist.

      Back in his room, he painfully put on a fresh set of jeans and a tee-shirt, then went to the living room and checked the clock—5:15 p.m. Through the window, the early evening sky was a pale blue. At the front door, he pulled on his boots, black bomber jacket, and headed outside. The sunlight blasted his eyes, and he squinted. When he turned to close the door behind him, his gaze caught a piece of paper taped to the door. He paused to read it aloud.

      
        
        Hey Sweetie,

      

      
        I’m back! I haven’t been able to get a hold of you :( I hope this isn’t a bad time. I know you’re busy at DSC. Wanna do lunch? We’ve got so much catching up to do. Hope you’re doing well. Miss you! Call me.

        

        Love, Mom

      

      

      Ridley took a deep breath and pulled the note from the door. “Definitely not a good time, Ma.”

      The message did bring him a semblance of joy; his mom was back. Maybe she could help him sort out this madness. He put the note inside before closing the door behind him. He would call her tonight.

      But first, it was time to make a little trip.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ridley arrived at Club Vilkos’s desolate lot at 5:38 p.m. Five minutes later, he still sat in his car, contemplating. What had seemed so obvious when he’d left the house was now daunting. He had no plan. Was he going to storm the place, taking no prisoners? If so, it might have been smart to bring his .357 Magnum, which remained tucked in its hidden compartment beneath the coffee table.

      The evening sun peeked through thin clouds and onto the fruit trees scattered about the parking lot. The silver tinted windows of the office buildings reflected the pale sky. He remembered now about work. He’d asked for a day off to recover from his boxing match in the Big City. That had turned into … how many days? He checked his phone, ignoring the swarm of notifications—Tuesday. So, he’d missed work today. Another thing he’d have to deal with later.

      Put it on my tab.

      Priority was to figure out this “monsters masquerading as people” thing. How could he trust anyone without knowing it was really them? One thing was for sure; he wanted zero more encounters with Nightmare-Ethan types. Hard to argue with that logic. Of course, that didn’t jive with his current location.

      The lot was just as barren now as it had been the other night. He should see at least one or two people leaving the office if anyone actually worked in these buildings. Something caught his eye—a silver car parked near the front. He drove closer. He hadn’t noticed it at first.

      A Bentley.

      The only person he knew who drove a Bentley was Jerry. This couldn’t be him, of course. Jerry had been sick for nearly two weeks. Ridley parked a few spots away and inspected the license plate—BGCTYJF. Ridley’s mouth fell open, and he scratched his head.

      Big City Jerry Fontaine. It is him. What is he doing here?

      If he was right about those creatures inhabiting Club Vilkos, Jerry might be in real danger. Ridley approached the Bentley, stumbling over a loose metal pole along the way. Up close, he peered through the passenger side window. The car was decked with leather seats and upholstery with chrome dials. Jerry wasn’t in there. An adult magazine lay on the passenger seat, cover side up.

      Oh, boy. I think Jerry has a problem.

      A putrid smell wafted through a crack in the window, making his stomach clench. He recoiled, holding his nose, still peering inside. What looked like a tiny clump of hair lay at the base of the shifter. A soft drink rested in the cupholder, lined with chunks of what looked like dried vomit.

      Jerry wouldn’t leave his prize possession in such a disgusting state. And that clump of hair … something’s happened to him!

      He should turn and leave. But who would he go to? The police? Not a bad idea, really. He could say he found his friend’s car here. Maybe they could help. But what would he say he was doing here in this desolate lot? He’d be suspect number one. Besides, Jerry might need his help right now. He cursed himself again for leaving his revolver at home. He might have called Frankie if he didn’t dislike the man so much. Besides, he hadn’t returned his trainer’s calls. That would make him look even more suspicious. He also didn’t know if Frankie had seen Nightmare-Ethan’s corpse at the party.

      He could be one of them himself.

      Ridley shuddered and moved away from the Bentley. With a sinking feeling in his stomach, he meandered into the small alley between two buildings, where he’d been only days ago. When he had left last time, something had spoken to him. What were the words? He tried to remember.

      Stay away, not safe.

      Who had tried to warn him? Whoever it had been, he had intended on taking the stranger’s advice. Yet here he was. Vines crept up the alley sides as he walked through the grass, careful this time to avoid puddles. Beyond the alleyway, the circle of dwarf trees came into view and, just beyond, the massive oak doors of Club Vilkos.

      Ridley paused, scratching his chin, contemplating. What good could he even do in his current state?

      Maybe just go in as if everything is normal and take a look aroun—

      Two fingers pressed on his good shoulder from behind, cutting his thought short. His heart jumped to his throat.

      “Hey,” a man’s gruff voice came from behind.

      Ridley spun around. An unshaven man with long, greasy hair stood way too close. Ridley took two steps backward, onto the higher ground of the courtyard.

      “Hey,” the man repeated. “Got any spare coin? A cheddar or two … maybe even a slip?”

      Ridley took a deep breath and shook his head. He patted his empty front pockets. His coin purse was in his back pocket with enough for a round at Club Vilkos, but he needed that. He kept a spare stash beneath the repair papers in his glovebox for emergencies, too. “No. You scared the hell out of me. Do you find people more charitable after you give them a heart attack?”

      The man shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      “Well, I don’t have anything on me.”

      “Is that your car back there? The one you got out of?”

      The nerve of this guy …

      “Maybe. What’s it to you?”

      “Any coins in there?”

      Ridley stepped toward the man, trying not to wince from the soreness in his midsection. He thought he could take the beggar out even in his current state but wanted to avoid that. It was bad policy to beat up the poor … even when they deserved it. “I don’t know who you are, but—”

      “That’s okay. We don’t have to be friends. Just need a bendy. Better yet, a slip.”

      Ridley sighed. “Look. Do you know about this place?” He gestured a thumb over his good shoulder toward the oak doors.

      “Yeah,” the man said, frowning. “I seen some … interesting things around here.”

      “Tell you what. If you tell me everything you know, I’ll give you a glass slipper.”

      “A slip is good. Real good.”

      “Okay. Let’s go back to my car, and you tell me everything you know about this place—I mean everything—and it’s yours.”

      The man gave a thumbs up, spun to leave, and shuffled through the alley. Ridley followed, until a creaking noise from behind made him pause. He turned back in time to see the door to Club Vilkos pull shut with a thud. He shuddered. Had it been opened a crack when he’d first entered the courtyard? He didn’t think so but couldn’t say for sure.

      “Uh-oh,” the beggar said. “I think we should go.” He giggled.

      Ridley followed the man the rest of the way back. Clearly the man had been here before, the way he navigated the alley. Maybe he could tell him something useful.

      At the lot, the man turned to him with a smile, pointing to Ridley’s car. “I’ll follow you now.” It was starting to get dark, but Ridley could see the beggar’s face more clearly in the open space. He was short, with coarse patches of hair strewn across his face. His hair hung halfway to his waist. He wore a ratty sweater, with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. Holes littered his brown-splotched jeans. Dirty shoes with soiled laces covered his feet. The man’s smile revealed only a few remaining teeth.

      Near his car, he faced the beggar. “Okay. Tell me what you know. I’m in a hurry.”

      The man frowned and shook his head. “Oh, no. Not until I see the slip. Show it to me.”

      “Oh, come on, man.” Ridley glared at the man before going around the front of his car to get in the driver’s side. He left the door open and reached across to open the glovebox. After shuffling some papers around, he flashed the large coin at the beggar through the passenger window. “Happy now? Cough it up. What do you know?” Through the window, he could see pronounced veins on the inside of the man’s arm.

      The man’s smile disappeared. “That place is some weird strip joint. I only know because one guy told me. He gave me five, real easy. Not like you. A much nicer guy. Didn’t ask me for nothin’.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Ridley shook his head. “Keep going.”

      “I’d never step foot in there. Gives me the creeps. But some people go over and over, until one day, they just don’t come out no more.”

      “If that was true, wouldn’t their cars be here?”

      The man shook his head. “Sometimes the fat guy with bug-eyes comes out—real ugly fella, makes me look like a princess—anyway, he drives their car somewhere. I’ve seen it twice now. It hasn’t been happenin’ that long, really.”

      Ridley’s skin crawled.

      Bug Eyes … the attendant from the lobby.

      “And how long has this car been here?” He pointed to Jerry’s car.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe ol’ bug-eyes was on his way out to take it when you showed up. I’ve seen that car a lot, though.” The man giggled, and Ridley glared at him.

      “So, you mean to tell me you’re out here asking for coins, and you’ve never gone in there for a show?”

      The man laughed, pointed to himself. “Me? I’m not some loser who would do that. I get my kicks in a different way.” He spread his gap-toothed smile.

      This is truly one sad man.

      Ridley looked the man in the eyes and pointed to the mess of veins on the beggar’s forearm. “That stuff will destroy you. Look. After I’m done here, I can get you some hel—”

      “Just give me my fuckin’ slip like you promised. I don’t want your help.” The man’s face shriveled into a scowl.

      “Okay, fine. It’s your life.” He gestured for the beggar to come to the driver’s side, where he handed over the glass slipper through the open window.

      The beggar’s smile returned. “Thanks. This will be a huge help. Guess I’ll be on my way now.” He turned and shambled right, toward the boulevard.

      Ridley rested his head on the wheel and sighed, then looked ahead. “No more distractions.”

      He had to go in there. And now. He knew more than ever this place was bad news. And Jerry’s time might be running out.

      He pushed open his door. But when he leaned over to get out, something cold and hard struck the base of his skull from behind. Black spots clouded his vision, and a dull pain radiated through his head. A second strike sent him face down on the pavement before he could react. A metal post clanged to the asphalt beside him, and he recognized it as the one he’d tripped over earlier in the lot. Hands quickly shuffled through his pockets. His car door slammed shut, and the Buick’s engine fired up. Shrill laughter filled the air as his tires squealed, leaving him behind. The beggar had stolen his car.

      Seconds later, he blacked out.
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      On the van ride to the train station, Iris didn’t use her knives on the driver or the passenger. In fact, the two were so nice that she’d flipped them a couple cheddars from her coin purse. She had plenty more. Her father had a good stash for emergencies, and she’d brought most of that with her when she’d stopped at the house.

      Her timing to the train station hadn’t been ideal; the westbound train wouldn’t leave until 4:00 p.m., several hours away. Still, she was happy enough that the train would leave that day. Besides, this would give Siv plenty of time to catch up with her. Somehow she’d smuggle him on the train. How hard could it be? He could change into anything.

      She could flip through the Tome while she waited. Plenty of time to kill. She just needed a place away from prying eyes; this thing wasn’t the typical station paperback. She found a spot away from the bustle of commuters, on a hill of dirt and mulch, where she might have been invisible to the frantic faces rushing past her, worrying about this or that on their way to the booth. Sitting in her clandestine spot in the open air, she unclasped the vilskje’s arm from around the Tome, her eyes wild and heart a’flutter.

      She turned to the first page. Strange words appeared, handwritten in black ink, slanted like cursive. It was not one of the several languages her father had taught her, likely because he didn’t know it himself. Her father had taught her of the things beyond the world of humans; some were acknowledged, others forgotten, others yet considered not true at all—myths. She might not have believed in many of the things herself had it not been for the artifacts and the treasures in her father’s study—claws too big to be from a lion or crocodile, strange glowing stones the likes of which she’d never witnessed in nature, flags of no nations taught in school. He taught her how many things existed in this world unseen by humans, and even more long forgotten. His conviction more than anything made her a believer.

      The Tome’s first pages contained illustrations of vilskje, with the text circumventing the depictions. On one page, a group of the shifters stood around a bonfire, roasting meat on twig tips. Two pages later, they soared over the sea as gulls and pelicans, and one still leapt from the shore, only partially shifted to the bird. A warmth filled Iris’s stomach as her mouth pulled into a smile.

      I really wish I could read this.

      She flipped through the pages to look for the building she’d crawled through. But all the pictures were in a natural setting—no houses or roads or any indications of mankind at all. One picture showed the shifters walking from the mouth of a cave. She cocked her head, confused. A moment later, she sighed.

      Of course … this must be of their old home.

      Several pages in, she found a divider page, blank except for one large word in the middle. She flipped past to an illustration of a man with arms and legs like tree trunks and a jaw like a boulder. He wore no shoes and had thick fur across his shoulders like a beast. A coarse rag wrapped his midsection. She gasped in recognition.

      Not a man—a giant. Like the one on the library tapestry back home.

      The next page depicted a small creature with bright, yellow eyes and upturned ears like an elf’s but more floppy on the ends. Elves, of course, were not real.

      A pixie. The most mischievous of creatures. ‘Devilish’, Father calls them, but not quite evil.

      She found herself musing at the illustrations for several hours or running a finger along the mysterious scribblings, guessing at the meanings, half-expecting the sunlight to hit the text in some magical way, translate it directly to her mind.

      Eventually the train station’s big clock struck three, and Iris closed the Tome, little more than a quarter of the way through. She sighed and stood, stretching. Where was Siv? She didn’t want to leave without him, but what choice did she have? At the booth, she signaled to purchase a 4:00 p.m. train ticket.

      “That’ll be one bent lash and five cheddars, please.”

      She pulled together the coins and held them out in her enclosed palm. But she hesitated to reach across. Instead, she shook them in her hand, feeling the smaller cheddars bounce in her palm against the single mahogany bendy. She sighed.

      I can’t do this without Siv. I should give him one last chance.

      “Young lady? Did you still want the ticket?”

      She scanned the departure times before pulling back her hand. “I’m not so sure now. Is the one for tomorrow morning at five booked up?”

      “No. Plenty of spots on that one.”

      She nodded slowly, dropped her coins into her coin purse, and secured it in her backpack. “On second thought, I think I’ll wait. I’ve got a friend who wants to go too.”

      Iris returned to her spot on the nearby hill, sitting cross-legged. She unclasped the Tome and picked up where she’d left off. The train station wouldn’t close at night, and she would stay there. She wouldn’t sleep until Siv arrived or she was alone on the 5:00 a.m. train. If Siv didn’t show up in the next few hours, she was on her own.
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      It had never been difficult for Ilyana to leave the nest. The door on the west end, beyond the general quarters’ honeycomb of tunnels, granted access to the outside. It was locked on the outside but could be opened freely from within. The vilskje were not imprisoned in their chambers nor the nest itself. It was fear that contained them. In the past, fear of Yuryk—and now Osiris. Fear of humans, of being lost once again with no home, in a world hostile to their kind. These fears were enough to hold the vilskje complaisant.

      Not Ilyana, though. She had been adventurous even as a youth in Windlyn Vale. She would venture out as a sparrow over the open sea as far as she dared before turning back. Siv the Seer had respected her daring personality, and she his pursuit of knowledge, and it was this mutual respect that cemented their friendship. But those were days of old, before she was Dancer, when their kind lived in the open sun beneath Mount Svernos. It had been beautiful, but now it was only ash.

      Ilyana had since fallen out of practice with her sparrow, for flying served little purpose inside the nest. But her daring mind had never wavered. Unrest drove her to venture out, and curiosity brought her to the humans. Yuryk had granted her permission to leave the nest on occasion, on account of her occupation as a performer. She would leave in human form and dyr-shift to her raccoon in the nearby woods, scampering over the leaves on her trek to where the humans lived. There, she would observe them, always at night.

      Yuryk had been reluctant to let her roam, but how else could she develop the art of enticement? She would retain in her head the images from her observations and later practice shifting before the glass on her chamber wall. If not for her spying, how else would she learn the best human forms to emulate? These were foreign concepts to the vilskje, who did not mate. Instead, new vilskje—called broodlings—would claw their way through rock and soil to the surface where they were born. But this only happened at one location—the Progeny Chamber back in Windlyn Vale, long since abandoned. No new vilskje spawned anymore. They were the last.

      But Yuryk was dead, and tonight, the permission had instead come from dreadful voices within her own head. She feared the voices, but she relished their words. It was the command she had been waiting for since she’d drank from the idol’s hands. “Ilyana, it is time to leave the clan behind. Go now through the woods, and I will act as your guide.”

      Part of Ilyana wanted to scrape the intrusive voices from her head, but their words excited her, and a hunger swelled deep inside. So she obeyed, leaving the nest in the usual way. The voices met her again at the edge of the forest, coaxing her onward as her raccoon. She found changing and maintaining forms easy now. No longer taxing like before. The awful voices spoke again at a familiar line of trees, telling her to turn left where she usually took a right. In a neighborhood beyond the woods, it directed her past several houses, until she came to one with stone siding and a garden path leading through the back yard. She followed the path, splitting off through the grass and coming to a bedroom window.

      There she crouched, watching through the glass a few feet away, hidden beside a bush. Before tonight, watching had been a mere curiosity, a fascination with humans and their pleasures of the flesh.

      But it was different this time.

      Even in her dyr form, her skin tingled with excitement, and her eyes stretched wide. Inside, the lights were bright and the shades open, privacy of no apparent concern to the lovers within. Ilyana smiled as she leaned in, surprised to recognize them as they shed their clothing.

      It’s those two from Club Vilkos! The wild ones who came tonight.

      She had followed them home, guided by the voices, and they were coming together again so soon. Immense energy radiated from inside the house, and she yearned for it until her heart could burst. She wanted to be with them, in her human form. For the first time, she recognized it as lust.

      But it wasn’t lust alone that compelled her to stalk closer, maw dripping saliva. A hunger swelled inside her, a monstrous thing she couldn’t explain. It threatened to pull her apart from the inside if she didn’t give it what it wanted.

      Inside the bedroom, the man held the woman, caressing her body. Her head was cocked back, her lips curled into a moaning smile. They collapsed upon the bed, and he was on her, kissing her body, and she his. A wild tingling sensation ran through Ilyana until she could stand it no longer. She shifted to her dancer, naked in the moonlight, and stepped close. She ran her fingertips lightly along her skin, letting her anticipation build. A smile crept on her face. The two inside were oblivious to her advance, but they would know soon—when she joined them.

      But the dreadful voices reemerged.

      “Stop, Ilyana. You must wait until he leaves. Then they can be yours.”

      Ilyana felt like screaming. Had the voices brought her here only to torment her? But somehow, she complied, dyr-shifting to her raccoon once more before the lovers could see her. She paced across the yard under the night sky, snarling and wrestling the urges which bit at her, like flies desperate for a meal in their short lives.

      From the bedroom, sounds of passion made their way outside, torturing her until she bit her tongue hard enough to bleed. This was suffering of the worst kind. More painful than the burning stones at Yuryk’s hands. Fascination had become torment. The promise of rapturous fulfillment was so close, yet she couldn’t take it. Why shouldn’t she take what she wanted?

      At last, the energy dissipated, and she heard muffled voices. The light turned off inside the bedroom. Ilyana crawled to the window, listening.

      “I’ll be back in the morning,” the man said. “I want to be with you, Veronica.”

      “You have been such a surprise, Scott,” the woman replied. “A big one.” She laughed. “Why won’t you just stay?”

      “I want to, but I’ve got to … feed my cat.” He sounded embarrassed. “Sorry. Tonight was just so—”

      “Feed your cat?” The woman laughed again. “You’re so sweet, Scotty. How is it that you got tangled up with a girl like me?”

      The man shrugged. “I guess love chose for me.”

      Veronica took a deep breath and shook a finger at him. “The L word is a no-no, darling.” Her hand fell back down. “See you soon, stud.”

      The man waved awkwardly and left.

      Veronica faced the window. She was beautiful—maybe the best female specimen Ilyana had ever observed. For a moment, Ilyana thought the woman had seen her. Ilyana froze, holding her breath, but a second later Veronica was beside the bed, moving the sheets this way and that, until they were smooth and orderly. She sang a tune while she worked. When she finished, she disappeared from view. A moment later, the sound of falling water made its way outside, and the awful voices filled Ilyana’s head.

      “Now, Ilyana. Go claim her. The waiting is over at last.”

      Fear and excitement welled in Ilyana in equal measure, an uncomfortable dichotomy that had sprung into her life in recent days. She stepped up to the window, shifting effortlessly to her dancer once more. She paused, thinking. What did the voices mean by claim her? She realized now how much more she wanted to be with the man who had left. She had only seen them together, but it was his body that had brought intense sensations to her own, waves of pleasure that she had never once felt as a vilskje.

      I want to be a human.

      But what did she need to do with this woman, Veronica? She didn’t know.

      Ilyana pulled the window all the way open. She leaned her upper body inside and dyr- shifted to raccoon, clawing her way in and dropping onto soft carpet, where she shifted to her dancer form. But as soon as she landed, the voices chided her.

      “No. Shift to the one you desire. The man.”

      Ilyana paused. She hadn’t practiced male forms in the past. She always danced as a female. The thought of shifting into an object of desire was strange but somehow … alluring. She started with her arms, watching the muscles flesh out and the hair on the arms grow as she remembered seeing them. Her legs grew stout, and her mid-section thickened. She closed her eyes to envision the man as she had seen him through the window. She saw herself shift to him in her mind’s eye. Once satisfied that she had become him, she opened her eyes. She looked down and gasped. She walked forward to the wall mirror and saw the reflection of her desire. Powerful waves of pleasure ran over her body, causing an unfamiliar physical reaction. Her mouth dropped open. The voices returned.

      “Now. Claim her.”

      Ilyana walked through the room and around the corner, following Veronica’s beautiful voice, which came in beautiful song from the bathroom, in tune with the falling water. Her heart raced when she peered through the cracked door. Veronica stood in the shower, facing away from her, with the curtain half drawn. The voices came once more.

      “Witness your reflection, Ilyana.”

      “Do you wish to feel what she feels?”

      “All you have to do is to reach out, touch her … and allow it.”

      Without making a noise, Ilyana entered the bathroom as the man. She watched Veronica enjoy the steaming water as it splashed over her hair, cascading onto her shoulders and over her body. Ilyana admired Veronica as she sponged her firm, toned skin.

      Veronica laughed. “They come to me. Not the other way around.” She did a little dance move in the shower and laughed again. “They come to me.”

      Ilyana crept forward until she was within arm’s reach of Veronica. She glanced sideways at the half foggy mirror and felt a rush of excitement at her own naked reflection. She ran a hand down her body.

      How exhilarating.

      She turned back to Veronica to find the woman facing her, eyes and mouth wide open. She covered her arms over her breasts and screamed. Ilyana saw a brief terror in the woman’s eyes, and it gave her a curious satisfaction.

      Why do I relish her fear?

      Dread poured into Ilyana’s heart, and she realized now what the voices demanded from her. The price of pouring the dark fluid so willingly down her own throat.

      Veronica breathed deep relief and shouted, “Scotty! What are you doing here? You scared the hell out of me!”

      Oh, how can I stop this? What power do I have over these desires?

      She stammered in a voice too high to be the man that she was emulating. “I …”

      Veronica looked down. “You’re ready to do it again?”

      The voices commanded Ilyana. “Reach out and touch her.”

      She was powerless to resist the tremendous hunger that grew within. She spoke in a low tone, similar to how she’d heard the man speak earlier.

      “I … wanted to see you again.” She stepped into the shower, inching closer, enjoying the hot water that bounced from Veronica’s shoulder onto her own skin.

      Veronica cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. She crossed one arm over to rest a hand on her opposite shoulder. “Something’s different about you. I’m not sure what, though.”

      “Touch her.”

      “You’re earning your nickname tonight, creepo. Did you do something with your hair?”

      “I just need to … touch you,” Ilyana whispered, and she reached slowly with one hand, watching Veronica’s pulse form a throbbing vein in her neck. The hunger roared inside.

      “Okay, you’re scaring me, Scott. This isn’t fu—”

      Ilyana cradled Veronica’s cheek with one masculine hand, cutting her words short. Her touch rendered Veronica’s body still. The woman struggled to break free but could not. She groaned in desperation. Ilyana brought her other hand to the opposite cheek in a delicate vise, strengthening her hold on the human. She leaned forward and brought her face—Scott’s face—close to look into the woman’s eyes. Joy swept through Ilyana at the terror quivering in Veronica’s pupils. Ilyana’s hands grew thin and spidery as she nakken-shifted to her vilskje form, losing herself entirely to the whims of the beast within. Veronica’s life began its transfer into Ilyana. Strength surged into Ilyana’s flesh, and her victim thrashed in her hands. Veronica’s desperate struggle brought Ilyana an ecstasy beyond belief.

      Veronica opened her mouth wide and screamed, somehow finding strength for a last effort against the succubus. But the sound brought Ilyana joy, and Veronica’s body thinned in her hands, her eyes shallow and her skin shrunken inward, shriveling. Ilyana moved her hands to the corpse’s waist as it lost the strength to hold itself up. Scream became whisper, and Veronica’s mouth closed for the last time. Ilyana’s own mouth opened, and Veronica’s scream poured loudly from herself, rebounding in the acoustics of the bathroom walls. At last, she closed her mouth, and the scream cut to silence.

      Ilyana dropped the loose bag of flesh into the tub with the sound of a wet slap. She panted, letting the hot water run over herself, then closed her eyes to relish the moment. She faced the mirror and saw Veronica at her most beautiful. And she was satisfied.
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      Something or someone dragged Ridley backward by his shoulders, his heels digging shallow trenches into gravel. Too weak to resist, he groaned and tried to make sense of his surroundings. His captor pulled Ridley over a circle of dirt. Ridley’s gaze caught a formation of fruit trees and recognized them as the ones in front of Club Vilkos.

      No … how am I …

      His tailbone nailed one of the tree’s roots, and pain shot down his legs, already scraped and burning. He tried to yell, but his head pounded like an ungloved fist to the skull, and no words would escape his lips. Beyond the tree, a giant raven sat atop a fence, beneath the moon. It flapped its wings and screeched, agitated. He reached behind his head to swat at his assailant, but his hand couldn’t find them. He dug his heels to the ground, yet his slide continued. There must have been more than one working together, for he could not break free.

      “Admission is free tonight,” the bug-eyed attendant said.

      The raven was the last thing he saw before the hands pulled him into Club Vilkos through the oak double doors, looming larger than ever in his grounded state. Once inside, blurred shapes moved about and shut him into darkness. Several sets of clawed hands seized and lifted him. He was powerless in their collective clutches.

      “No. Please. Let me go.” He did not recognize the weak, desperate mutterings that escaped his lips.

      His captors didn’t speak. They brought him to the side of the attendant’s stairs, through a narrow hallway and a door. They carried him down a winding tunnel—down, and down some more. Terrible thoughts filled his head. Thoughts of his missing Ava and Nightmare-Ethan. Of his brother, dead on his account. Of his mother’s note. In the blurring ceiling above, he pictured the massive raven cawing, shaking its wings.

      Adrenaline kicked in, and he squirmed to break free, but pounding shots to his spine from below had him clench up, moaning. Clawed hands held him firm, carrying him past more doors and twisting paths, until a foul stench filled the air, growing stronger with each step.

      At last, they stopped. Weightlessness found his stomach when they rolled him over and dropped him to the floor. The whispers around him were soft and hard to distinguish in the shuffling. Torchlight flickered upon an uneven plank door open in front of him, ratchety and wicked looking. The floor extended a couple feet beyond the open door, and beyond that, only darkness. Ridley got to his hands and knees, heart pounding and skin crawling.

      “Please. Just let me go.”

      He tried to turn around, but many claws grabbed his legs and torso and flung him hard through the door and beyond the edge of the floor to the unknown below.

      Several feet down, Ridley landed hard on a hill of bones, scattering them. His body felt broken. The stench here was unbearable. He felt a sticky wetness on the back of his head and shuddered when he pulled his hand back to see it covered in blood. He lifted himself onto his arms and surveyed his surroundings. Dread squeezed him like a tight skin.

      The place resembled a dungeon. It glowed a pale green, from a source he couldn’t find. High above, a domed ceiling encapsulated the vast emptiness. It wasn’t the space itself that wrenched his heart right from his chest but the piles of bones. They scattered the dirty floor like giant anthills. It didn’t take him long to realize they had once belonged to humans.

      And the smell! The unmistakable smell of death. He recalled that time he had hiked through Hinzel woods with Ava and Doug, following a light in the sky, only to discover a deer’s carcass. They had nearly fallen into its rotting flesh. Their gaze had been fixed skyward. Or that time as a boy when the family car had broken down on the way to school. He’d walked the rest of the way with his mother. He remembered the bones he’d passed along the side of the boulevard, black and steaming in the hot sun. Scarce bits of meat clung to them, black from the sun, and white hairs were scattered around. The stench had found his nostrils and grabbed his throat, pulling him to his knees until he retched. You never forget the smell of death.

      Ridley thought of Friar Reginald of King’s Court Tabernacle. He had decided to give faith a chance that day, when he’d thought he had hit rock bottom. But things had only gotten worse from there. If ever there was a time to give up on God, to lose any credence in faith, it was now. And he’d never really had it to begin with.

      And yet he decided to give it one last shot. One final chance for God to show his face, to grant him a shred of mercy in his cursed life. He closed his eyes, wove his fingers together, and prayed, reciting the words to Grace’s Touch firmly and deliberately, pouring his heart and soul into each syllable.

      He opened his eyes and tried to stand, but one foot rolled over a bone, and he fell forward into the grime. His shoulder and midsection screamed where Nightmare-Ethan had sliced him. He pushed himself up again. This time, he saw something maybe twenty yards away—and his heart froze. A fleshy, pulsating object grew from a chasm in the dungeon floor, covered thickly by the pale emerald light that haunted this place. The horrific thing rose on a stem which grew to nearly his height. Red veins streaked down its burgundy flesh, and it twitched and jerked, shrank and grew, over and over. A green tube protruded from what might be considered its head and shot upward several feet before turning to disappear into the wall.

      That thing is pumping like a heart.

      Ridley stood, more careful this time, and noticed a tightness in his jeans. He looked down and grimaced with shocked disgust.

      What the … how could I be turned on in a place like this? What’s wrong with me?

      The lights shone intently upon him then, covering him in an emerald-colored glow, until his skin looked reptilian. He realized these were the same lights he’d seen inside Club Vilkos that night. Suddenly nauseated, he went to a knee and vomited the contents of his stomach. Then he sat, shaking, too weak to stand. He tried not to panic, but he needed to get out of there fast. Those lights were actively fucking with him. He could feel them penetrating inside, making him sick and lighting a fire under his libido at the same twisted time. He felt another wave of nausea coming, and he clutched his stomach.

      What is this place?

      A door opened on the far wall, the sound echoing across the dungeon and seizing Ridley’s attention. A barrel of a man ambled toward him, taking his time—around bone hills and over sinew dust. He wore an emerald-colored robe and sandals, flanked on either side by two thin insectile creatures—the ungodly, sushi-eating type that liked to attack him with crab claws. The trio came within a few yards of Ridley and stopped, observing him like an exhibit at a museum.

      It’s time to run. Back from where I was thrown. It’s not that high up …

      Ridley tried to stand, but another wave of nausea hit him, and he collapsed to a knee, trying to vomit. Nothing came but pain.

      The man in the emerald-colored robes spoke, his voice calm and stoic. “You are quite unlike the other, Ridley. You resist.” The man pointed somewhere to his right in the distance, his robe hanging low from his extended arm like fine drapery. “He’s been drained, I’m afraid. Not much of a loss, in truth.”

      Ridley followed the man’s fingers to a blue and pink garment atop a bone hill. It looked familiar. After seeing the Bentley in the lot, he immediately made the connection.

      No … oh no! That’s Jerry’s shirt … the one he wears all the damn time, with the yachts and the palm trees.

      “He was rather weak,” the man said. “Practically drained even before tonight. Still, he was a nice slow burn, sustenance for weeks. But you look much more promising.”

      Ridley slowly turned his head, until he could see from the corner of his eye the gap in the wall where the shapeshifters had tossed him into the dungeon.

      It’s not that high. If I can just pull myself up there, maybe I’ll have a chance.

      “It was impressive how you resisted the eyes on your first visit. Yet here you are anyway. Back for more fun.” The man’s deep laughter echoed from the dungeon walls.

      The pain in Ridley’s midsection made him question his plan to dash for the hole in the wall.

      “I planted a dark seed in this forgotten place not long ago.” The man pointed to the twitching object in the near distance. “She’s come along much faster than I anticipated.” The man’s cloak shrouded his face in darkness, except for two burning eyes and the teeth behind his wry smile. “Perfect conditions, I suppose.”

      Ridley scowled. “What is it?”

      The man walked closer, and Ridley knew his chance to flee had passed.

      “This place has become a vessel for the succubus.”

      “Succubus? They were all hunted down a thousand years ago.”

      “Indeed, they were. But there are ways to come back into the world, Ridley. The Heart of the Succubus is one such way. It will bring them back.”

      “That thing looks like it deserves to bathe in fire.” Ridley stood, fighting off nausea, and locked eyes with the robed man. “So, this is your master plan? To take out the human species one perverted middle-aged man at a time, with a strip joint in the middle of nowhere?”

      The robed man smiled, the corners of his mouth just visible under the hood. “Calling yourself names now? You came here yourself if I do recall.” He turned and walked back to his shapeshifter underlings. “No matter. This is just the beginning, Ridley. You need to understand we are not just resurrecting the succubus. We are creating an entirely new species, one that can shift into anything and can exploit the greatest human weakness.”

      “What weakness?”

      “Humans are slaves to their desire. We will become their masters.”

      “Are you not a human yourself? Who are you?”

      The green lights seemed to amplify onto him then, driving intense pain, like a spear to the gut. Awful urges flooded his mind, utterly out of place in this dungeon hellhole. He itched where the emerald-colored light bathed his skin in its glow.

      The man’s eyes glowed green and fixed upon Ridley. “I think that’s enough for now.”

      Black spots flooded Ridley’s vision, and he fought to retain consciousness. “I …” He found he could no longer speak, and his knees collapsed. He fell into a pile of himself.

      “The eyes are draining you. Soon the heart will feed, and you will wither away. And from the nectar of your life, a new species will be born.”
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            Not So Fast

          

        

      

    

    
      It was 2:00 a.m. the last time Iris had checked the station’s clock. Had it chimed since then? She didn’t think so. However, one thing was clear. Siv’s time was running out. Soon she would go back to the attendant, and this time, she would leave with one ticket in hand, having wasted precious time for no benefit.

      For now, Iris set aside that unwelcome thought and flipped to the back of the Tome. She’d been so caught up in its pages that she’d forgotten about the flask. Her eyes were heavy as she pulled the wizard green glass from its hollow and angled it up to one of the station’s lights, illuminating the liquid inside. She turned it in her hand, watching the tiny bubbles drift from one end to the other.

      She remembered pouring the elixir into Siv’s mouth. It had been a brilliant red and its effects—miraculous. He had completely transformed. A shine came to his feathers—immediately—and a confident ease to his voice, new strength to his body.

      What exactly is in this?

      She uncorked the wooden stopper, brought the lip of the glass to her nose, and inhaled. The aroma was powerful, smoky and metallic, and she coughed. Her nostrils burned for a few seconds. An old lady in the station noticed her and held her gaze for a moment before looking away. She secured the stopper on the flask and stowed it in the hollow again.

      At this point, she needed to take her losses. The time for waiting was over. It wasn’t logic, but fear, that had driven her earlier decision, she realized.

      As Father would say, I took the fool’s path.

      Had Siv broken his promise? He said he’d catch up with her, but it had been more than a full day since she’d escaped the nest. Shouldn’t he be back with her by now?

      Unless he didn’t escape his pursuers.

      She shook her head. He seemed too strong after swallowing the elixir. She doubted they got to him. Had he abandoned her? That didn’t make sense either. Even if he didn’t want to help her, he wouldn’t leave his Tome. Oh well, she would probably never know. It was pointless to think about it.

      Iris shut the Tome and secured the latch in place with its clasp. She was about to stand when something dark caught the corner of her eye, pulling her gaze in that direction. A black raven landed next to her, vast and beautiful, sending chunks of mulch rolling down the hill.

      “Siv! You kept your promise after all.”

      She couldn’t keep the joy from her voice. It was hard to imagine this shining specimen as the decrepit grey bird she had first met on the side of the boulevard, though he wasn’t really a bird at all.

      “Yes, of course,” he squawked. “A vilskje always keeps his word.”

      Iris gave Siv a serious look. “I don’t have a plan yet to get you on the train. We have at least two hours, though. Maybe you could fly through a window or somehow hold on from the outside? Or maybe even shift to a person and get a ticket? I have enough coin, but that—”

      “Iris, I can’t leave with you yet. I’m needed at the nest. It’s urgent. I came for the Tome.”

      Iris shook her head. “What? You must help me find Father. You promised!” Her voice prompted stares from the few people gathered at the station for the first early morning train. She didn’t care.

      Siv bowed low to the dirt. “I’m sorry, Iris. I’ll come back for you after—”

      “Like hell!” Iris stood. “Father needs us now. I’ve been waiting here for you for a damn eternity.”

      Siv cocked his head, his dark gaze piercing. “You don’t understand! Something terrible is happening. They dragged a man into the nest. I tried to warn him to stay away.”

      Iris crossed her arms and blew her hair from her face. “Is my father not important?”

      Siv extended his wings outward. “Of course, he is! But this man, I recognized him. He saved my life not long ago. Now I must save his.”

      A young boy, maybe six years old, fixated on Siv, inching ever closer from the station. “Mommy, did that bird just talk?”

      The boy’s mother took his hand and joined in staring.

      Iris waved them away. “Stop. You’re scaring my pet. I’m trying to teach her new words. She’s a frightened girl.”

      “Frightened girl?” Siv whispered.

      “That’s what you get,” Iris snapped back in a low voice. “Did you even think of me, even once? Are all vilskje as selfish as you?”

      The two onlookers turned slowly away with puzzled faces.

      “Iris, I understand how you feel, and I’m sorry. But this is bigger than one man. Soon this corruption will seep into the world. Others will suffer. Look. There’s no time! Please, just give me the Tome. I must stop this somehow.”

      She brought one hand to her face and wiped away a tear. “I’m not giving it back.”

      “But, Iris, I’ve g—”

      “I’m coming with you. Only because it’s what Father would want.”

      “No. It’s too dangerous.”

      Iris picked up the Tome and hugged it tightly. “I’m coming with you, Siv. Or else you’ll have to pry this from my arms.”

      Siv flapped his wings in frustration. “Fine. We leave now. There’s no time to lose. I’ll carry the book once we get out of sight of the humans. It’s my burden.”

      “We are always in sight of the passing cars along the road, though.”

      Siv shook his head. “We’re not taking the road. We go the straightest and fastest path, through the clusters of human houses.”

      “You mean neighborhoods?”

      “Right … neighborhoods. And past the long buildings with the rising smoke and horrid smell.”

      “Factories. Those are called factories.” A smile inched onto her face, though she suppressed it with every ounce of her being. “Fine, let’s go.” She paused, wrinkling her nose. “But how is the Tome going to save this man?”

      Siv hop-skipped across the mound, away from the station. He spun back to her, wings out, and the lights from the station caught his eyes, making them shine. “I have an idea.”
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      After sucking the life from Veronica, Ilyana stood in the tub for a long while, in the likeness of the woman. Her body ached with immense satisfaction, and her eyes stayed closed, focusing on the beauty of the moment. Aftershocks of pleasure rippled through her body, and her eyeballs twitched beneath their lids. Strength surged through her veins, intoxicating and true. It transformed her.

      The awful voices appeared in her head with new tasks. Words wove in and out on a helix, from one to many, and back again. They reminded her of the dark path she’d embarked upon, the horror she was becoming.

      The horror I have already become.

      She opened her eyes, expecting to be in nakken form, for she had felt no physical change when her eyes had been closed, but the gorgeous Veronica stared back at her from the bathroom mirror. She breathed in deep and slow, satisfied.

      Am I … human? Have I truly transformed?

      Maybe killing the human had been a one-time act—a terrible deed to leave behind! She searched inside and found no desire to repeat the act. For the first time, she needed nothing at all.

      She went to task, taking sheets from the bed and wrapping the withered corpse like a spider’s meal, thicker and thicker, until she couldn’t feel the scant bag of flesh inside. She dragged the woman out the back door and into the garden.

      “You’re not human, Ilyana.”

      Naked in the moonlight, False-Veronica dropped the body down a well, as instructed, and waited for the sickening splash. It would need a cover for the inevitable stench.

      What am I? she asked the awful voices, though she knew the answer.

      “Something better, something new,” the awful voices twisted into her mind.

      Back in the house, she cleaned up the murder. After checking all over, she found new bedsheets behind a door. She spread them over the mattress, feeling stretchy bands at the edges that helped them cling to the bed. She washed blood from the tub and scooped up loose strands of Veronica’s hair, then brought them to the well and let them fall in clusters of lovely yellow and red. Part of her was mortified by the sight. Part of her reveled in it.

      She went inside and sat on the bed, resting her head on one hand. Aside from a tiny, insignificant voice in her head, she was at total peace for the first time since the clan left Windlyn Vale so many years ago. She felt no hunger, thirst, fear, or fatigue. She was powerful and free. And tomorrow—she would see the sun.

      “Ilyana, you can be Veronica now.” The voices sounded less awful.

      False-Veronica stretched her new body over the mattress, pondering the possibilities of life on the outside, enjoying the feeling of the sheets on her soft human skin. She thought of the dark tunnels that wove through the vilskje’s nest. She thought of their tiny, dull eyes. They had become puppets long ago, and she hated them. She smiled as a new thought dawned on her.

      I can stay here. I will never go back.

      But then she thought of Windlyn Vale, Mount Svernos towering over the shores of the Spyrul Sea, and Glimryn Forest to the west. She thought of Siv the Seer and the salty winds beneath her thrush’s wings pushing her farther and farther across the ocean. A nostalgic joy spread through the smallest part inside.

      Maybe I can see places like those again. There must be mountains in this new world.

      Soon Ilyana found herself thinking of Scott. She had watched him with more than curiosity this time. She knew it as lust, something she had never felt before drinking from the idol. Her body reacted physically in ways not possible before. Now those reactions were starting again. Excitement danced in her heart when she pictured him. A tingling ran across her skin, and she longed for him when she ran her fingers down her body in exploration.

      Less than two restless hours later, the company of her desire arrived at Veronica’s doorstep. A loud, obnoxious tune rang through the house, startling her from the bed where she still lay naked. She walked about the unfamiliar house, with her head cocked toward the ceiling—where was this sound coming from? What did it mean?—until a light knock brought her to a large door with a tiny hole in the upper middle. Curiously, she peered through the hole.

      Her heart fluttered when she recognized Scott, and her urges intensified. He looked oddly distorted, but she figured the spy glass was the cause. She grasped the knob to open the door, but it slid from her grip. She pulled her hand back, inspecting it and rubbing her fingers together. She gasped.

      I’m actually sweating like one of them.

      She opened the door, but her smile faded when she saw his clothes. Why do they hide their bodies? She wanted to pull him right in; she’d waited so long for this.

      Scott stared with his mouth half open and his eyes wide. “Veronica, you’re naked.”

      Ilyana’s smile returned. She saw the inner circles of his eyes grow, and saliva gathered in her mouth. His lust radiated through the doorway, and sexual energy sparked in the air. She closed her eyes and breathed it in deeply, feeling the energy converge and stream down her throat, spreading throughout her body. She struggled to contain the animalistic urges that ran through her flesh, but new strength allowed her restraint, if only for the pleasure of anticipation.

      “Veronica?” the man asked with innocent eyes.

      Ilyana stepped forward to pull him inside but stopped, remembering the corpse in the well. A hint of desperate fear surfaced from inside. She stepped backward, searching inside herself for the dark hunger but only finding lust—the urge she struggled now to contain. Could she touch him, or would he …?

      Scott broke eye contact and shuffled his feet awkwardly.

      “Do not fear, Ilyana … not ever again. Feed your desires. His life is only forfeit if you allow,” the comforting voices spoke inside her head.

      She breathed a deep sigh of relief. “I’m sorry, um … Scott.” She wasn’t well versed in human communication. Her shows had been strictly visual.

      Scott locked eyes with her again. “You look unbelievable. May I come in?”

      Ilyana nodded, seizing him like a prisoner, and pulling him into the house, leaving the door open behind them. The next hour was a blur of sweat and flying clothes and pleasures of the human kind that she had only dreamed of. She became acquainted with three rooms in the house, from more angles than she could remember, and she learned the ins and outs of Scott’s body, then took more lessons anyway. Oddly, the act felt natural, as if she were truly human.

      For a full hour, Scott wore an expression of utter shock and joy, and he struggled to keep up with the insatiable False-Veronica. Eventually, they made their way back to the bedroom, where they had started their tryst. The odd couple collapsed on the bed, panting, drenched in sweat, and laughing together.

      Scott turned onto his side to face her, his chest glistening in the overhead light. “That was incredible!”

      She nodded, deciding she was satisfied for now. “Yes. It truly was, Scott. Thank you.” Her gaze found the ceiling and blurred in thought. How had she ended up here, where her dreams had come true overnight?

      Fingers squeezed the palm of her hand, and she turned to see Scott staring intently at her.

      “Can I call you V?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “I know you said not to, but I can’t help it, V.”

      She focused on his eyes, blazing with passion. “Can’t help what?”

      “I’ve got to tell you …” His eyes broke to the side for a second before returning to her face. “I’m in love with you. Hopelessly.”

      “Love.” Ilyana repeated his word. “What is love?”

      Scott laughed. “More games, V?”

      False-Veronica shook her head. “Was that love? What we just did?”

      Scott pursed his lips, and one eye widened, looking confused. Several seconds later, he grinned, and relief washed over his face. “Okay. I see where you’re going with this.” He laughed and brought his other hand over to hers. “It’s not about that. Not for me it isn’t.”

      Ilyana cocked her head, confused.

      “I care about you.” Scott nodded assuredly. “I want to be with you forever.”

      His words touched her. No vilskje had ever spoken to her that way, and never would. It wasn’t their way.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back. I’ve already been with you, from a distance anyway, for close to ten years—you just didn’t know it. So I’ve had time to ease into these feelings.”

      Humans are even more strange and confusing than I realized.

      But as she gazed into his eyes, she thought of the dessicated body in the well, deep below the ground, just on the other side of this bedroom wall, and she vowed to never let that happen to this human who loved her.
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        * * *

      

      An hour or so after Scott left, Ilyana sat in Veronica’s house, at a table in a large room with a television and a refrigerator. She had seen these accommodations before in her observations, but she had little interest in them. She wasn’t hungry and needed no entertainment. What she wanted was answers.

      Good things always come at a price.

      She reflected on the events of the past few hours—some glorious, some horrific—until she built up the requisite courage to take the next step. She would reach out to the voices that had guided her here. She closed her eyes and focused, until she could see her thoughts flowing into the darkness of her mind like words across a night sky:

      I am grateful for the gifts you’ve given me. But what are you?

      She waited, breathing deeply and watching her thoughts drift into a starless space. There was no response. She tried again, creating new words in the void.

      I drank fluid from an idol’s hands. Were those your hands?

      The space changed. The drifting words blurred, then her mind flashed a brilliant green, and a response appeared.

      “No.”

      She waited, but no further words came.

      The Idol … can you tell me what it was?

      She watched her words drift and blur, then, again, the green flash.

      “Yes.”

      Ilyana waited for what seemed an eternity before a response formed.

      “You drank from the likeness of a great succubus—a species vanquished nearly a thousand years ago.”

      She did not waste time in her response.

      Are you a succubus?

      Her mind turned to a blood red, and the awful voices grew closer.

      “No. I existed before the oldest stone ’neath the soil of your world. See me now.”

      Ilyana’s heart slammed like thunder, but she kept her eyes shut. A jade figure drifted in from the distance, floating through the night sky where her thoughts had been moments before. The figure resembled a beautiful woman, so tall and thin as to seem stretched. She wore an elegant green dress, flowing along her waist, as if by wind. The entity’s power pervaded her mind, until she felt pressure inside her skull. Ice spread through her body to the point of regret—until she wished she had never spoken to the awful voices in her head. She imagined now—a thought within her thoughts—the woman twitching one phantom finger toward her, exploding her into a thousand pieces, her blood and flesh splattering all over the room where she sat, entranced.

      Ilyana asked a question inside her mind, wondering if the entity already knew it before she spoke.

      Are you a god?

      The space around the floating woman flashed brilliant green.

      “Yes.”

      Ilyana composed herself, projecting herself within her mind to float in space before the deity.

      Tell me, please. Can I live among the humans? Must I kill them?

      A flash of green, then …

      “You can live among them, but you must also feed on them. You drank the nectar of the humans, pledged to the succubus covenant. Now you are bound to satiate the hunger inside.”

      Somewhere far away, in the physical world, Ilyana thought of Scott, and her muscles tightened. She tapped False-Veronica’s foot nervously on the floor tile.

      How long must I feed this hunger within?

      But the deity vanished.

      A moment later, Ilyana’s eyes shot open in Veronica’s house.

      She would get no response.
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      Siv led the way in his natural vilskje shape—nakken form, he had called it—and Iris followed in near silence. It was bad enough to be back inside the nest, in this claustrophobic ductwork, but to see his insectile feet before her was unsettling—even if he was on her side.

      “Our lean bodies are good for this sort of thing,” he whispered, “faster than hopping as a bird, though I could have tried my shrew. That one always makes me nervous, though. Such a tiny, delicate form.”

      They had entered the building from the western side this time, a different duct with a different destination. “If I’m right,” he said, “this will lead us to the deepest part of our nest. I think they’d bring our friend to that most unholy place. We must get there. Time is short.”

      “How do you know where the ducts lead?” she whispered back, remembering the vilskje from before who had walked beneath the open cover without even noticing.

      “Before I was exiled, they called me Siv the Seer, because I have powers of observation not common to the vilskje—though I suffer from the same poor memory. The brain can only retain so much over the centuries. We all have our weaknesses. I, for one, am not adept in your form. My old friend Ilyana, though … well, she’s skilled in the mimicry of humans.” He stopped to lower himself closer to the floor of the duct in what looked like a mournful posture. “They call her Dancer now, and I worry for her. She wasn’t doing well confined in this new nest. In a way, I almost wish she had been exiled with me.”

      A second later, he rose again and continued forward. “Anyway, I’ve seen the pathways of the ducts from below, and my innate curiosity mapped them to my brain. An ugly, rudimentary map it is, but a map nonetheless.”

      Ahead, the duct sloped upward and widened. Siv turned to one side and squatted awkwardly on four feet, his back wedged against the side of the duct. He pointed a claw over her shoulder. “I need your help. Please hand me your pack.”

      Iris frowned. “What do you need—”

      “Please … there’s little time. I’ll show you.”

      Iris reached behind, where she had been dragging the pack after her. She slid it to her friend.

      Siv shifted one of his mantid arms to that of a human. With concentration, he unzippered the front pouch and retrieved an object from inside. He held it between them, his beady vilskje eyes growing to the size of acorns.

      “Tell me. How does this work?”

      Iris’s eyebrows raised, and she shook her head, amused.

      A vilskje with a syringe … now that is something Father never warned me about.

      “It’s a needle and syringe. A used one, from the look of it. Please tell me that’s not from the ground outside. Did you sneak that in my bag?”

      Siv spoke with quiet intent. “Tell me now, Iris. Will it mix blood?”

      “Mix blood? You’re creeping me out, Siv.” She grabbed the syringe from his hand and inspected it. “This is definitely used. Gross. I’ve given Father shots before … vaccines even. Don’t ask me how he got the stuff. He believes in modern medicine, but he won’t step foot in a clinic.”

      “How does it work? I must know.”

      She slowly pulled the plunger. “You stick the needle into medicine and pull like this to fill the syringe. Then you stick the needle under the skin or in a vein and inject the medicine by pushing the plunger back down. Watch for air bubbles. And you must use a new needle each time. This one’s filthy, so it’s useless.”

      “I’ve seen a man use this. It gave me an idea.” Siv said. “The man stuck it into his arm. How do you humans ensure it mixes with the blood?”

      Iris shook her head, confused.

      Where is he going with all this?

      She pointed to her neck. “You could shoot it in the jugular vein, I guess, if you want to be sure. If you want to be a real lunatic. It might kill the person.”

      “Jugular … got it. Thank you, Iris.” Siv took the syringe from her and stowed it in the backpack. Then he retrieved the wizard green flask with the healing elixir and stared at it, moving it around in his one human hand. He must have snuck it in her backpack along with the needle when they’d hidden the Tome outside.

      Iris looked aside. “Okay. I think I understand now. This man they dragged in here, you think they’ve hurt him pretty bad, right? So you’re going to play doctor, shoot him up with your magic potion, and cure him?”

      Siv placed the flask into the bag and zippered it, then handed it to Iris. “Do you mind carrying this again? It’s awkward for me, and we should move fast.”

      Iris took the backpack, frowning.

      His arm shifted back to a vilskje appendage, his hand thinned and stretched, and claws burst through his nails. “You’re partly correct. Drinking dragon’s blood enhances longevity—or rather reverses aging—and it heals nearly any wounds or calamities.”

      Iris shook her head, eyes wide. “That’s dragon’s blood? Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      She stared, slack jawed and speechless. She thought of the tapestry on the basement wall back home of the dragon flying over a grey sky to breathe hellfire upon a fleet of ships.

      “Those are the effects from drinking it. But mixing dragon’s blood with that of another species produces a far different result, so I’ve been told.”

      “So you’ve been told? You don’t really know what it will do?”

      “I think I know, but … my source is not ideal—a traveling merchant and pixie named Drexel. The Tome describes the pixies as a flighty and sometimes devious species. But his words proved true earlier. When I drank the blood, it restored my youth, miraculously, just as he said it would. And I shook my pursuers. I fear Drexel may be after me, though, even after all this time. But that is a different story altogether.”

      Iris nodded in reluctant acceptance. “Okay, so how is mixing the blood supposed to differ from drinking it?”

      “To drink it is simply to accept a rare gift, but mixing the blood is entirely different. It is a bold challenge to kinship, a demand to join flesh with the dragons—a race more ancient and powerful than any I can imagine. It is a challenge I would not attempt.”

      Iris folded her arms, frowning. She had settled into a seated position, giving her knees a rest. “But how could you force this challenge on a human without his consent? It’s not right.”

      Siv leaned in with his small rectangular head. “There’s no other choice here, Iris. I’m afraid he’ll die if we don’t intervene. And soon.”

      “Fine,” she whispered. “But we still shouldn’t be using a filthy needle. It could have diseases. Vilskje get sick too, I presume. You know what I mean, right?”

      Siv nodded. “If he takes to the blood, any sickness on this needle will be insignificant to his new flesh. But if it rejects him, he will burn alive until he’s but a pile of ash. Either way, the condition of the needle is not important, only the chemistry after injection.”

      Neither had much to say after that. They continued sneaking through the ductwork, until several minutes later, they came to an abrupt, open end. Squeezing in side by side, the two leaned their heads over what looked like a sprawling dungeon far below. A vile stench filled their nostrils, causing Iris to gag and Siv to moan. Siv pointed a claw far below to a barely perceptible figure laying on a mound of sticks or bones or rot; they could not tell which. He turned to Iris and nodded, and she returned the gesture.
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      “Is that all you’ve got? Come on, hit me!” Ridley let his little brother strike him again, this time in the chest. He frowned. “Still weak. But at least I could feel it that time.” The late morning sun beat down on them in the yard.

      Doug dropped his fists, shoulders sagging. He cupped his hand like a visor over his eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe fighting’s just not for me. I want to get back to Dreadknot.”

      “What if you had to protect Mom, and I wasn’t there? You think your comic book will help? Now, try again.”

      Doug sighed. “Fine. But just because you’re a boxer, doesn’t mean I am.”

      Ridley gestured to Doug to lift his gloves. “Now, I want you to dodge and counterattack with a simple jab. Just like I showed you.” Ridley stepped forward, slowly drawing back his dominant arm, and swung at Doug’s shoulder.

      Doug moved to his right, but Ridley’s glove grazed the outside of his shoulder.

      “Come on! That shouldn’t have touched you.”

      Now the sun was fully in his brother’s eyes. Doug sidestepped and tripped over one of the roots of the willow tree that towered over the yard. He fell awkwardly and sliced his thigh on the root’s edge.

      “Ow.” Doug pushed himself to his feet, removed his gloves, and threw them to the ground. He brushed grass and dirt from his knees. Blood was on his hand. “Ridley, I’m bleeding. Ma was going to take us to the beach tomorrow, too.”

      “Just a small cut on your thigh.” Ridley pointed. “There are two lessons here. First, always be aware of your surroundings. Second, don’t wear small shorts to a fight.” Ridley laughed.

      “My shorts are not small!” Doug huffed, pressing a hand to his thigh. “I’m done.”

      “I’m just kidding, man.” He walked to his brother to inspect the wound. “That should heal right up. You’ll be fine for the beach tomorrow.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Saltwater is good for wounds anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      The door opened, and a physician addressed the waiting room. “Gladys Darcano?”

      Ridley nodded, and his mom lifted her head from her hands, revealing dark, tired eyes, wet with tears. The doctor waved them over. Ridley held her hand on the way to the consultation room. He hated the physician’s serious expression, the delicacy of his gestures.

      They sat opposite the doctor, who leaned against a table shaped like a kidney bean. His eyes moved back and forth from his mother, to him, and back.

      “There’s no easy way to say this, Ms. Darcano, and, um…”

      “I’m Ridley. Doug’s my brother.”

      The doctor nodded. “Right.”

      Ridley’s cellphone rang, and he cursed, pulling it from his pocket. It was Ava. She had been just as sick with worry the past couple days as the two of them. Though she wasn’t blood, Ava was still family. “Sorry about that. I’ll call her back later.” He tucked his phone away.

      The doctor nodded, batting his eyes sympathetically. “Unfortunately, Doug has contracted a rare case of necrotizing fasciitis.”

      Ridley’s heart seized. His mother’s lip quivered.

      “If we act now, we may save his life. I need your per—”

      “May save his life?” Ridley jumped to his feet, sending his chair sliding. His face was molten lava, his eyes blazing like hellfire in his skull. “Doug’s strong! The kid never even gets sick!”

      “Son,” his mother wailed, her words shaky as autumn leaves. “Let him finish.”

      The physician frowned, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped sweat from his forehead. “I’m so sorry. I know how difficult this must be. We’ve seen fewer than ten cases of this strain in the country. We must amputate immediately. Even then—”

      “Bullshit!” Ridley yelled at the doctor, who breathed deeply and looked down at his desk. Ridley turned to his mom and paced around the back of her chair, wiping his hair with one hand. “We’re getting a second opinion, Mom. This is just … this is crazy.”

      The physician met his eyes. “There’s no time, Ridley. We need to remove the dead cells today. Labs show that his condition originated about four days ago … and we’ve only had him a day and a half. He’s in an advanced stage.”

      Ridley recalled his fighting lesson with Doug. The cut. He’d told him it would heal right up. He’d told his little brother the ocean would be good for it. Then, after the scare at the beach, on the way home, Doug had complained about pain radiating from the cut. “It really hurts,” he had said. Ridley had thought it must just be the saltwater. He’d convinced their mom that was the case. “Saltwater always heals wounds,” he had said. “It hurts, too.”

      She trusted me to take care of my little brother. I failed them both.

      “Oh God, just do it!” Tears streaked Gladys’s face.

      Ridley couldn’t stand the pain in her voice, and he couldn’t find his own. That day, the surgeon amputated Doug’s left leg. But the infection had spread, reaching his heart, and he died the next morning anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Ridley’s eyes shot open, and he screamed. The stench of death surrounded him, and he knew where he was—face up in the dungeon, surrounded by human bones, covered in the pale emerald-colored light which fed on him. Far above, the domed ceiling sealed him off from the outside world.

      Doug’s death had been his fault. Afterward, Ridley couldn’t look his mother in the eyes … and she’d left. Ava had stayed to support him, but now she was gone too. His world had turned upside down. He had tried something new, seeking refuge in faith, confessing his sins. He had prayed to a merciful God at King’s Court Tabernacle. But it had all been bullshit. It wasn’t real. Grace had never touched him. Things were worse than ever.

      Please God, if you are real, break this curse. If you must kill me, then do it. But please end my suffering.

      He closed his eyes for what he knew might be the last time.
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      Ridley’s eyes flew open, and his hand jerked up to a sudden, sharp pain in his neck. He shrieked and grasped the thin object to pull it from his flesh. A splash of red and he brought the bloody syringe in front of his face. Black feathers drifted by before a giant raven flew up, blasting him with the wind of its wings. His gaze followed the bird up and up.

      He had no time to contemplate the how or why of the needle or the bird before torturous fire blazed inside, starting at the point of injection and moving to his heart. He screamed an unnatural, high-pitched scream. Like a witch upon the stake, the entirety of his flesh fumed. Searing pain rendered the dungeon a dismal grey swirl, until everything faded.
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      Ridley woke in a prison cell with the frantic breath of an ascended free diver. He sat upright, leaning against the stone wall. The flesh of his arms and legs clung to his bones without commitment. Thin, long hair hung past his shoulders. Ahead, an iron door stood open, across an uneven ground of rock laden with dark puddles.

      He stood, rallying his muscles to action with great effort. Stumbling across the stone like a peasant on his last day, Ridley at last reached the door and leaned against it, catching his raspy breath. A thought came to him, like an infant’s first word.

      I’m not burning.

      He remembered himself then and breathed deeply, relishing the air that flowed into his lungs—musty though it may be.

      Am I … alive?

      He stumbled down a dark hallway. Ahead, light shimmered from a crack in the stone ceiling, and water dripped into a pool along the path. Ridley grasped the jagged wall with his fingertips to guide his scrawny frame along the way. He paused at the pool, catching his reflection. The deep-set eyes of an old man stared back at him, surrounded by dark circles. A grey beard hung from his chin. His skin looked thin and worn.

      A golden shimmer caught his eye, ahead where the hallway ascended. He bent lower, and the brilliant light shone more fully in the distance. He stumbled toward it, using his hand as a guide along the wall. As he got closer, the light gave him the courage to let go. He swayed on his legs’ weak, atrophied muscles.

      On that underground path, the memories of his life slowly returned. He thought of his mother—and something about an unanswered note bothered him. He thought of Doug, killed by Ridley’s neglect. He thought of his father, his face blurry in Ridley’s mind. His father had been killed in the war when Ridley was just a child. He thought of Ava and her vanishing act, and Sid Radius, lying broken on the ring floor. But these memories did not beget sorrow. They did not wrench tears from his aged eyes, wetting his cheeks in such a place as this. For the light, so close now, filled him with inexplicable joy and hope. His skin tingled, awash in golden radiance.

      A doorway. Does this path lead to God?

      How else could he explain this place … and his old age? This was somewhere beyond life. He turned back to the darkness behind. He’d woken as a decrepit old man, slowly regained his footing and his memories, and now he would step through to … salvation? Now tears found his eyes. Perhaps this was all described in a religious text, one he’d never read.

      Ridley turned forward and took another step. He paused. What he’d perceived to be a back-lit doorway was something else. A sheet of rippling gold hung down and shimmered, maybe ten feet ahead, surrounded by the same stone that composed the walls and floor, a clouded stone with a shifting pattern he’d never seen before. He approached the shining barrier and reached a shaky hand through, watching with awe as the golden light fell around his skin, like water from cascading falls.

      Ridley swallowed hard and stepped through the portal. Another dark path met him on the other side, this one only a few feet long, feeding into a chamber visible by flickering torchlight. The sound of deep breaths—massive and low—reverberated through the room. His decrepit knees shook as he stepped forward. The walls broke apart from the ceiling ahead, descending into stalagmites. Above the spikes on either side, only darkness. He neared the end of the hallway, and his breath caught in his throat.

      An immense dragon sat atop a platform comprised of thick stone, like a dark throne. Its corpulent belly filled much of the lair, only surpassed in size by its enormous jaws. The way its scales reflected the torchlight resembled souls fleeing capture. Where its gaze fell, spotlights projected from its dark green eyes.

      “One comes from Blod’s passage now, Drozegul. Through the scritz.” A whimsical voice spoke from somewhere in the darkness, hidden from the light of the torches, the playful tone at odds with the foreboding lair.

      The dragon rose, and what could be seventy feet of armored hide towered before Ridley. It craned its neck down to peer at him with eyes that burned like fire, and he fell under its spotlight. Its deep, booming voice shook the cavern. “Another one?” Its head hovered closer to inspect, exhaling in a huff, flames igniting inside its nostrils.

      Ridley froze in place, breathing in rapid gasps.

      “It’s been over a hundred years since the last, Master,” the small voice said in the darkness, somewhere behind and above the dragon.

      The putrid smell of death emanated from the giant reptile’s breath, surrounding Ridley as he stood. “A human,” it said with disgust, ignoring the other, and his scales shimmered silver in the torchlight.

      Ridley chewed the inside of his cheek until he tasted metal.

      The dragon pulled back, lifting its head high. It struck down and turned to one side, unleashing a searing flame against the cavern wall in a show of power. The intense heat forced Ridley backward, and the fire bathed every corner of the lair in light, where the charred bones of former challengers lay scattered.

      Drozegul faced Ridley. “You seek my power, do you? Like the others.” His massive eyes swept to the surrounding carnage on the floor, to one side of his throne, then the other. He huffed, and flames once more ignited in his nostrils.

      Ridley stepped forward again, locking eyes with the creature. He breathed deep to steady his voice. “I seek nothing from you. I don’t know where this is.”

      The dragon lifted his head and stomped a foot, maybe eight feet in front of Ridley, shaking the cavern and causing him to stumble. Drozegul’s eyes narrowed. Flames gathered between the crack of his upper and lower jaws. “Lies.”

      Ridley took another step forward. “In a dire predicament, I prayed to God, and my flesh smoldered and burned on the inside. I wanted to die. I would have welcomed it. But I awoke here.”

      A glint of light, like the reflection of a lens, caught Ridley’s eye in the darkness above and behind the dragon’s head. A swift movement and a figure, much smaller than the beast, leapt in his direction, descending on a helicopter-like device it held above its head. The blades of the chopper rotated beyond the tips of its gazelle-like horns. Long black nails grew from its fingers, and thick tufts of hair surrounded the calves and forearms of the bipedal creature. It wore thick black goggles and landed on the cavern floor on hoofed feet beside its master.

      The blades of the chopper eased to a halt, and the odd creature swung the device out in front with care, allowing the blades to snap to the sides. The instrument now appeared as a telescope, for one end housed a lens and the other an eyepiece. He brought it to his side. “I sense no trickery from the man, Master.”

      Ridley recognized his as the whimsical voice from before.

      The dragon huffed. “Three lenses and you still can’t see the deception of men, Letzna.”

      “His words are strange, Drozegul, but I perceive no untruths.”

      Ridley nodded at the bizarre creature. “Your lenses work well.”

      The dragon swung its tail in irritation, scattering bones that rattled inside the lair. He bent down close to Ridley’s face. “You say your god brought you here?” Drozegul stepped backward and lifted onto his haunches, his vast head disappearing into the dark above.

      The strange gazelle-like creature, Letzna, sped off to one side, swinging his device in stride, and leapt into the darkness.

      Flames swirled in the dragon’s mouth, building to a pyre, and streams of fire blasted from his nostrils. “Then, he brought you to burn!” A fireball shot from the creature’s mouth as he spoke, landing short of Ridley by a couple paces. The pyre in the lizard’s mouth grew, waiting for release.

      Ridley stepped forward into the open chamber and outstretched his arms wide at his sides. If it was his time, he wouldn’t go a coward. He closed his eyes. He wouldn’t turn back to hide or starve, like an old rat in a prison cell. This was his fate. It would be all over in a matter of seconds.

      “He does not flee, Master! The human accepts your challenge!” the playful voice announced with mad glee.

      Drozegul unleashed his pyre with a thunderous roar, and Ridley stood with his eyes closed, waiting for the intense pain of his own burning flesh to consume him. Heavy flames crackled and sizzled, bringing intense heat to his skin.

      But he did not burn.

      He opened his eyes to a brilliant white. A beautiful woman in an elegant white dress faced him, bracing against the dragon’s onslaught. A translucent shield, like a forcefield, encircled her back in a wide arc. The fire split at contact with the woman’s back and burst through the air to either side of Ridley. After several seconds, her face strained, and she hunched over, struggling to maintain the defense. For a split second, Ridley thought she changed into something different, but afterward, he could not be sure. Right when she appeared on the verge of collapse, the fire ceased, and she vanished.

      Ridley stood in utter shock with his mouth partway open.

      I … survived.

      The odd creature bounded into the torchlight from a hidden corner of the cavern, swinging his copter-scope ceremoniously. “Drozegul, he still stands!”

      The dragon brought his face close to Ridley, inspecting him from each side.

      Letzna appeared nearby. “The scripture says if one arrives from Blod’s passage and succeeds at—”

      “Still your tongue, Keeper!” Drozegul flamed his nostrils at Letzna. “I know the covenant of my kind far better than you.”

      The creature bowed its swirled horns to the dragon, backing away in apology, with a raised hand, its black nails aimed at the ceiling.

      Drozegul refocused on Ridley. “Step forth, human. Tell me your name. Your god has saved your flesh and bones.”

      “I am Ridley Darcano.”

      “Kneel and bow, human.”

      He obeyed, kneeling at the foot of the dragon.

      “By the power of my blood, I, Drozegul, hereby accept you, Ridley Darcano, into the Covenant of Dragons. Do you accept this gift?”

      “I do.”

      Letzna leapt to Ridley’s side and placed a hand on his shoulder, his black nails hanging by his neck. “Blod’s passage leads to death for all but you, it would seem.” The creature laughed. “Now, return through the scritz.”

      “What will happen when I step through?”

      “I know not where you go, human. But the dragons are with you now.”

      Ridley nodded, walked on decrepit legs to the shimmering golden portal the lunatic chopper gazelle had called the scritz, and stepped through.
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      Ilyana lay in bed as False-Veronica, smiling, feeling a tingling satisfaction that had become familiar in recent days. Scott had stayed with her since the first exhilarating act, only leaving for short periods, and they had done it repeatedly.

      She faced Scott, breathing deeply. “Can you say those words to me again?”

      Scott placed a hand on her cheek. He was shining with sweat. “What words, V?”

      “The ones you said when I asked about love.”

      His eyes seemed to smile along with his mouth. He nodded. “I’m in love with you, V. Nothing’s changed since I said it before. It’s only grown.”

      Ilyana rubbed her hand down his chest. “Yes, those words. And there were more.”

      He nodded. “I want to be with you. Forever.”

      Ilyana smiled, nodding slowly. “I feel the same. I think … I love you.”

      Scott sat upright. “Really?” He wore a shocked expression.

      “Yes.”

      A look of jubilation fell on his face, as if her words had washed away years of suffering.

      Ilyana ran her hand below his waist. “I’m ready to go again. I need it, Scott.”

      His eyes widened. “But we just did it twice in a row. I need to recharge for at least an hour or two, you vixen.”

      Ilyana fought off her irritation. “Okay. Let’s take a nap.” She regarded him with loving eyes. “When we wake up, all bets are off.”

      “Yeah, a nap sounds good. We’ll make the ground rumble when we wake up, I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      “Whuuu—what the … what the fuck!” Scott’s scream woke Ilyana, who rolled out of bed and landed on all fours. Her tiny, lipless mouth formed a frown as she realized what had happened.

      Somehow I shifted in my sleep.

      A chill deeper than she’d ever felt before speared her heart. This could not be fixed. Her dream had been shattered in an instant. Her perfect euphoric moment was just that: a moment. Nothing more.

      “What are you? Just … what the fuck are you?” Scott screamed from a corner of the room.

      Ilyana walked over. “It’s me, Scott! I promise, it’s still me. Look.” She transformed into False-Veronica, smiling. “See? It’s your Veronica. Nothing’s changed. We can still be together.” She reached to touch his cheek.

      He pushed her hand away. His whole body shook. “Don’t touch me!”

      “It’s me, Veronica. I meant what I said earlier. I love you with all my heart. I want to be with you forever.” She tried to grab his hand this time, but he smacked it and pushed her hard, until she fell on the mattress.

      “I said get the fuck away!” He took off running from the bedroom and into the hallway.

      Ilyana bounced to her feet and ran after him. She took him in her strong grip and dragged him back to the bedroom, kicking and screaming. She threw him onto the bed. “Let’s talk this over, Scott. Please. There’s no need to fight.” She jumped on the bed beside him and wrapped False-Veronica’s arms around him.

      He quivered like an animal in a cage.

      “Scott, let’s talk about this.” Even as she tried to make peace, her body made its own demands. The human lust raged, and—a layer beneath—the dark hunger awoke inside. “Look. I know the best way to work this out.” She reached behind his head and pulled him in for a kiss.

      But he recoiled with all his might.

      His resistance triggered the dark hunger, and it burst from her core, seeping into her blood and taking over. She pulled his head in close and kissed him, feeling with her tongue for his mouth to open. Soon, though, she found it opened on its own, and when she opened her eyes, he was staring at the ceiling with a blank expression, petrified. At the same time, new strength flowed inside her.

      “No!” She pulled away from Scott, leaving him laying on the bed, staring at the ceiling. “No! I won’t do this to him.”

      Help me give it back. I don’t want this.

      The awful voices came to her head. “There is no halfway. You must finish.”

      Scott’s pitiable voice came out in a rasping whisper. “V, what’s … happening?”

      The sight of her dying lover tore her apart, helpless and aware, like a rat in a trap. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      No. You must help me fix this.

      The awful voice spoke, emotionless. “He suffers as you wallow in denial. Finish him and honor your covenant.”

      “Please … V,” Scott whimpered. The sound of his dying voice was a worse torture to Ilyana than Yuryk’s burning stones.

      She wanted to comfort him, to tell him it would be all right—she would bring him back. But the dark hunger sprang forth. She clasped her hands to either side of her lover’s face, and a warmth spread inside, into the core of her being, bringing unbelievable pleasure and strength to her flesh. Time seemed to slow, and each heartbeat pounded with the finality of Scott’s life draining before her. She inclined her head and closed her eyes in an orgasmic trance, the feeling far better than the fulfillment of lust.

      At last, she opened her eyes, breathing with immense satisfaction. But the sack of flesh that had been her love met her eyes, and she cried. She swept her hands to cover her face, and she wailed, fleeing the horror of the room. She entered the moonlit night, traipsing through the garden and to the well, where the smell from her first victim emanated into the cool air. The horror had followed her there, she realized. She could never leave it behind.

      The terrible voices came then.

      “You are not human, Ilyana. You are meant for more.”

      Ilyana screamed, cupping her hands to her ears. “I don’t want to be something more!” She broke out crying again.

      “Humans are your playthings. You can have many more. As many as you desire.”

      And in that moment, she hated the creature that lived in her thoughts. She wanted to latch her face onto it and suck the marrow from its bones.
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      Ridley’s eyes shot open. The broad figure in the emerald-colored robe stood close, staring at the black feather in his hand. His eyes glowed the same green as his robe. His beard hung low, like a wizard, the tip hanging beneath the shadow of his hood.

      “A giant corvid, clearly not a true one. Only one of the vilskje takes this form. Though it shouldn’t be possible. He’s dead.”

      Fear seeped into Ridley’s heart. He shouldn’t be back here, in this place. Somehow he was still alive, and he remembered the strangest of dreams.

      “Drozegul …” Ridley whispered.

      Another memory resurfaced, of a syringe stabbing him. He had pulled it from his flesh, then was in burning agony. He reached up now to the spot on his neck—and felt no pain. There was no evidence it had happened at all.

      Was that a dream too? It doesn’t matter. I’m still in this place.

      The stench of death still hung in the air, but it no longer stifled him. He sat upright, surprised the movement caused no pain. The man in the emerald-colored robe was preoccupied with one of the insectile creatures at his side. Thin and lanky, the mantid-like thing resembled the one masquerading as his coworker Ethan, before it had attacked him at Cherry Tops after the Sid Radius fight.

      I was right; more of the shapeshifters live here. The dancer with the raccoon tail must have been one.

      Far, far above, on the side wall of the dungeon, he caught movement in a gap in the stone, then it was gone. He thought of the odd creature from his dream, the one up on the cavern cliffs with the twisted horns of a gazelle and the chopper-scope. Lost in thought, he whispered, “Letzna.”

      The man in the robe spoke, drawing Ridley’s attention again. The man faced the creature on his right, the bigger of the two shifters, taller and broader of thorax. “Strigo, I ordered Siv’s execution. And you told me it was done. Did you not?”

      “Yes, Osiris … bu—”

      Osiris held up one hand, cutting him off. His next words were ice. “Strigo the Stalwart, isn’t that what they call you? Loyal. Reliable. You betray your name. Siv is very much alive. In fact, he’s here now, having plotted against us.”

      Unexpectedly, the shifter locked eyes with Ridley and bellowed, “Run, now. Go!” The words had not left his mouth before thick, brown hair sprouted from every inch of his body. His front and back legs thickened with muscle, his mantid feet stretched into broad paws with fearsome claws blasting from the tips, splitting open the insectile skin and turning mammalian in a bloodless affair. The middle limbs pulled inside the gut, and his head grew, until heavy jaws, laden with sharp teeth, emerged from the melding flesh. He raised up, tall on the bear’s hindlegs, and faced Osiris, eyes raging, one massive paw raised to strike and—

      With nearly unseen speed, Osiris found the bear’s neck. He squeezed with one massive hand. The man, near bear-sized himself, had span enough in his thick fingers to choke a grizzly. Still gripping, he ducked to avoid the Stalwart’s swiping claws. An awful gurgling escaped Strigo’s throttled windpipe, and his limbs fell loosely to his sides, weakened. Osiris pivoted to the grizzly’s back and wrapped one arm around its throat in a powerful chokehold. He squeezed and leaned all his weight back, and, moments later, the bear stopped struggling. Osiris bent low and leapt with tremendous force, pulling Strigo’s head straight upward from his body, the grizzly tongue flapping to one side, limp and long.

      He flung the bloody head aside midair, where it changed to its true form—the shifter’s small, hairless head, beady black eyes gazing without seeing, mouth falling open for the last time. On the ground, the grizzly’s decapitated body had fallen to its back, and now it did the same, resuming the shifter’s true form. It did not complete the transformation, its middle legs sprouting from the gut to grow only halfway. The appendages swam hapless in the air, twitching up from its body, like an upturned beetle.

      The second of the shifters—the one that still had its head—fled across the dungeon for the open door, from whence they had come.

      Ridley rose to his feet, horrified by the gruesome show and equally perplexed at the state of his own body. No longer did he feel nauseated or weak. The green light didn’t seem to affect him anymore. There was no indication of even one of his many injuries. The wounds from Nightmare-Ethan, which had burst from their stitches, the scrapes and burns from the shifters dragging him into Club Vilkos, the sprains and bruises from when they had tossed him into the dungeon like trash—all gone.

      The shifter, Strigo, for reasons unknown, had given him a chance to escape. Yet he had watched, unable to move, awe-struck by the shifter’s grizzly transformation, and even more so by Osiris’s brutality. By the time he considered the Stalwart’s words, it was over. Osiris was on the ground, several yards away. Osiris had ignored the fleeing shifter, focusing on Ridley instead.

      “I don’t know how you resist the eyes now.” His voice was calm, but his eyes flared. “When I left, she was feeding on you, yet here you stand, stronger than before. How?” He shook Strigo’s blood from one hand and pulled his beard with the other.

      Ridley’s heart jumped to his throat, and a chill shot up his spine. He felt better now, stronger somehow, but he still wanted nothing to do with this man, who could rip a grizzly bear’s head clean off.

      “I don’t know …” Ridley’s voice was quiet, perplexed. His gaze lowered, catching the veins rippling atop his forearms. He touched an engorged bicep, marveling at the size of his muscle. His physique reminded him of one of the characters from DSC’s superhero lineup. He had been in good physical shape from his boxing regimen but nothing like this.

      What in the hell? Is this even my body?

      Osiris stepped closer. “You’re working with Siv. He’s helping you somehow.” He balled his fists. “No matter. I will just have to kill you myself.” He lunged forward with arcane speed, eyes ablaze. He slammed Ridley like a battering ram, sending him flying backward, legs flailing. Osiris resettled into a standing position, grinning.

      Ridley crashed into a thoracic cage in a valley of bones, scattering them. A sharp pain jolted his lower back where he had landed. He sat upright in a panic, pulling a broken rib from the soft tissue of his back, then held it in front of him, the tip red with his blood. Femurs and fibula lay around him. Skulls and metacarpals. Ridley threw the bone aside.

      That attack should have crippled me, and yet …

      His blood boiled. He imagined steam rising from his ears, seeping from the corners of his eyes. He jumped to his feet, adrenaline surging. He shook out his hands, then balled them into fists. In his mind’s eye, he turned the dungeon into a boxing ring.

      “Still there?” Osiris ran and leapt at him.

      Ridley saw the two blazing eyes bearing down, and he dodged to the side, just in time. He backed away, lifting his fists. He could do this. This was just Sid Radius all over again. Except, of course, this speed demon could also rip off a grizzly bear’s head. And, from the looks of it, he might be able to fly, too. “You’re no ordinary man. I don’t think you’re one of those shifters either. Who are you, really?” he shouted.

      Osiris spun to face him. “I am the Revenant, savior of the vilskje.”

      Ridley raised an eyebrow. “You? A savior?” he mocked. He pointed across the dungeon. “There’s a head laying over there somewhere that might beg to differ.”

      Thunderous laughter erupted from Osiris’s belly and echoed throughout. He paused, placing his hands on his hips. “You know, Ridley, I kind of like you. It’s a shame we stand opposed.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe you should’ve thought of that sooner. Having your little puppets kidnap me isn’t a great way to make friends.”

      He realized something. Somehow Osiris had become shorter. Was he shrinking? The absurdity of the thought seemed right at home with the day’s other events. It wasn’t until he glanced at his feet that he realized it was the opposite. He had risen, levitating several inches from the ground.

      How is this possible?

      He concentrated on the space around him and pushed down with his mind. He rose several more feet. He took a deep breath and concentrated on his balance, embracing the feeling of weightlessness. He frowned.

      Ridley, stop. You can’t possibly think that.

      But he did think that now. It was the only explanation. The dream wasn’t a dream at all. It had really happened. He thought of the horned creature, Letzna. “The dragons will be with you now,” it had said. And here he was, floating in midair.

      Osiris launched himself at Ridley, who wasn’t yet adept enough in the air to escape. The Revenant slammed his fist like a cannon into Ridley’s chest. The force of the blow was beyond comprehension. Shockwaves of pain radiated from his chest and down his arms and legs. It was like his levitation ability had never existed as Ridley tumbled backward to the ground, clutching his chest and struggling to breathe.

      Osiris hovered, grinning wide. “I can do that too, Ridley.”

      He thought he was finished, but the pain flushed away until only soreness remained. He stumbled to his feet, taking a deep breath. But there were consequences from that blow. He felt weaker. He would need a strategy if he were to survive this. But how? He thought of Sid Radius. He’d used the punk’s own speed against him. He had to find something to use against Osiris.

      His opponent floated with his arms crossed. He stroked his beard with one hand. “Your heart should be a battered lump at the end of my fist. Who protects you?”

      The question triggered a profound realization, and goosebumps ran over the entirety of his flesh. God was with him at last. He had prayed to end his suffering—to break his curse. He’d prayed harder than ever before. The dragons may have given him power, but it was God who had set the events in motion. Why else would that woman in white have appeared at just the right time?

      God sent her to save me. An angel.

      He locked eyes with the Revenant. “It’s God. Looks like he’s real after all.”

      Osiris’s jaw fell half open, and he burst into raucous laughter, holding his sides in midair and bending at the waist. The howling echoed through the dungeon.

      Ridley grabbed a pelvic bone from the ground and flung it hard at Osiris’s face, catching him off guard. His aim was true. The bone smashed into his nose, shooting blood from his face. The Revenant groaned. Ridley followed by launching himself up and over Osiris. He dove, knocking him hard to the ground. Osiris had just enough time to brace for the fall, using his arms to roll himself backward.

      Osiris gazed at him, his eyes green and angry. “No more games, Ridley.”

      Back in the air, Ridley rested one hand on his hip. He gestured with the other. “Come at me, Revenant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 51

          

          

      

    

    







            The Fool’s Path

          

        

      

    

    
      Iris had watched Siv swoop down to the unconscious man far below, alone among the bones and rotten smell of death. Anyone would sense the evil of this place. Across the room below, a dark, pulsing object, like a heart, rose from a crack in the floor.

      Siv had carried in his beak the syringe loaded with dragon’s blood. At the bottom, he’d perched on a bone nearby, where he shifted one of his wings to a human’s arm and, with much trial and error, held the syringe in his fingers. Upon locating a thick vein, the vilskje had stabbed the needle into the man’s neck and squeezed the plunger, expelling the dragon’s blood into his system. Siv had shifted his arm back to wing and, clutching the syringe in a talon, he’d flown back up, shedding a feather along the way. The man woke, wild-eyed and screaming. She could see the concern in Siv’s eyes as he landed beside her at the edge of the duct. There they watched the man below, side by side, her laying on her stomach and him standing with his neck bent down.

      The horrible screams seemed to last forever—the agony of a man on fire. The two new friends held their breath, both wanting the same outcome. She thought it murder on her hands, a terrible mistake, but then the screaming ceased, and the man lay in silence—not as a pile of ashes but still as a man. Could he have survived? Had Siv’s gamble paid off? It seemed too far-reaching a hope to count on.

      A broad-shouldered man in a green robe—Osiris was his name, Siv had told her—had entered with a vilskje on either side. Her heart pounded when he found and inspected one of Siv’s feathers, then looked around. He knew about them. He knew they were there, somewhere. And something about his voice, barely perceptible from their height, made her uncomfortable, though she wasn’t sure why. A moment later, he had killed one of the vilskje at his side, and the other had fled.

      In that time, their inadvertent hero had risen to his feet, rubbing his neck at the site of his injection. He did not wobble or sway. Had he transformed into something that could defeat the evil of this place? After bouncing back from Osiris’s powerful blows, he’d bloodied his attacker’s nose with a bone.

      But now, looking down, it appeared Osiris had the upper hand once again.

      Iris turned to Siv, her voice low. “Is he a dragon now?”

      The raven shook his head. “I don’t know, Iris. But his body accepted the blood—or, perhaps, I should say the blood accepted him.”

      “How do you know?”

      Siv eyed her. “He can levitate, resist Osiris’s blows—but mostly I know because he’s not a pile of ash.”

      “Who is Osiris, really? Is he dragon-kin too?”

      “They call him the Revenant. He is an enigma to me, an unpleasant puzzle I’ve been pondering ever since he stumbled into our nest many months ago, claiming to be one of us—a vilskje. I trust that is a lie. He looks human, and none have seen him nakken-shift.”

      A noise pulled Siv’s attention to the fight below. Iris followed his gaze down. Osiris had the man pinned to the ground, the back of his emerald-colored robe blocking their view. Siv’s muscles tightened. Iris squeezed one fist tight with the other hand. He could be strangling the man, or gouging out his eyes …

      Iris placed a tense hand on Siv’s back. “We have to do something.”

      Siv inched forward on the ledge with jittery legs, his stare pensive. He looked ready to jump, but the man struggled free and thrust Osiris off with his legs. The Revenant spun through the air and fell into a roll on the ground at the other side of the dungeon. Siv took a fast, deep breath.

      “I will help if he needs it,” Siv said. “But now isn’t the time.”

      Iris pulled her hand back and frowned. “So, if Osiris is just a human, how is he so powerful?”

      Siv shot her a serious look. He shifted one wing to an arm and placed a hand on hers. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, Iris. He may do the bidding of something beyond this world. Something more powerful than even dragons. Tell me again, Iris, how did you crash your bike on the day we met?”

      She looked to the side, thinking. “It was strange. There was this sort of … bright light, and my vision went white. Almost like when you are about to faint but different. Something I’d never experienced before. Like the world was melting around me. It’s hard to explain. I was fine, and then everything was blinding and bright, and I was in a ditch.”

      Siv nodded. “I encountered a similar thing the night I was exiled. I thought that light saved me from Strigo—my old friend, who I’d thought betrayed me—but now I realize Strigo was pure and true. He was playing insider to the threat, though he could never tell me. Tonight he paid with his head.” Siv hunched over. “I’m so sorry, Strigo. A better soul the vilskje have never seen. I no longer think I shook him when he trailed me in the sky, after I drank the dragon’s blood. No. He let me go. No one could escape Strigo. He was always the clan’s most physically gifted. Short of word but strong of heart. Did I ever tell you how he carried our sacred Tome from Windlyn Vale under Laguznal’s watch? If not for him, we wouldn’t have a chance today. Ridley would not be alive.”

      She leaned in close. “Siv, what do you think made those lights?”

      Siv shook his head again. “I don’t know. I need more time, and I need to consult the Tome. I have an idea, but—look, Iris, you should leave.”

      She slowly shook her head. “I want to help.”

      “I wouldn’t have made it this far without you, child.” He gestured a wing over the ledge. “And neither would our friend down there. But if Osiris finds us, he will kill us both.”

      The fear in his voice scared her, and she backed away. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “I don’t know that anyone can stand against the Revenant alone. I won’t be able to do much, but I might give him a chance. He saved my life, and I owe him that.” He squawked and flapped his wings in irritation. “Now go, child! While you still can.”

      Iris turned and crawled down the sloping duct, taking care not to make noise. Despair came along for the ride. The man would probably die in the bone pit far below. Father was still missing, and now it had been who-knows-how-many days since she’d run away from her aunt and uncle.

      It had all been for nothing.

      The thought made her sick. To abandon the stranger below. To leave her friend Siv here, all alone. It was painful to not see this to completion. She shook her head as she crawled. But he was right. She couldn’t do anything to save the man in the dungeon. The worst thought was that Siv might not even make it out of here. It meant that, not only would she lose a new friend, she’d still be alone in her search for her father.

      But it was time to find Father. She still had coin in her backpack. She’d get back to the station and catch a train to the Muzite.

      What I should have done days ago.

      She glanced back at the black bird one last time, and a sadness seeped in like a slow poison. Would she ever see him again? It was unlikely, she thought. Moments later, the bird disappeared from view. Farther ahead, she reached a branching section of the duct. On the way in, Siv had guided her to the upper path at the fork, and she had followed without questioning. But now she paused, surveying the other tunnel. It sloped down, toward the dungeon. A bend in the wall cut off the view a few feet ahead. Goosebumps ran over her skin at the thought of going down that path, to the depths of the nest.

      Noise came through the tunnel from below, a blathering of sounds echoing through the aluminum walls. Shouts, groans, the clattering of bones—the scuffles of battle. Two different voices, she thought, but she could not be sure in the mess of echoes. Iris allowed herself a sliver of hope.

      The man’s still fighting down there. Maybe he has a chance.

      But Siv was right; she needed to leave while she still could. She took a deep breath and turned for the duct leading outside.

      Deep laughter echoed through the tunnel, and she halted. Her heart seized, and her eyebrows furrowed. She turned back as more cackles erupted from below.

      That laughter sounds somehow … familiar.

      She found herself in slow motion, not so much crawling as being pulled down the path she had just been resigned not to enter. Her mouth hung open, and the muscles in her ears twitched, straining to hear more … anything to dispel the evil thought that had hatched in her brain.

      Osiris’s deep voice cut through the tunnel, clear and loud. “You shouldn’t have come here, Ridley. It was the fool’s path.”
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      Ilyana turned the knob, watching the circle on the surface of the table change from black to red, hot enough to burn and to cook. She was making food again. She had grown bored in the absence of her lover, Scott, and the guilt from killing him lingered, hour after hour. But so did the exhilaration from consuming his life. The rapturous feeling it had brought her. The dark hunger, she realized, had been sated deeply this time. More so than by Veronica. It delighted in Ilyana’s betrayal, and the act deeply satisfied her. She sensed blackness spreading inside her now, more determined than ever to claim its host.

      She cracked three eggs into a pan and placed it on the circle over high heat, watching the yolk simmer. Saliva gathered in her mouth. When they were done to her liking, she slid them onto a plate to cool. Ilyana was used to roasting over an open fire or eating the animal flesh raw, especially fish, along with vegetables. But she had discovered this heat table and toyed with the dials, eventually recognizing it not as a torture device but something with which to cook.

      She touched the surface of an egg with one finger and pulled it back when she felt a burning sensation.

      Still too hot, but almost ready.

      She’d found food inside a tall, cold storage box several days ago, complete with a door, in the same room with the tiled floors. Several types of meats and vegetables sat on shelves and in sliding compartments inside. She had found more food stacked inside a smaller door at the bottom, but it was too cold, frozen like a winter lake. A button on the outside of the box brought water spilling from a tube somewhere inside, and she discovered she could hold it down to fill a cup.

      Another door—this one opening from one wall of the tiled room—had yielded different food, in packages and boxes and cans. Ilyana found these to be poison, though, perhaps for unwanted guests. For when she ate any of it, pain seized her stomach and her heart hurt.

      Ilyana picked up the plate and sloped it so the eggs slid toward her mouth, nibbling the whites and taking one slowly down her throat. She loved it when the yolks burst from the eggs at the spots where her teeth punctured the delicate skin.

      A knock on the door surprised her, causing her to drip yolk from the corner of her mouth and down the side of her face.

      Knock. Knock.

      Her heart beat faster, and a smirk spread across her lips. She ran her tongue to her cheek, salvaging the spill. Ilyana tilted her plate higher, letting the last egg slide down her throat. She swallowed it whole, feeling it burst on the way down.

      She strode naked to the front door as Veronica, excited. Saliva pooled in her mouth as she looked out the hole to see a young man in a white shirt with a black jacket, clean and groomed.

      Do they just come here on their own?

      She opened the door a crack and peeked her head out sideways. “Hello?”

      The dark hunger rose more swiftly than before, calling her to action. The young man held a book squarely in his hands, cover facing out. He blinked his blue eyes and cocked his head. “Nice day today. Mind if I come in for a glass of water?” He smiled sheepishly.

      “You’d better go.” She went to close the door.

      The young man removed one hand from the book and placed it on the inside edge of the door. “Hey … hold on, ma’am, if you please. Could I have five minutes of your time? You’re going to love what I have to say. It will change your life.”

      Ilyana’s heart raced and darkness took hold, coaxing open the door. It was a quick battle, and she succumbed to the hunger. She pulled it all the way open and stood naked in the silver of the overcast sky.

      The young man gawked. His jaw fell, and his pale face turned scarlet. His gaze moved down the flesh of her body. The book slid from his hand and fell to the ground.

      Ilyana breathed deeply, inhaling the wild energy that leapt from the man. She stepped forward, through the door and outside. She reached out and cradled his cheeks in her hands. She held him tight as he jerked with panicked eyes, unable to break free from her grasp. And ecstasy was hers.
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      On the ground, Ridley jerked his head to one side in time to avoid another of Osiris’s crushing blows. He rolled away, got to his feet, and the two circled like opponents in the ring. The fight was taking its toll. He grew more exhausted with each evasion, counterattack, and grappling escape. Despite his tough skin dampening the Revenant’s kicks, bashes, and strikes, pain radiated in pockets across Ridley’s body. Meanwhile, his foe appeared as vigorous as when the fight had begun, despite several jabs and hooks to the face and body and a smashed nose.

      Osiris flashed his smile, revealing stark white teeth.

      Ridley scanned the floor for a way to trip or otherwise surprise his foe. He needed something for a chance against this brute who never tired.

      Osiris jeered, “You’re getting slower.” He kicked some bones out of his way. “It’s only a matter of time until you join the collection. With or without Siv’s help.”

      The words dampened his will, and despair sapped his strength. He circled to the left, bracing for another attack, clutching the one thing he had left—his new faith. “He … or she … will grant me the strength to defeat your evil.”

      Osiris laughed. “Who? Your god? You don’t even seem to know them.” He laughed again. “Do you think someone cares about you down here? In this place?”

      The words stung. Doubt seeped into Ridley’s heart.

      “Stop this evil, Osiris.” His words sounded strange to his ears, as if spoken by someone else—a priest from a horror film, perhaps, or a televangelist, or one of the loners who hung by Outskirts Station casting judgment on passersby. But they were his words now. God had answered his prayers and had spared him from dragon’s fire.

      Osiris cackled, unable to restrain himself. “To save my soul? My existence goes deeper than that. I’ve died and risen again, and, unlike your god, I am real.”

      Ridley stopped circling. “Where do you come from?”

      “I was born in the Outskirts. It is a distant memory. But I was reborn in another place. There are many secrets in this existence, Ridley. We know but a fraction.”

      “If there are secrets in the universe, then you can’t say my God isn’t real.”

      Osiris paused, considering. “Perhaps. But do not confuse secrets with lies. Know this—I will help you discover new dimensions of pain, and you will find, as I have, that suffering endures.”

      Ridley’s blood simmered, and his teeth clamped together. “I’m well-acquainted with pain.”

      He leapt at Osiris, and the two locked hands in a death dance at the center of the circle, the Revenant’s grip threatening to crush Ridley’s. Wisps of translucent white appeared around Ridley’s hands and streaked down his forearms, growing into a ghostly fire, and Letzna’s voice rang in his head, as if from a dream:

      “The dragons will be with you now.”

      Power surged into his hands, the strength of his grip matching the Revenant’s, and he realized he had only begun to tap into his new gifts under the Covenant of Dragons.

      Osiris’s eyes widened; his gaze swept from side to side. “Your god is doing this?” The fire in his eyes blazed to new levels.

      “Yes.”

      Dark veins popped from Osiris’s forearms. He strained to break Ridley’s grip. “Impossible.” Frustration burned in his eyes. Rage. In one swift motion, he wrenched his hands free, raking Ridley’s skin with his nails, leaving bloody streaks. He followed with a leg sweep, crashing him to the ground.

      “Then I will kill your God too.”

      Osiris stomped, and Ridley rolled to avoid his foot, his heart jackhammering. The foot came down in rapid succession again and again, to his left, then his right, just shy of bludgeoning him on the ground, near misses as he rolled to each side. Ridley caught glimpses of the fiery eyes and menacing grin as he rolled from stomach to back. A bare heel crashed onto his left arm near the elbow, and he screamed. Pain radiated to his shoulder and to his fingertips. Laughter erupted from above. He pushed off the leg with his other arm and rolled away, just missing another foot.

      Despair took hold on the ground as the stomping resumed. He was pinned in this deadly game of whack-a-mole. This would be the end. Not even the dragons could save him.

      Then the attack ceased.

      Ridley rolled onto his back to see the two green orbs that were Osiris’s eyes blur off to his left, alongside a flurry of black feathers. He wasted no time in jumping to his feet, holding his wounded arm. With effort, he could bend it. He gasped at the pain.

      A giant raven—just like the one he’d seen when they’d dragged him through Club Vilkos’s doors—dive-bombed Osiris in quick flashes, its beak extended like an arrowhead.

      “The Heart,” the bird squawked. “Destroy it!!”

      A streak of blood showed on Osiris’s neck. The Revenant groaned and jumped aside.

      Osiris tried to grab his assailant. But the bird proved to be a slippery target, flapping high when Osiris went low and diving to the side when he grabbed at him. “Destroy the Heart!” the bird squawked as it snuck through Osiris’s arms a third time.

      Yes. If I destroy that abomination, maybe all of this will end.

      Ridley raced across the dungeon toward the giant amorphous organ. He scooped up a femur along the way, holding it like a baseball bat. The Heart of the Succubus twitched and pulsed grotesquely, supported by a stalk—and whatever evil spawned it from below. As it pumped, its skin grew thin and translucent, showing green beneath the surface. He could not walk up close; it stood at the center of the chasm supported by its stalk, which emerged from the depths below. He peered into unknown darkness, and goosebumps flashed over his skin.

      He took a deep breath, focused. The ground ahead dropped as his body levitated a foot off the ground. It was easier now. Ridley was adapting to his new abilities. He willed himself forward, over the chasm. He kept his eyes fixed ahead, praying that a tentacle wouldn’t spring from below like a whip, wrap his ankle, and pull him down.

      He struck the Heart with the femur bone repeatedly, rotating around its base as he went. Strong, home-run swings broke the surface skin of the organ and sent green fluid spurting through the air, splattering the ground at the edge or spilling into the abyss. The organ reacted to his attack, twitching and shaking on its stalk, changing colors, like some obscene chameleon—dark brown to red to black. No noise emanated from the abomination, save the spurting of its juices with each pump, but Ridley could almost feel its scream.

      Did I kill it?

      He flew back, a few feet away, for a better view of the damage. His jaw dropped. The freshest strikes still spilled green blood—but at the spot where he’d started, the skin had already sealed over the wound. The fresh membrane slowly spread around the surface, covering the gashes and reversing the damage. It grew thicker until the Heart looked untouched by his carnage. Its colors were reverting—from black to red to brown.

      The cursed thing is healing itself!

      The raven squawked from across the room, its voice shrill, and Ridley spotted Osiris atop it in the air. Time was running out. But he had an idea—the stalk. The main supporting vein beneath it.

      If I destroy its support, maybe it will die. At least fall below.

      He turned back to the Heart. Feeling foolish for not trying this in the first round, he squeezed the bone in his good hand and flew down, determined, dismissing his recent fears of tentacles in the abyss.

      Ridley did not make it.

      His world blurred as Osiris slammed into him from the side, knocking the wind from his lungs and sending him hard upon the ground on the other side of the chasm. He landed on his stomach, where Osiris pummeled him. He tasted blood as the Revenant slammed his head into the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Iris stumbled down the cold steel duct in a daze toward ruin.

      She was numb.

      The stench of death grew stronger as she inched forward, and tears ran along her cheeks, like an endlessly dripping faucet. Her arms and legs carried her like a passenger toward the sound of fighting. A phrase kept repeating in her head.

      “Don’t take the fool’s path.”

      It was a phrase that Father had said to her many times. During their lessons. On their adventures together. Whenever she made a mistake.

      “Don’t take the fool’s path.”

      She tried hard, wove ideas through her brain from varying angles, spun hypotheses, but it was all useless. The truth stared her in the face and blew these wishful thoughts from her head like sawdust. The phrase repeated.

      “Don’t take the fool’s path.”

      No. It wasn’t possible that the man in the emerald-colored robe—the one who had planted this evil in Siv’s home in the first place and now threatened all of humanity—just happened to use the same phrase as her father. And just happened to have an eerily identical voice and the same deep laughter. Those were not coincidences. And the only thing left was the utterly horrific conclusion she whispered now.

      “Father is Osiris.”

      A chill swept through her bones, deep and cold. To hear those three words spoken, nothing would ever be the same. Her father was killing people in this place.

      But why?

      She knew he was a good man, but as she thought back on it, he had been acting strange before he left. He’d become obsessed with the study of a mineral called the clouded wolf stone. Could that have anything to do with this? She recalled their recent trip to the cliffside cave on an island to the east. Inside he had seemed possessed, if only for a moment. She’d seen the fear in his eyes when they ran out hand-in-hand. The same wolf stones comprised those cave walls. Had something taken control of him?

      Father, I’m coming. I’ll bring you back home.

      Ahead, the tunnel ended at a low point in the dungeon wall. She sniffled and wiped her nose with one arm before continuing. She might be able to drop down from the end to the bottom of the pit and … do what? She had always had a trifle of courage with her blades at hand, but could she use them against her father?

      A bird cried out in the dungeon below, and the sound echoed through the tunnel.

      Siv! He must have decided to help the man.

      I can’t let Father hurt him.

      Seconds later, she was at the end, peering to the dungeon from the wall. The floor was maybe eight feet below, littered with bones. What had looked like white shapes from the ledge above was far more sickening here. Clearly human, the bones were scattered about, like the remains of a prehistoric feast. The stifling smell gagged her, and Iris dry heaved. The room looked ancient, and eerie green light projected from points along the walls to bathe the ground. How could a place like this exist, hidden inside an office building?

      From somewhere to her right, the pained sound of a bird reached her ears, and she turned. A heap of black feathers lay on the ground near the wall. A pair of dim eyes peered from under a wing bent in a way it should not be. Siv cawed weakly. “Iris.”

      “Siv! Stay there. I’ll—”

      “I told you to leave, child.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      She reached for the lip at the duct’s edge, then gently swung down, with her backpack slung on her back, grasping the metal with the other hand along the way. She took a deep breath, released, and landed on the dungeon’s grime, her knees bending until her rear touched her ankles and her hands pressed against the ground to either side of her body. She held her balance and pushed herself upright, wiping her hands on her jeans with disgust.

      Green light touched her skin as she rose, and she had the unsettling urge to shrink away from it, though it didn’t seem to cause her any harm. The sound of far-off laughter brought her attention to the left, where her eyes caught on the dark, pulsating object that Siv had called the Heart of the Succubus. It had been a good size from above, but down here, it was immense and grotesque.

      Iris reached for the thin chain she wore around her neck, feeling the tiny links leading to the radiant sun ornament at her chest. She ran toward her father, kicking bones along the way, waving both arms wildly, shouting as loud as she could, “Hey! Over here!”

      Osiris rose several feet and spun to face her. He dashed through the air, quickly closing the distance between them. He stopped a few yards away, and the two locked eyes. He descended to the ground, his fiery eyes narrowing with suspicion.

      Behind Iris, Siv protested with a shrill cry.

      In the distance, Ridley stumbled to his feet.

      Iris gazed up at the man before her, and a shadow fell over her heart. Tears trickled down her cheeks. There had been no mistake; this was her father. His weathered face was aged beyond his years. He had the same beard, but there was no kindness in his eyes any longer, no quiet strength—only anger and pride. His nails were long and black with filth.

      Iris held the radiant sun ornament in front of her, letting the necklace’s chain dangle from her neck. It was her mother’s final gift, and her father always wore a matching moon pendant. But nothing hung around his neck now.

      She wanted to shout for him to stop this, to tell him she loved him and that he was coming back home now, to curse him for not bringing her on his trip, because she might have saved him from all this somehow. Instead, she muttered one word. “F–Father?”

      Osiris ambled toward her, his gaze moving from her face to the necklace and back again. His next words were nearly a whisper. “Wh–what … did you say?”

      She held the ornament higher, her hands trembling. She spoke, quivering and soft. “It’s Iris. Your little one. Father … is that you?”

      Roland stepped close and took her hand into his. He gently rubbed her palm with his thumb. The sun held his focus for several seconds before his gaze met hers. The hateful fire was gone from his eyes. She wanted to hug him. She glanced at his hand, frowning at his long black fingernails.

      “Father, what’s happened to you?” A tear slid down her cheek.

      His face contorted. “I …” He felt around his neck and under his shirt collar, as if searching for something. Perhaps the matching moon necklace that should be there but was not. Tears welled in his own eyes. “I … You shouldn’t be here. Iris, please …”

      The smallest spark of hope lit inside, and Iris squeezed his hand. “Father. It’s time to go h—”

      Ridley rammed into her father’s side and sent him sprawling several yards through the air. Ridley followed, awash now in ghostly white fire. Iris watched, horrified, as the enraged dragon-kin descended on her father.
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      His blood boiling, Ridley pummeled his emerald-colored foe with fists of white fire. This wasn’t like the boxing ring; it was personal. A deeper fury drove him. Scalding heat seethed from his nostrils and swirled in his throat, steaming. It did not burn. The dragon had arrived—all rage and teeth and fire. Jabs and crosses exploded from his fists into Osiris’s face and body. Drozegul was inside him now. And the keeper, Letzna, watched. He could feel their presence.

      At last, God had answered his prayer, sending a lady in white to shield him from dragon’s fire. And now the ancient lizard was in him. He could smell its breath, could hear its breathing. Its strength flowed through his own veins, granting him the power to punish the evil before him.

      The transformation had been a slow burn, a momentum building inside his body since the injection, even as Osiris battered and bruised him. But when he saw a child in this dark place—a young girl, with the Revenant dangerously close—he had crossed the threshold. The dragon emerged, all rage and teeth and white fire. The power was his, and what a blessing it was—the power to save a young girl’s life.

      Strings of blood looped through the air, flying from Osiris’s face with each of Ridley’s punishing blows. In his blind rage, he hadn’t noticed the dullness of the Revenant’s eyes, the nonchalance of his motions. He paused and brought his face close to his adversary. The Revenant was aloof, disinterested even as he bled. He sat defenseless against the wall, absorbing Ridley’s blows with his face and body, as if he welcomed the pain.

      Why isn’t he fighting back?

      Ridley pressed the attack, repeatedly striking Osiris where he sat. He thought to stop, but something urged him on. He wasn’t sure who or what it was. The Revenant’s face had become a sickening thing, almost unrecognizable—a punching bag back at the gym. Ridley’s fists continued to strike, as if on their own accord. His signature uppercut left Osiris’s battered face hanging to one side. He set up for another one.

      “Stop it!” a girl screamed somewhere to his right. “You’ll kill him!”

      Startled, Ridley faced the girl who stood a few feet away. He raised an eyebrow, confused. She held the wounded raven, one of its wings bent at an unnatural angle.

      A blinding flash of green refocused his attention to Osiris. He squinted, blinked several times, and shook his head. After a few seconds, his vision returned. Osiris wasn’t alone anymore. A woman in green knelt beside him. Her beauty made Ridley pause and still his hand. Her arms were wrapped around Osiris, and she draped him in her cloak. The two faded and disappeared.

      What the …?

      “The Heart!” the raven squawked in the girl’s arms. “You must destroy it!”

      Ridley stood and turned to the odd couple. The girl’s mouth hung open, her eyes blinking in disbelief.

      These two saved me from Osiris. But who are they?

      The raven looked an awful lot like the one he’d rescued from his back yard weeks ago, but that one had been much smaller, and grey. Could he be one of those shapeshifting creatures? What Osiris called the vilskje?

      And the young girl, she had appeared from nowhere. She couldn’t be more than nine years old. He assumed her to be human, but what was she doing here? Could she be one of the vilskje, too?

      His questions would have to wait.

      Across the dungeon, the Heart of the Succubus still stood, pumping its vulgar fluids. Its purpose—to birth a new hybrid species of vilskje and succubus, to hunt down and kill humans.

      The bird is right. I must destroy it.

      He rose from the ground, holding a humerus in one hand, like a bat. He flew toward the obscene thing. Along the way, his stomach twisted and wrenched. His heart rocked hard in his chest. His blood was magma. Amid his anguish and fury, a forceful nausea hit his stomach. In the air, he doubled over and descended to the ground a few yards shy of the chasm. The bone flew from his grip, and he was on his hands and knees, clutching his stomach.

      Ridley could not hold it back any longer. He pushed himself off the ground and into an upright kneeling position. His stomach muscles contracted. A stream of fire burst from his open mouth and flew across the chasm and onto the surface of the Heart, which jerked from its touch.

      The nausea was gone.

      Mouth open, Ridley walked to the edge of the chasm, spewing flame directly on the Heart. He squeezed his stomach muscles, stretched his jaw wide, and narrowed his eyes. Red and gold tongues of flame licked and lapped through the air, splashing upon the Heart’s surface and spreading around the entire organ, engulfing it in a wildfire, beautiful in its destruction.

      The Heart of the Succubus shook. The outer membrane sizzled and popped, bursting open in sections, and dropped burning fluid into the abyss, like napalm. It blazed, a raging inferno at the center of the dungeon. Throngs of bones became visible in the vast light cast upon the floor.

      At last, the Heart, charred and dead, broke from its stalk and fell as an obscene ember to the abyss. Ridley wiped his mouth, as if after a messy meal, and watched the cinder fall, its glow lighting the sides of the downshaft, until it disappeared.

      He could feel Drozegul’s approval—not for the destruction of evil but for the quality of the burn. He thought of Letzna, high upon the dragon cliffs, and he brought his gaze to the heights of the dungeon. He noticed a window near the very top on one side.

      “He really is a dragon now,” the girl said from behind.

      “It’s safe to say the blood took,” the bird squawked.

      Ridley turned around. The two stood side-by-side now. The bird waved his good wing. “Do you hear that?” The three stood perfectly still. The floor vibrated. A rumbling in the distance, soft at first, grew louder, closer. Ridley turned toward the sound.

      The vilskje flooded in droves from the open door. “The vilskje come for retribution! Corrupted, all of them!” said the bird, retreating behind Ridley.

      Some came in their natural form, elongated and insectile. Others came as animals. A lion, an albatross, and a vilskje in true form raced for first place. They came straight for Ridley, the one who had shaken the ant’s nest and destroyed their queen, each hoping to get in the first swipe, stab, or bite. Behind the leaders, two boars—one golden and one black—raced a third vilskje in natural form except for a tiger’s stripes and claws, ready to maim.

      “Now. Use your fire,” the girl said, backing away from the oncoming mob, still several yards away, while fidgeting with her backpack with one hand.

      Ridley took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      The dragons will be with you now.

      He thought of a forest fire. Heard the popping and whooshing sounds of the wind spreading sheets of flame over trees. Thought of Drozegul’s breath expanding through his lair. Willed the same from the pit of his stomach. He opened his eyes and stepped forward, opening his jaw wide.

      But nothing came out.

      The lion had taken the lead and was upon him. It lunged, and Ridley dodged aside, avoiding its claws. But a common sparrow flew in from another direction and jammed its beak into his thigh, drawing blood.

      “Get out of there!” Siv screamed.

      All manner of animals lunged at him, and he jumped backward, suffering only scratches. There was no mistake; their aim was to kill. White flames covered his fists once again. He leapt aside just as a tiger’s claw would have raked his chest. From the corner of his eye, he saw more vilskje piling in from another entrance, where he had been tossed into the dungeon. A squirrel bit his foot, and he stumbled, gasping in surprise at the pain. A vilskje in natural form pounded him with four fists from behind, and he collapsed to the ground. The shapeshifters collided with each other and fell upon him, crushing him with their weight.

      This is it. This is where I die.

      He pictured Ava sitting on a basement floor, shackled to chains, her bones showing through her paper-thin skin, as she begged, “Please, Ridley … Don’t leave me here. I need you.”

      Ava … I will find you.

      His blood boiled. White fire covered his body, and the woman in white pressed into the forefront of his mind, granting him strength. “Push,” she said. And he pushed the pile up and slammed his elbows into fur, feathers, and skin. Teeth gnashed, and claws dug, but he didn’t feel them in his ascent. He rose to his feet and knocked them away, as if in a shockwave, sending them flying away with the strength of a dragon.

      He looked over his shoulder. The girl and the raven were in trouble. She stood with the bird in one arm, surrounded by a circle of vilskje, collapsing on them. Her other hand frantically rummaged through a compartment of her backpack, hanging by one strap. The bird exchanged a worried glance with Ridley.

      “Stop!” the bird squawked. “This is not our way!”

      But the shapeshifters advanced.

      Ridley flew to them in a blur of white fire, joining the circle. The surrounding vilskje hesitated, then moved in again.

      “Burn this place to the ground,” the girl said.

      “No. It’s time for us to leave,” Ridley said.

      He wrapped an arm around his companions, crouched low, and launched straight up, closing his eyes.

      God, guide me.

      He flew up with his new friends in his arms, keeping his eyes shut until glass shattered around his body. He heard the tiny click of a pin. Then two more. It was not until the rumblings from the explosions below shook his body and heat radiated on the bottom of his feet that he realized the girl had dropped not one but three grenades—something she had stashed in her backpack this entire time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 55

          

          

      

    

    







            The Projectionists

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridley crashed awkwardly into the meadow below. He released the two passengers from his arms before tumbling to a stop. The girl rolled sideways through the grass, holding her arms like a protective cage around the raven. The backpack banged against her, the straps loose from the flight.

      They were less than half a mile from the nest, in a field which dipped in the middle like a shallow crater. Beyond the edge, cars sped down Outskirts Boulevard, and the breeze carried the sound of horns and motors.

      The bird stretched and shook his feathers, wincing at his bad wing. The girl slid her backpack off and rubbed her lower back before lying face up in the grass. She turned to Ridley. “Dragons land like that?”

      Ridley settled into a similar position, resting on his elbows. The morning sun warmed his skin like a blanket atop his exhausted body. He could fall asleep below this cloudless sky despite all the lingering questions, despite everything. To close his eyes right now would be sublime. A reward for surviving the darkness below Club Vilkos.

      Instead, he rolled onto his side, facing the girl. “It was my first time.”

      She nodded, a weary look on her face. Her eyes were sad, unfocused. “That’s fair.” Beside her, the raven moved its bad wing in different directions in self-examination.

      An ant crawled on Ridley’s arm, and he flicked a finger to send it flying over a distant flock of dandelions. “I’m Ridley. And you are?”

      “Iris.” She gestured to the bird. “And this is Siv.”

      Ridley nodded. “Right … so, Iris. Can we talk about grenades?”

      “Okay.” The girl’s eyes were trauma.

      “What kind of girl carries around explosives?”

      It was her turn to shrug. “This kind.” She swatted a fly. “Never know when something needs blowing up.” She cocked her head and blinked. “What kind of man breathes fire?”

      Indeed.

      Ridley closed his eyes, searching inside for signs of Drozegul or Letzna but found none. He opened them again.

      The bird, Siv, faced Iris now, stomping his feet and flapping his good wing. “How could you, Iris? You killed my entire species. All gone now. I am alone.”

      Iris held out a defensive hand. “I’m sorry, Siv. Truly, I am.” Her tone was soft. “But that place—it was evil. And those things trying to kill us, they weren’t like you. Not anymore. Could that evil be reversed? If you had just one to cure, is it possible?”

      Siv shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s beyond my wisdom. I suppose it doesn’t matter now that you’ve killed them all.”

      Iris stared off to one side with a pained look, then rolled onto her back to face skyward. She brought up a hand to wipe her face.

      Ridley stretched and turned toward Iris, lying on his side. “Why did you stop my attack on Osiris? You let him escape.”

      Iris was silent for several seconds. She rolled onto her side to face him. “We have to be better than them. Otherwise we’re the same.”

      Ridley tried to reconcile her words with the action of her grenades but decided to drop it. “That woman in green, the one who took him somewhere, protected him—I’ve been thinking about her.”

      Siv turned to Ridley. “As have I.”

      “It’s so strange. She looked like the woman who protected me from the dragon’s fire.”

      Siv nodded. “So they can go to those places too.”

      Ridley eyed the bird, his voice taking on an edge. “Tell me what you know.”

      Siv’s feathers lightened and melded into skin. His beak shrank, and he grew into the elongated shape of the vilskje, with four legs and two arms. He lay in the grass, stroking the area where wounded wing had become arm.

      With effort, Ridley concealed his discomfort at the bird’s sudden change.

      “It appears I am the only surviving vilskje now. I’m sorry for injecting the dragon’s blood into your neck, Ridley.”

      “You stuck me with dragon’s blood?”

      Siv nodded. “It was dangerous, but I had to save you, because you saved me.”

      “So, you’re the same bird? Not really a bird at all, it would seem. You escaped my cage.”

      “Yes. Those crows were killing me. They sensed my mimicry. I do not blame them, and I’ve since healed. But if you hadn’t intervened …” He paused, reflecting. “I am grateful.”

      Ridley’s eyes narrowed. He positioned himself slowly, then charged forward and gripped Siv’s shoulder, shaking him. “I saved you. And the very next day, my fiancée, Ava, vanishes.” His voice came out a growl. “It can’t be a coincidence!”

      Iris was on her feet, reaching for her knives. “Leave him alone!”

      He turned to her, and Siv transformed into a snake, his shoulder morphing from Ridley’s grasp. Ridley looked back to see him slithering away, only to morph into the vilskje form several feet away.

      “I try not to use snakes. Can’t seem to get the movement right. But this is twice it has saved me.” His gaze met Ridley’s. “I had nothing to do with your fiancée . This is the first I’ve heard her name.”

      Ridley crossed his arms. “But you vanished when she did.”

      “I used what little strength I had to shift to my shrew, and I escaped through the bars. Vilskje do not do well in containment, and though you did me a great kindness—saved my life—my limited history with humans has been less than good.”

      Iris approached Ridley. “Siv is good … I know it. He wouldn’t harm your fiancée.”

      Ridley sat, cross-legged, and put his head in his hands. “Then, where could she be? I keep seeing images of her. Terrible visions. I know she’s out there. She needs me.”

      Siv spoke, his voice grave. “When I saw that woman appear and take Osiris in a flash of green light, it gave credence to a theory. Tell me, Ridley, have you seen a similar light before?”

      Ridley turned and looked skyward, thinking. “Not green, but …”

      Iris swallowed hard. “Did you see a white light?”

      Ridley locked eyes with the girl. It was strange how he had just met her, yet it was like he had always known her. “Yes. A bright white light unlike anything I’ve seen before or since.”

      “We’ve all seen that same light, Ridley,” Siv said. “I think it’s no coincidence that we three are here together.”

      Ridley scratched his head. “But what does it all mean?”

      “I think we’re dealing with the Projectionists. Inter-dimensional creatures who move from world to world, appearing as deities.”

      “Oh, what the shit,” Ridley said, rubbing his temple. “This is too much.”

      “They are described in the Great Tome,” Siv continued, “though much of the script on those pages has worn.”

      “What do you know of them?” Iris asked intently.

      “Not much. Only that they come in flashes of light and always in pairs.”

      Iris nodded, her eyes wide. “So, when you saw the woman appear with green light—”

      “It suggested a pair,” Siv continued. “I had only seen the white before, but that flash of green was too similar for coincidence. That was the hole in my theory—one I’d hoped not to fill. I still hope I’m wrong, but …”

      Ridley walked closer to the others until they formed a tight triangle, a meeting of the minds. He smashed a mosquito on his arm and wiped the blood onto his already bloodied shirt. Now that his adrenaline had worn off, he was sore all over from the vilskje’s bites and scratches and Osiris’s vicious blows.

      He shook his head and looked from one of his new companions to the other. He made a time-out signal with his hands. “Whoa, stop right there. The woman in green—sure, she’s bad. But the one in white is most definitely not. She shielded me from dragon’s fire. I would be a pile of ashes if not for her.”

      The other two lifted their eyes in thoughtful consideration.

      “Besides. God saved me. He’s the one controlling everything, not some space creatures.”

      “Inter-dimensional beings,” Siv corrected.

      “Right. Well, my prayer brought this entire turn of events—the injection, the woman in white, the destruction of the evil dungeon, meeting you two. I had thought the one in white was the Holy Mother, or perhaps the Mother Mary? I can’t remember who they are, but there are holy women, right?”

      Siv and Iris faced each other, eyes wide. His as wide as an acorn, hers as wide as a glass slipper. She asked Siv, “Is delirium normal after injection?”

      Siv shook his head. “I don’t know, but I’m afraid this is beyond delirium, child.”

      Ridley reddened. “Hello? I’m right here. I’m not crazy. I prayed, and immediately after, these things all happened.”

      Iris turned to Ridley. “I’m sorry. That was rude. What does God want you to do?”

      Ridley looked at the grass, nodding. “I think he wants to help me save Ava. That’s why I keep getting these visions.” He inclined his chin, locking eyes with the girl again. “What about you, Iris? What will you do now?” As he spoke, he realized how little he knew about the girl.

      Her voice was saturated with pain. “I am missing someone too. My father.”

      “I’ll help you find him, as promised,” Siv said. “Should we take the train?”

      Iris kicked dirt from the field, first with one foot, then the other. “I don’t believe the train will lead me to him anymore. He’s in a dark place. I’ll ask for your help when the time is right.”

      Ridley regarded the vilskje. “What about you, Siv? What will you do?”

      “I’ve failed. There are no tasks before me. My species will be extinct upon my last breath.” He paused at the gravity of his own words, lowering himself to the grass. “At least forces of evil can no longer corrupt our legacy.”

      A section of the sky shimmered and swayed, pulling the trio’s attention upward. The sky blurred, as if underwater, and a beautiful woman appeared in a flash of brilliant white. She hovered like a phantom in a flowing white dress.

      It’s her. The one who shielded me from the dragon. And that’s the same light I saw when Ava vanished.

      The three onlookers jumped to their feet.

      “Well done, all of you. You’re a tessstament to courage, perssseverance … and other thingsss.” Her words slid like pythons from her lips. “Now kneel.” She brought her arms out to her sides and flicked her wrists downward, bringing the three to their knees. She eyed Siv. “You believe yourssself the lasst of your speciesss?”

      “Yes.”

      “There isss another. One harboring the deepessst corruption. Your journey’s not over yet, Sssiv.” She regarded Ridley. “Now, how isss my dragon?”

      Heat rose to his cheeks, and he struggled to contain his fury. “I must ask you …”

      The phantom waved an arm to the horizon, releasing the three from her kneeling grip. “Anything, my dragon.”

      “My fiancée, Ava, where is she?”

      The woman’s silky sleeves hung past her midsection, her hair swept to one side. “She’sss ssafe. I’ll return her to you onssse you’ve finished what you mussst. I wasss watching the day you ssaved Siv. I knew I’d found ssomeone worthy of my ssupport. My champion. But it’sss not over. Osssiris isss alive. And there’s another. Sssome might call her worssse.”

      White fire spread over Ridley’s fists. Inside he could feel Drozegul’s eyes snapping open. “But why take my fiancée? I fight willingly against these evils.”

      “Loved onesss get in the way, my dragon. Complacssencssy. Liability. We’ve sseen it more timessss than you could know. But I will prove her ssafety to you.”

      A thought offset Ridley’s boiling blood, one he latched on to. It had his heart bursting with unexpected joy.

      She didn’t leave me. She never left. Ma was right.

      Ava appeared in the meadow. Ridley turned to her, his mouth falling fully open. Maybe eight feet away, his love stood in the tall grass, smiling. Her dark hair shone in the sunlight, radiating her beauty. She spoke slowly, her eyes transfixed on a random point in the distance. “I’ve finally found them, babe. After twelve long years of searching, they came to me. Took me with them. Do you remember when I told you about the light? I was right. I wish Doug could see …”

      Tears streaked Ridley’s face. He ran to embrace her, to tell her he’d never let her go again, that she was safe now, but his arms went right through her, touching only air. “Ava!”

      She faded right in front of him, the smile never leaving her face.

      The woman in white said, “You will have her back, my dragon, when you defeat Osssiris and any evilsss at hisss sside.”

      Iris stepped forward with an angry smirk, her face red, defiant. Her fingers tapped on the knives at her thigh.

      Ridley and Siv eyed her, shaking their heads, nervous.

      Iris ignored them. “And what’s my role, oh, great white woman in the sky?”

      The phantom’s smile spread wide. “Yoursss may be the greatesst role of all, Irisss.”

      For a moment, to Ridley, she did not look like a woman at all but a pterodactyl with a massive crest and great veined wings.

      Less than a second later, she was the woman in white again.

      And with that, she vanished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 56

          

          

      

    

    







            Reborn

          

        

      

    

    
      Ilyana stood outside Veronica’s front door, staring at the young man’s shriveled remains. What had been disturbing before was now ordinary. Little guilt remained. No sorrow. She hadn’t killed this man. She had merely taken him within herself, where he could partake in her glory. The shriveled shell of a man, dead on the concrete pathway of the front porch at her feet, did not support a crime. His loose skin was shell fragments. That was all. Merely evidence of rebirth to greater purpose.

      Ilyana reflected on the profound turn her life had made in the past weeks. She had become part of a larger world, and she clung to her newfound dominance. She had been a victim for too long. No longer restrained by the confines of the nest, she could live among the humans and enjoy their comforts. And she could feed on them.

      A strange electrical sound brought Ilyana’s attention to the pathway ahead. Several feet away, a beautiful dark woman, tall and thin—stretched—with bright green eyes, hovered just inches above the concrete in a flowing green dress. This was the same woman Ilyana had seen in her mind, the one she had spoken with before.

      “Come,” the woman said. And it sounded like the voices of many in one. “Do not fear me. Come so that I may gaze upon my acolyte.”

      Ilyana approached the floating woman, captivated by her presence.

      “I will transform you. Grant you a righteous path. Spawned Ilyana of the vilskje, False-Veronica of the humans. Kneel before me. Close your eyes. For I will grant you passage through space and time.”

      All thoughts fled Ilyana’s mind, and she kneeled before the woman, closing her eyes. A hand fell upon her shoulder. When she looked up, she saw it was the woman’s icy touch.

      “You have paid homage to the dark covenant. You have overcome the adversity of morality and love. You have embraced power, and thus, I promote you. Now, open your mind’s eye and gaze upon your mentor.”

      Ilyana opened her eyes. She stood in a tomb at the shadow of a great altar. A horned demon statue stood before her, with ample breasts and giant stone wings sprouting from its back and hovering over its shoulders. She should have been afraid, but she wasn’t.

      Fear is mine to give. Not receive.

      The voice of the woman in green echoed through the altar. “Cut yourself, Ilyana. Bleed upon the altar. Give your life to the covenant, and you will be transformed.”

      Ilyana stepped toward the statue in awe at its size. She ran her wrist across the tip of the demon’s claw. She gasped at her blood gushing onto the table. What she had expected to be the rough stone edge had cut like a razor. Weakness gripped Ilyana as her life drained. She lay her head on the table, clutching her wrist, bleeding out. She turned her eyes—the human Veronica’s beautiful eyes—up to see movement. The statue seemed to move, but the world was fading …

      “Rise … Greater Succubus,” the woman in green said.

      Ilyana opened her eyes. She was in the same kneeling position as she had been when she had closed them. She rose, lifted her gaze, and gasped. She was staring eye to eye with the horned demon from the tomb. Only this time, it was in the flesh. It mimicked her movements one for one, the inhalation and release of her breaths and the movements of her arms. The sight was terrifying, and yet Ilyana experienced no fear in the moment.

      Ilyana scanned the twisted horns, the cruel eyes, the formidable shoulders, the heaving breasts. She surveyed the long muscle-bound arms that fell at its sides and the long slicing claws at the end of each hand. And as she scanned, so the demon did to her, until her gaze came at last upon the beast’s left claw.

      It clutched something—a bright red object that hung like a vine.

      “Reach out and take this gift from the Greater Succubus,”

      Ilyana reached, and as she did, the demon reached for her. It opened its hand, offering its sole possession to her. Ilyana gripped the object, and as she observed, the demon in the reflection did the same, still retaining the object it had passed.

      Ilyana held a long whip of red leather, affixed with cruel barbs. She inspected it, and a smile crawled over her face.

      The woman in green faded into the darkening sky.

      “Rise, Succubus, and claim this world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Let’s Keep in Touch

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Join The Youngblood Newsletter to receive updates on Dragon Apostle, the next book in the Projectionists series, set to come out in late 2023!

      

      The newsletter is completely free to sign up and you’ll never be spammed by me. You can opt out at any time.

      

      Sign up at https://www.tobiasyoungblood.com/

      

      In the meantime, have you read the prequel novella, Windlyn Vale? Get the ebook for FREE at the link below.

      

      https://dl.bookfunnel.com/47wlcedfs3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Please leave a review!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve enjoyed Grave Covenant, it would help immensely if you left a review on Amazon.

      

      Reviews help authors get more eyes on their books, which is incredibly important to building an author’s career. Long story short … reviews allow me to write more books!

      

      Should you choose to write one, please know that the gesture will be greeted with the utmost appreciation.
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