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      Demons in My Driveway
By R.L. Naquin


      A Monster Haven Story, book five


      Zoey Donovan—Aegis and co-opted protector of all things supernatural—is moving up in the Hidden world. Actually, she’s being dropkicked onto the front lines of a fight between the newly formed Cult of Imagination and Hidden governments everywhere.


      The Cult is opening portals and unleashing demons, vampires and werewolves, growing closer to breaking the lock that holds back the zombie apocalypse with every world they crack open. Oh, and they want every last Aegis in the world dead, and a roving band of Hidden worshippers is only too eager to assist.


      On the upside, Zoey finally has her mother back. But having another Aegis around—one with very different ideas on how to run things—is proving difficult. For their own safety, they’re stuck inside Zoey’s home. What was once a haven is now a prison, further straining maternal relations and alienating her reaper boyfriend. Taking down a cult and saving the world—again—would be a lot easier if she could go farther than her own driveway.
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      Dear Reader,


      Happy October! I think I’ve mentioned this before, but I love October. Not only is it the month in which my daughter was born (ten years ago!!) but I love the weather, the scents and the activities of October. Everything about the month combines to something fun and transporting for me. Of course, I’m sure not everyone feels the same about this fall month, but I’m happy to say we have a great collection of fiction releases to help aid all of you with fun escapes.


      In the spirit of the somewhat paranormal mood of the month, I’ll start with paranormal and fantasy genres. R.L. Naquin returns with an installment in her quirky, fun, romantic urban fantasy Monster Haven series. With Aegises dying all over the world, the only safe place for Zoey is the protection of home—but hiding doesn’t come naturally for Zoey, and she’ll have to act fast to prevent a zombie apocalypse in Demons in My Driveway. And in Dana Marie Bell’s paranormal romance Of Shadows and Ash, when evil attacks from the shadows, dryad Ashton Ward will be the only one who can save his beloved witchdoctor from eternal darkness.


      Matt Sheehan brings back the ever-lovable Helmut and his sidekick in urban fantasy Helmut Goes Abroad. Another round of magic, fistfights and one-liners with the best, most handsome, and of course humble detective Helmut Haase and his apothetic sidekick Shamus O’Sheagan.


      Futurisic romance In the Void by Sheryl Nantus gives us romance set in space—and a brothel spaceship. Answering a distress call can spell the end of the Bonnie Belle and everyone aboard...


      A dragonshifter intent on executing a high-stakes art heist is forced to juggle a wedding, a family and a pesky attraction to her target’s head of security in paranormal romance ’Til Dragons Do Us Part by Lorenda Christensen. April Taylor’s alternate history fantasy Taste of Treason, the second in her Tudor Enigma series, also releases this month. Master Elemancer Luke Ballard has grown his magical powers since his last encounter with the dark sorcerers who will stop at nothing to destroy the English throne. But is he skilled enough to both protect his own and prevent tragedy from reaching the royal family?


      Moving on to contemporary romance releases in October, the last man that handywoman Georgia Lennox expects to break through her tough-as-nails, ugly-duckling exterior is John Montgomery the Third, the millionaire philanthropist she works for in Because I Can by Tamara Morgan.


      In military contemporary romance His Road Home by Anna Richland, a false engagement story gives injured Special Forces Sergeant Rey Cruz a surprise gift: love. Pitch Imperfect by Elise Alden is a contemporary romance in which the last thing celebrity singer Anjuli Carver wanted was to be dependent on her ex-fiancé to restore her dilapidated manor. Will he rebuild her crumbling walls or demolish her defenses with his sexy pursuit?


      Male/male romance Follow You Home by A.M. Arthur is the story of a broken soul who finds solace and safety in the company of a gentle janitor—as well as an unexpected chance at real love.


      Last this month, we’re pleased to welcome co-authors Eileen Griffin and Nikka Michaels with In the Raw, part one of a male/male romance duology about culinary students Ethan Martin and James Lassiter. When they find themselves competing for the same scholarship they also discover they’re competing for something more important—love. Look for part two, In the Fire, next month, in November 2014.


      Coming in November 2014: Carina Press and I both celebrate an anniversary. And we have books from a number of powerhouse authors including Josh Lanyon, Shannon Stacey, Lauren Dane and so many more!


      Here’s wishing you a wonderful month of books you love, remember and recommend.


      Happy reading!


      ~Angela James

      Editorial Director, Carina Press

    

  


  
    
      Dedication


      For Matt. There’s never been a moment since you were born when I wasn’t proud to say “That guy? He’s my brother.” No matter what happens in life, we’ll always have each other.


      And for the real-life Howard, who was not nearly so grumpy as this one. May he live forever in these pages, nibbling grass and giving rides to laughing brownie children.
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      Chapter One


      The gremlins must have known I was coming, because they mobbed me the minute I walked into my hotel room. What do you call a group of gremlins? A pod? A flock? A quorum? A lot of gremlins. The Goblin Switchboard I’d seen in the past had nothing on the Gremlin Information Superhighway for passing around information. And apparently, I was big news.


      I tried not to flinch at how many there were. Gremlins were simple, but sweet. I’d never met one I hadn’t liked. Still—I’d never met so many at once.


      Gremlin voices collided with each other and overlapped in a mishmash of squeaky exclamations and breathless wonder.


      “The lady is here!”


      “She came to see us!”


      “It’s her!”


      Blurry spots on the flowered wallpaper bunched together and crawled in my direction. Lumps on the paisley duvet undulated in oranges and greens across the bed. My eyes needed a minute or two to adjust. Gremlins weren’t always easy to see with their natural camouflage. Once the small figures drew closer and stopped hopping around so much in their excitement, I was able to make out their faces and round eyes. I counted a dozen creatures, though I might’ve missed some.


      They climbed over each other, shoving and grunting in an effort to get close to me. Tiny hands brushed my legs, tugged the hem of my skirt, or reached high to pat my hip. Their attention should have been alarming—or at least disconcerting. But it wasn’t.


      Not in the least.


      I smiled and nudged a few to the side so I could sit on the edge of the bed.


      “Hello.” I folded my hands in my lap and gazed around the room. Definitely more than a dozen. I’d missed an entire wall.


      At the sound of my voice, the chatter stopped and, as one, they sucked in their breaths. When they held themselves so still, it was more difficult to spot them as a group, but easier to see individuals. I focused on the gremlin who stood directly in front of me with his palm resting on my knee. The back of his hand was striped in turquoise and yellow with the illusion of a velvety texture. It blended into my skirt as if he wasn’t there.


      “Thank you for welcoming me,” I said. “Is there something I can help you guys with?” I sounded like Snow White, talking to gentle woodland creatures. Any second I’d start singing and we’d all dance into the bathroom to clean the toilet and re-grout the shower.


      My solemn, stripe-handed visitor shook his head. “No help. Came to see and touch the lady.” He gave me a shy smile. “Frit will be famous in his home now. Frit talked to the lady.”


      The chatter returned, and the room held a steady movement of bobbing paisley, striped and floral heads.


      “So,” I said, eyes narrowing. “Everything’s all right here? No one needs anything from me?” Everywhere I went these days, somebody needed or wanted something. In a space filled with this many Hidden creatures, they couldn’t possibly let me go without at least a small request.


      Frit shook his head. “Nope.”


      I opened my mouth to ask again, then shut it as I realized my mistake. I was in another country. They had other Aegises here to take care of the Hidden. My own country had lost all its Aegises, except my mother and me.


      I was in England now.


      “You must have a wonderful Aegis here. I hope I get to meet her—or him—while I’m visiting.”


      The chatter stopped again and the room stilled. Frit looked at his feet. “No, lady. No Aegis. We take care of ourselves, here.”


      I frowned. “You don’t have an Aegis?”


      He shook his head. “No Aegis. Maybe next year. Council says.”


      A tear rolled down his blurry face, a prism of light on shadow. I reached forward to wipe it away. “I’m sorry. How long has she been gone?”


      Frit sniffled. “Long. Gone long. Minutes and minutes ago.”


      The shared sadness of the group pattered across my shoulders like a gentle rain—not an intense downpour, but enough to dampen the room. Gremlins had a convoluted sense of time. Minutes and minutes ago could mean yesterday, or it could mean they’d been without an Aegis for twenty years. I made a mental note to ask someone what had happened, and how the search for a replacement was going.


      For that matter, why hadn’t the next closest Aegis stepped in as a temporary measure? If Mom and I could cover all of the United States while we waited for replacements to appear, surely someone in Germany or France could cover the U.K.


      Unless the European Hidden Coalition was as disorganized and useless as the U.S. Board of Hidden Affairs—which was pretty damn likely.


      My experiences with our own Hidden government hadn’t impressed me.


      Shuffling sounds brought my attention back to the room. As far as I could see, the gremlins had cleared out. When I looked back at Frit, he was gone too. Across my lap lay a sprig of heather tied with a red ribbon.


      I ran my fingers over the soft flowers and addressed the empty room. “They’re beautiful, thank you. And come back and see me soon.”


      Gremlins tended to come and go like that without warning. They probably hadn’t gone far. If I needed them, they’d be back. I smirked, thinking how difficult it must be to have a hotel infested with gremlins. Shiny objects, jewelry, hair scrunchies, mirrors—anything that caught a gremlin’s attention could go missing.


      I touched the satin ribbon around the gift they’d left me and wondered if another guest might be missing it.


      I placed the bundle of heather on the table next to the bed and shoved my suitcase in the corner, out of the way. The bed looked comfortable and tempted me with its soft comforter and squishy pillows. I rubbed my bleary, travel-weary eyes and looked around.


      The room wasn’t big, and the bathroom was a little weird. It wasn’t so much adjoining as it was in the room. A toilet with an old-fashioned overhead pull, a small sink and a shower stall took up the cramped space. Around these three fixtures, someone had built a wall to distinguish it from the rest of the room and allow for a bit of privacy. The wall, however, didn’t go all the way to the ceiling. If I stood on the bed, I could look over the wall into the bathroom.


      Weird.


      I was grateful I’d insisted on my own room. The idea of sharing such a lack of privacy with Bernice, the head of our Board of Hidden Affairs, was about as distasteful as it got. I couldn’t imagine having to sit in the room while someone used the toilet right there. We might as well have been in a public restroom.


      I smoothed my skirt, tightened a buckle on my dark chocolate boots, fluffed my hair a little, then adjusted the yellow beret amid my wild, dark red curls. Determined not to give in to jet lag, I left my odd-but-cozy room and headed downstairs for a drink.


      The man who’d checked me in was now behind the bar. He was tall, with eyes that grinned and dark hair cropped neatly on the sides but in tight curls hugging the top of his head. His smile brightened when he saw me. “Alright, my angel? Do you want a drink? What would you like?”


      Most Americans expect two sorts of British accents. Either the snooty parody of the British well-to-do, or the fake cockney we learned from Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins. Wiggy’s accent was neither. It was fast. It was friendly.


      “I’d love a glass of cider,” I said, stifling a yawn.


      “Point or hoff point?” he asked.


      Sometimes his speech was so fast, I lost a word and looked at him with my jaw hanging open, feeling like an idiot.


      I stared at him. “What?”


      “Point? Do you want a full point?”


      It was as if he were speaking a foreign language. Hell, maybe he was. I was in a different country. I shrugged and shook my head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


      He held up a tall glass in one hand and a short one in the other, his smile never wavering. “Point. Half point.” He indicated each glass as he spoke.


      My eyes widened, and I laughed. “Oh, pint! Got it! Sorry. A pint, please.”


      Chuckling, he filled my glass from the cider on tap then slid it to me. I tried to pay him, and he waved a dismissive hand at me. “No worries, my angel. Welcome to the U.K.”


      He wandered off to wait on a customer at the other end of the bar before I could thank him.


      I leaned an elbow on the bar and sipped the ice-cold, dry taste of apples while I took in my surroundings. The place was old. I wasn’t sure how old, but I’d been told on arrival the church across the street was twice the age of my own country. I found this far more disconcerting than a dogpile of handsy gremlins waiting in my room. It made me feel small and insignificant, realizing how young America was in comparison. History surrounded me in every stone and wooden beam—history that predated everything that was familiar to me.


      Hell, the wood that made up the bar had probably been blessed by Druids five hundred years ago before a peasant chopped down the tree and dragged it here. I ran my fingers over the scratches and scars of the polished wood and pondered in my own insignificance in the big scheme of history.


      Taking a sip of my drink, I glanced around the bar for other inconsequential humans.


      The evening was still young, so the pub hadn’t filled up much. A few people talked in hushed voices at a table across the room. Glasses clunked on the hard wood, missing the thick paper coasters. Smoke curled over the heads of patrons.


      Behind them, two teenagers faced a dartboard. The taller kid stood with his hand in the air and his face screwed up in concentration, ready to let his dart fly. The other sat slumped in a chair, arms folded across his chest. When the dart finally flew, two more followed in rapid succession, barely hitting the board.


      Somebody needed more practice and less beer.


      I squinted at the staircase. So far, Bernice hadn’t come down from her room. I sipped my drink and sighed. I’d known she wouldn’t. She’d regret it when she woke in the middle of the night ready to start the day. I yawned again and rubbed my burning eyes. Just a few more hours and then I’d sleep.


      Movement to my right caught my attention. A guy in a tight T-shirt and even tighter jeans perched on the stool next to me and regarded me with careful attention. He tipped his head back and smiled. “What’s up?”


      I frowned and sipped my drink. “Hi.”


      “You alone?”


      I swear to God, his biceps flexed when he said it.


      “I’m never really alone,” I said.


      “Hey, you’re American too!” He scooted his stool closer.


      I nodded. “Pretty much, yeah.”


      The guy felt slimy. As an empath, I tried to keep myself as closed up as possible, only filtering in a measured amount of other people’s emotions. This asshat was horny, opportunistic and a dirtball. His groping need pulsed from his pores in repugnant waves, and my filters weren’t doing much to keep it out. Maybe my inability to block was due to lack of sleep, but my tolerance level wasn’t nearly as high as it usually was, either.


      Or maybe I was growing as a person. Taking shit from people was no longer one of my official hobbies. Go me.


      I scootched my stool a few inches away and watched Wiggy as he cleaned a couple of glasses in the sink. Toad-man leaned toward me, his arm nearly touching mine.


      “You know,” he said, in a low tone he probably thought was sexy. “The place where I’m staying is only a few blocks away. We could have a few drinks. Maybe watch a movie.” He drew even closer. “Or something.”


      I put both elbows on the bar and spread out causing him to move back. “Dude, I’ve got a drink already. But thanks.”


      Again with the husky, thought-he-was-irresistible voice. “I won’t charge you for the drinks.”


      I held up my drink, waved it at him without looking, then took a long pull. “I didn’t have to pay for this one, either.”


      I could have played the I-have-a-boyfriend card to get him to leave me alone, but I’ve never been a big fan of that one. I shouldn’t have to claim I’m somebody else’s property in order to be ineligible for groping.


      Also, it would be a lie.


      Having a relationship while repeatedly trying to save the world had proven too difficult for Riley and I to overcome, especially while it was his job to keep me alive. Two months ago, we’d finally agreed to call it a day. Unfortunately, he was still employed by the Board to be my minder. We had no time for a relationship, but we were together all the time.


      No. Not awkward at all.


      It was one of the reasons I’d jumped at the chance to take this trip with Bernice. Was it too much to ask for a few days without a constant reminder of how much my heart hurt? Apparently, there was no vacation from a broken heart. I couldn’t leave it behind, like a hairbrush or my right flip-flop. Broken hearts were more like a fungal infection or a thigh rash—always along for the ride.


      Slimy McAsshat kept talking. I wasn’t listening anymore, but he kept flexing and chattering. I rubbed my eyelids with my fingertips.


      I could make him cry. It wouldn’t take much. I’m tired. I could turn that into a little pity party, then turn it around and blast it at him.


      I could make him cry.


      I sent tendrils of emotion in his direction, prodding him, testing his defenses. He tasted like ambition and greed, but I could change that before he knew what was happening. I could make him feel anything I chose. Didn’t I deserve more respect than what he was showing? Didn’t he deserve to be punished?


      My eyes flew open in horror. What I’d been thinking was awful. Not six months ago I’d taken down the most powerful empath history had known. Katy had done things like that. She’d used her empath powers to make other people do what she wanted. Feel what she wanted.


      And here I was contemplating the same thing.


      I swallowed the rest of my drink and set the glass on the bar. “Listen,” I said, turning toward the man. “It’s been nice meeting you, but I’ve really got to get some sleep.”


      He looked startled, as if rejection were unfamiliar to him. As he stammered at me, unable to find the magic words to get me to drop my panties, a shimmer on the wood paneling over his shoulder caught my eye. The wood sort of oozed toward him, then took on the blue of his tight, tight shirt as the blob slid down his arm.


      The guy never noticed a thing when the gremlin slipped the watch from his wrist, then disappeared over the carpet with it.


      I wanted to object, but he kept flexing at me as he talked. Maybe I wasn’t so far gone that I would manipulate somebody’s emotions to make them do what I wanted, but I wasn’t above allowing petty theft to happen right before my eyes, either. The gremlins loved their shinies.


      This asshat was his own shiny. I couldn’t imagine why he even needed a fancy watch. The world revolved around him.


      Without another word, I turned toward the stairs.


      “Your loss,” he said behind me. Without the pseudo-sexy artifice, his voice was whiny and mean.


      Wiggy nodded at me then glanced at the guy I’d just left at the bar. I felt secure in the knowledge that Wiggy wouldn’t let the guy come upstairs after me.


      Thank God, because I couldn’t possibly use that bathroom with him in the room.


      I yawned and checked my watch.


      Screw the time. If I was going to be any use at the Gathering tomorrow, I needed sleep, whether it messed with my internal clock or not.


      And to be honest, since I didn’t know what to expect at this enormous get-together of world leaders, I was more than a little nervous.


      Not enough to keep me awake, though. I didn’t remember changing for bed before I was out cold.


      * * *


      Wiggy took one look at my face the next morning and ordered me an enormous breakfast, despite my objections that I was too anxious to eat. He sat me in a window seat so I had a perfect view of the four-hundred-year-old church across the street.


      “Don’t be nervous, now, poppet. It’s only a convention.” He poured me a cup of coffee and placed a smaller pitcher of cream and a sugar dish next to it. “You sit right here and I’ll bring you a proper breakfast. You take your time and enjoy it, yeah? They’re lucky to have you attending, not the other way around.”


      I nodded, mute in my apprehensive and pre-coffee state. He patted my shoulder, then disappeared into the kitchen. He returned in a flash, grinning, with a plate piled high with eggs, English sausage, potatoes, fried bread and, to my puzzlement, a large helping of baked beans.


      “Tuck in!” He smiled and left me alone in the dining room.


      I wondered why a hotel so close to where the Gathering was being held seemed so empty. Church bells rang across the street as I took my first bite and realized English sausage was probably my new favorite thing. Totally different spices from American sausage.


      As I chewed, I gazed out the window and tried to prepare myself mentally for the upcoming meeting.


      All I knew about the Gathering could fit on the back of a cocktail napkin. Once every five years, representatives of the various Hidden governments around the world met to discuss common issues, share ideas and reconnect with each other. Because the various countries were wary of each other, they didn’t do much communicating outside of the Gathering. Takeovers, territory disputes and suspicion had been the standard for hundreds of years. Twice a decade they let down their guards and shared—at least a little.


      I suspected it was more an excuse to eat and drink a lot, tell lies to make their countries sound more sparkly to the others, and show off the things they could flaunt.


      That’s where I probably came in. I had a strong feeling Bernice had asked me to accompany her so she could parade me around as the empathic Aegis who took down the infamous Katy.


      Bernice, of course, would somehow take the credit for having such a stellar Aegis.


      The gremlins seemed to think I was something special. Somehow, I doubted the humans would feel the same way. As tight lipped as the various governments were, I found it unlikely they knew who Katy was, let alone me.


      My stomach churned and I set down my forkful of baked beans.


      I hoped the rest of the Aegises wouldn’t count Bernice against me. Aside from getting away from my problems at home, meeting other Aegises was the biggest reason I’d agreed to come.


      I caught movement through open doors that divided the dining area from the lobby/bar. Bernice strolled downstairs dressed for her formal ambassador activities.


      Somewhere along this wild ride in the last year and a half, my quirky dress sense had become almost normal compared to the odd people surrounding me in my life.


      The head of the United States Board of Hidden Affairs stood before me in a pink-checked tweed pantsuit with enormous gold buttons down the double breast. Yellow ruffles spilled from the cuffs and peeked out at the neck. She smiled, and bright pink lipstick flecked her front tooth.


      I’d never seen her decked out like that before. The outfit was a reflection of how nervous she was. That and the anxious energy spattering my shields like hot fat over an open fire.


      At least I wasn’t the only one feeling the pressure.


      I smiled. “You look so pretty.” I snagged a napkin from across the table. “Here. You’ve got a little lipstick...” I mimed scrubbing my teeth.


      She took the napkin and scrubbed, then grimaced at me so I could check. I nodded, and she tucked the napkin into her handbag. She checked her watch and frowned. “He’s late.”


      “Who’s late?” I glanced around the empty lobby/bar. The only people I saw were a young guy in checkered chef pants walking into the restroom and a maid vacuuming in the hallway.


      “Marcus. I told him to meet us here at eight.” She pursed her pink lips in disapproval. “It’s already ten after.”


      As if on cue, the front door swung open and the slimy guy from the night before stepped through. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I seem to have misplaced my watch.”


      I frowned. He wore a crisp gray suit, and his hair was clean and combed in a neat, sensible style, rather than the self-conscious pseudo-sexy rumpled look from the night before. The strangest part was his light French accent, noticeably absent the last time we’d met.


      He winked at me and took my hand. “Don’t be angry. I had to know.”


      I blinked in confusion. “Had to know what? Whether I was easy to pick up in a bar?”


      Bernice and Marcus exchanged a knowing look. I hated when people did that. A lump of cold anger formed in the pit of my stomach, and I narrowed my eyes.


      So, Bernice had known. Probably why she never came downstairs last night. She’d be smart to stay clear of me for the rest of the trip if she didn’t want an earful of angry Aegis.


      Marcus squeezed my hand, and his voice was soft. “I had to be sure you had control of your powers. I’ve heard about the things you’re capable of. You took down a psychotic killer with powers that everyone assumed far outmatched yours. Please forgive me. I had to see what you would do when provoked.”


      I pulled my hand away from him and wiped my palm against my black lace skirt. “You’re welcome for not killing you, I guess.” He could try to tell me he’d been faking it to test me, but you can’t lie to an empath. If I’d been willing to leave with him, he’d have been happy to take me. Conflict of interest or method acting? My mind was already made up on that front.


      Dirtball.


      Bernice placed her hand on my arm. “Zoey,” she said almost in a whisper. “Marcus is the Chief of the North American Division of Hidden Relations.”


      I swiveled my head between the two of them. “Are you saying he’s your boss?”


      She nodded.


      I could have easily thrown my hands in the air and walked away from them both. Over the past two years, the United States had lost nearly all its board members to a ruthless murderer. All the Aegises except for my mother and I had also been killed. The entire time, Bernice had been on her own, telling me she couldn’t go to the governments in other countries for help because they were so territorial and might attempt to take over ours.


      And the whole time, she had a boss of her own. Someone could have done something to help. Either Bernice was too stupid to get the help, or Marcus was too inept at his job to lift a finger.


      Judging by the look on Bernice’s face, she expected me to cozy up to Marcus—and kiss his ass, to top it all off.


      “Excuse me a moment,” I said. I stepped to a blank wall behind them. The action probably appeared odd from their point of view. After a brief word with a small lump I’d noticed in the wallpaper, I held my hand out and a gremlin dropped Marcus’s watch in my hand. I returned to stand in front of him and placed it in his hand. The look of surprise on his face was worth an entire trench coat full of watches.


      “Where did you...” he trailed off, staring at the object.


      “Don’t test me again.” My words were slow and even. “I’m capable of all kinds of crazy shit you can’t begin to imagine. You either trust me or you don’t. Game time is over.”


      I left them both staring after me and flounced out the door.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Two


      The walk from the pub to the football field—soccer field to me—took less than five minutes. The other two had caught up with me early on, since I didn’t know where I was going. Huge waste of an awesome exit. They were smart enough to read the expression and know not to bring up what had happened. The subject was closed.


      We strode through a small hub of shops, then down a path to a small river. A field spread in front of us, empty and stark.


      I quirked an eyebrow at Bernice. “It’s like my backyard, isn’t it? There’s a bubble disguising the whole event in plain sight, right?”


      She nodded, and her ridiculous pink pillbox hat bobbed, causing its golden flowers to brush her forehead.


      Let the record show, even I thought the hat was a bad idea.


      Up until that morning, I’d have said a hat was always a good idea.


      Marcus gave me the side-eye, then walked onto the grass and disappeared. Bernice offered an apologetic smile and followed.


      I sighed and smoothed my skirt, then stepped through the projection of a blank field into the absolute chaos of a crowded shindig.


      As it always happened when I went into my own, similarly disguised backyard, I experienced no atmospheric change, nothing brushed against my skin, and the temperature didn’t change.


      The noise level, however, went up several decibels, and I walked right into the back of Bernice, scraping my elbow on her rough tweed. I rubbed the skin and pulled the bunched-up sleeves of my sweater down my arms to keep them safe. Her tweed had a bite.


      I stepped around Bernice and scanned the area. People milled everywhere. An enormous, rectangular, tented pavilion took up most of the field. A buffet spread the length of one side, and groupings of tables and chairs filled most of the inner space. A long table, several chairs and a podium took up the top of the rectangle. People sat at tables in groups, stood in clusters, or watched in pairs from the sidelines. At the bottom of the rectangle, a jazz combo played music that was plenty loud inside the bubble, but completely silent one step outside.


      Marcus nodded at us. “Ready, ladies?”


      Bernice grinned and wobbled after him in her low-heeled sandals. The grass was muddy from a recent downpour, and the air was chilly, though not freezing. Not too bad for the beginning of November in England. Still, I was glad for the boots I’d chosen, and the thick tights under my skirt. I wasn’t sure why I’d decided to dress entirely in black. Normally, I’d have chosen some bright colors to perk up the outfit, but somehow, all black had felt right. Maybe I’d needed to feel mysterious with all those strangers. Whatever the reason, the fabrics were all heavy and warm.


      I supposed Bernice’s awful tweed was pretty cozy too, though the sandals weren’t a bright move. I could see her taking on mud with every squelching step she took.


      A small, fluttery man in a blue pinstriped suit spotted us before we reached the tent. He placed his champagne flute on the table in a distracted way, then met us before we stepped inside.


      His forehead crinkled with worry as he looked from me to Bernice then back again. “Bernice,” he said in a British accent that would have sounded highbrow and intimidating if it weren’t so squeaky and effeminate. “Is this who I think it is?”


      Bernice beamed at him. “Lord Chilford, may I present Zoey Donovan?”


      His eyes grew wide, and he hissed between his teeth. “Are you insane?” He grabbed Bernice by the sleeve and dragged her far enough away that I couldn’t hear what he said. Marcus followed, concern trickling down his arms and legs toward my filters. Chilford’s back was to me, but I could see Bernice as she listened to whatever he was saying. His hands made wild gestures, and her face paled. She glanced at me, then back at him, her mouth falling open. Marcus’s jaw clenched and he folded his arms, as if whatever Chilford told him had put him on the defense. All three of them looked toward me, then looked away.


      Well, I’m just feeling all kinds of welcome.


      I placed a hand on one hip and waited for them to finish their animated discussion, presumably about me. Fear, oily and slick, flowed across the grass from Bernice. She shook her head in response to something Chilford said, then Marcus scowled and looked in my direction.


      None of them showed any signs of ceasing their conversation, and Bernice’s fear became thicker with each second. I should have been worried, but I couldn’t seem to work up to a state of concern that matched their dramatics. Maybe I’d had enough of bureaucrats for one lifetime. Maybe I was done walking on eggshells to please other people. Maybe I was done with constant danger shadowing my every move.


      Screw it. I’d seen champagne glasses with orange juice in them. If I was about to get booted out of here or told the world was coming to an end, a mimosa or two might make the news go down a little easier. I shrugged and made my way over to the pavilion without them.


      I stepped off the grass into the covered area toward a group of four people dressed in elaborate outfits decorated with peacock feathers, strips of leather, bright ribbons, or hundreds of buttons. As one, they stopped talking and stared at me, then stepped back, forming an aisle. They said nothing to me as I passed.


      I hadn’t exactly been expecting a parade and fanfare, but this was disconcerting. From the way everyone was acting, I might as well have stepped out of a flying saucer and walked around waving chartreuse-and-lavender tentacles from my forehead the way everyone was acting. Ignoring their behavior required a concerted effort. As did the urge to yell boo and see if they scattered like bunnies.


      Or cockroaches.


      I made a beeline for the buffet table.


      Everywhere I went, chatter stopped and people stared. An Asian man in an enormous white cowboy hat dropped a pat of butter in his grapefruit juice without noticing. A tiny redheaded woman in a purple-and-gold sari bumped into a tent support, then sent a pastry tray skidding into the leg of an African man wearing a cape of red-and-yellow feathers and little else. He was so intent on my progress through the tent that he didn’t notice the blackberry jam dripping from his left ear.


      I tried to scan the crowd with the proper level of nonchalance. At least some of these people had to be Aegises. Somehow, I’d expected I’d know another Aegis when I saw one. Apparently not. None of these people seemed the type to help anybody, let alone one of their own kind.


      If this was how Aegises treated each other, maybe I didn’t want to meet any new ones. Mom and I were doing fine on our own.


      At least we thought so.


      A short, thin woman wearing what could only be called a neck tutu had her back to me, so she didn’t see me coming. I reached for a bite-sized blueberry muffin and accidentally brushed her fluffy tulle accessory with my elbow. She turned, her thickly painted lips smiling. A brief moment of relief swept over me. Finally, a cheerful person who wasn’t afraid of catching my social leprosy. I was premature in my assessment. When the woman caught sight of me she grimaced and took several steps backward, landing in the lap of a rotund gentleman in a bright patchwork suit.


      So much attention made my skin itch, but I refused to cave. I stood straighter and stuck out my chin. What the hell was this? Sixth grade?


      Then again, the way everyone backed away left the buffet wide open for me to graze unhindered.


      I plucked a piece of bacon from a platter and crunched as I strolled. A pyramid of glasses sat at one end, with champagne bottles and carafes of orange juice next to it.


      “Don’t mind if I do,” I said, and poured myself a champagne-heavy mimosa. I sipped my drink as I wandered—taking a strawberry here, a mini croissant there. I’d already had a huge breakfast, but the buffet was inviting, and the people weren’t.


      Maybe I should have been freaked out. Maybe I should have questioned what had everyone’s panties in a bunch. But in the past year, I’d been nearly sucked dry of my life essence by an incubus, attacked by sharks and a polar bear, threatened by leprechaun thugs, and faced down magical psychopaths on two separate occasions.


      Snub me if you want, people. Whatever you’re worried about isn’t my problem. I’m off duty. This is not my assigned territory. I’m only here for the buffet. And this girl has had enough adventure, thank you very much.


      After a fourth trip wandering the buffet line, I made my way through the milling, wary people and found an empty table near the podium. Rolling the stem of my third glass between my fingers, I waited. It wasn’t long before Bernice appeared at my side.


      “Zoey,” she said in a stage whisper. “We have to talk.”


      I nodded. “Apparently, I have a third ass cheek, toilet paper stuck to the bottom of my shoe and a nasty case of leprosy. I’d love to hear what the problem is.”


      Bernice’s gaze darted around the pavilion, as if trying to find a private place to talk. She made distressed, huffing noses as she took in all the faces staring in our direction. “I don’t... Maybe we could...”


      I pushed the chair next to me with my boot. “Sit. Explain. I know something scared you. It’s scaring all of them too.” I tipped my head at the crowd. “And I know it can’t really be me they’re afraid of.”


      She let out a heavy sigh and settled in the seat. “I shouldn’t have brought you with me.”


      “I kind of figured that out. Didn’t any of the other moms get to bring their Aegises with them? Is this a no-Aegis zone?” I took a good swallow of my mimosa, in case someone from the Buffet Police tried to take it away.


      Bernice fiddled with one of her buttons. “I’m sure they’d all love to bring their Aegises with them.” Her hands shook, and she dropped them in her lap.


      “Bernice.” I touched her scratchy sleeve. “Tell me what’s going on. What has you so scared?”


      She dragged her gaze to my face. “We’re not the only ones who’ve experienced losses.”


      I frowned. “They’ve lost some of their Aegises?” I thought about the gremlins losing their Aegis. “Or do you mean government officials, like you, lost board members?”


      Her hand fluttered to her head and tucked a stray curl under her ridiculous hat. “Both. Nobody’s government has been left whole. And...” She swallowed hard, and I offered her my half-empty mimosa. After a grateful sip, she pulled herself together enough to speak.


      “Zoey, they’ve lost nearly all their Aegises. You, your mother and a handful of others are the only ones left. A small handful.”


      I tilted my head in confusion. “What, in Europe?”


      “No. In the world.”


      I shivered in the damp morning air. “That’s not possible. You told me there were hundreds of Aegises across the world. Katy killed most of us in America, but she never left the country. She didn’t have time for that kind of mass destruction.”


      When Katy had broken out of her cell, it had been on Bernice’s watch. In fact, Bernice had been under Katy’s considerable influence at the time and had no memory of it, so Bernice may have been the one who let Katy out. We had no way of knowing for sure. This didn’t make Bernice feel any less responsible, however, and was one of the reasons she’d given when she asked me to come along on this trip.


      She didn’t trust herself, despite Katy being very much dead.


      The person—or thing—who’d been directing Katy’s rampage had killed her for failing to complete their deal. My mother and I were still alive, and it had cost Katy her life.


      Bernice crossed her ankles and rubbed her fingers over the crease between her eyes. “Whoever set her free did the same all over the world, setting psychotic, angry people loose and cutting a deal with them to kill the Aegises.”


      I gasped. The idea that Katy had only been one of many rather than a one-off crazy sent a shiver through me. The same horrific scenario we’d barely survived had been enacted across the world. At least Mom and I weren’t the only ones who’d come out the other side with our lives.


      “How many is a handful?” I asked. “How many of us are left?”


      Bernice sighed. “Less than ten, maybe. They’re still trying to figure it out, now that everyone is together to discuss it. I don’t have all the details yet. Several regions managed to capture the killers, but not until most of their officials and Aegises were lost. And like Katy, once the killers were subdued, they were destroyed by whoever sent them. The details are different from ours, but the end results are the same.”


      As the information trickled through my brain into understanding, I glanced around the pavilion. No wonder everyone was staring. Not only was I something of a miracle, I was also completely stupid for leaving my house.


      Whatever wanted all the Aegises dead now had only a few of us to focus on. And its reach was worldwide.


      I was so far outside the safety zone, I might as well have had a bull’s-eye painted on my ass.


      “Holy shit,” I said in a low voice. I snatched the champagne flute from Bernice and downed the rest of the drink.


      Bernice nodded. “Exactly.”


      Anger bubbled in my belly. “All those people dead.” My gaze scanned the faces around me, sending disgust and fury at all of them. “And why? Because nobody wanted to tell anybody else they were in trouble.” Whatever the hell was after the Aegises had played those government people. It had known they wouldn’t share information until the Gathering.


      She smoothed her hands across the tablecloth. “I’m so sorry, Zoey. I never would have asked you to come.”


      Bernice had been the last to arrive at the Gathering. And she’d been the last to know what was going on. I tried not to judge her for her ignorance, but I had a hard time understanding at that moment how she’d ended up in charge anything more than making dinner reservations.


      I shifted in my seat. “I need to call my mom and warn her.”


      “Tell her to stay in the house.” Bernice stared at the empty mimosa glass, a miserable expression on her face that I wasn’t sure was due to the current circumstances or the emptiness of the glass.


      Either way, her instructions weren’t necessary. Of course I was calling to tell Mom to stay put.


      My home was probably one of the safest places on the planet. A fairy mushroom ring around the property provided an early alarm system. Plus, anybody with ill intent attempting to cross the mushroom threshold was pummeled by fairies. And the backyard had the soundproof bubble around it that disguised the area from outside eyes and ears.


      Anyone staying in my house was also protected by the mind-boggling variety of visiting and resident creatures.


      Maurice, my closet monster roommate, looked harmless unless he transmonstrified himself into a huge, slobbering beast. It was an illusion, but a convincing one.


      A she-yeti kept watch for intruders from the surrounding woods, and she was no illusion. Tashi could bury a person in the yard, knee deep, with one slam of her fist on the top of his head. I would not want her angry with me.


      My ex, Riley, didn’t look scary at all, but as a reaper, he could rip a person’s soul right out of her chest. Hidden who didn’t know him tended to give Riley a wide berth.


      To me, the scariest was Darius, though he didn’t live with us. He came and went often, since he worked freelance for the Board of Hidden Affairs as a soul catcher—similar to a reaper, but he chased after escaped souls instead of the ones stuck inside a body. That wasn’t what made him scary, though. Darius was a mothman. It doesn’t get more terrifying than that. Inducing fear is one of his powers, and if he felt like it, he could feed on fear. In a twist I hadn’t seen coming, it turned out he was also my mother’s boyfriend.


      So, yeah. My house was pretty safe.


      I pulled out my phone. “I’ll call her.”


      At that moment, Lord Chilford climbed the steps to the podium and tapped his finger on the microphone. “If everyone would take a seat, please, I’d like to get started.”


      I frowned at the phone in my hand. Now probably wouldn’t be the time for a phone call. Instead, I tapped in a quick text message to Maurice. He was the most likely to take me seriously and act immediately on my instructions. Due to the time zone differences, he was also the only one likely to be awake.


      

      

      Can’t talk now. Keep Mom in the house when she gets up. Do not let her outside for any reason. If he’s not already there, call Darius and get him there ASAP. I’ll call when I can.

      



      Thirty seconds later, my phone vibrated with a return text.


      

      

      Got it. Be careful. Come home safe and soon.

      



      Maurice was rarely so brief. He was probably juggling all sorts of security arrangements I would never have thought of. Even without an explanation, Maurice was on top of things.


      If I ever lost him, I wouldn’t know what to do.


      Lord Chilford, meanwhile, addressed the pavilion of oddly dressed characters from around the world. A steady murmur accompanied his words, as translators echoed him in other languages.


      “For centuries,” he said, his gaze spread across the crowd, “we have regarded one another with a rather cautious wariness. We hold these meetings every half decade in order to strengthen friendships, share information and release some of the tension that comes from our particular line of business.”


      Mumbles and nods from some of the tables punctuated his words. He paused before he continued.


      “Historically, we’ve had to keep our distance from one another. Border feuds, policy arguments and, yes, even hostile takeovers have been the norm. No more. We must work together if we’re going to survive the coming days.”


      Personally, I thought that was a little melodramatic, though probably true. Chilford sipped from a glass of water and cleared his throat.


      “We’ve taken heavy losses recently. All of us. Had we trusted one another, we might have avoided the near destruction of our governing bodies, and...” He trailed off midsentence scanning the crowd. His gaze stopped and rested on me. “And the loss of nearly all our Aegises.” He took another sip of water. “This is why I stand before you now, begging your mutual cooperation. We must trust each other. Work together in an unprecedented manner. Join forces as our forefathers did so many centuries ago.”


      Lord Chilford stopped speaking and dabbed sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. Puffy bags hung beneath his eyes, and desperation clung to him like static electricity.


      A chair scooted behind me, and I turned to look. A small Asian woman with enormous purple eyelashes stood with one hand on her hip and the other resting on the table. “Lord Chilford,” she said. “What about the Covenant? If all the rumors I hear are to be believed, the governments are barely able to do their jobs to maintain the Hidden, and only a few Aegises remain in the world to care for them. Is this not a breach of the Covenant?”


      The crowd erupted in animated conversation. I couldn’t make out entire sentences, but my name popped up several times.


      I wasn’t quite clear on this whole Covenant nonsense. I’d only heard about it a few months ago, and no one seemed to give me a straight answer. Mostly, I got the impression that a breach of the Covenant would mean the end of the world. Hidden would no longer remain hidden. War. Famine. Disease. Flying butt-monkeys from outer space flinging neon-pink space poop. Sonic wedgies and other signs of the apocalypse nobody thought to tell us about. Game over.


      I honestly didn’t know how to react to all this apocalyptic fearmongering. I suspected the people yelling the loudest knew the least about it. I had enough worries on my plate without adding some Great Older Than Time Unknown to the pile. Thus far, no one had produced a copy of this mythical Covenant. I needed to know more before I ran around waving my hands in the air over the end of the world. Global warming, a giant meteorite or fracking might get us there just as easily. Who knew?


      It wasn’t that I was unconcerned. But I wasn’t an alarmist, either. The threat of being murdered by some entity who wanted all the Aegises dead was a lot more immediate.


      My phone vibrated, and I checked the display.


      Sara had texted to ask if I was alright. That meant two things: she was probably having insomnia problems again and Maurice had been with her when he got my message. As usual, rather than worry about herself, Sara was more concerned about me. I texted her back that I was fine and I’d explain later. No need to add to her insomnia.


      But no, I was not alright.


      I wanted to bolt the minute nobody was watching. Unfortunately, I didn’t think there would ever again be a minute when nobody was watching me.


      I was a superstar. I was an anomaly. I was a painful reminder of their losses.


      And I was probably putting everyone in danger by sitting there with them. I glanced at the sky. Lightning could strike me down any second, taking out anyone dumb enough to stand in my vicinity.


      Sorry, Bernice. We both managed to stay alive against all the odds, and now you’ll die a painful death because we sat at the same table. We never should have left the safety of home.


      The noise died down, and Lord Chilford resumed his depressing speech.


      “So far,” he said, his voice notably quieter, more worn, “the Covenant has held. We still have a few Aegises, and most of them are kept under close guard for their own safety.” He glared at Bernice. “I know my people are out looking for new Aegises across the U.K., and I’m quite certain you all have your own people doing the same. Our governing bodies have been diminished, but here we stand, continuing to work for the good of both humans and Hidden. We’re still doing our jobs, even under these difficult circumstances. The Covenant remains in place.”


      Lord Chilford said something I missed, then smiled a weary smile. “Before I turn the floor over to Australia’s Councilor Emily Brower, I want to beseech you all, one last time. Put aside old enmities. Share your stories with honesty, and listen to the stories of others without thinking of ways to cash in on their misfortune. We’ve all suffered. It’s time to unite as one.”


      Polite clapping showed they were at least willing to give it a try.


      He smiled, a little less weary. “Thank you. And now, I present to you—”


      A girl of about twenty, with mousy hair and watery eyes, stepped from the shadows and hesitated before she tugged his sleeve. He frowned in annoyance at the interruption. She stood on tiptoes, covering his ear with her cupped hand and whispered something, then handed him a slip of paper. He read it, and the color left his face.


      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he didn’t look any calmer. “My friends.” His voice cracked and he tried again. “My friends, it seems the stakes are already higher than we believed.” He paused again to gulp water and pat his forehead with the limp hanky. The man was a drama king if I’d ever seen one.


      For once, everyone sat still and quiet, waiting.


      Chilford blew out a breath and waved the piece of paper in the air. “I have terrible news. It seems a portal has opened in South Wales. There’s been a possible werewolf sighting.” He fixed several seemingly random individuals with a dire stare, then rested his gaze on me, his expression softer. “The Covenant is weakening.”


      The place erupted. Everyone spoke at once and chairs overturned as people stood in haste.


      Before I could sort out what Chilford’s information could mean, a gentle hand cupped my elbow. “Alright, poppit? Best come with me.”


      Confused, I glanced at Bernice, who nodded, then at the man holding my arm as if it were a delicate work of art. Wiggy, the hotel manager/bartender smiled down at me with his laughing eyes. The rest of his face was solemn, but those eyes never stopped smiling.


      Marcus stood behind him, and he nodded too. The four of us ducked out of the pavilion and trekked through the grass back to the hotel. I tried to ask questions, but Wiggy pressed one finger to his lips to shush me.


      Once we made it safely into the pub, Wiggy locked the door behind us. “It’s safe now. Let’s get you packed, my angel. It’s not safe here, and every minute it gets more dangerous.”


      Bewildered, I followed him up the stairs with Bernice beside me and a silent Marcus trailing behind.


      “Did Chilford say ‘werewolf’?” I asked.


      Bernice made a pained face. “You live with a closet monster and the existence of werewolves is where you draw the line on what’s believable?”


      “Well, no, I just thought... I don’t know what I thought. Why are we leaving in such a hurry?” The tension from the people around me skittered across my shoulders and made me itchy. But I didn’t share their unease. The most I could muster was curiosity and a little irritation at not knowing what was going on.


      “We’re not,” Marcus said from a step behind me. “You. Wiggy will get you home fast. We’re staying here till the meeting is over.”


      Wiggy opened the door to my room with his master key, and I stepped inside. My suitcase was already packed and laying on the bed. Wiggy frowned. “Did you know you were leaving?”


      “Nope.” I shrugged. “I guess the gremlins got wind of what was going on.” I glanced around the room and saw nothing unusual. “Thank you, guys!” I said to the walls. I paused, hoping they’d come out to say goodbye. I turned away, disappointed.


      Wiggy grabbed my suitcase. “Well, come on, then. Let’s get you home.” He held his hand out to me, and I took it.


      “I should probably go to the bathroom before we leave—” A sound like a speeding train shook me, and a strong wind gusted around us, interrupting my sentence. It stopped a few seconds later. “—for the airport.”


      I let go of Wiggy’s hand, my eyes wide with surprise.


      Maurice’s eyes were wider.


      I was standing in the middle of my kitchen.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Three


      Maurice was up from the table in seconds—putting milk on the stove to warm for cocoa and tossing flour and other ingredients into a bowl to bake us something.


      Maurice always baked when he was worried. It had taken me awhile to figure that out after he’d moved in.


      “I’d best be off, poppit,” Wiggy said. “You take care of yourself, yeah?”


      “No, wait. Stay for awhile. Maurice is making us something to eat.” I pulled a chair out for him and gave a hopeful smile.


      Wiggy checked his watch, then glanced around. “For a few minutes, then. But not too long. I should be getting back.”


      A few minutes turned into an hour or so, since it takes time to bake cinnamon scones, even for someone as quick as Maurice. You can’t speed up heat.


      Wiggy explained to us that he was a sylph—a wind elemental. He worked for the British equivalent of our Board of Hidden Affairs as an extra set of eyes and ears in the bar, and in extreme emergencies, such as today, transported people to safe locations using his wind powers.


      “I would have tossed that wanker, Marcus, out the door the way he was on you last night, but there weren’t nothing I could do about it. I knew he was testing you. I didn’t have to like it, though.” He scowled—an unnatural expression on a face that appeared to wear a smile even when serious.


      I patted his hand. “I’m glad to know you had my back anyway. If it had been real, you’d have taken care of it. Thanks.”


      He shrugged and sipped his cocoa. “I still don’t like him.”


      I bit into a warm scone. “Neither do I.”


      “What do you reckon they’ll do about this werewolf situation?”


      Up until this point, Maurice had been quiet, listening to us talk. He straightened, his enormous, pointed ears looking somehow larger. “Werewolves? We have a werewolf situation?”


      “Just the one,” I said. “As far as we know.”


      He shook his head. “Zoey, that’s not good.”


      Wiggy nodded. “He’s right. Werewolves are a bloody nuisance.”


      Maurice scratched the tip of one ear, a thoughtful look on his face. “The last time I heard about a werewolf crossing into our world was back in the ‘80s. A bunch of teenagers came through San Rafael, looking for trouble.”


      “What did they do?” I leaned forward, my cup clutched between my hands.


      He shrugged. “Mostly stupid stuff at first. Graffiti. Stolen hubcaps. Egging houses. Nobody realized who or what they were until the full moon hit and they went all hairy and snarly. The O.G.R.E. squad came in quick and took the kids away before humans got wind of it. But it was a close call. All anybody talked about for weeks.”


      I frowned and glanced at the obnoxiously sweet Thomas Kinkade calendar Maurice had hung on the wall. “We’re still a week out from the next full moon.”


      “That’s not right,” Wiggy said. “If it’s not a full moon, how could the council know what came out the portal was a werewolf? They wouldn’t, would they? Someone’s having us on.”


      I wasn’t entirely sure what “having us on” meant, but I knew when I smelled bullshit. “The portal was just spotted,” I said. “And they’re saying a werewolf is roaming the countryside. That doesn’t make any damn sense from what you’re saying. You’re sure there’s no other way to spot a werewolf outside the three days of the full moon?”


      Maurice drained his cup, leaving a thin line of chocolate on the gray skin of his upper lip. “Not that I know of. The rest of the month, they look as human as the two of you.”


      “Well, at least it’s not werewolves, then.” Wiggy grinned. “My nan met a werewolf once. Tried to eat her until she sat on it. She gave it a right scare, and broke three of its ribs.”


      Maurice and I stared at Wiggy, afraid to laugh, but also afraid not to. Wiggy burst into hysterical laughter, tears running down his cheeks. “You should see your faces.”


      We chuckled with him, but I still wasn’t sure if I should laugh about this guy’s fat grandmother. After a few minutes, he mopped his face with the back of his hand and slid his chair back. “This has been really lovely, but I’ve got to get back to it. Maurice—” he stuck out his hand to shake, “—wonderful to meet you, mate.” He turned and gave me a one-armed squeeze across my shoulders. “And, Zoey, you take care of yourself. Give me a call if you need anything at all, yeah?”


      I smiled and opened my mouth to respond, but with a puff of wind, he was already gone.


      “Strange man,” Maurice said, clearing up the dishes. “Nice, though.”


      “Yeah. Nice.” I frowned. “What do you suppose is going on out there?”


      He ran water in the sink and added soap. “You tell me. You’re the one sending home frantic texts to keep your mom in the house in the middle of the night.”


      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out. Were you at Sara’s earlier?”


      He nodded. “She was having a rough night. I checked on her a little while ago, though. She’s asleep.”


      “Good.” I scrubbed my forehead with my fingertips. “Who’s here? I’m surprised nobody else got up.”


      “Just your mom, right now. Darius and Kam should be here later today. Some bungee jumper snapped his neck, and his soul made a run for it to Nevada. They went after it.”


      While my boyfriend—correction, ex-boyfriend—was a salaried reaper who pulled stuck souls from the bodies of the newly dead, Kam and Darius freelanced for the Board as soul chasers. They went after the souls that escaped from their lifeless bodies and instead of crossing over or going to the light or whatever souls are supposed to do. Lately, the team didn’t go far though. They only took jobs that kept them within a day’s drive of my house in case we needed them in a hurry.


      I nodded. “Good. I think the shit is about to hit the fan.”


      Maurice grinned. “Awesome. It’s been nearly six months since our last shit storm. I was beginning to worry we’d gone all domestic.”


      * * *


      Not long after the sun came up, Mom came out of her bedroom, yawning. Her curly red hair was so like mine—though the color had faded some. It lay squashed on one side and sticking out on the other.


      Yeah. Just like mine.


      Not quite awake, Mom frowned. She squinted at me, then at the calendar, then back at me. “Did I sleep longer than I thought? You can’t be home already.”


      I shrugged. “I cut the meeting short and caught a ride with a sylph.”


      “Seems fair. Meeting not go well?” She ran her fingers through her hair, unsurprised by the idea that her daughter had been whisked home by a sylph. Crazy stuff happened at our house every day. It seemed we were all difficult to catch off guard. For that matter, Mom had been at this Aegis thing far longer than I had. She may have dealt with sylphs before.


      We didn’t talk much about the time she’d spent away. Her absence during my childhood was too raw a subject.


      “It did not go well, no.” I pushed a chair out for her with my toe. “But we’ll get to that when everybody else gets here.”


      She accepted a cup of coffee Maurice shoved in her hands. “Everybody else?”


      “Yeah. Time for a team meeting.”


      Riley made it over about forty-five minutes later. He used to sleep at my place more often than he did at his apartment in Sausalito, but since the breakup—Aegis-handler or not—it wasn’t appropriate. Plus, having him walk around my house shirtless and with sleep-tousled hair was a gut punch. And awkward.


      Darius and Kam rolled in around ten o’clock, and Sara showed up five minutes after that.


      Once everyone took a seat in the living room, I told them what I’d learned in England.


      Darius—who looked like a man-shaped tree, chiseled out of charcoal and muscle—sat in my biggest overstuffed chair. His knees stuck out, and his hands dwarfed the armrests. Kam, our djinn, sat on the couch in a pink poodle skirt and sweater, her long black hair pulled into a sleek ponytail. She was supposed to be saving up her magic to open a portal and go home to the djinn world, but lately she’d been frittering her magic on a new, weird outfit each day. The magic gems in her wrist were recharging, but not as fast as they would if she weren’t draining them to play dress up. Darius and I had both talked to her about her magical spending habits, but she insisted she knew what she was doing. She wanted to feel pretty after a century of being locked in a box and told what to eat, do, wear and think.


      I couldn’t argue with that.


      Besides, I’d miss her once she finally went home. If her silly costume changes kept her around a little longer, I wasn’t going to complain.


      Without a word, she sat on the middle cushion between Riley and me. She didn’t approve of our having broken up, but she did what she could whenever she was around to act as a buffer. I appreciated her efforts, though they weren’t necessary. Riley and I were grownups. We would deal. And by deal, what I really meant was do everything in our power to ignore the situation.


      So, maybe not as grownup as we might think.


      Mom sat on the floor next to Darius’s chair, and Maurice bustled around the room filling drinks and making tutting noises when somebody forgot to use a coaster. I’d told him often that he didn’t have to wait on anybody, but he enjoyed it. I probably would have hurt his feelings if I’d tried to stop him from doing it.


      Sara came out of the hall bathroom and joined us, settling into the other overstuffed chair. She smoothed her cream-colored skirt and smiled at me.


      I drew my brows together and tilted my head toward her in a gesture she understood was asking if she was okay. She nodded, and her smile widened.


      The last few months had been rough as hell on Sara, but she was doing a lot better.


      Late last year, an incubus named Sebastian had come after me and everyone I influenced. He’d also been hurting Sara and wiping her memories of having been repeatedly raped both physically and metaphysically. It was a dark time, and we almost lost Sara, but her inability to remember shielded her from most of the trauma.


      Until a few months ago. The memories trickled in through dreams, at first, and then one day came back to her all at once. I’d have rather she never remembered anything, especially since she’d said herself that she didn’t want to remember. And I wouldn’t wish those memories on my worst enemy. But they had returned, and I did what I could for her, whenever she needed it—whether that meant listening to her talk it out, holding her when she cried or going to watch while she shot at a target at the gun range.


      The Board sent us a therapist from the Hidden world—an elf named Louise—who was trained to help rape victims but wouldn’t flinch at the supernatural aspects of Sara’s assault. Having Louise was a huge relief, because I never knew whether I was doing or saying the right thing for Sara. I knew how to be her friend—how to be supportive. I was not qualified to council her. Louise helped Sara in ways I couldn’t begin to understand.


      Some days were better than others for Sara. I doubted I’d ever stop checking on her or worrying, even with Louise helping her. Therapy is not a magic wand.


      But Sara’s smile was genuine. Today was a good day.


      Not all of them were.


      “So,” I said, glancing around the room. “I’m back early.” I told them about the portal, the impossible werewolf report and about how nearly all the Aegises in other countries had been murdered too.


      Mom sat forward, agitated. “Katy couldn’t have done all that.”


      I shook my head. “No, she couldn’t. Apparently, this ancient something that sent Katy after us let loose other psychos around the world too.”


      Darius rested a protective hand on my mother’s shoulder. “What about the governments? Surely ours was the only one nearly destroyed?”


      “No. The same everywhere,” I said.


      Kam got up from the couch and paced the room, her saddle shoes clunking on the hardwood floor.


      “So...” Riley hesitated. His intense gaze rested on me, then flicked away to my mom. It wasn’t lost on me that his jaw wasn’t as tight once his attention was on someone other than me. “That would mean you two remain in danger. Whatever sent Katy is probably still after you.”


      I nodded. “Well, yeah. But we already assumed that was the case.” Everything had been so quiet lately, it had been easy to forget I was a target. Hell, ever since I’d found out about the Hidden world, I’d been a target. I couldn’t live every second of my life on high alert. “I think my biggest concern right now is this damn Covenant thing. We need to find out what it is. I got the feeling nobody at the Gathering really knew for sure what they were talking about.”


      “Zoey?” Kam stood at the window, looking out at the front yard.


      Maurice wiped a trickle of lemonade off the coffee table. “Maybe Aggie’s got something in her library. You know, something really old.”


      “Zoey? Can you come here?” Kam’s tone was urgent, and her worry blew across the room with an acrid stench.


      “What’s wrong?” I joined her at window. “What the hell is that?”


      Kam swallowed hard. “It’s a portal.”


      We all piled through the door and stood gawking on my porch. A long oval, about eight feet high and four feet across, hovered in the air in the middle of my driveway. The surface shimmered like a lake in a gentle breeze. Nothing came out, and nothing shone through to give us any clues about where it came from or where it led.


      I made for the steps, and several hands reached to stop me.


      “What?” I scowled at my friends blocking my way.


      “It’s outside the fairy circle,” Mom whispered. Her face was pale, spooked. “Stay with me, honey. Let the others check it.”


      I sighed and tried not to look petulant at being told what I couldn’t do in my own damn yard, but I stayed put. Kam and Darius went straight toward the mysterious object. Darius stood in front of it, squinting to see in. Kam rounded to the back, then stepped away in surprise. “I can’t see it!” she said, loud enough for those of us on house arrest to hear. She took a step to her left and craned her neck to Darius’s side, then retreated. “Nope. Can’t see it at all on this side. I’ve never seen one from the back before.”


      “Well, that’s something, I guess,” I said. “Nothing to explain to the mailman if you can’t see it from the end of the driveway.”


      Darius stuck a beefy finger into the liquidlike surface of the portal. It rippled, then stilled.


      I stepped off the porch and walked to the edge of where the invisible fairy ring lay. “Kam, you came through a portal to get here, right?”


      “Sure. Over a hundred years ago. Why?”


      “Is there any way to tell what world it connects to?”


      She shook her head, and flipping her ponytail over her shoulder. “It’s not like there’s a frame around it that says ‘Djinn’ or ‘Vampire’ on it.”


      I stared at her, my mouth hanging open. “Vampire?” I hadn’t thought about that possibility, despite Riley once telling me that vampires existed. I hadn’t believed him. “Tell me vampires aren’t coming out of there.”


      “Okay. Vampires aren’t coming out of there.” She grinned. “But they might.”


      Sara stood rigid, her lips pressed together in hard line. “What else could walk through?” Her voice was breathless and, as close as I was, I could barely hear her.


      I took her hand in mine. “Kam. How many worlds are there?”


      “Not a lot. Five or six, I guess.” She walked around the portal in circles, inspecting it from every angle.


      “Vampires and werewolves, right? And djinn have their world to protect themselves from us. What else?”


      She looked up and squinted in thought. “Zombies, of course. Those are really dangerous to everybody.”


      My gut churned at the thought. Because we hadn’t been through enough, now we had the possibility of the zombie apocalypse. I’d joked about it before, but the real possibility gave me chills.


      “Demons,” Darius said. “You forgot about demons.” He stuck five fingers into the portal, flexing and stretching his hand like a spider doing pushups.


      Neither the mothman nor the djinn seemed overly concerned about any of these possibilities. In fact, they were too busy being fascinated by the floating object for much of anything else to have their attention.


      Sara flinched and took a step backward. “What if he comes back?” she asked, eyes wide.


      I rubbed her arm to reassure her. “Even if Sebastian does come out of there, he can’t get inside the house. He can’t get on the property. He won’t get near you. I promise.”


      She shuddered, but her voice was cold and calm. “Sometimes I think that if I see him again, I will kill him.”


      On the surface, Sara appeared in control. But that was how Sara rolled. It was how she coped. As her best friend, I could see the cracks forming beneath her stony façade. I knew her better than anyone—she was terrified.


      I wondered if I should call Louise and tell her what was going on. On one hand, it wasn’t my place to interfere with Sara’s therapy. On the other, Sara might not have it together enough to call for herself. She was a stubborn woman.


      Riley lifted his hand as if to touch my shoulder, then dropped his arm. He searched my face with his beautiful gray eyes. “I’ll take a look.” His voice was husky, and worry flickered around him.


      I swallowed hard and watched as he joined Darius and Kam and consulted with them in low voices. It hurt that he had stopped himself from touching me, but I brushed it aside. I had a mystery portal in my yard, and my best friend was on tilt.


      My failed love life was pitiful in comparison.


      Maurice took Sara’s other hand. “Let’s go back inside,” he said. His tone was gentle, and his touch was light.


      “I’m not some invalid,” Sara said. “I can stand my ground.” Something about Maurice brought out Sara’s vulnerability, and her voice shook making her bravery sound less genuine.


      Still, it didn’t take much nudging on Maurice’s part before she let go of my hand and followed him into the house. Maurice amazed me with how he took care of her. To my knowledge, Sara never let anyone do that for her. Maurice had a knack for taking care of everyone, but Sara was a special case.


      Once Sara was safely inside, I moved closer to my mother at the edge of the fairy ring. We waited while our friends examined the Terrible Thing that floated in the air and was preparing, no doubt, to smite us.


      We stood that way for a few minutes, watching. Waiting. Listening.


      No. Not listening. If I’d been listening, I might have registered sooner the weird, low chanting coming from up the street.


      “Do you hear that?” I asked.


      Kam tilted her head. “Somebody’s singing.”


      “A lot of somebodies,” Riley said.


      I took a step down the driveway, but Mom grabbed my arm. “Let them check, Zoey. That’s why they’re here.” She shook her head. “All these people around you wanting to help, and you jump into the fray every time. I’ll never understand how you’ve managed to stay alive.”


      She folded her arms against the chill and, still shaking her head, turned and walked up the steps into the house as if washing her hands of me.


      My shoulders slumped. Having my mother back after twenty years was a miracle. The last six months with her had been a gift I’d never thought I would have. But she wasn’t who I’d always imagined she’d be—and I wasn’t who she’d imagined I’d be. People told me we were so much alike.


      But I didn’t see it.


      Mom was content to take directions and allow others to protect her. I didn’t seem to have the knack for either of those things. I wasn’t sure which one of us that bothered the most—her for thinking I was stubborn and prone to irrational flights into danger, or me for thinking that she was... Well, weak seemed like a harsh word to put on it.


      It ate at me a little that what she called my recklessly jumping into the fray was why she was alive at all.


      The best thing to do was accept our differences and move on.


      Riley had watched the exchange and my mother’s exit. He gave me a look of sympathy. “I’ll go see where the singing is coming from. I’ll be quick, I promise.”


      Kam wandered over to keep me company while the menfolk checked on choir practice in the street. “Somebody’s got to keep an eye on this thing from now on,” she said, waving at the portal. She leaned down and adjusted one of her short white socks, then straightened, fiddling with the wide gold bangles covering her wrists.


      I nodded at the jewelry. “How much juice have you got saved up these days?”


      She peeked at me from the corner of her eye. “Not as much as you think I should have, but more than you might expect.” She slid a bracelet up her arm to show me. Three jewels imbedded her skin, two of them swirling with colors and light. The third gave off a slight shine, and reds and golds flashed at intervals, but didn’t remain lit.


      I nodded, impressed. “Not too bad. That last jewel looks like it could be recharged in—what—two weeks? Three?”


      She smiled and slipped the bracelet down to cover her magic. “About that, yeah. If all goes well.”


      “And if you don’t get the urge to blow it all to dress up like Marie Antoinette.”


      Her black eyes grew wide. “That would be awesome!”


      Riley and Darius strode up the driveway, their faces sour.


      “It’s that damn religious group, The Church of Hidden Wisdom,” Darius said. “And they’re marching their way here.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Four


      The Church of Hidden Wisdom had been making a nuisance of itself lately. The church had been a thing for a long time—possibly centuries—but until a few years ago, its membership had been more concerned with Wednesday night choir practice and the occasional bake sale. I had no idea what had changed, but they’d gone from quiet, private worship in small numbers to vocal protests, aggressive recruitment and tasteless displays.


      They were harmless, but annoying.


      Up until six months ago, I’d never heard of them. A lovely couple, Jamie and Alex, had contacted Sara and I, asking to hold their wedding in my protected backyard. The Church of Hidden Wisdom had been giving them trouble for being of mixed mythologies, and the two women—an attic monster and an elf—requested sanctuary on my property, as well as the expertise Sara and I could offer as professional wedding planners.


      Once we’d agreed to do the wedding, vague threats started to show up through notes shoved under our office door or left under my windshield wiper. Fed up, I’d once followed a pair of hooded parishioners back to the nondescript building in San Rafael where they held their services. The inside had looked like any community center that rented out space to self-help groups and tap dancing instructors.


      The pastor had been both appalled and apologetic. The Church of Hidden Wisdom did not condone such bigotry.


      Shortly after that, the threats stopped. Whatever the pastor had done put an end to it.


      There wasn’t really a whole lot those rogue members could have done anyway. After all, the congregation was made up of various Hidden creatures. They could hardly march up Main Street with a bunch of protest signs that said “The Hidden gods hate Mashups” or “Myths with Monsters Are an Abomination.” Even crackpot fanatics have to stay out of sight of humans if they can’t pass for humans themselves.


      And as they came up my driveway, chanting and marching, I could say with a hundred-percent certainty that these people could not pass for human.


      They tried. But I’d met harpies before. An overcoat buttoned over the telltale bird body didn’t fool me a bit. And right next to the harpy, a small gargoyle woman in a blue pantsuit lumbered along, dropping bits of rock and pebble in her wake, destroying the disguising makeup job she’d applied to her stony face. A satyr hobbled behind, looking uncomfortable in shirt and trousers, but the particular gait of a goat-man is easy to pick out, no matter how he tries to cover himself.


      The species of some of the others wasn’t as obvious to make out, but none of them moved quite like a human. In all, there were eight shambling figures, holding hands and chanting nonsense words in a steady stream.


      None of the church members seemed at all concerned that a djinn, a reaper and a mothman blocked their progress up the driveway. They stopped, formed a circle a few feet behind the portal, and continued to chant.


      Someone could have knocked me over with the wispy breath of a newborn fairy. The absolute ballsiness of these people marching up my driveway without any regard to either Hidden laws or polite society left me gobsmacked. I had no words.


      “Hey,” Kam said. “This is private property. You people need a permit to do a séance here. Or whatever you’re doing.” She squinted up at the sky, as if expecting the strange gathering might cause a rainstorm.


      Riley placed a hand on the satyr’s shoulder. “Listen, I’m all for freedom to be a douchebag, but you have to do it somewhere else.”


      The satyr shook him off, and the entire group chanted louder.


      Darius didn’t even try. He grabbed Riley by the elbow and Kam by the back of her sweater and dragged them across the fairy ring to my side.


      “I think we need to regroup,” he said. “Unless you’ll allow me to physically remove them, regardless of whether I do them harm?” He gave me a hopeful look.


      I shook my head. “You know I won’t agree to that.” I glanced at the strange mix of creatures waving their hands over their heads and working themselves into a fervor. “Not yet, at least.”


      Sometimes being the good guy and doing the right thing kind of sucked. It was certainly more time consuming than allowing the mothman to play bouncer. But that way led to violence, and somebody would get hurt. After all, they were only singing.


      How the hell they got my home address was a question I wanted an answer to, though. In the past their weird activities hadn’t been much more than a nuisance, and it had stopped eventually. In broad daylight marching up my driveway, the problem was literally too close to home.


      The chanting continued, a low hum of monosyllabic words strung together to form a repetitive murmur of disjointed sounds. To be honest, I was pretty sure it was nonsense they’d made up for show.


      “At what point does a religious organization cross the line into being considered a cult?” I asked.


      Riley gave a dry chuckle. “I think that line was at the end of your driveway.”


      “Alright,” I said, pushing my sleeves up past my elbows. Obviously whatever their pastor had said to make them stop harassing us hadn’t stuck. Time to go up the food chain. “We’ve got police for this sort of crap. We need to call the O.G.R.E. squad.”


      For a few months, maybe a year or so, we hadn’t, in fact, had police for this sort of thing. They’d all walked off the job. But Kam and Darius, along with several other teams, had moved around the country putting the squads back together. At one point, Riley and I had gone out to help.


      “I’ll call,” Kam said, pulling out her phone. “The foreman is a friend of mine.” She winked. “Or at least I’d like him to be a friend of mine.”


      I took a step closer to the chanting crazies and raised my voice. “We’re calling the O.G.R.E.s, folks. You don’t have to stop your little prayer group, but you can’t hold it here.” They didn’t move or alter their tempo. “Anybody want to stop with the singing and actually talk to me?”


      Nothing.


      Maurice flung the front door open and strode from the porch. With each step, he grew bigger, more muscular, and fiercer.


      I stared at Maurice, transmonstrifying into a terrible monster with each step, then scanned the crowd in confusion. It took a lot to set Maurice off like that, but I couldn’t tell exactly what—or who had been the cause.


      “Pansy!” When he snarled, acid dripped from his jaws and sizzled at his feet. “What the hell are you doing?”


      The gargoyle woman, startled, let go of the hands she held and turned to face the now eight-foot-tall closet monster bearing down on her.


      The cohesion and organization of the group—impressive a moment before—unraveled with astonishing speed. When Pansy let go and stopped chanting, the others dropped off, one by one, until they all stood in a loose circle, waiting to see what Pansy would do.


      I couldn’t do anything. Even if crossing the protective fairy ring had been an option, my feet wouldn’t move. My surprise had to be apparent across my face, but no one was looking at me anyway.


      All eyes were on Maurice and his never-before-seen wife. Or ex-wife. I was pretty sure that once she’d sent him the men’s loafer he’d exchanged for her daisy flip-flop during their wedding ceremony, the divorce had been final.


      I was a little hazy on monster marital laws.


      Pansy straightened her spine and spoke in a gravelly voice. “Maurice, your cheese is caught in the fortuitous fanbelt!”


      And with those words, a mystery nearly a year old was solved. Pansy’s brother, Phil, had stayed with us for a few days. Nothing he’d said made any damn sense, though Maurice acted as if it was all perfectly clear. I’d wondered if it was a Phil thing or a gargoyle thing, but since Maurice apparently heard something completely different from what I heard, he didn’t have an answer for me.


      Now I knew. All Gargoyles didn’t make a lick of sense to me when they spoke.


      “Me?” His terrifying yellow eyes glared down at her from several feet above. “I live here. Take your damn cult buddies and get off our property.”


      She frowned, her eyebrows scraping together and creating poofs of dust. “Maggot balloons?” She gave me a disdainful onceover. “Nobody likes a spotted lamb with a watchtower on its belly.” She sniffed and turned away from me, flicking her hand in dismissal. “Cranberry moccasins.” She gestured at her little group, and they linked hands again.


      I had no idea what she’d said about me, but it was bitchy as hell, I could tell that much.


      “Oh, hell no!” Maurice said. He snagged Pansy’s arm at the elbow—a feat he had to bend to perform—and spun her toward the street. “All of you. Out. Now. Pansy, I took a lot of crap from you when we were married, but this isn’t just about me. I swear to the gods, you will not ruin what I have now and you will not hurt the people I love.”


      He sounded like himself, mostly, with a little extra snarl thrown in. I wasn’t concerned for anyone’s safety, nor for the acid-burned spots on the grass next to the driveway. It was all illusion. As soon as he calmed down, Maurice would be back to his old skinny self, and the grass would as it had been too. The only person I might’ve been concerned for was Pansy, but I didn’t give a damn what he did to her. As far as I was concerned, the bitch had been asking for it ever since she’d cheated on my friend, then treated him like a housekeeper while she’d carried on with her affair.


      He frog-marched her toward the street and, after a moment, her stunned companions followed. At the road, he gave her a little shove before letting go. “Don’t you ever set so much as a toe on Zoey’s property again, Pansy. I don’t know what the hell this is all about, but you leave us out of it.”


      I heard Maurice because he was still shouting. I couldn’t hear anything that Pansy said—not that I’d have understood it. I could see her, though, standing out on the road in front of my house, surrounded by a mismatched group of monsters dressed as humans.


      She lifted one arm in a slow, grinding arc and pointed at me.


      Whatever she said, it pissed off Maurice further, and he threw his head back and howled.


      I’d never heard him make that noise before—something like a grizzly bear’s growl in a wind tunnel crossed with the echoey call of a beached humpback whale. I rubbed my arms to get rid of the goosebumps that appeared.


      Pansy ran, and the others followed.


      After a minute, Maurice made his way toward the house, shrinking and looking less terrifying with every step.


      I reached for him when he came near, and he gave me a halfhearted smile. “I need a drink.” He walked past me and into the house.


      “Holy shit,” Kam said. “Should we go in with him?”


      I shook my head. “Mom’s in there with him. Give them a bit.”


      “And Sara,” Riley said, folding his arms.


      “Hmmph.” I wasn’t sure what to make of Maurice’s relationship with Sara. They were friends. He was protective as hell of her. And I knew she had feelings she hadn’t shared with him. To compound matters, his childhood sweetheart—an under-the-bed monster named Stacy—had recently joined our little family.


      For a few months, Stacy had been living with us, working for Maurice as a punishment I’d given her for going on a walkabout in the middle of tourist season in San Francisco. Had I realized the two had a past, I might have offered a different penance for her to perform. When they were young, Maurice had broken Stacy’s heart and dumped her for that ridiculous, mean-spirited gargoyle he married. But neither Maurice nor Stacy had been forthcoming about their past heartaches until Stacy had been with us a few days. By that time, I figured they probably needed to sort their baggage anyway.


      Even without being an empath, I could tell Stacy still had feelings for Maurice. And Maurice had feelings for her—even if a large part of those feelings was guilt.


      After a month or so, they’d seemed at peace with each other. Stacy went back home a few weeks later, but the damage was done. Stacy’s feelings had expanded, and any idiot could tell she had fallen completely in love with Maurice again—any idiot but Maurice. Stacy was a frequent visitor now, helping of her own free will, fluttering her eyelashes and trying to get Maurice to notice her.


      Despite Stacy’s best efforts, Maurice remained oblivious.


      I didn’t want to get involved, but the Stacy/Maurice/Sara triangle was looking pretty firm from where I stood.


      I returned my attention to the portal hanging in midair a few yards away from my front door.


      “What do we do about that?” I asked.


      Darius squatted on the porch steps. “We keep someone on guard at all times until we figure out where it goes. I’ll take the first watch.”


      “The O.G.R.E.s are on their way,” Kam said. “I know the religious nuts are gone, but it seems like we probably should have help with this thing too.” She gestured at the portal. “Somebody should know about it, anyway.”


      I sighed. “I’ll let Bernice know. If Wales has one of these things and so do we, I’m guessing there are others. We’d better find out.”


      * * *


      The Oversight and General Rule Enforcement (O.G.R.E.) squad showed up about a half hour later, led by a blond, blue-eyed pretty boy I disliked instantly. Not a problem. Kam liked him plenty for both of us.


      He introduced himself as Lionel, and bowed low over my hand as if we were at a ball in a royal court. His hand was clammy, and I resisted the urge to wipe mine on my shirt once he let go. I was wearing my Smurf shirt, and I didn’t want Smurfette polluted with new guy’s sweat.


      “It’s an honor to meet you.” His voice flowed thick and sweet, like dripping honey. “Word of your deeds has spread across the country.”


      For no reason at all, Kam giggled and tossed her ponytail over her shoulder. I gave her the stink-eye.


      There was absolutely nothing wrong with this guy—not that I could put my finger on, anyway. But he felt wrong. Dishonest, somehow.


      Artificial.


      Dimples flashed in his cheeks as he spoke, and his hair feathered forward around his face in that fussy, Justin Bieber look that used to be popular.


      “So, here’s what we’re going to do,” he said, gesturing to a tree sprite and two dwarfs. “My people will be watching this thing at all times. If you want one of your guys on it too, I won’t object. For now, though, I think that would be a waste of manpower. If something comes out, we want everyone to be as rested as possible, in case we have to take it down. Don’t you agree?”


      Kam nodded so fast and hard, she looked like a bobblehead.


      The skin on Lionel’s face fascinated me. It shifted as he spoke—not a lot, but enough for me to notice, as if the muscles weren’t attached to the skin or rippling fluids ran beneath the surface in tiny waves.


      “Aegis?” he said. “Ma’am?”


      At twenty-nine, no woman wants to be called ma’am. My attention refocused. “I’m sorry, what?”


      He restated his plan to have his team keep watch until something happened. I’d heard him the first time, but I couldn’t stop trying to figure out his face—his oddly beautiful, yet disturbing face.


      The folks in the Hidden world took for granted that they, in general, recognized each other for what they were. As a human, I often found myself in the awkward position of not knowing what sort of creature I was dealing with. Sometimes it didn’t matter. Other times—like this—I had to know or I wouldn’t be able to function until I figured it out.


      I opened my mouth to ask, but one of the dwarfs approached, grumbling into his beard.


      “Boss, we’ve got too many people standing around. If something dangerous comes charging out, there’s no room to maneuver.”


      Lionel nodded. “You’re right. Ma’am, could you have your people clear out, please? Leave one, if you like, but Salgo’s right. We need to keep a clear perimeter.”


      Darius and I exchanged a look, then he nodded. I tugged Kam’s sleeve and led her up the porch steps and into the house, with Riley following.


      Once we got inside, I turned on Kam. “What do you know about that guy?”


      She shrugged. “I met him a few months ago when I was passing through Monterey. Darius and I had a contract to chase down the soul of a businessman who’d slipped off to finish a big housing contract after he died. His spirit caused all sorts of trouble in an abandoned warehouse, and Lionel’s team was out there to help.” She paused. “He’s pretty.”


      Riley snorted, and I turned to look at him. “What?” I asked.


      He smirked. “Of course he’s pretty. Why wouldn’t he be?”


      Maurice walked into the living room from the hallway. “What are we talking about? That guy Lionel?”


      Riley nodded. “Yeah. The girls think he’s good looking.”


      Maurice laughed. “Of course he is. Duh. Why would he be an uggo?”


      Kam folded her arms under her breasts. “So, what? I don’t care why he’s pretty. I can appreciate it, just the same.”


      I scowled and stomped my foot like a petulant child. “Would somebody please tell me what I’m missing?”


      Mom walked out of the kitchen sipping a cup of tea, wandered to the window and glanced outside. “Who’s the skinwalker?” she asked. “He seems to be giving orders. Is that the O.G.R.E. squad from Petaluma?”


      I rolled my eyes. “Clearly I’m missing a valuable skill set. How the hell do you all know what he is and I don’t? For that matter, what’s a skinwalker?”


      “He’s a shapeshifter, sort of,” Kam said. “And you’ve only been in our world for about a year. Give it some time. You’ll start getting it.”


      Mom gave Kam an amused look. “Not exactly a shapeshifter. The shape remains the same. It’s the skin that changes.”


      I had a bad feeling that I didn’t want to know the particulars in this, but I asked anyway. “How exactly do they change their skin?”


      “Like a suit.” Kam grinned, as if putting on a new skin were a trick she admired and wished she could duplicate. “They get them from the morgue. Dead people don’t need their skins anymore.”


      I swallowed hard, feeling queasy. “You’re kidding me. And the Board allows this?”


      Mom put her hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “The Board arranges it. I’m sorry, baby. I thought keeping you in the dark all those years would protect you. Turns out, it’s handicapped you.”


      To be fair, it had also given me strengths she’d never understand. I hadn’t been whisked away for training like she had. Everything I’d learned, I’d learned on my own. And every battle I’d fought, I’d done without the aid of a government entity calling the shots behind me.


      For that matter, I’d fought battles, period. Until she got herself kidnapped, Mom had spent eighteen years living in a cottage in the woods, being something of a caretaker to whoever showed up at her door. She was more like a country doctor to the Hidden than a protector.


      Clearly, I was doing this whole Aegis thing wrong. I went on rescue missions, helped rebuild a broken government, policed rogue Hidden, and took in some of the Hidden as permanent members of my household. According to my mother, I should have been staying home tying bandages and bottle-feeding orphaned swamp bogies, not trying to save the world.


      Handicapped? My ass. From the first day I’d been exposed to this, I’d embraced it as a new identity rather than a job.


      So what if I couldn’t classify a skinwalker when I saw one? I had half a dozen loyal people—minimum—around at any given moment to step in with the information.


      I swallowed the thought and forced a smile. “It’s okay, Mom. You did what you could.” The inside of my house felt stifling and too full of people. “I’m going out back for awhile.”


      “Want company?” Kam asked.


      I shook my head. “I just need some air. You guys sort out how you want to integrate with Lionel and his guys. I want one of us on that portal at all times, regardless of what he’s doing.”


      I walked away before anyone had a chance to ask me questions. I needed quiet to think. I needed a break from other people’s expectations.


      The backyard was isolated from anything going on in the house or out front, because of the bubble around it. It was never totally empty, since Molly the brownie and her family lived in the far northwest corner. Convalescing Hidden often stayed in the tents there, too, but it was still peaceful.


      I needed air.


      “Handicapped,” I muttered. “I saved your sorry ass. Twice.”


      “Trouble?” Sara sat in a lawn chair on the far side of a dead campfire. She’d been so still, I hadn’t seen her. Her face was lined with tension and her hands clutched the arms of the metal chair as if she were afraid of floating away if she let go.


      I tugged my sweater around myself and sat next to her. “No. I’m just grumpy. You okay?”


      “Just grumpy.”


      We sat in silence, sharing our grump with each other. Best friends could do that. No questions asked.


      The breeze from the nearby bay did a lot to scrub away some of my irritation, and I suspected it helped soothe some of Sara’s fears and worry.


      We watched as a pair of gulls swooped past, cawing at each other and fighting over what looked like a sandwich. I wondered if people with perfectly normal lives were picnicking on the beach not far from where we sat, their biggest worry in the world that they were short one salami-and-Swiss sandwich.


      Sara’s phone buzzed. She eyed the display then looked up at me. “Sorry. It’s Louise calling me back. I have to take this.”


      I nodded and she wandered off. The sound of her voice was comforting. I couldn’t hear her words—and didn’t want to, since it wasn’t my business—but her tone was more normal as she spoke to her therapist, less icy and shocked.


      A few minutes later, she came back to the campsite. The tension in her face had eased and she looked more like herself.


      I tilted my head. “Okay?”


      She smiled and curled into the chair she’d vacated. “Better. Not okay, but better. You?”


      I nodded. “Yeah. Better.”


      After about a half hour of blessed, shared silence, the back door slammed open, and Maurice popped his head into the bubble so he could see us.


      “Zoey, you’d better come out here.” His eyes were wide, but his voice was steady and careful. “Someone came through the portal.”


      “Who? Is it dangerous?” I was up and out of my chair before he finished speaking. No matter what was out there, I refused to hide in my backyard.


      His forehead creased with worry, and he glanced at Sara. “I’d say so. Zoey, it’s the queen of the demons. And she’s asking for you by name.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Five


      The queen of the demons was, quite possibly, the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. Also, the most terrifying.


      Her exquisite cheekbones rose and blended into black-and-gold ram horns that started above her temples and curled around her pointed, jewel-tipped ears. Sapphire eyes—shaped like almonds and fringed with dark lashes—perfectly complemented the sky blue of her skin and the dark purple of her lips. Her outfit wasn’t much more than a few strips of leather, grommets and airy purple and blue material, so it left no doubt about the perfect shape of her body. Here and there, swirls of purple decorated her smooth skin like runes.


      She stood in a casual pose, surrounded by a wary Darius and Riley. Lionel and his guys stood a few paces back in offensive stances, as if they could take this lady down with their bare fists if she made a wrong move. I had my doubts. Lionel, especially, looked about as dangerous as any guy you might meet on karaoke night in a bowling alley. For all we knew his skin used to belong to exactly that sort of guy. I cringed at the thought.


      Darius, as a freelance soul chaser, and Riley, as a soul reaper, had a better chance of defending us if she attacked out of nowhere. They were both equipped with soul stones that could rip the woman’s soul out of her body—provided, of course, the queen of the demons actually had a soul to rip out.


      “Ah,” the demon queen said, offering an elegant hand shining with jeweled rings and bracelets. “You must be Zoey Donovan.” She smiled, and her teeth gleamed white and pointed.


      I took her hand in a firm grip and we shook. “Welcome to our world.”


      The portal shimmered a few feet away, but I kept my eyes focused on hers. I was dazzled and a little intimidated, but I refused to back down and show fear. I suspected it was important to greet the demon queen as an equal from the start or I’d never regain the lost ground. I didn’t care for the idea of being her lackey.


      “You may call me Talia. My full name is a little tricky.” She pointed at the portal. “I imagine that’s a bit of a problem for you. It’s not delighting me, either.”


      “So, you didn’t open it?”


      Her dark eyebrows rose in surprise. “Of course not. I can’t have portals sitting open. I run a tight ship. If demons come and go without my permission, all sorts of things can go wrong. We have rules, you know.”


      I did know. When Sebastian had run around Sausalito killing women and raping my friend, I’d come across a Demon Handbook. It was one of the reasons we were able to send him back to where he’d come from before he could finish killing Sara. There were all kinds of strict rules in that book.


      “Who opened it, then?” I asked.


      She tilted her head to the side. “I was hoping you’d know.”


      “The Church of Hidden Wisdom was here a little while ago, chanting. Could they have opened it?”


      “Not likely. You can’t chant a portal open.” She gestured at Kam. “I see you have a djinn here. She could have opened it.”


      Kam’s olive skin paled. “I didn’t. I swear, Your Majesty.” She made a quick, awkward curtsy.


      “No.” I took a step in front of Kam. I didn’t care for Talia’s accusation. “It wasn’t her. It takes a full charge from a djinn to open a portal, right? Kam couldn’t do it. Trust me.”


      Talia stared past me at Kam for a moment, as if reading her soul, then dismissed her. “Outside of the leaders of a given world, the only magic I know of that can open a portal is djinn magic. This portal is the sixth one to open from my world in as many days.”


      “Six?” I’d only been mildly concerned about the first portal. Six meant someone had a bigger plan. One that probably didn’t include delivering chocolate-dipped strawberries and a stuffed purple unicorn in a fancy basket arrangement. Something more ominous was probably going on. “I’d heard about one in Wales. There are four others?”


      “Except for the one in Wales, all of them opened near an Aegis. I checked on them myself.”


      “Was anyone hurt?” The hair on my arms rose, expecting the worst.


      “No. I was able to close them before anything happened.” She frowned. “Is it true there are only a few of you left? What in the twenty-seven hells has been going on out here?”


      “Well, first there was a—” I realized we were still standing outside. If Talia was going to kill us, she’d have done it by now. Keeping her out of the house was rude, and Maurice would likely give me an earful later for my terrible manners. “Would you like to come inside and sit down?”


      Talia didn’t answer. She strode to the portal and smoothed her hand over the rippling surface. A moment later, a large, rabid-looking, green rabbit hopped out.


      “Watch the exit,” she said. “No one comes through from either direction. Understood?”


      The hellbunny twitched its nose, growled and disappeared through the portal.


      “Should be safe now.” She turned her back on the portal. “Probably best to keep a person or two on this side watching, just in case. Demons aren’t always well behaved.”


      “Don’t I know it.” I pressed my lips together, embarrassed. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. But as spectacular and exotic as Talia looked, to me, the term demon would always bring to mind Sebastian, the incubus.


      She hooked her arm through mine and we wandered toward the house with Kam and Darius guarding the portal and Riley following us close behind. “You’ve dealt with demons before?”


      I gave her a rueful smile. “Have I got a story to tell you.”


      * * *


      Sitting on my couch across from me, Talia, queen of the demons was nothing like I would have expected. For one thing, when I told her the story about what Sebastian had done when he was here, she was horrified. For another, that horror manifested in six new sets of eyes flying open along the ridges of her gorgeous cheekbones.


      “I did not authorize any physical contact or killing,” she said. Her voice had a sharp, chilly edge to it that gave me shivers. “There are strict rules governing an incubus visitation on your plane. Why didn’t your local O.G.R.E. squad deal with him?”


      Riley snorted, but stood otherwise silent keeping an eye on the room from the hallway. If Talia took it in her head to kill me all of a sudden, I supposed he’d tackle her. Or something.


      “There wasn’t an O.G.R.E. team at the time.” I sighed, knowing I’d have to explain that to her too. “Several women died horrible deaths. And the damage to my friend Sara is only beginning to manifest itself.”


      Talia pursed her lips in thought. “I would like to meet this Sara, if she will see me.”


      I frowned. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I’ll talk to her.”


      “No, I’ll talk to her.” Maurice had been hovering in the kitchen, listening. Before I realized he was gone, he took off after Sara and the kitchen door slammed shut behind him.


      A minute later, the front door banged open, and Kam stood in the doorway, breathless. “Come outside. Hurry.” Her ponytail whipped around and she disappeared into the yard.


      Kam, Riley, Talia and I piled outside, stumbling over each other. My driveway was a mess of blood and gore. I hadn’t noticed the streak of blood down the side of Kam’s face.


      One of Lionel’s dwarfs sat on the gravel, dazed, cradling his left elbow, a swollen lump over one eye.


      The other dwarf, Salgo, was not so lucky.


      His small body lay still with his face in the grass, one leg at an impossible angle, the other ripped from the hip socket and lying a few feet away. Lionel’s beautiful face sagged on one side, as if the skin were about to slip off the bone.


      Darius was nowhere to be seen.


      “What the hell happened?” My voice came out small and breathy.


      Riley bolted down the steps to the dwarf, checking him for life. He shook his head at me, then turned the body over on its back so he could check for a stranded soul stuck inside.


      He pressed his reaper ring against the man’s lips and tugged until the trapped soul came free. It drifted out in a single strand, then absorbed into the soul stone of Riley’s ring.


      Kam stared at the portal, her eyes wide. “It just came out of nowhere. No warning. It didn’t stop to look around or anything. It attacked before we had time to react.”


      Talia placed her hand on Kam’s shoulder, her voice soothing. “What came out? What did you see?”


      Kam shrugged. “I don’t really know what it was. Hairy and snarly, like a werewolf. But, you know, not a werewolf.”


      I frowned. “Like in Wales. They said a portal opened and a werewolf was wandering around. But it’s nowhere near a full moon, and this is a demon portal.” I turned to Talia. “Have you got something like that?”


      “There’s a family of demons called aswangs. Some could fit that description, I suppose. But I don’t understand what one would be doing in this world.” She stepped toward the portal. “Where did it go? Did it return to my world?”


      Lionel pressed his fingers against his face, trying to steady the skin. “No. It ran toward the woods, then veered off, as if it hit a wall.”


      “It must’ve hit the fairy ring. It goes partway into the woods,” I said.


      “That would do it.” He let go of his face, but the skin slipped again, so he had to put his hand back. “Your man Darius took off after it.”


      I glanced at the sky. It was afternoon. Sunset was hours away, so Darius was still in human form. This would have been a whole lot more convenient if it had been night already. Then Darius would be full-on mothman and would have wings. Instead, he was stuck chasing this thing on foot.


      Talia took a scowling step toward the portal and stuck her head inside to look around. After a moment, she pulled out again.


      “There’s no one near the portal on that side.” Anger rolled off of her in waves. “I don’t know what happened to my guard, and there will be nine kinds of hell to pay when I find out.”


      So far, I wasn’t impressed with how the queen of the demons ran her world. Forgetting the fiasco with Sebastian, we’d seen unsupervised portals, rogue demons she couldn’t identify and missing guards in the last few hours alone.


      Tight ship, my ass. Maybe less time coming up with skimpy clothes and more time making your people behave.


      Kam touched my sleeve. “Hey. Shouldn’t you be over there?” She jerked her chin toward the porch.


      “If I’m not safe while Talia is here, I’m doomed,” I said. I squinted in the direction of the end of the driveway and frowned. “Is somebody down there?” Without thinking, I charged past everyone, churning up gravel in my wake. From the end of driveway, I saw her.


      Pansy stood on the neighbor’s roof across the street, motionless.


      Someone needed to give her a lesson in architecture. While she might have blended well enough on a French provincial design, the neighbor’s house was a two-story fisherman’s cottage with driftwood repurposed to create the porch. She stuck out like—well—like a gargoyle on the roof of a fisherman’s cottage.


      “Hey,” I shouted across the street. “I thought Maurice told you to get your gravelly ass out of here.”


      Her body remained motionless, but her lips quivered then pulled into a sly smile. Reaching out with my empath powers, I connected with her. Her smugness puffed around her in filthy clouds, and her glee sprayed in citrusy spurts.


      Bitch. You want to play? Let’s see how sassy you are with an angry mothman tossing your ass off the roof.


      As I turned to go, the mail truck came around the bend in the street and stopped right in front of me. I shifted from foot to foot, a fake smile pasted across my face. My gaze flicked to the roof across the street to the grinning gargoyle, then back to the mailman as he leaned from his truck to hand me the bills and flyers.


      “Hey, thanks, Rick.” I took the mail, feeling my facial muscles objecting to the extreme pressure I was putting them under.


      He gave me an uneasy smile in return, as if my nerves were freaking him out a little. “Haven’t seen you around in awhile. You okay, Zoey?”


      “Sure. Sure. Just been really busy lately.” It took everything in my power to maintain eye contact with him. I detected movement behind him and was sure Pansy was flapping her arms to get his attention just to mess with me.


      Somehow sensing my aversion to looking at the house across the street, Rick turned his head to look. “Something going on at the Millers?”


      In desperation, I twitched my arm and sent my mail flying into the air. “Oh, no!” I dropped to my knees, cringing at the tiny rock indentations pressing into my skin. “I’m such an idiot.”


      Rick came to my aid, jumping out of his truck and gathering the junk mail scattered on the ground.


      Once he got the clumsy girl situated, Rick climbed back in his truck.


      “Thanks a lot, Rick. Have a great day!” My face hurt from grinning. He had to think I was a complete moron.


      “Back at ya!” He waved and drove off to the next house. I watched as he made his delivery into their mailbox, then moved on down the street far enough away that he couldn’t see me anymore.


      Poor guy probably thinks I’ve got a crush on him, now. Awesome.


      To be fair, I could do a lot worse—if, of course, I hadn’t been nursing a broken heart. The guy was charming as hell, always helpful and had a steady job. He’d taken over about a year ago when old Stan retired. Stan had not been charming as hell. In fact, I made him brownies for Christmas once and he yelled at me for being inconsiderate because he was diabetic. The old bastard always left my boxes in the bushes where I’d get all scratched up when I retrieved them.


      Rick always brought my boxes to the door.


      So far, he hadn’t seen any of the shenanigans going on at my house in the past year, but it was only a matter of time before he walked into something I couldn’t explain away or distract him from.


      I glared at Pansy, who still sat atop the neighbor’s house, flapping her arms and being obnoxious.


      I turned on my heel and marched toward the house. Darius might not be around, but Maurice would love to know what that bitch was up to now.


      I made it two steps before a snarling, snapping something rushed out of the bushes behind me. When I whirled around, all I saw was a blur as something bigger darted after it, then tackled the first figure across the path and into the bushes on the opposite side.


      The bushes churned, and terrifying grunts and muffled words drifted out. Shouts rang out from the top of the driveway, and Riley appeared at my elbow, pulling me toward the house.


      “Wait,” I said, “what was that?”


      Kam dove into the shrubbery, her voice joining with the other two. Riley didn’t release me until he’d tugged me over the line into the safety of the fairy ring.


      Kam popped out first, twigs caught in her hair and her bobby socks. Right behind her, Darius emerged, unfolding his tall frame and revealing a tight grip on a man-sized, hairy creature that nipped and struggled to break loose. Darius held the creature’s arms behind its back in a position that looked painful. He half walked, half dragged it toward us, while Kam followed as backup.


      The closer they drew to me, the more agitated the creature became. Its eyes rolled, and foamy spittle flew from its mouth. Darius’s brow drew into a scowl as he shoved his prey to stand in front of Talia.


      “This belong to you?” he asked, shaking the shaggy, manlike creature.


      Talia blinked all fourteen of her eyes. “This isn’t right,” she said in a murmur. She placed a taloned hand across the thing’s forehead, as if checking the temperature of a sick child. “He’s cool to the touch. He should be hot.”


      The creature calmed beneath her hand. His panting slowed, and he closed his eyes. I took a step and his eyes flew open. He snarled and struggled to lunge in my direction.


      I stepped back, and he calmed. Experimenting, I took a step forward, then back, getting the same frenzied results from the creature. “It’s me. He’s trying to get to me.”


      The front door opened behind me, and Mom’s voice interrupted. “Zoey, how many people should we expect for dinner?”


      Again, the creature’s eyes flew open, and he fought Darius’s.


      “Go back inside, Clara,” Darius said in a quiet, cool voice.


      It was probably best that he was the one who said it. If I’d told her to go back in the house, she’d have argued. But Darius told her to go in, so it must be dangerous for her to stay there. Without a word, she retreated and closed the door.


      Darius glanced at me and shrugged. He didn’t bother telling me to go in the house.


      We understood each other, Darius and I.


      As long as he worked with me and didn’t try to manage me, we’d be fine.


      “So what exactly is an aswang?” I peered at the creature’s matted hair and hunched shoulders, trying to find clues to what the creature was. In a lot of ways, he looked very much like the old-school description of a werewolf. He stood nearly straight on two legs and had pointed ears and hair covering nearly every inch of him. But his face was humanlike, despite the way it was drawn into a snarl. He snapped his sharp teeth in my direction every time I moved or spoke.


      Talia stroked the side of the aswang’s face, comforting him. “They’re a strange breed that dances the lines between demon, vampire and werewolf. Many aswang families settled in the demon world when given the choice all those years ago, back when the Covenant was created. Others chose the lands they thought they’d be most comfortable with. The ones who settled in the demon world became more demonic and wild, while those in the vampire world thirsted for blood, and the aswangs living with the were-folk became linked to the cycles of the moon.”


      I narrowed my eyes. “So, aswangs exist in all of the other worlds?”


      At the sound of my voice, the creature tensed, but Talia’s calming hand continued to keep him soothed.


      “Only the outer three,” Talia said. “Demon, Vampire, Were. But these worlds house simple creatures. Their needs are met in their home worlds. They do not venture out, and wouldn’t have the ability even if they wished it.”


      “We don’t have any,” Kam said. “Aswangs are a lot of things, but they aren’t djinn. Only djinn are djinn.” She smiled and patted the creature’s arm. It didn’t react.


      Fan-freaking-tastic. Demonic were-vampires are after me. I’m the luckiest girl alive. I should totally play the lottery today and take advantage of so much astounding luck.


      I stepped away from the aswang and sank to the top step of the porch. “So, portals to the demon world open near an Aegis, and an aswang comes out with an urge to kill the Aegis.” I lowered my head in my hands. “How the hell can we fight someone who can achieve something so huge and impossible?”


      Talia made a sound of disgust, and I lifted my head to meet her gaze.


      “Pull yourself together, Aegis.” Most of her eyes had disappeared into her face, but four remained, blinking and giving me the stink-eye. Stink-eyes. “Weakness gets people killed. I’d think you’d know that by now.” She pulled a cell phone from a hidden pocket in the scraps of her tiny outfit, then tossed it to me. In a display of uncharacteristic coordination, I didn’t shame myself by dropping it.


      I quirked an eyebrow and examined the phone. It didn’t look like anything special—a recent model smartphone with a purple cover. “Thanks?”


      “That’ll cross worlds.” She put an arm around her charge and guided him toward the portal. “I’m going to close this portal behind me like I did with the other five, but if another one shows up, you send me a text. Understand?”


      I nodded. “Thanks. Will you let me know if there are other portals besides those six? I’d like to keep track and figure out what’s going on.”


      She gave me a long, steady look. “I’ll let you know everything I know, as long as you do the same. Someone is hurting my people and threatening the peace of the Covenant. That’s unacceptable.”


      “I’ll keep you posted.” I moved toward her, meaning to shake her hand, walk with her—something. I hadn’t thought that far. The aswang tensed and I returned to my spot.


      She lifted her foot to step through the portal with the aswang, then hesitated and turned her head toward me. “Zoey, I’ll be back, I promise. Your friend Sara and I have business with one another.”


      Talia, Queen of the Demons, walked through the portal with her brainwashed lesser demon, and they both disappeared. A moment later, the portal folded in on itself and was gone.


      A scream erupted at the far end of the driveway, and in the distance, a winged figure in a blue pantsuit leaped into the air and flew away.


      Apparently, Pansy was pissed.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Six


      Two days passed before the next portal opened, spitting out a snarling aswang.


      The Gathering was still in session, and Bernice called me from England the minute she and Marcus heard the news.


      Her voice was shaky, and fear leaked through the phone in tight spirals. “Paula Camden was the only Aegis left in Canada.” Bernice took a deep breath to calm herself. “She was standing three feet from the portal when it appeared and the creature hurtled itself through, straight at her throat.”


      I paced the kitchen, running a free hand through my hair. This wasn’t happening. So many had already died. I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. “I thought Marcus said he’d sent his people take her into protective custody.”


      Bernice sighed. “They were on their way to a safe house and stopped to stretch their legs. Paula was only a few feet away from the group. She barely had time to scream. By the time Marcus’s people got to her, it was over. The aswang was already running toward the portal.” A sob escaped her. “Its jaws were covered in her blood.”


      I halted in the middle of the room and swallowed hard. I couldn’t shake the vivid picture in my head of the blood-spattered aswang. “Bernice, who’s doing this? Who’s sending aswangs to kill us?”


      “We’re still not sure. Five members of the Church of Hidden Wisdom were chanting less than a mile away. The Canadian Committee for Hidden Concerns arrested them and took them to headquarters to get some answers.” Her voice went quiet. “All five cult members poisoned themselves while being transported.”


      I gasped. “How the hell can that happen?”


      She hesitated. “I don’t know, Zoey. I really don’t know.”


      As soon as I hung up, I texted Talia, but she’d already found the portal herself and closed it.


      A lot of damn use I was.


      Of course, if I’d tried to walk outside the fairy ring perimeter—let alone run to town for groceries—any one of half a dozen humans and monsters would have tackled me to the ground and then locked me in my room in a timeout without television. Because, you know, I’m the Aegis, so everybody does what I say.


      That left me working from home, though Sara and I had been scaling back the business lately, turning away hopeful brides looking for assistance in creating their dream wedding. Sara’s lack of sleep for the better part of half a year coupled with my constant need to take off at unexpected moments to care for a legion of monsters and urban legends often left an exhausted Sara on her own. Neither of us were giving it our all, because neither of us had our all to give.


      We sat at my kitchen table stringing silk orchids into leis for a luau-themed wedding in December. We’d both been unable to talk the bride out of it.


      Sara sorted through the box of flowers, setting aside the duds. “Maybe we should consider shutting the business down for good.” She didn’t sound happy about the idea.


      I shrugged. “Maybe. But we do have a Hidden wedding coming up. Maybe we should just switch our focus.”


      She fixed me with a serious stare. “They’re paying us in fresh produce and antique trinkets. I can’t pay my electric bill with apples and silver thimbles.”


      “Those antique trinkets could be worth something.” I pulled my lips into a half smile. “We might end up millionaires.”


      Sara snorted. “Maybe you’re right. All we need is to book a dragon wedding and we’ll be rolling in it.”


      “It’s worth thinking about.” I chose another flower from the box. “Trying to live two separate lives is wearing me down. At least with the Hidden, we don’t have to hide anything from them.”


      “No.” Sara sighed. “But we still have to hide stuff from the caterers. We can’t use half the vendors we’ve been using for years. It would be like starting over.” She rubbed her eyes, drawing my attention to the purplish-brown puffiness under them.


      I nodded. “You’re right. Maybe we should close up shop entirely.” We worked in silence for a while, each absorbed in thought. I lifted my head and watched her. “I’m sorry I dragged you into all this.”


      Her hands stopped working, and she looked at me as if I were an idiot. “You didn’t drag me into it. If anything, you tried to shield me from it. We’re a team.”


      “I nearly got you killed.” Sebastian had been my fault. He’d gone through Sara to get to me.


      Sara placed an unfinished lei on the table without looking away from me. “Listen to me carefully, Zoey. You did not invite any of this. You did not cause any of this. And you did not drag me into it. You saved my life. And when I became part of the fight, it was because I jumped into it, fully conscious of the consequences.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “The business had a good run. But it’s just a business. We’re still a team, and you’re still my best friend.”


      I squeezed her hand back and smiled. “Still best friends.” I let go and resumed threading fake flowers for a December luau. “So, can we talk about your impending meeting with the queen of the demons?”


      “Way to kill the warm fuzzy mood, Zo.” She scowled.


      “She seems pretty reasonable. And she’s not happy about what happened to you. I think you should give her a chance.”


      Sara’s hands shook. “I’d rather forget about the whole thing.”


      “You tried that already. It’s not working anymore.”


      “I don’t like demons.”


      Sorrow fluttered in my chest. I understood how afraid Sara was—hell, I could feel her fear rattling across the table like tiny pebbles—but I wanted better for her than sleepless nights and the lack of confidence she was living with now. I wanted my old Sara back. “I know. But I think this one wants to help.”


      She dropped a finished lei in a box with the others. “I’ll think about it.”


      * * *


      By the third day of lockdown, I was about ready to punch someone in the throat if they so much as looked at me wrong.


      Mom seemed underfoot, no matter where I went. Kam’s perkiness was intolerable. Darius didn’t say much, but he skulked in the corners and we glared at each other a lot. He probably wasn’t dealing well with sticking around the house all the time, either.


      I yelled at Maurice once for whistling.


      Riley tried to stay out of my way, but it was a small house, and he couldn’t sit outside all day. We were still trying to be adults about the whole breakup thing, but he was there nearly all the time now.


      When people are dating and they bump into each other coming and going into the bathroom, it’s cute. They laugh. Maybe exchange a quick kiss before the one coming out gets out of the way. Things were never like that for us. More than once I opened the bathroom door and startled because he was coming toward the door to go in. We did the awkward dance to get around each other without touching, making only minimum eye contact.


      As soon as he closed the door, I’d bolt for the kitchen or outside for air. I’d thought being around each other after the breakup was supposed to get easier, but it wasn’t.


      Coping was getting more difficult, not less.


      In the meantime, nothing new had happened in my yard since Talia had closed the portal. We were all in a holding pattern, and I had to get away.


      After a particularly rough moment when I knocked my coffee cup off the table because so many people were sitting in the kitchen, I snapped. Too many people shared the air supply in the tiny, tiny room. How was a person supposed to breathe? I didn’t bother to pick up the pieces of the shattered cup.


      It wasn’t my fault it was so damn crowded that a person couldn’t twitch her elbow without sending a cup flying.


      I shoved my chair away and stomped into the living room, grabbing my coat. “I’m going out.”


      I might as well have said I was off to rob a bank the way everyone erupted in panicked pleas to rethink my actions.


      “Relax,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m going to Aggie’s house. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.” I stepped through the doorway, then turned back, wagging my finger. “If anyone follows me, I’ll have Aggie put a curse on them.” I dispensed a healthy dose of stink-eye at all the worried faces looking back at me.


      Faces of people who loved me and didn’t want me to get hurt. Unfair? Sure. But so was the present situation. And I had to get my head together or I’d say things so much worse. A nice, quiet visit with Aggie might help. It usually did.


      Some time ago, Maurice had overseen the expansion of the fairy ring so it ran through part of the woods near my house, and extended around Aggie’s house on the other side. But I’m not completely foolish. When I got to the edge of my yard, I waited for Tashi before stepping into the trees.


      Since her mate, Iris, died, she’d mostly kept to herself. But I always knew she was there. A flash of white fur between the trees. A haunting yowl in the night. Trees waving as she made her way through the forest.


      Even if she didn’t make herself seen as much as Iris had, I knew she’d taken over the skunk-ape’s self-appointed duties as my bodyguard through the woods. If I wanted to visit Aggie, the yeti would accompany me, whether I saw her doing it or not. But since I hadn’t seen her for awhile, I hoped she’d walk with me, rather than staying in the shadows.


      I didn’t have to wait long before Tashi appeared, a soft smile on her full lips. She loomed over me, her shaggy white hair brushed and shining. To my utter surprise, her belly jutted out before her, round and heavy.


      I widened my eyes. “Tashi! Are you...” I held my hand toward her swollen belly, not quite touching.


      She grunted in self-satisfaction, then took my wrist in her enormous hand, pulling me forward to press my fingers against her. Beneath all that fur, a tiny foot or hand pressed back.


      My eyes blurred with tears. “Oh, Iris,” I whispered. “I so wish you were here for this.”


      We stood like that for some time, Tashi holding my hand against her to feel the baby’s movements, grinning down at me and making cooing and chuffing noises.


      I already felt a hundred percent better than I had—and I wasn’t at Aggie’s house, yet. I wiped my face dry, and Tashi and I made our way through the thin strip of woods to get to Aggie’s house.


      Tashi smacked her lips and made a series of short grunts, then squatted at the edge of the woods, overlooking Aggie’s house. She waved at me and pointed at the ground, indicating that she would keep watch and wait to escort me home.


      Iris had left me in good hands.


      Aggie the Hag stood by the gate of her white picket fence, wrapped in a bright yellow-and-blue crocheted shawl. It never mattered how spontaneous my visits were to me, she always knew I was coming, and she was always outside waiting for me.


      The wonderful aroma drifting through her open kitchen door told me she had cookies in the oven for me too. Knowing Aggie was like having a magic granny.


      “Well, hurry!” She grinned and waved me into the house. “We’re letting all the heat out.”


      She herded me through the door and sat me at the kitchen table where a steaming mug of tea already waited. The sound of hundreds of ticking clocks soothed my nerves. I wrapped my hands around my cup and inhaled the clean, herbal scent rising from it. “Did you know Tashi is pregnant?”


      Aggie’s blue-white curls bobbed. “Of course I did, dear. Didn’t you?” She slid over a plate of cinnamon cookies, still warm from the oven.


      I took a bite and let the buttery treat melt in my mouth before I answered. “I’ve barely seen her. Iris was fairly aloof, but Tashi is downright shy.”


      “I suspect you’ll see more of her after the babies come.” She folded a kitchen towel and set it on the counter.


      I choked on my cookie. “Babies?”


      She tilted her head and gave me a dreamy smile. “Sweetheart, didn’t you know? Yetis always come in twos.”


      I scowled and took another cookie. “I bet my mother knows that.”


      “Well, yes, she probably does.”


      I gulped my tea, burning my mouth. “She’s probably delivered loads of yeti babies, and knows a bunyip from a wolpertinger on sight.” I tore into a third cookie, chewing and swallowing without bothering to taste it.


      Aggie’s brow wrinkled in concern. “What’s this about, Zoey?”


      I shrugged. “Nothing.”


      She folded her hands under her chin, and her jeweled rings caught the light. “It’s not a competition.”


      “I know.” I picked at a loose thread on the cuff of my sweater. “She knows all this stuff. I feel stupid sometimes. And I get the feeling she disapproves of me. She thinks I’m reckless, I guess.”


      Aggie made a clucking sound with her tongue. “Sweetheart, you aren’t your mother. And she isn’t you. You’re different people with different experiences. If you compare yourself to her, you’ll come up short. But you know what?” She touched her fingertips to my chin so I’d look at her. “If she compares herself to you, she’ll come up short too. Do you understand?”


      As if her words had triggered it, all the clocks in her little cottage struck the hour at once, and a cacophony of chirps, cuckoos, buzzers, dings and ringing sounded off. The noise rang in my ears the same way her words rang in my heart. Maybe I was too hard on my mom. Maybe I was too hard on myself.


      We waited through it until the minute had passed, then resumed as if nothing had happened.


      “I get it.” I rubbed my face in an effort to scrub away my crappy mood. “I’m sorry. I’m grumpy today. I meant to leave all that at the house with all the people crowding it. Change of subject. What do you know about the Covenant? I can’t seem to get a solid answer out of anybody.”


      She patted my hand. “Grab your cup and we’ll see what we can find in the library.”


      * * *


      We spent a good hour going through the multitude of books lining the walls of her living room. We found nothing useful. If a copy of the actual Covenant were to be had, it wasn’t likely to be in an old lady’s cottage in the middle of Bolinas, California. Since no one, not even the Board, seemed to know what the exact terms of the Covenant were, it stood to reason nobody had seen it in a very long time.


      If I wanted a definitive answer, I’d probably have to go back in time and talk to the people or creatures who’d originally made the agreement.


      “Aggie?” I sat on the floor in the center of her rag rug, books piled around me. “What’s the oldest Hidden you know of?”


      She scratched her chin and set aside the leather-bound diary she was leafing through. “Dragons are quite old. Bruce, for example, is over two hundred years old.”


      I widened my eyes in surprise. “He’s so small. I always figured he was more like my age.” That was a partial truth. When I’d first met him, I’d thought he was a baby. And a girl because, due to a nasty cold, he was pink.


      “He is, dear. In dragon years.” She shook a piece of aged paper loose from a green book with black letters. After examining the paper, she sniffed it, then put it back.


      “Can we talk to his parents, maybe? Grandparents? If dragons live that long, we might be able to find someone who knows more about the Covenant.”


      Aggie fixed me with a sad look. “Dragons are rare these days. Only the pygmy version survived the Crusades.” She folded her hands in her lap, almost as if in prayer. “Bruce lost his whole family in the name of religion. And his egg stayed dormant for centuries before it hatched. He’s spent most of his life looking for others like him.”


      My throat tightened. “So, he’s alone? He’s never found anyone?”


      “He’s found others. Not very many though.”


      “Oh.” I flipped through the book in my hands, barely looking at the pages while I thought of poor, dog-sized Bruce, spending his days searching for others like him. I’d never asked him about his past. If I hadn’t needed Molly to translate for me every time Bruce came around, I might have had deeper conversations with him—deep enough to share his life, and not just borrow jewelry from his stash.


      The pages fluttered through my fingers. The book’s gold edging left a powder on my skin. I had no idea what the title of the book was, since the cover was too worn to read and the first several pages had fallen out. As I flipped through, heavier cardstock appeared every so often with faded but still beautiful hand-painted watercolors of Hidden creatures—many of which I couldn’t identify.


      Somewhere toward the middle, I spotted a painting of a snarling woman with pointed teeth and wild hair. Blood dripped from her face, and a young boy lay at her feet with his eyes closed. The label at the bottom of the page said Aswaang in Vampirrik Forme. I turned to the front of the chapter and found the title “Aswaangs of the Olde World.”


      “This might help.” I snapped the book shut. “It won’t explain the Covenant, but it might give me tips on defending myself.”


      Aggie made no sign of having heard me. Her lips moved without sound, and her eyes stared over my shoulder, as if the bookshelf behind me held some deep, startling secret.


      “Aggie?” I wasn’t sure if I should disturb her. The longer I watched, the more I was convinced she was in some sort of trance. She didn’t seem to be in any distress, so maybe this was how she got all the crazy information she always had. Maybe this was normal for her, and I hadn’t seen it before.


      Or maybe she was having a stroke and I was sitting there like an idiot, marveling at her ability to focus on the spine of a handmade book on making alpaca cheese.


      “Aggie, are you okay?” I crawled across the floor and touched her leg. My voice was higher than I’d expected it to be, revealing more worry than I tried to let on.


      The movement of her mouth stopped, then her gaze cleared and she looked at me sitting at her feet.


      Her eyes looked so sad they made my heart hurt. She made an attempt at a smile, but it wasn’t convincing. “I’m fine. Did you find something?”


      I scrambled to where I’d been and recovered the watercolor book. “I found a chapter about aswangs.”


      “That’s wonderful, dear.” She didn’t sound like she thought anything was wonderful. More than anything, she sounded distracted. “I could use a fresh cup of tea.”


      I followed her into the kitchen and refilled the kettle, ignoring the goosebumps along my arms. We sat at the table to wait for the water to boil.


      I took her hand in both of mine. “Where did you go in there, Aggie?”


      She pressed a finger against her lower lip and took a deep breath. “I was... I watched my own death.” She paused. “Again.”


      She’d told me some time ago that she’d seen her death, and then had reassured me that her demise remained some time off in the future. She’d seemed almost chipper about it then. Now, not so much.


      “We still have time, right?” I frowned when she didn’t answer immediately.


      Finally, she shook her head, sending all those small ringlets jiggling on her head. “Not as much as I’d thought.”


      My stomach dropped like I’d been shoved off a skyscraper. “How soon?”


      She shrugged. “We can never be too sure of these things.” She patted my hands then went to make the tea.


      “You’re usually pretty sure of things you shouldn’t already know. You said something was coming last year, and it came.”


      She measured tealeaves into each cup. “I also said you’d take care of it, and you did.” The kettle made a low hum on its way to a higher pitch. She took it off the burner before it started screeching. “But something worse is on its way. Something I can’t see.”


      She poured water into the cups and brought them to the table.


      I pulled my cup close to me, but it couldn’t warm the icy dread running through me, making me shiver. “Is it an aswang?”


      “No.” She bent her head and inhaled the steam. “It’s something very old yet, at the same time, something very new.” Her gaze rose to meet mine and pinned me with its weight. “And it’s going to be the end of me.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Seven


      Tashi walked me home with a solemn face, as if she sensed my sadness. At the edge of my property, she turned to go but I stopped her.


      “Do you need anything, Tashi? For you? For the babies? You know if you want anything at all, you just need to tell Molly so she can let me know, right?”


      Tashi smiled and shook her shaggy head. She ruffled my hair, then loped off into the trees.


      “I guess she doesn’t need anything.” I shoved my hands in my pockets and faced the house. Nothing moved through the windows, but the calm was deceptive. Six more people might have shown up in the time I was gone. I released a melodramatic sigh, braced myself, and marched.


      Inside, the deceptive calm was even more convincing.


      “Hello?” I moved through the silent house, poking my head through doors, calling out to the missing people. “Anybody?”


      There weren’t that many rooms to go through. I came in through the living room, checked all three bedrooms, both bathrooms and the kitchen. Not a soul.


      Frowning—and more than a little worried, since Mom shouldn’t have left the protection of the house—I stepped through the kitchen door and into the magical invisi-bubble surrounding my back yard.


      Somehow, with my head ducked and my own voice grumbling in my ears, I’d missed the smell of roasting meat and the sound of people’s voices when I’d come through the edge of the bubble on the side of the house.


      Mom, Sara and Kam sat in folding chairs around a campfire, chatting and poking long sticks at an array of roasting food spread on a grate above the fire.


      “Finally,” Sara said. “We thought someone would have to go get you.”


      Maurice unfolded another chair and pushed me into it. “Sit, sit, sit. I’ll get you a drink.”


      Kam leaned into me from the chair next to mine. “Andrew and Daniel are coming soon.” She lowered her voice, as if sharing a shocking secret. “They’re bringing cake.”


      I considered pinching myself. The scenario held a sort of dreamlike quality, as if I’d dozed off and currently lay facedown in a plate of spaghetti. I’d left a crowded house full of tense people and came home to a camping trip in my backyard.


      In November.


      Break out the marshmallows and the plastic margarita glasses. Zoey’s gone over the edge and they’re staging an old-fashioned, backyard-barbeque intervention.


      As if he were reading my thoughts, Maurice reappeared by my side and handed me a margarita.


      I took a grateful sip. “Where did Riley and Darius go?”


      Mom held up her glass and smirked. “Tequila run. You got the last of it.”


      I frowned. Was everyone insane? Two of our heavy hitters went on an alcohol run, leaving a closet monster whose threat was largely illusion and a djinn who was trying to save her magic. Yes, we were inside the bubble, so probably couldn’t be found—but if we were, I’d rather have a mothman and a reaper there as muscle. I’d seen them fight. We were all safer with those two around.


      Maurice hummed to himself while he painted sauce on a rack of ribs. Sara and my Mom struck up a debate over kitten heels versus wedges. Kam—who for some odd reason was dressed in cutoffs, work boots and a flannel shirt and had to be freezing—pulled her hair to one side and braided it.


      Maybe it was me who had lost her mind. I was twitchy and stressed, but everyone else acted as though it were a perfectly normal day.


      No. Not a normal day.


      A great day.


      A day to celebrate, have some fun, and spend time together.


      I narrowed my eyes and watched everyone more carefully. The dark circles under Sara’s eyes were more pronounced than a few days before. Mom’s hand shook a little as she raised her glass to sip her margarita. Kam’s foot tapped at a fast pace, as if all the calm she showed had forced her tension into one foot that had to release the tension or shoot off her ankle from the built-up pressure.


      There was so much food on that grill, an army couldn’t finish it all.


      And that was the biggest giveaway of all—Maurice cooked when he was nervous or upset.


      This wasn’t a picnic. This was an end-of-the-world party.


      The realization of what was really going on should have made me nervous, but it had the opposite effect. My friends weren’t trying to talk me down from a nervous breakdown, and I wasn’t in a ditch somewhere suffering from head trauma after hitting a moose. This was how we coped with the possibility of death in my family—we celebrated life.


      I sank deeper into my chair and sipped my drink.


      My position faced the house, so when Andrew and his partner, Daniel, showed up, I saw them coming—and the little ball of fluff they’d brought with them. Once the men had stepped inside the bubble, Andrew bent down and released his squirming charge.


      Milo streaked across the grass, tongue hanging to the side, and threw himself at me as soon as he was close enough to make the leap. The excited fennec fox was my biggest fan, and he covered my face in foxy licks and kisses, darting back and forth across my lap as if he could barely contain his exuberance. I handed my drink to Kam and wrapped both arms around Milo, to force him to be still and to hug the stuffing out of him. I planted a firm kiss of my own between his ears—one ear enormous and tall, the other cut short in a terrible accident—then released him. He hopped down, then ran around the circle, greeting everyone.


      I rose, grinning, to give the guys hugs. “Milo was exactly what I needed.” I kissed Andrew’s freckled cheek. “Thanks for bringing him.”


      “He can only go a few days before he starts pining for you. You know that.” Andrew squeezed me hard with one arm, then pulled back without releasing me so he could look me in the eyes. “How are you holding up? Are you okay?”


      I shrugged. “I’m fine. Just a little stir crazy.” I pointed at his other arm wrapped around a blue plastic box. “Is that cake?”


      His blue eyes sparkled. “My girl needs cake. I bring her cake.” He released me, and Maurice dragged him into the house with the dessert.


      I turned to hug Daniel, then stopped, my eyebrows raised. I pointed to the mound of brown, unmoving fur in his arms. “What’s this? No. Who’s this?”


      Daniel smiled and shifted the weight he held. “This is Howard.”


      A very serious, sober bunny face twitched its nose at me, then, having decided I was neither a threat nor of any particular interest, looked away.


      Daniel squatted and placed Howard in the grass. The large rabbit took a single hop forward, then settled himself in to nibble, ignoring everyone around him. Milo noticed and bolted for his friend, leaped over Howard, then turned and leaped again, as if the two were in the circus.


      Howard twitched his nose at Milo, then resumed eating.


      “Not exactly a lively playmate for Milo to blow off steam.” I grinned, already in love with the grumpy rabbit.


      Daniel chuckled. “He tolerates Milo, but Milo adores him.”


      I put my arm around Daniel’s waist and hugged him. “I’m glad Milo’s got a brother.” I kissed his cheek. “Come sit down. I hear more tequila is on its way.”


      Once I understood the meaning behind this spontaneous, rather elaborate get-together, I relaxed. Maybe knowing my friends had gathered for one last hurrah before everything collapsed should have alarmed me. It didn’t. It reminded me why I wanted to protect the world I was living in. Why I wanted to keep everyone safe.


      Riley and Darius returned, bearing copious amounts of alcohol, multiple bags of ice, and a brotherly affection I’d never noticed before. They used to detest each other. Now they appeared to have been childhood best friends, working together to unload the car, gathering more chairs from the other campsites farther out in the yard, and cracking jokes with each other.


      I tapped Kam on the arm and lifted my chin toward Riley and Darius. “What’s up with that?”


      She followed my gaze and her lips quirked in a half smile. “Your mom tore them a new one. That’s a saying, right? Anyway, she lectured them on putting away their differences for the common good. Yada yada.” She waved her hand and gulped her drink. “It’s making my life a hell of a lot easier.”


      The two men dragged a tarp full of firewood across the grass. Riley’s muscles flexed with every tug, and the wind blew his dark blond hair over one eye. I wanted to hurry over to him and brush it out of the way. I knew how soft his hair was, how it would slide through my fingers like silk. His cheeks were pink with exertion and cold, and stubble grew along his jawline. I knew what that stubble would feel like against my palm.


      I shook my head and stopped watching, instead, concentrating on a rock by my foot. We weren’t together anymore. Riley wasn’t mine to touch. It didn’t do either of us any good for me to sit there spying on him like a brooding teenager.


      Another time. Another place. Maybe someday things could work out between us. But, as long as the threat of one of us getting killed hovered over our heads, and as long as I was responsible for the safety of so many others, having a boyfriend—even one in the know—was an exercise in self-delusion. The world took too much of me. I didn’t have enough left for him.


      As evening fell, more of our friends showed up, ate a little, talked, laughed and moved on. This also explained why Maurice had provided so much food. Tashi drifted around the edges of the firelight. She wouldn’t touch the offered spareribs, chicken legs or burgers, but she ate a salad that filled my punch bowl. Apparently yetis were vegetarians—or at least mine was.


      Having crawled out from under one of the beds in my house, Stacy stepped out of the house, dressed in a chartreuse tutu, tights covered in cartoon kittens, purple high tops, and a ruffled top. Maurice, oblivious to the way she mooned over him when his back was turned, treated her no differently than any other guest. She danced alone around the fire, sipping her drink and telling any who would listen stories her father used to tell her when she was a little girl of brave under-the-bed monsters.


      From time to time, Maurice took a break from hosting and sat beside Sara. He kept his large yellow eyes fixed on Sara’s face as she assured him she was alright. No, she didn’t need her drink freshened. Yes, she’d had enough to eat. No she wasn’t cold.


      My heart hurt for Stacy. Maurice’s attention was so fixed on Sara, he never heard the squeaky tremor in Stacy’s voice as she tried to distract herself with the story of Horatio Cobbswacker, the heroic attic monster who conquered the legion of devil dogs from beyond the Great Badoonga Tree. I saw the sadness in her eyes and the defeat that lay across her shoulders.


      Sara saw it too, and Stacy’s sadness reflected in Sara’s eyes. No matter what my friend felt for Maurice, she never wanted Stacy to get hurt.


      The brightly dressed under-the-bed monster swallowed hard, lifted her chin and turned away to continue her story for the half-listening group near her.


      I gave Sara a small, reassuring smile across the fire. One more thing for us to sort out when everything was over.


      Molly the brownie brought her family and stayed for a while. The older kids played with Milo, and even Howard tolerated being ridden around the yard like a chubby stallion. He did a good job of looking stern and grumpy, but I was pretty sure he enjoyed playing with the kids. He took long, loping hops in the grass with his ears folded back around the kids, as if he were keeping them safe from falling off his back. From time to time he stopped, wiggled his nose and gave a bunny scowl, then took off at a faster pace than before, causing little Abby to squeal with delight from atop her noble mount.


      Howard was a pushover.


      Bruce, the pigmy dragon, showed up around eleven. The fire had died down some, and, with a single hot breath, he fed the flames to near bonfire proportions.


      “Bruce!” Maurice hurried to his side. “It’s great to see you, buddy. Sit, sit, sit! Are you hungry?”


      Bruce snorted and growled, and smoke rings puffed from his nostrils. He plopped down next to my feet, leaning against my left leg, much the same as Milo was positioned, sleeping against my right leg. I was penned in. Unlike earlier in the kitchen, I found comfort in the closeness. This was where I belonged.


      I scratched the crest at the top of his dark green head, and a low humming erupted from his throat. “Hey, Bruce.” I patted his side and felt the warmth of his belly furnace against my palm. “How’s every little thing?”


      Bruce gave me an affectionate look, grunted, then dropped his head to his front legs. Molly was the only one in our continually growing family who spoke dragon. She’d left to put the kids to bed an hour ago. But Bruce and I understood each other enough to get by—the same way Tashi and I did.


      Love was common language enough.


      Okay, that was kind of a lie. I would have much preferred a real common language—one with nouns, verbs and adjectives, instead of clicks, grunts and chuffs.


      When Maurice reappeared, he had a large silver mixing bowl filled with raw meat marinated in...something. He placed it in front of Bruce and patted him on the shoulder. “There you go, buddy. We’ve all been gorging ourselves. No reason you shouldn’t too.”


      Bruce sniffed the contents of the bowl, then sent a snaky, forked tongue across the meat. His eyes widened and he snorted.


      Maurice nodded. “Yep. Brimstone. I’ve been marinating the meat in it for three days. Enjoy!” Without another word, he grabbed my empty glass and took off with it.


      I sat in my folding metal chair in front of the fire, a pygmy dragon and a fennec fox at my feet, a blanket around my shoulders, soft music playing somewhere nearby, and low voices murmuring around me. Contentment settled over me and made me drowsy.


      Mom and Darius finally went inside sometime after midnight. Mom stopped and kissed me on the forehead, much like she used to do when I was little. Trailing her hand over my curls, she left without a word.


      The entire damn night was so weird, I didn’t know what to think. It had the feel of a gathering of forces for a final confrontation, but there was nothing to fight. Not yet anyway.


      And most of the people showed up, stayed a little while, then departed. If they’d left gifts in their wake, I might’ve worried that it was a last goodbye.


      But even the goodbyes were understated. No long, lingering looks or desperate embraces. They wandered in, had a drink or two and a bite to eat, then went back home.


      Or, in the case of Andrew and Daniel, picked one of the huge tents we always had set up and went to bed for the night. Kam grabbed another tent and gave up her room to Sara.


      No one offered an explanation, and I didn’t ask. As much as I’d wanted to be alone and have some peace earlier in the day, I was content to have my friends around me, not asking for a thing, simply spending time with me and with each other.


      And whatever was coming, I was refreshed and ready for it.


      In the end, Maurice and Riley and I were the only ones left around the fire. They spoke in low voices so they wouldn’t wake anyone. I could only make out a few of the words, but they didn’t sound important. Pancakes. Cinnamon. Juice. Spatula.


      My eyes grew heavy and I dozed, lulled by their voices. No one woke me to put me to bed. For once, Maurice let me take care of myself.


      I didn’t dream. Hell, I didn’t move. Several margaritas, a warm fire, a cozy blanket and exhaustion outweighed the discomfort of sleeping sitting up in a folding chair.


      When I opened my eyes, the sun was creeping into the sky behind me. Riley slept in a chair across from me, apparently never having left.


      Of course not.


      Even with people sleeping in tents around me and a fire-breathing pigmy dragon at my feet, Riley kept me safe.


      I stretched, wincing at the aches in my back and neck. And bladder. I had drunk a lot and hadn’t moved since about ten o’clock the previous night.


      It was early, and everyone slept. I didn’t see Maurice in the house. He could’ve been anywhere, since he could move through a network of closets to other locations. He was probably gathering things to make breakfast.


      Closet monsters rarely slept.


      I cleaned myself up while I was in the bathroom. The only thing I could do with my hair was to pile it on top of my head and call it a loss. I washed the charcoal smudges from my face and swapped out my smoky shirt for a fresh one.


      Always thoughtful, Maurice had made a fresh pot of coffee before he left for wherever. I poured myself a cup, then wandered through the living room to step out on my front porch and watched what was left of the sunrise.


      I nearly dropped my coffee cup.


      A fanged face peered out at me from a fresh portal shimmering in my driveway.


      “About time somebody showed up. I’m running out of dark, here, baby. Would you grab me an umbrella or something? I’m sort of allergic to the sun, if you get what I’m saying.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Eight


      The floating face wasn’t an aswang. At least, I didn’t think it was. It didn’t snarl, gnash its teeth or threaten me. In fact, it sounded more like a young Frank Sinatra than anything supernatural. If it weren’t for the fangs and aversion to sunlight, I’d have thought he might be human.


      Fangs. Aversion to sunlight.


      “Ah, shit.” I set my cup on the railing and eyed the disembodied face.


      “A little help? A guy could fry in seconds.” He grinned, emphasizing his fangs.


      I turned on my heel and went inside without answering.


      The first thing I did was grab my multi-dimensional cell phone from Talia and send her a quick test.


      New portal open. Not yours. Vamps?


      I hit send, then banged on my mother’s bedroom door. “Darius.” I banged harder. “We’ve got another portal. Up and at ’em.”


      Sara opened her door first and blinked at me through bleary eyes. “Demons are back?”


      I shook my head. “I think he might be a vampire.”


      She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “What the hell kind of life am I leading that vampires are a relief?”


      I turned toward the kitchen and smacked into Maurice. He grabbed my elbows to steady me. “Vamps?”


      “I think so.” I stepped around him. “I’ll get Kam and Riley. Keep everyone away from the portal.”


      Darius stepped out of my mother’s room, a shirtless mountain of dark muscle. “I’ll keep an eye on the portal.”


      “Good. I’ll be out in a minute.”


      His jaw flexed as if he were about to say something, then stopped himself. It occurred to me what it must cost him to treat me differently than he did my mother. He was accustomed to taking charge. This truce we’d come to had to be a huge challenge.


      I was grateful to him for making the effort.


      Out back, I stood over Riley, hunched up in the camp chair and snoring softly. He only snored like that when he had hay fever or a cold. Maybe the smoke from the campfire had clogged his sinuses. I reached toward his hair to move it out of his face, then stopped. My heart gave a hard squeeze, and I placed my hand on his shoulder.


      “Riley.” I nudged him. “It’s show time. We’ve got another problem.”


      He sucked in a long breath, then opened his eyes and stretched. “Problem?”


      “Portal. Darius is already out there. I’ll get Kam.”


      Our gazes locked for a long moment, each buried in the past. The expression of longing on his face clawed at my heart and made me think of all the times I’d answered that same expression with passionate kisses and intimate touches. My face grew hot and I looked away. Shaking the memories loose, I stepped away toward Kam’s tent without looking back.


      “Good gobbledy gook, you two need to sort your shit,” Kam said when I stuck my head into her tent.


      “If we live through the end of the world, I’ll put you in charge of my love life.”


      Kam ran a fingertip over a gem in her bare wrist, her expression calm and focused. As if she were Cinderella getting ready for the ball, everything on her—hair, clothing, shoes—changed. Her loose hair tucked itself into a tight bun at the base of her skull, and a dark green cap unfolded out of nowhere onto her head. Camouflage pants and jacket grew like vines over her arms, legs and torso. Clunky black boots laced themselves along her shins.


      I preferred Cinderella’s dress, but this was still impressive.


      “Army fatigues?” I quirked an eyebrow.


      “In case I need to do battle. Way better than wrestling that aswang in my poodle skirt.”


      I yawned. “How the aswang got in my poodle skirt, I’ll never know.”


      She cocked her head at me, forehead wrinkled. “What?”


      “Never mind.” I sighed. Riley would have understood the old Marx brothers reference.


      We left Andrew and Daniel to sleep, since neither of them possessed any supernatural strength. Andrew could read auras. As helpful as that sometimes was, it wasn’t much of either an offensive or defensive skill. Andrew owned an herbal shop and Daniel was a nurse’s aid.


      Always keep your healers out of harm’s way if there’s a battle.


      I’d learned that playing online roleplaying games with Maurice.


      On the way through the house, we passed my mother. She stood with her arms folded, pacing and looking out the front window.


      “What are they doing out there? Zoey, you’re not going outside? At least stay on the porch.”


      I paused and hugged her. I may not have agreed with her methods, but I could respect her fear. “I’ll be fine, Mom.” I hooked my pinky through hers.


      She gave me the stink-eye. “Do you lizard swear?”


      I sighed and drew the traditional pattern over my chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye, and may a lizard eat my gizzard.” I winked. “Happy?”


      She looked unconvinced, but didn’t say anything else to try to stop me.


      By the time Kam and I made it out the front door, Talia had arrived through a second portal. She held my ladybug umbrella in front of the vamp portal and waited for the disembodied head to come through as a complete person, now that he was protected against the face-melting rays of the sun.


      He was dressed entirely in black, I’ll give him that. But there ended my vampire expectations.


      Expensive-looking leather shoes stepped through the portal, followed by dress pants and a dress shirt, unbuttoned farther than was generally accepted as tasteful. Gold chains—including a large, diamond-encrusted cross—draped from his neck and shifted against his skin. I feared for the thick patch of hair, lest it get caught in all that bling.


      For someone with an aversion to the sun, his tan was impressive—if a little on the orange side.


      “Let’s get you in the shade, darling.” Talia’s dark lips twitched on one side. “Talking to you won’t be easy if you’re a pile of ash.”


      She led him up the steps toward me. Fairies didn’t attack as he passed into the invisible mushroom circle, so at least we knew his intentions were good.


      Once he was in the safety of the porch overhang, Talia closed the umbrella.


      The man was about my height, muscular, and had thick, dark hair slicked back from his face with shiny goop. He stuck his hand out. “Papa Dino. You must be that Aegis everyone’s been yapping about.”


      Did I call him “Papa,” “Dino” or both? “How is my name ending up in another world, exactly?” I shook his hand and opted for not calling him anything until someone else did.


      He shook a little longer than the social norm, making it awkward. Sweat had beaded along his slicked-back hairline, and his fangs protruded more than I’d thought a moment ago. “Word passes between the skins of the world.” He swallowed hard and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry. It’s been decades since I crossed into the human world. I’m not used to the smell of all of you.”


      Talia took his arm and led him to one of my rocking chairs. “Everybody needs to step back a little, please.” She murmured in his ear and dabbed her flimsy skirt material against his temple. “He just needs a minute.”


      Riley and I stepped away, since we were the only humans outside. “Do we stink?” I asked him.


      Riley shook his head. “I don’t think that’s it. I think we probably smell delicious.”


      I cringed and lowered my voice to a whisper. “Maybe he needs to be outside the circle. If we’re going to make him hungry, we’re not safe.”


      Despite my attempt at subtlety and quiet, the vampire waved his hand at me, dismissing my concerns. “I only need a moment to readjust. I’m not some kid off the streets, you know. I’m the patriarch of all vampires.”


      He murmured something to Talia, and she ran into the house. She reemerged carrying a small jar of Vicks VapoRub. “Thank you, darling,” he said. He unscrewed the lid, then dabbed a little of the eucalyptus-scented ointment across his upper lip. After a deep breath, he smiled, and his fangs retracted. “There, you see? Good as new.”


      I’d read somewhere—or maybe I’d seen it on television—that cops and coroners sometimes used the same method to mask odors at especially gruesome crime scenes. It could all be bullshit, of course. Television was responsible for teaching me all sorts of things that were wrong.


      Papa Dino pulled himself from the rocking chair and strode across the porch to us.


      Riley grabbed my arm and pulled me a few steps back, and I didn’t resist. I had to admit, up to that point I’d enjoyed vampire movies and novels, and had always thought the idea of vampires was hot. But faced with the real deal, the idea of having my throat ripped out and my blood drained far outweighed any vague sexual fantasy I might have had. In fact, I kind of resented the loss of that particular fantasy.


      He stopped, realizing I was backpedaling to maintain the size of the gap between us. “I apologize for my...lapse in character,” he said. “I assure you, princess, I’m fine now. I had a four-egg omelet and a side of breakfast potatoes less than an hour ago. I’m not really hungry, and I haven’t had human blood in at least a century.”


      As reassuring as that was meant to be, it didn’t help much.


      Wait. Princess? Is he kidding me?


      I tilted my chin in an effort to appear brave. “Why don’t you explain what just happened so I can figure out whether I want to trust you?”


      Dino frowned and looked at Talia. She shrugged.


      He scratched the massive patch of dark hair spilling from his open shirt. “How is it you don’t know about this, doll? I thought you were the Aegis everyone was talking about.”


      Yesterday, this had been a sore spot. Today, it didn’t bother me a bit. I wasn’t sure what had changed, but I no longer felt insecure for my lack of knowledge. I didn’t need to know everything. I had people around me all the time—people who never left me in the dark for long. I wasn’t isolated in the woods somewhere, dependent solely on myself. I had a team.


      And then I realized what was up with the impromptu gathering last night. Maurice had brought everyone around to remind me of the vast knowledge and skills I had access to in the loyal friends who loved me.


      Mom had needed to know everything she could, because she’d been alone.


      I was never alone.


      My friends willingly offered themselves as a library, an army and an endless supply of positive energy to refill my tapped emotional resources.


      Because that was the other reason Maurice had sent for them. I’d let my empathic walls degrade while living in cramped quarters. Much of my energy had leaked out, leaving me raw, testy and on edge. Maurice had brought all those people here to refill my energy with love and laughter.


      I went inside myself to check my protective walls and found I was right.


      My energy had been refreshed and brightened. No wonder I wasn’t on the verge of snapping anymore.


      Maurice, you sly dog. I’m going to build you the biggest walk-in closet you’ve ever seen.


      I smiled at the vampire. “Listen, Dino. Papa. Papa Dino. If you say you’ve got this hunger thing managed, I’m okay with that. Talia is vouching for you.” I looked at Talia to confirm this and she gave a nod. “So, how about we skip it for now and go straight to working out this portal thing.”


      The vampire pulled out a silver case from his shirt pocket, flipped it open and took out a cigarette. When he snapped the case shut, I saw a cross engraved on the lid, and made a mental note to ask somebody about the cross thing later. Because, seriously.


      Dino flicked his thumb over his index finger, and held the resulting flame to the cigarette between his lips, then blew on his fingertip to put out the light. He took a drag and blew out a series of smoke rings. “Talia has kept me up on the portals to the demon world opening for no apparent reason.” He flicked ashes over the railing into my flowerbed. “Now it appears someone’s broken through and has access to my world. This is the only one they’ve opened from my world. I can close it, but that won’t help us solve the mystery of where the portals are coming from.”


      I saw the wisdom in that. As much as I wanted the portal—and this weird Jersey Shore/Frank Sinatra hybrid of a vampire—gone from my property, I was afraid of what might come next if we didn’t figure it out. “Talia told you about the aswangs?”


      He nodded. “I don’t expect we’ll see that happening this time.”


      Riley folded his arms. “How can you be sure of that?”


      Dino eyed Riley with a mixture of surprise and disdain. “The aswangs of my world all settled in one village, and they never venture out of it. They are given no blood. Without it, they’re dull creatures capable of only the most basic, simple lives.” He took a drag. “You’re safe, reaper.”


      Riley didn’t look convinced. “Just the same, I’ve already called the local O.G.R.E.s to help keep an eye on this thing.”


      Dino frowned in annoyance. “If it helps you sleep, friend. Do what you have to do.” He flicked his cigarette over the railing and it popped out of existence before landing.


      Neat trick. I wouldn’t have to stab him with a wooden stake for setting my shrubs on fire.


      Talia hooked her arm through Papa Dino’s. “Let’s take this inside, in the meantime. We have much to discuss.”


      “I’d rather wait until reinforcements get here to guard the portals,” I said.


      Talia flicked her wrist, and the portal to her world closed in on itself. “There. Mine’s gone. If a crazed aswang comes through Papa’s door, it’ll combust in the sun. Nothing’s coming through there in daylight, I guarantee.”


      I exchanged looks with my team. Darius, still standing near the portal, nodded and stepped closer to it, clasping a hand over the other wrist, feet apart, in the stance of bodyguards the world over.


      Without a word—which always surprised me on the rare occasion that it happened—Kam followed his lead, and placed herself on the other side of the portal, same stance, looking official in her ridiculous camouflage.


      Sunlight or not, my people didn’t leave things to chance. And they had my back.


      Which was why the last of the three, Riley, came inside. As much as we needed eyes on that portal, nobody was going to leave me alone with the queen of the demons and the vampfather. Plus, Mom and Sara were in there.


      If this all went wrong, I had to hope that an otherwise ordinary guy with the ability to snatch souls out of people’s chests could handle the powerful creatures I’d invited into my home.


      No sooner did I have our visiting monster royalty settled than Maurice came out of the pantry, arms filled with extra plates I recognized as coming from Sara’s house. Maurice had taken to treating Sara’s kitchen—twenty miles away—as an extension to mine, since he was able to travel from my closets to hers in an instant.


      Maurice hummed while he worked to set the table, oblivious to the four sets of eyes watching him from the living room. Riley cleared his throat, and Maurice looked up.


      His eyes widened. “Oh. Hello.” He set the plates down. “I’ll make more coffee.”


      I felt the nervous energy wafting off of him as much as I read it from his jerky movements. I’d have warned him if I could have, but nobody ever warned me before crazy dropped in my lap. In fact, that sort of thing tended to happen most days around here, so the sun coming up was probably warning enough.


      Which reminded me. Mom had been at the window when we went outside, but she’d disappeared before we came back in. I shook my head.


      She wondered how I’d managed to stay alive for so long.


      I wondered how she ever managed to get anything accomplished.


      I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Do either of you know what the point of all this is? Why go to the trouble of opening portals? Why switch from demon to vampire?”


      Dino relaxed into the couch cushions and stretched his arms across the back of the sofa. His shirt gaped open farther. “I’d say the why at the bottom of everything is that someone wants you dead.”


      “You and the rest of the Aegises.” Talia crossed her legs. “Someone wants to break the Covenant. I thought we’d established that.”


      I frowned. “Yes, but why? And why go to such an elaborate scheme to do it?”


      Dino chuckled. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve outlasted a number of other elaborate schemes, and so have the few Aegises who are left. The only ones remaining are either extremely tough or extremely lucky.”


      “So, what do we do? Assume an aswang is coming out of there at nightfall, magically hypnotized into tearing out my throat?”


      “I told you, the aswangs of my world are simple, and they’re all confined in one village.” Dino’s demeanor hardened, and his voice was stern.


      I leaned forward. “I’m sure Talia would have told you what happened with her aswangs was impossible too.”


      He glanced at her and she confirmed with a short nod. “Plus,” she said, “there’s the additional question of how in the Balorian hells somebody managed to open our portals in the first place.”


      I rubbed the back of my neck, thinking hard. “I don’t understand why they stopped opening demon portals and switched to vampires. When you mentioned the werewolf people, you made it sound like they were next. Like there was some strange order to all this. But it seems totally random to me.”


      Talia shook her head. “No. Not random at all.” She pointed one taloned finger toward the ceiling and made a large circle with her arms. “This is my world. It’s the outer ring. My world is the easiest to access, which is why I have so many rules. The demon world is the barrier between the human world and the others.”


      “Except the djinn, of course,” Papa Dino said. “Their world is separate.”


      “Sort of off to the side.” She rotated her finger. “When portals are opened too many times, too close together in my world, it stops spinning and locks into place. When my world is open, it’s possible for someone to access the next world in.”


      Papa rolled up the pressed sleeves of his dress shirt. “That’s my world. And if someone continues to open up mine, the vampire world will lock in place and we’ll likely see the world spinning on the other side of mine open up.”


      “The werefolk,” Riley said. “They’re next in line?”


      Talia dropped her hands in her lap. “Yes. My world protects the rest, but Papa’s is the second line of defense, and someone’s already broken into it.”


      I swallowed hard. “I don’t really want to know this, but zombies come next after werewolves, don’t they.”


      Papa Dino’s expression looked sad. “I’m afraid so, doll. Ultimately, all the other worlds are in place to keep the zombies and the humans apart.”


      Maurice came in with a tray of coffee and homemade chocolate-almond biscotti. “I’m sorry to interrupt.” He poured coffee into each cup. “Has anyone thought to check with the other rulers? If only a ruler or a fully charged djinn can open a portal, maybe someone should contact the djinn world.”


      “I like how you think, my friend.” Dino stirred four spoons of sugar into his cup. “Unfortunately, Talia and I are the only ones friendly with each other.” He winked at her and she ignored him. “The others sort of keep to themselves, if you know what I mean. We can give it a whirl, but no promises.”


      Talia sipped her black, unsweetened coffee. “You’re right. If the plan—whatever that is—fails with the vampires, they’re likely to move on to the lycans. Maybe we can get ahead of the game and get word through. I can only try.”


      I hesitated, afraid to ask my next question. “What about...the zombies? Shouldn’t you warn their king, or whatever?”


      The vampire and the demon shifted in their seats and avoided eye contact with me. “If we can’t stop this before they come to the zombies, it’s over.”


      Riley had been dunking his biscotti in his coffee. He set it down on the saucer without taking a bite. “What do you mean it’s over?”


      Talia’s foot tapped on the carpet. “As far as anyone knows, there is no ruler for the zombie world. They mill around in there with no purpose, mindless and empty. If a portal to their world opens, they’ll follow the scent of humanity into this world.”


      I steadied my shaking hand and set down my cup. “Then what happens?”


      Talia’s jaw clenched. “The human world will be completely destroyed.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Nine


      A person might think the queen of demons and the father of vampires would be light on the chitchat. That person would be wrong. After hitting us with the dire warning of impending doom for all humanity, Talia seemed unconcerned. In fact, she and Papa Dino were more interested in playing catch-up with each other than with the task at hand.


      Their lack of concern and further info was killing me.


      Papa waved an elegant hand in the air as he told her about a recent altercation between his second-in-command and a warthog. “And that’s why we no longer keep jelly donuts in the break room at the knitting factory.”


      Talia threw her head back and they laughed together, as if it were the funniest story ever.


      I found the idea of a warthog wandering into a knitting factory run by vampires who eat jelly donuts to be absolutely absurd, and the fact that the vampire world’s deputy happened to be there was highly suspect.


      Once the laughter tapered off, I cleared my throat and tried to steer things back to current events. “So, let me ask you something. Can either of you tell me what exactly is in the Covenant? I’ve been told different things that don’t appear to mesh with each other. The Hidden governments say a breakdown of their system will break the Covenant. But they also say that it breaks if all the Aegises are dead.”


      Talia scratched an eyebrow with the talon of her pinky. “Well, that’s hard to say.”


      Papa Dino nodded. “The Covenant was written a long time ago. Nobody alive today was there.” He scratched his chin in thought. “In fact, I’d guess the Covenant didn’t have a thing to do with your Hidden government, considering they’re only about four hundred years old and the Covenant was forged when the first Hidden was born.”


      I frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense.” I wasn’t sure whether to be furious at how egotistical the Board and its foreign counterparts were or sad that they all seemed to believe their own lies. “Why would the government think they had anything to do with a document that predates them?”


      Talia smiled and bit into a cookie. “Why indeed? Seems to me, it’s easier for a government to control people if they’re afraid of their fate without it.” She snickered and waved her biscotti at Papa Dino. “Just like the time I sent you that delivery of marzipan tarot demons. Remember?”


      Papa Dino choked on a sip of coffee. Riley patted the vampire on the back until the coughing turned to chuckles. “You were a naughty one when we were younger, Talia. It took me three days to reorganize the night watch after you did that. And nobody could find matching shoes for weeks.”


      I stared at the two of them, wondering if they’d lost their minds. Not a damn thing they said made sense, though, admittedly, I was getting it all out of context. Which also made them rude as hell.


      I took a deep breath. One more try at getting them back on task before I gave up entirely. “So, you’re saying you don’t really know what’s in the Covenant either, but it has nothing to do with the Hidden governments?”


      Talia turned her head, a smile still on her face, and looked at me as if she’d forgotten I was sitting there. “Yes, that’s what we’re saying. I do believe, however, that it has plenty to do with you. Or rather, all the Aegises. When the last Aegis dies, the Covenant is broken. That part isn’t made up.”


      “As far as we know.” Papa brushed a crumb from his suit. “It’s not like we were there.”


      I sighed. “As far as you know. Great. Do you know of anyone who was there?”


      Talia shrugged one elegant shoulder. “Maybe the First Hidden. But she’s a rumor. I for one think she’s got to be dead by now.”


      Papa nodded. “I agree. Long gone.”


      They each sipped their coffee, unconcerned with offering further information. I forced myself to smile and be polite, despite wanting to grab the two and bang their heads together. “Could you tell me about the First Hidden?”


      Talia cocked her head to the side. “Nobody really knows. Some say the First was a great dragon made of stone and fire. My mother used to say it was a giant tortoise the size of a house.”


      Papa stared at the demon queen as if she’d lost her mind. “I don’t know where people get such crazy notions. The First Hidden was an enormous bird.” He smiled, flashing pointed teeth. “A bird so big your tortoise wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      * * *


      That was the last of the useful—if cryptic—information I got out of the two of them. When the coffee and biscotti were gone, the queen of the demons and the father of vampires went home through their portals with a promise to return if they had any new information.


      They’d been practically useless.


      Mom, it turned out, had grabbed Sara to keep her away from Talia and bolted out the back door to make sure Andrew and Daniel didn’t wander into the middle of things. I had to admit, that was smart thinking. If things had gone wrong and Riley and I smelled too good to keep the vampire docile, I would have wanted everyone else safe.


      Maybe I walked myself into constant danger, but I’d preferred not to risk my friends.


      The portals hadn’t been closed for long when the O.G.R.E. squad showed up. Lionel sported a brand new, equally handsome face since our last encounter. The skin seemed to fit better than the last one had. Even though the Board helped him legally acquire his skins, he weirded me out so bad I had to force myself to shake his hand when he offered it. Dude had been shopping for a new face at the morgue. So gross.


      “I’m sorry you came out for nothing.” I fought the urge to rub my palm against the leg of my jeans. “The portals are gone now. There’s nothing for you to guard.”


      “If it’s all the same to you, ma’am, I’d just as soon stay. Obviously, someone is trying to kill you, and you’re the only Aegis we’ve got.” He lifted his sunglasses to the top of his head and stared at me with serious, green eyes. “Leprechaun scams and domestic disputes can wait. My team needs to remain here. The more protection you have, the better.”


      I would have preferred he not stick around, but I had to admit he was right. Another portal could open at any moment, loosing a hungry aswang with my face in his head or spilling out a bajillion mindless zombies hungry for humans. Either way, I had some awesome people on my side, but they weren’t enough. We needed professional watch dogs.


      Because, you know, I didn’t already have enough people in and around my house.


      Unfortunately, two of the people I most wanted to spend time with were the only ones who had to leave to get back to their own lives. Since I couldn’t go to the office anymore, I didn’t see either of them nearly enough. I was used to dropping in on Andrew nearly every day when I worked around the corner from his shop. Dropping in was now a forty-five-minute drive.


      “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Andrew put his arm around my shoulder as I walked them to their car.


      I sighed. “Right as rain. I guess. The house is as safe as anyplace can be. We’re following up on that cult, so maybe we can track down who’s behind everything. The folks who were here are definitely a subgroup of the original church. I think it’s pretty obvious they’re being used to control the aswangs, if not the portals. I just wish we could figure out who’s controlling the cult and why so we could stop him.”


      He stopped and spun me to face him, his freckled face serious. “Let people take care of you, okay? Don’t run off half-assed trying to save the world. This time, the danger is after you.”


      I made a sour face. “Yes, sir.”


      He gave my shoulders a small shake. “Seriously, Zo. This time you have to take a back seat for the saving. You’re not the heroine of this piece, you’re the damsel in distress.”


      I rolled my eyes. “Been awhile since I was that. I don’t think I like it.”


      He chuckled. “None of us do. But we’ve all taken a turn or two at it lately.”


      He wasn’t kidding. The Leprechaun Mafia had strolled into town last year and nearly killed him when he’d refused to pay their protection money.


      Daniel returned from putting Milo and Howard in the car. “He’s an adorable damsel in distress, though, isn’t he?”


      I grinned. “Cute as a button.”


      Andrew released his grip on me, and Daniel took his hand, lacing their fingers together. The way they looked at each other warmed my heart. Not everything had fallen apart around here. Some romances were working out fine.


      They hugged me then got in the car. Andrew rolled down the window with a pensive expression. “Zo, it occurs to me that the bad guys know where you live. If this stops being a safe place for any reason, we have room for you at our place. And your mom.”


      I cringed inside at the idea of sharing a room with Mom. “I’ll remember that,” I said.


      I stepped back over the line to the safety of the fairy ring while I watched them drive off. They both stuck their arms out their windows and waved as they disappeared around the corner.


      “He’s right.”


      I startled and turned to find Riley standing behind me. “Right about which part?”


      “You’re the damsel in distress this time. I know it’s killing you.” He spoke in a soft voice, as if I were a deer he was afraid of startling.


      “Not entirely correct. Mom’s a target too. Plus the handful of other Aegises around the world. It’s not just me in danger.”


      He scratched his ear. “True, but only in the sense that, if you die, a lot more could die. Save the Aegis, save the world.”


      I didn’t answer at first. I listened to the wind blowing in the trees, the grass rustling, and far off, probably behind the house, laughter. “Riley, what if all the Aegises die and the Covenant is broken? If we don’t know what the real consequences of losing are, how can we know what we’re fighting for?”


      Riley dropped his gaze, and his voice was so low, I almost didn’t catch what he said. “I’m fighting for you. Your life is the only thing I care about.” His fists clenched and unclenched by his side as he tried to compose himself. He met my gaze and cleared his throat, his voice louder. “Mailman’s here. I’ll go take care of it.”


      My heart ached while I watched him walk down the driveway to grab the mail and exchange a few words with Rick. Neither of us had wanted to break up. But neither of us had been entirely happy together.


      “Save the Aegis, save the world,” I said under my breath. “Then maybe the Aegis can have her life back and make some better choices.”


      * * *


      That night, my sleep was broken and fitful. As I lay in the dark staring at the ceiling, I decided the “toss” part of “toss and turn” referred to the chucking movement of throwing the covers to the side because they were too heavy on my legs. They kept me from flipping over with enough momentum to emphasize my disgust at still being awake. Unfortunately, as soon as the heater kicked off, my body objected to the lack of covers and I woke from a light doze, shivering.


      I was insomnia’s bitch.


      When I did drift off, my dreams were filled with vampires—both the sexy and the pus-faced terrifying kind. I had no idea where those images came from, but I jerked awake, sweating and panting from chasing the creature while carrying a plate of spaghetti that, for some odd reason, I had to keep from sliding off the plate and hitting the floor or I would die.


      I sat up and took a few sips of water from the glass on my nightstand. My stomach gurgled, and I wondered if there was any leftover spaghetti from dinner. After a moment of serious consideration, I fell back asleep, still sitting.


      This dream was different. I couldn’t see anything. Either I was blind or there was no light. Murmurs came from the darkness—a soft voice whispering to me, but I couldn’t make out the words. Wind whooshed over me, as if a thousand birds had taken off in flight. The whooshing receded, and one word echoed in the velvet dark: Curator.


      My eyelids flew open, and I fumbled to click on the light. Bleary-eyed, I scanned the room. I appeared to be alone, though a person could never tell in my house. “Maurice?” I waited for the closet to drift open, but it remained shut. Bending at the waist, I hung over the bed to peer underneath. “Stacy?”


      A pair of large eyes blinked at me in the darkness. The monster under my bed yawned. “Hey, Zoey.”


      “How long have you been there?” My hair pooled on the floor and blood rushed to my upside down head.


      “Not long.” She yawned again. “I haven’t slept much lately. I always sleep better here. You were already out cold when I showed up a little while ago, and I went right to sleep for once.” She flipped to her back and slid the top half of her into the room so I could sit up. “Is everything okay?”


      I pulled myself to an upright position and rubbed my neck. “Just a weird dream. I thought someone was whispering to me. And there was the sound of birdwings.”


      Stacy climbed on the bed and her eyebrows rose. “What kind of bird?”


      I shrugged. “It was dark. No idea.”


      “Was it a big bird? I mean, a really big bird? Kind of rainbow colored?”


      I scrubbed my face with the palms of my hands. “I told you, it was too dark to see anything.” I dropped my arms and my hand brushed something laying on the other side of the bed. Stacy let out an odd squeak. Her eyes were wide and focused on the object next to me.


      The feather was the length of my leg, and it sparkled with iridescent colors. I ran my finger down the hard quill, then traced the colors that followed the rainbow from brilliant crimson at its base all the way through to the violet at its tip. It was lovely but completely off-putting, since it was in my bed with no explanation.


      I cradled it, appreciating the softness of the downy edges. “Do you know of a bird that would have feathers like this?”


      “No.” Stacy swallowed. “But it must be pretty powerful to send you a feather through your dreams.”


      I pinched the quill between my fingers, careful not to crush it, and strode from my bedroom into the hallway.


      Mom stood in front of her door, a baffled expression on her face. An identical feather trailed from her hand. I stopped walking and held mine up.


      “Curator,” Mom said. Her face paled when I nodded.


      “What does it mean?” I took a few steps toward her, and we compared feathers. Definitely the same bird.


      Darius emerged from the room behind her, shirtless. Faceless. Winged and monstrous. I averted my eyes. I had no words to describe how awkward I felt about the two of them being lovers. The feeling hadn’t gone away with time like I’d thought it would.


      I didn’t want to consider what went on in that room. My parent’s room. The one I’d run to in the middle of the night after a bad dream and crawled under the covers between my mom and dad. Now Dad was long gone and Mom was sleeping with a mothman. During the day, it was a little easier, since he looked human. This was more difficult.


      And if that made me a bad person for being icked-out, so be it. There was a lot more baggage going on there than simply an interspecies problem.


      Darius rested his enormous hands on Mom’s shoulders. “That can’t be from a real bird. The only bird that big is a thunderbird.” He waved at the feather. “And we’ve seen one of those. It wasn’t this ridiculous color.”


      “What about a roc?” Stacy ducked around me and stood in the middle of the group.


      I shook my head. “I think rocs are extinct. Also, I don’t think they’d come in Skittles flavor either.”


      Stacy craned her neck to look down the hallway toward the kitchen. “Where’s Maurice?”


      It used to be, whenever I was up in the middle of the night, Maurice was right there. He’d make me hot cocoa or tea, and maybe a snack. Not lately. “He’s probably at Sara’s again. She’s still having nightmares, though the sleepwalking has stopped since she started therapy.” And sleep showering. And sleep treadmilling.


      “Oh.” Stacy folded her arms and tucked her hands away. “Okay.” She shifted her feet. “Will he be back in the morning, you think?”


      Fabulous. Not only was Maurice oblivious, but I was left with the mess.


      I brushed her hair from her eyes. “He’ll be back eventually.”


      Sara was mooning over him, possibly because he was the first person to ever see her truly vulnerable. Stacy was his first love and now couldn’t get his attention no matter what she tried.


      And there was Maurice, blissfully unaware, trying to make everyone happy.


      Muffins aren’t going to get you out of this one, my friend. My stomach gurgled. But I wish you were here to make them anyway.


      We all split up and went back to our rooms, except for a deflated Stacy, who’d muttered something about needing ice cream, then headed in the other direction.


      Back in my room, my phone had nearly vibrated off the table. I grabbed it before it jumped to the floor, then checked the screen.


      Bernice.


      It had to be important at three in the morning. Either that or she was still in England and forgot about the time distance.


      I tapped to answer. “What’s up, Bernice?”


      “Did I wake you?” Her voice sounded tired.


      “Nope. We had an incident.” I did my best to sound matter-of-fact so I wouldn’t alarm her. Maybe incident wasn’t the best word choice.


      Frantic concern pelted me through the phone. “Was anyone hurt? You’re staying inside, right?”


      “We’re fine. Just some weird dreams. Are you okay? You don’t sound okay.”


      She exhaled into the phone, causing a windstorm in my ear. “There have been more attacks.”


      “Aegises?”


      “Yes.” She hesitated. “We...we lost two more. One in Peru and one in New Zealand.”


      I felt like she’d reached through the speaker and punched me in the stomach. “What happened to them?” My voice was close to a whisper. It was all I could muster.


      “The blood was drained from their bodies, as if by a vampire.”


      I closed my eyes to ward off the queasiness swirling in my gut. “But it wasn’t a vampire, was it. It was an aswang.”


      “It’s difficult to tell from the body, but it’s the most likely answer. My Peruvian counterpart spoke to Papa Dino when he came to close the portal. Two aswangs are missing from their village in his world, and he managed to stop three more at open portals around the world.”


      “I assume Aegises were near each portal.”


      “That’s correct.” Her weariness seeped through the phone. And there was something more. A nervous edge to her emotions I couldn’t quite pin.


      “Bernice, are you alright? I mean, besides all this shitty stuff. What’s wrong?”


      She laughed, but the sound came out bitter. “Can’t fool an empath, can I?” Ice clinked in a glass as she drank something that was probably stronger than iced tea. “Marcus is on his way down here.”


      “Your boss? Why?”


      “Well, Canada has no more Aegises. You and Clara are all we’ve got in North America, so he wants to keep a closer eye on things.”


      “Wait, so you’re not in England right now? When did you get home?”


      “Yesterday. Just long enough to unpack my suitcase and pack up my office. I’ve been demoted.”


      I hadn’t been a huge fan of this Marcus guy in the first place. Now I wanted to punch him in his smarmy face. Bernice and I might not have always agreed on things, but I trusted her a hell of a lot more than I did Marcus.


      “What about Art?” Despite our rocky beginning, I trusted Art more than I trusted Bernice.


      “I honestly don’t know what’s going to happen to either of us, Zoey.” Glass tapped glass, and I knew she was refilling whatever not-iced-tea she was drinking. “Maybe it doesn’t matter anymore. We’re down to seven Aegises in the world. All the governments are in their death throes.” She took a sip. “The Covenant will be broken any day now, and we’ll all die horrible deaths, either as zombie chow or as walking dead ourselves.”


      This was not the Bernice I’d first met over a year ago. That woman had been strong and hard, holding up the entire Board of Hidden Affairs by herself, with nobody knowing the rest of the Board members were dead. After another year of hit after hit, she was done. I didn’t have to be an empath to sense it.


      And I had no words that could make it better.


      We’d either survive all this, or we wouldn’t. That sure as hell wasn’t the kind of pep talk she needed.


      “Bernice, how did the aswang vampires get to those Aegises? Didn’t they have protection like I do?”


      “Oh, they had it. They just didn’t stay put. For some reason, they left their safety zone. Nobody knows why.”


      A sound outside caught my attention and I looked out my window. People had gathered outside the fairy ring to hold hands and sing. Not far from where they stood, a new portal shone in the darkness.


      “I think I know what made them go outside. I’ll call you back.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Ten


      Stacy stopped me at the front door. “What the hell is that?”


      I stood in the open doorway with one foot on the porch and one inside the house. “It’s a portal. Probably to the vampire world, but maybe to the werewolves.”


      She blinked at me. “I know that. I mean what’s the light over there?” Her arm pointed past me and to the left, toward the side of the house.


      A single ball of white light bounced across the yard, shattered into smaller lights, then rejoined. As we watched, the pattern repeated and moved farther away.


      Kam’s voice startled me. “It’s an aswang.” A board creaked on the porch, and Kam pulled herself out of one of my wooden rocking chairs. “I think it’s testing the fairy ring and trying to get past the fairies. They won’t let it in.”


      For once, even Kam sounded exhausted. And her clothes were ordinary. Jeans and a T-shirt on Kam didn’t seem right after all the elaborate costumes.


      Most of the lights inside were off, but the hall light shone bright enough to make a beacon into the front yard. I stepped out, waited for Stacy to follow, then closed the door behind me.


      “How long has it been doing that?” I squinted at the lights, but couldn’t see the aswang the fairies were harassing.


      “About a half hour. I called Lionel already about the portal. He’s on his way.”


      “Good.” I didn’t care much for Lionel and his creepy sliding face, but somebody needed to evict the cultists singing nonsense words under my oak tree. “When he gets here, make sure he takes out the trash too.” I jerked my chin toward Pansy and her crew, swaying in the light of the portal.


      Stacy leaned over the railing. “I think it’s coming back.”


      She was right. The ball of light rose higher and flew toward us, picking up speed. Either the aswang was on the move, or the fairies were reporting in. Since they’d never done that before, I had to assume the aswang sensed my presence.


      I pulled out my phone and texted Talia as quickly as my clumsy fingers could muster. Demon, vamp or werewolf, it didn’t matter. I needed somebody in charge to come get this thing before somebody got killed. Possibly me, considering how fast it seemed to be moving.


      When the aswang finally came into sight, it looked nothing like the demon version we’d seen before. It hissed, rather than snarled. I couldn’t see its face in the darkness, but it moved differently, as if swooping and gliding.


      The fairies were quick to catch up before the aswang crossed the line and charged up the steps. Ten feet out from where I stood, the aswang made a high-pitched keening noise, then scrambled toward me. The ball of fairy light broke apart, and individual lights attacked. The aswang was lifted into the air from the number of fairies tugging it backward.


      “You’d better get in the house,” Kam said. “I don’t know how much longer they can hold it off when it smells you.”


      I nodded and opened the door. “You guys, stay safe, okay? If you’re staying out here, stay within the fairy ring. The last one did a lot of damage.” I cringed, thinking of the dwarf lying dead in my yard with his leg yanked out of the socket.


      “We promise.” Stacy shoved me into the house and shut the door.


      I could hear the two women talking, but couldn’t make out their words. I hoped they didn’t have any crazy ideas about going after the creature. Even without me there, those things were dangerous.


      Back in the house, I banged on Mom’s door and waited. Darius stuck his head out. His deep voice rumbled from the void of his face. “More trouble?”


      “Portal.” I stared back into his saucer-sized red eyes, refusing the flinch. “I think it’s vamp flavored. And the aswang that came out of it is trying to beat its way in.”


      “I’ll get my shirt.” He closed the door, then reappeared a minute later with my mother in tow. He’d added a black shirt with slits in the back, and his dusty wings folded neatly against the outside of the fabric.


      Mom yawned, shrugging into her bathrobe. “I’d rather not be in there by myself if this thing is trying to get in.”


      I nodded in approval. “We need to stay away from the windows until this is sorted out.”


      Darius kissed her on the forehead, then turned toward me. “Kam’s still out there?”


      “Yeah. Lionel’s team is on the way.”


      Maurice appeared behind me seemingly out of nowhere. “Is Pansy out there too?”


      “She’s out there.” I touched his hand. “But stay inside the ring, at least until the O.G.R.E.s are here, okay? Let the fairies keep the aswang busy. Hopefully Talia will get my message.”


      Maurice and Darius went outside before it occurred to me that Stacy was already there. I wanted to do what I could to make things easier on Stacy, but I couldn’t exactly keep them apart. I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. I couldn’t be expected to think of everything. Stacy would have to work it out for herself.


      I followed Mom into the kitchen and put some water on to boil while she got us a couple of mugs and some tea.


      She set the cups on the table then hugged me from behind. “Thanks for coming inside. I know you wanted to stay out there.”


      I put a hand over one of hers. “Sometimes I do the smart thing, you know.”


      She led me to the table and we sat together to wait for the water to boil. “You’re so much braver than I ever was.” She rubbed a finger over a smudge on the tabletop. “I sometimes wonder if it’s because I wasn’t here to stop you when you were growing up. If I’d been here, I might have held you back.”


      Was that it? Was my thoughtless rushing into danger a side effect of growing up without a mom to tell me to be careful?


      “Maybe.” My voice was soft as I imagined what it might’ve been like to have a mother telling me not to climb on the roof. Not to stay up late watching horror movies. Not to date guys who stole money from me and cheated.


      My life would have been a lot different. Easier. Would I have learned the hard lessons without the dubious benefit of screwing up? Or would I have gone through life naïve and coddled?


      The kettle started to boil, and I leaped to my feet to keep it from making that terrible whistling screech. “Or maybe we’re just different.” I poured hot water into each cup. “We’ll never know what could have been. I’m just glad I get a second chance with you now.” I smiled, passing a cup to her and marveling at how much I looked like her. I might not have known for certain how things would’ve turned out if she hadn’t left, but I’d have given everything I had for a time machine to go back and relive our lives—together this time.


      We sat in silence for a few minutes, listening to the quiet chanting of a large group of cultists spreading their creepy religion across my front yard. Each time their chant reached a crescendo, goosebumps broke out on my arms. I clamped my teeth together and shut my eyes, as if that would keep the sound from getting worse.


      Mom set her cup down, frowning. “Did I hear you say Kam called Lionel?”


      I blew on my tea. “Yeah. She did that before I went outside.”


      Her gaze drifted toward the front door as a car pulled into the driveway. “Good. I know we’ve got a lot of protection, but I’ll feel better when someone official gets here.” She shivered. “That chanting is driving me crazy.”


      I nodded. “I’m not sure how much longer the fairies can hold out. I’m not feeling too comfortable, either.” On the other hand, I wasn’t so sure Lionel and his skin mask would bring me much comfort.


      Shouting erupted in the yard. We both shoved our chairs away and made for the living room window. A lot more folks were out there than there had been when I’d come inside.


      Talia must’ve gotten my message, because Papa Dino was there with the aswang gripped between his hands. Lionel stood to the side with an ogre and a troll, clutching a cult member in each hand. The rest seemed to have fled, and Darius and Kam must’ve followed, because I didn’t see them, either.


      Except for Pansy. I almost felt sorry for her. Maurice had her facing the house with her arms pinned behind her. She struggled, and he sort of shook her to make her behave. I didn’t think he got any pleasure out of it, but the look on his face said he didn’t exactly hate it.


      “I think it’s safe for us to go out,” I said.


      Mom nodded. “The cavalry’s here, for whatever that’s worth.”


      It did seem odd that, despite all the muscle we had at our disposal—magical and physical—we’d become dependent on a police force that hadn’t existed six months ago. I could have used the help then, too, but I did without them because I had to. Now, they were constantly in our business.


      The moment we stepped outside, the aswang in Papa Dino’s care spit and hissed like a cobra coiled in its decorative basket. Papa Dino’s grip didn’t slip in the slightest. The aswang was going nowhere.


      Mom flinched. “Would you like us to stay inside?” She cast a worried glance at the aswang, then gave Papa Dino a polite smile. “It might be easier for you.”


      “Not at all.” Dino smiled and shifted the aswang away from us. “My apologies for taking so long. I was in the Himalayas tracking another one of these.”


      I leaned against the railing. “Did you find it?”


      His face sobered. “I found it. I was too late. I’m sorry.”


      Mom and I exchanged a frantic look. Her face paled in the thin porch light. “Six of us left.”


      “I’m sorry.” Papa said again, his face filled with both regret and condolences. “I truly am.”


      “We still don’t know who’s doing this.” Mom made a hiccupping sound and dropped into one of the rockers.


      My eyes narrowed on Pansy. “Are we sure about that?”


      Maurice shook her again. “I bet we can find out.”


      “Anchovy sauce for presidential conduct.” Pansy grinned up at him, but her eyes held no humor.


      “I think you’ll find you’re wrong, Pansy.” Maurice looked at me, then glanced at the detached garage and back again.


      I knew what he was asking. We’d conducted an interrogation in my garage once before. It hadn’t ended well for the guy we were questioning, but that hadn’t been our fault. Unfortunately, the garage was inside the fairy ring. We couldn’t keep her outside the ring for questioning—that left my people exposed. But we couldn’t bring her inside the ring without endangering everybody.


      By herself, Pansy wasn’t a threat. I really didn’t think she or her little group were the ones opening the portals. None of them had that kind of power. Hell, the only one of us who did was Kam, and she wasn’t fully charged. But Pansy was part of what was going on, and I was sure she and her people were responsible for the aswang problem we were having.


      So, the question was, who was opening the portals to allow Pansy and her buddies to call the aswangs to come out with their chanting?


      “Where’d Darius go?” I squinted into the darkness, hoping to hear him. As if by wish fulfillment, he dropped from the sky, his moth wings whooshing.


      I frowned, thinking of the weird dream I’d had and the rainbow-colored feather it left behind. In comparison to his wings, that feather belonged to something much bigger than a man.


      As he landed, he dropped a satyr and two imps to the ground. “I caught these running down the road.”


      “We’ve got two more!” Kam and Stacy panted up the driveway, dragging a harpy and a woman with gill slits along the sides of her face.


      I did a quick headcount. A dozen. “I think you got them all.” Their number had grown a bit since the first time I’d seen them in my driveway.


      “Impressive,” Dino said. “You have good people.”


      “Yes, I do.” I waved at Kam and Stacy. “Bring them over here to Darius.”


      Lionel hefted what I suspected was a leprechaun to his feet. “Aegis, if you’ll allow me, we’ll take them all in my van. I’ve got a cell in Petaluma large enough to keep them locked up until we can sort all this out.”


      I chewed on my bottom lip while I thought about it. I still didn’t trust him, though I didn’t really have a reason not to. I had no place to keep them here. And I sure as hell couldn’t let them go.


      “Fine.” I flicked my gaze to Maurice and then to Darius. I pointed at Pansy. “You can leave that one, though.”


      Lionel frowned. “Why?”


      I smiled. “She’s family. Aren’t you, Pansy?”


      “Uvula.” She spit the word at me, leaving me no question whatsoever that it wasn’t a pleasant word.


      “See?” I said. “We’re practically sisters.”


      Papa Dino chuckled. “Family is family.” He patted the aswang on the shoulder. “Isn’t it, my friend?” He winked at me. “And family is the most important thing.” He guided the aswang toward the portal. “I’ll lock up behind me. Stay safe, ladies.”


      The Vampfather straightened his shoulders, cracked his neck, and stepped through the portal with his now docile companion. The doorway folded in on itself and blinked out.


      With the absence of the aswang, the tightness in my shoulders loosened.


      “Don’t you think we should keep all of them together?” Lionel asked.


      He shoved a couple of prisoners toward his vehicle. His two silent team members followed with theirs. I considered several logical answers, then decided I didn’t need them. “No. I don’t.”


      The longer I did this Aegis thing, the more I realized these things were my call. People kept trying to pull rank on me, and I kept ignoring them. Either my system of stubborn ignorance worked, or I really did outrank them.


      Personally, I didn’t care. Riley worked for the Board. Lionel worked for the Board. Mom worked for the Board. Darius, though only on a freelance basis, worked for the Board.


      I worked with the Board. And only when it suited me.


      So far, my attitude had kept me alive. And my mother. The other Aegises out there weren’t faring so well.


      I thought that said something.


      Mom and I stayed on the porch while Lionel’s people loaded eleven cultists into the back of his van. He had a good supply of those weird plastic cuffs that look like soda can holders and managed to get everyone secure before shutting them in with his ogre and troll.


      “Make sure you cut those tie thingies up when you’re done,” I said. “Birds and fish can get stuck in them.”


      He frowned, not knowing whether to take me seriously. I folded my arms and refused to smile. Better to keep him wondering. Let him think I was off-balance. I didn’t like him.


      Having unloaded their prisoners, Kam and Stacy joined me on the porch and the three of us stood with our arms folded, our faces serious. Mom stood to the side, trying not to laugh.


      Lionel turned to go, then stopped. “Have I done something to piss you off?”


      I tilted my head. “Nope. You’re fine. I appreciate your coming out here.”


      He looked doubtful. “Well, okay, then. I guess I’ll get going.”


      He opened his door.


      “Hey Lionel.” I took a few steps off the porch.


      “Yeah?”


      “Thanks for coming so quickly.”


      “Sure. It’s my job.”


      “Yeah, but Petaluma’s not exactly around the corner. So, thanks for answering Kam’s phone call and getting out here so quick.”


      I watched his face for guilty twitches, but with his ill-fitting skin, his expressions were hard to read. He wasn’t giving off any guilt energy, either. Maybe I was wrong about him.


      “It’s my pleasure, Aegis. Call me if anything new comes up.” His glanced at Pansy, then started the engine and drove off. Mom and Stacy disappeared into the house.


      Kam made a disgusted face. “You know, he’s not nearly as good-looking with that new skin on. Guess there weren’t any better looking dead guys in the morgue that night.”


      “That’s so disgusting,” I said.


      She shrugged. “I’ll try anything once.” She leaned her head toward me and dropped her voice. “Except a mothman. I don’t know how your mom does it.”


      My face felt hot. “I’d really rather not think about it.”


      “Prude. I’m amazed you and Riley ever managed to get naked together.”


      I smacked myself in the forehead. “Shit. I forgot about Riley. He’s going to be pissed that he missed this. Will you call him?”


      She gave me a weak stink-eye. She’d been working on it, but hadn’t yet perfected it. “I’ll call him. Wimp.”


      I hugged her with one arm. “Thanks. I’ve got to deal with Pansy. And I think he’ll want to be here for that part, at least, so tell him to hurry.”


      “He’d hurry faster if you called, you know.” I didn’t need to be an empath to sense her disapproval whacking me over the head with a metaphysical wiffle bat.


      I ignored her and walked toward Maurice and Darius. “Garage?”


      Darius nodded. “Garage.”


      Previously, the cultists who had been captured managed to poison themselves before reaching their destination. Knowing this, Lionel had his guys in the back of his van with the prisoners, and we kept Pansy’s arms tied behind her back so she couldn’t do anything.


      I found it highly unlikely whoever was running this cult had provided cyanide tooth caps to its members in case of emergency. They didn’t seem like that sophisticated an operation. Whatever they were doing to open the portals and hypnotize aswangs, they didn’t have MI6 or the CIA backing them up with gadgets and deadly poisons. As long as someone stayed with Pansy at all times and her hands were incapacitated, she should be fine.


      Darius took the squat little stone woman from Maurice and tied her to a chair at the back of the garage. I shuddered. I’d hoped we’d never have to do this again. In fact, I wasn’t entirely sure doing it now was a good idea.


      Maurice was obviously compromised. He was too close to the situation to interrogate her without bias. Unfortunately, he was the only one who could understand her nonsense speech.


      Darius was good at this, but also terrifying. In his mothman guise, he could terrify her, then literally suck the fear out of her through a proboscis tongue I hadn’t known he had until he started to do it on the last guy we had in here.


      And for some reason, the bitch hated me. I wasn’t a big fan of hers, either.


      Okay, maybe that was the reason she hated me.


      “We need to wait for Riley,” I said.


      “I agree.” Riley strode in behind me. For him to get here that fast, mom must’ve called him a while ago. Judging by the hard look on his face, he knew I hadn’t asked her to do it.


      “Riley, I...” I didn’t know what I was going to say, but I didn’t want him angry with me. Even broken up, it seemed I wasn’t giving him enough thought. I should have called him the minute I saw the portal open.


      He ignored me, which hurt worse than if he’d yelled at me. “So, Pansy. How do you want to do this? The easy way?” He gave her a charming smile that would have melted my underwear a few months ago.


      She spit on his shoe in response.


      “Fine.” His eyes sparked, and his voice took on the terrifying, echoey quality of his reaper persona. “We do it the hard way.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Eleven


      One of Darius’s inborn talents as a mothman was to induce fear in people. I don’t mean he was scary—though he was. I mean a deep, soul-vomiting fear that defied rationality and wasn’t contingent on actually looking at him. I’d experienced it by mistake, and it had shaken me hard.


      Yet, Riley, a human, could be far more frightening using the power of the soul-stone in the ring he wore for reaping souls.


      Part of that power came from years of mommy monsters threatening their kiddy monsters with a visit from a reaper if they didn’t behave. I wasn’t sure what the Big Bad Reaper was supposed to do to the kid if he showed up—steal her soul or consume her spirit with his ghastly, flat, human teeth, maybe.


      Whatever the story was, I’d seen that fear before when people met Riley. They were preconditioned before he ever ran his finger over the stone in his ring and went all deep-voiced and spazzy-eyed on them.


      Pansy was no different. In fact, I’d be willing to bet my favorite yellow beret that Pansy’s mother had been especially prolific with scary reaper stories. Pansy took one look at Riley as he came toward the back of the garage, screamed, then fainted.


      Maurice threw his arms in the air and glared at Riley. “What the hell did you do?”


      Riley looked stricken. “Nothing. I didn’t even say anything yet.”


      Darius laughed, and his wings shook a layer of moth dust on the cardboard boxes next to him. His laughter had a hollow quality to it, coming out of the emptiness of his face. “I’ll get some water.”


      I folded my arms and examined the gargoyle woman hunched over in the chair. The ugly polyester pantsuit accentuated her otherness, rather than hiding it. I curled my lip in distaste. I understood loving someone so much, looks didn’t matter. A person could see past the pig nose, the carved helmet hair, the buckteeth and the stubby body. Love comes in all shapes and sizes. But, unattractive as I found Pansy to be on the outside, the ugliness inside her far outmatched it. I felt that ugliness sweating from her pores as if her small body could no longer contain so much hatred and viciousness. I couldn’t find a single redeeming quality to justify Maurice having fallen in love with this bitch.


      In fact, Pansy was the reason Maurice had broken up with Stacy all those years ago. Stacy was kooky and sometimes a little much to take, but she was beautiful and kind. Okay, beautiful in a monster way, but beautiful, all the same.


      Boys were so dumb.


      Pansy’s breathing changed. The movement in her chest sped up, but she kept her head down.


      Darius had gone for water. I suspected that meant the hose, rather than a glass, but it was probably too soon to threaten her with a cold shower. No reason to wait for him. She was faking.


      I nudged her with my foot. “I know you’re awake, Pansy. Sit up.”


      She raised her head and shot a hateful look at me. “Lenticular relapse.”


      Maurice sucked in his breath as if he’d been slapped. “Don’t you dare say that to her. Don’t you ever!”


      I debated whether I wanted to know what she’d said, then decided it didn’t matter. “Look, Pansy. I don’t like you. You don’t like me. We both have our reasons—though personally, I think my reasons are far more compelling than yours.”


      She muttered something I couldn’t quite hear and certainly wouldn’t have understood if I had, and Maurice took a fuming step toward her, fists clenched.


      I held my hand up. “Let it go, Maurice. She doesn’t much matter to either of us. Her only value now is information. Isn’t that right, Riley?”


      Riley had placed himself behind Pansy, where she couldn’t see him. “That’s right. And if she cooperates, she can keep her soul.” He was totally bluffing, of course. The only person in the room comfortable with torture of any kind was Darius, and we’d stopped him the last time he tried it. Still, as long as Riley was out of her line of vision she might believe him—without screaming or losing consciousness.


      At the sound of Riley’s reaper voice, Pansy stiffened and her breath shook. “Tangerine mothballs furnished the cage.”


      Maurice’s eyes grew wide. “She says she’s afraid to talk to us. If she says anything, he’ll find out and come back for her.”


      I took a step toward her. “Who are you talking about?”


      She frowned and shook her head.


      Maurice knelt beside her and placed a gentle hand on her knee. “Look. No one can get to you here. And we’re not going to hurt you, either. But we have to know. For once, do the right thing. Please?”


      Her expression softened, and for a moment, I could see a little of what Maurice must have seen in her once. She opened her mouth to say something, then clapped her lips together with the clatter of a rock dropping against a boulder.


      Maurice sighed. “How about this. I’ll ask you questions and you can answer yes or no. You don’t have to say anything.”


      She appeared to think about it, then nodded once. We all relaxed a little. Maybe this wouldn’t be a wasted effort after all.


      Maurice looked at me for directions, and I gestured for him to proceed. He’d gotten her this far. The rest of us were likely to make her hostile again.


      I’d thought Maurice’s bias would be a hindrance. Instead, he was the one best equipped to handle his ex-wife.


      Riley was the fear inducement. Darius was the muscle.


      And I settled in to be the lie detector.


      Very little emotion was allowed to come through my filters when I was at home. For one thing, feeling the emotions of others was exhausting, so I needed a break. For another, I didn’t like to eavesdrop on the feelings of my friends and family. That wasn’t cool.


      But the feelings of a woman more than likely related to the Aegis killings, and certainly a part of the cult that kept trespassing on my property—she was fair game.


      I opened my filters wider and envisioned a cone, wide at my end and narrowing as it grew closer to her. This would ensure I could pinpoint Pansy’s emotions and not pick up residual feelings from the guys around me. Maurice, especially, was probably feeling some powerful emotions under the circumstances. I didn’t want to muddy my perceptions with his baggage.


      I had enough baggage of my own with Riley standing there.


      Maurice took a deep breath and let it out. “Let’s start with some simple ones. Are you with that group of people they took away?”


      Pansy remained silent, but bobbed her head. Since we knew she’d been with them—hell, it looked as if she were leading them—this gave me a baseline so I knew what she felt like when she told the truth.


      “Are you all from the Church of Hidden Wisdom?”


      She hesitated, then nodded. Truth, though not all of the truth.


      Maurice frowned. “The church, but not the church?”


      Pansy wrinkled her stony face, confused about how to answer.


      I wasn’t sure how Maurice could get an explanation out of her if she wasn’t going to answer in words. But he used to live with her, and he was a pretty good body-language reader.


      “A group within the Church of Hidden Wisdom?”


      Her eyes brightened and she smiled. Her pride was a thick perfume wafting through my narrow beacon. She seemed to think being a member of some secret society within an archaic, mostly forgotten church was an enormous honor.


      We knew she was telling the truth. It meshed with what the church’s pastor had hinted at when I’d gone to see him several months back—Pansy’s group was working outside the parameters of the official church.


      “Did your group open the portals to the demon and vampire worlds?” His face was nearly as hardened as hers—not easy when his was made of flesh and hers of granite.


      She snorted and looked away. Riley nudged her shoulder, reminding her of his presence. The gargoyle went rigid, then shook her head. I tasted truth from her but, again, not the full truth. My best guess was that Pansy wanted to open the portals but couldn’t.


      Maurice squeezed Pansy’s knee and softened his voice. “Pansy, was your group responsible for the aswangs? Were you trying to kill Zoey and her mom?”


      Pansy sniffed and looked at me from the corner of her eye. Anger boiled toward me in orange waves, then crashed as they were overtaken by shame when we made eye contact. Pansy dropped her head and wouldn’t look at either Maurice or me.


      I signaled to Riley, and he untied the gargoyle’s hands. Maurice held them and helped her rub the circulation into her fingers. “Honey, I need you to tell me who’s opening the portals. Who gives you your orders?”


      She shook her head. “My ballroom is full of Siamese porcupines and Portobello mushrooms. Farmland isn’t cheap.”


      On the bright side, she was speaking again. And whatever she said didn’t feel like a lie.


      I touched Maurice’s sleeve. “What did she say?”


      He sighed. “Their leader always wore a hood and met with them at night, in shadows. She doesn’t think he even had anything to do with the church.”


      “I don’t understand,” I said. “I thought it was a religious thing.”


      Maurice clutched Pansy’s hands, patience and kindness pulsing from his body. “Why did you do it?”


      She glanced at me, this time with more sadness than animosity. “Sometimes the wombat loses. Homeruns are inevitable.” A muddy tear slid down her cheek.


      Maurice, whose emotions were always on the surface, looked crushed. “Honey, you know that’s not true. You kicked me out. You had the affair. I came here because you gave me no place else to go.” He wiped away her tears. “I would have stayed forever.”


      Pansy sniffed, nodded, then wrapped her arms around Maurice. The rest of us averted our eyes to give them privacy. They whispered together for some time, and the emotions Pansy gave off were nothing like what she’d had before.


      Regret.


      Sorrow.


      Shame.


      I signaled to Riley and Darius to follow me, and we moved away so the two could talk.


      When they parted, Maurice called us back, and Pansy gave us all a watery smile. “Anchovies live in a box of marshmallow pops. Parliament.”


      Maurice pulled himself to his feet. “She says she’s very sorry. She didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand and hopes someday you’ll forgive her.” He glanced at her and she nodded permission for him to tell us more.


      “She said their leader made promises of a better future—a new world where Hidden could go where they pleased without the threat of human discovery. She was angry with me for leaving and blamed Zoey for taking me away.”


      Heaven help me, I felt sorry for the little thing. In a way, she’d been a victim in all this. I wasn’t ready to hug her and tell her she was a good person, but I wasn’t as angry with her anymore. Everyone had a story about what made them. For all we knew, Pansy had a terrible childhood or some sort of tragedy in her past.


      She touched Maurice’s sleeve with a tentative hand. “Anyone can build a snowshoe from a garden hose.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Fermentation isn’t the only horse in town.”


      Maurice patted her hand and nodded. “The leader recruited them all from an anger management group the church was hosting in the basement. She’d been trying to get help, but he showed up one day and offered another solution.”


      “Don’t get mad, get even,” Riley said in a low voice. “Nice.”


      Again, I felt no lies from Pansy. She was sincere. But I didn’t know what to do with her, either. The rest of her group was locked up, so shouldn’t she be under arrest too? And more importantly, who would be after her now that she’d talked to us?


      “Are you in danger, Pansy?” I asked. “We have room for you here.”


      Pansy’s eyes widened and puddled with fresh tears. Guilt blew in again like a fog. She glanced at Maurice, then looked away, as if ashamed to meet his eyes. “My symbiotic rock hopper plays the cello with plastic cheese slices.” She stared at her hands.


      Maurice swallowed hard. Whatever she said was difficult for him to hear. I felt his heart hurting without focusing on him. “Go,” he whispered. “Get as far away as you can.”


      Darius took a step forward to object, but I shook my head. If Maurice wanted to let her go, I wasn’t going to argue. Something in Pansy had changed. I felt it. And I trusted Maurice.


      Pansy rose from her chair and walked toward the door. She stopped and turned to look at Maurice over her shoulder, then made her way out into the predawn. Her wings scraped together, then spread from her shoulders. She leaped into the air and was gone.


      I walked past the gargoyle’s recently vacated chair and held Maurice’s hand. “Are you okay?”


      He nodded. “I’m fine. I have closure now. I finished crying over her a long time ago.”


      Darius growled. I’d never heard him make that noise before. “I can’t believe you let her go.”


      Riley patted Maurice on the back.


      “She thought I stole you from her,” I said.


      “Yes.” Maurice sniffed. “She was angry and wanted to hurt us. She’s not mad now.”


      Darius folded his arms across his broad chest. “What makes you think she’s not lying so she can go back to chanting at aswangs?”


      “You can’t lie to an empath,” Riley said. His voice was quiet. Sad.


      I slammed my filters shut before I caught any emotions I’d regret feeling.


      Maurice rubbed his arms, as if chilled. “She had to go back home. She’s afraid someone may go after her...boyfriend.” He winced. “She’s going to grab a bag and get out of town with him. Try to keep themselves safe.”


      I gestured for the guys to head out of the garage so I could turn off the light. “She should have brought him back here where it’s safe.”


      Darius snorted. “She was trying to get you killed here. I don’t think she’s got a lot of faith in the security of this place.”


      I shrugged. “I wish her luck, then.”


      “So do I,” Maurice whispered. “So do I.”


      * * *


      We’d all been up since three in the morning. Some, like Maurice and Darius, didn’t need much sleep anyway. The rest of us went back to bed for a few hours. Riley stayed, dozing on the couch. I pictured him keeping one eye open on the window into the front yard, in case another portal popped up.


      As far as we knew, the folks responsible for calling forth aswang assassins in our area were all locked up in a cell in Petaluma. We had to hope that was all of them, anyway.


      But whoever kept opening the portals was still out there somewhere.


      Six Aegises left in all the world. Things weren’t looking good for the home team.


      During a late communal breakfast, I announced my plans. “I’m spending the day at Aggie’s to research the feathers we found. And I need to know what the voice meant by curator.”


      Riley tensed across the table. “I’m going with you, then.”


      I ignored the nervous flutter in my stomach while I buttered my third flaky biscuit and smothered it in honey. “Her cottage is inside the fairy ring. I’ll be fine.”


      “I’m still your guardian, Zoey, whatever else happened between us. You’re not going anywhere alone. Not anymore.” His voice was firm.


      I started to object, but looked up before I spoke. The set of his jaw and the worry in his eyes were too much to ignore. This whole thing was every bit as difficult on him as it was on me.


      Breaking up with him started to seem like a waste of time and emotional pain. We were still having the same arguments, but now we couldn’t kiss and make up afterward.


      So much for saving ourselves heartbreak.


      “Okay.” I tried to get the word out without choking on it, but Maurice must’ve heard the pain in my voice. He reached under the table and patted my leg.


      Mom wiped her mouth on a napkin. “I’m going too. We can search more books that way.”


      My eyebrows rose in surprise. Mom had been going over to Aggie’s to have tea with her every afternoon until the portals started turning up. Since then, she hadn’t gone more than a few yards from the house.


      Having her there to help me research would make things so much easier. Half the books in Aggie’s library belonged to my mother.


      I nodded. “Good. After breakfast, we’ll take a walk over and spend the day with our noses in dusty books.” The more I thought about it, the more I warmed to the idea. After the events of the previous night, it sounded relaxing and kind of fun.


      So, my lone journey across my yard and through the woods became a four-person expedition, since Mom never went anywhere without Darius when he was around. On our way out, we spotted Rick heading up the driveway. Panicked, I checked to see that nothing bizarre was obvious to human eyes. No chupacabras hanging from trees, no harpies on my roof and no centaurs sunbathing in the grass. Small movements in the shadows under the front porch made me squint to try to make out the mysterious gnomes living under there, but they went still as Rick approached.


      “Morning, folks!” He grinned and hopped out of his truck. “Got a package here I need you to sign for.”


      I frowned, taking the box and examining the return address. Lebanon, Kansas.


      Riley peered over my shoulder. “Were you expecting anything from headquarters?”


      “No. Maybe Bernice brought back a souvenir from England.” I signed my name on the slip of paper and handed it back. “Thanks for bringing it up here.”


      Rick beamed at me and hopped into his truck. The dimples in his cheeks reminded me of my ex-husband, Brad—same sort of charm but without the ulterior motives. “My pleasure. You folks have a terrific day!”


      He turned around in the driveway and drove off, a cloud of dust in his wake.


      “That man is entirely too chipper for a postal worker.” I went to sit on the porch steps to examine the package. It was rectangular, like a shoebox, though much smaller, and it was wrapped in brown paper. My name and address were printed in neat handwriting.


      I shook the box, and something rattled around inside. “She’s never sent me anything before. How weird.” I tore open the paper and popped open the lid.


      The inside was filled with shredded newspaper as packing material, though considering the contents of the box, it seemed more like the litter people sometimes put in the bottom of a cage.


      A tiny wooden man with eyes of chipped turquoise sat up and smiled. “Ah, it’s good to be home!”


      I stared in horror. “Oh my God, Gris! She mailed you here? What was she thinking?”


      He shrugged and climbed out of the box onto the porch railing. “You know Mother. She was thinking I’m a golem and a freak, and mailing made perfect sense.”


      I rubbed my finger over the spot between my eyes, feeling tension building. Bernice’s particular forte was the ability to create lifelike golems—people she controlled. They had no awareness of their own, no souls, no consciousness.


      Gris had been a miniature, practice model. She’d never animated him, but he’d caught years and years of residual magic on her workshop shelf, and had eventually become self-aware. Bernice had no control over him and couldn’t explain how he came to be.


      He thought of her as his mother.


      She tried not to think about him at all.


      After Gris had traveled with us and had helped me defeat my mother’s kidnapper, he became part of the family. The only reason he’d been back at headquarters was to help Art run the place while Bernice was away. I was supposed to pick him up on the way back, but I’d kind of taken a shortcut with Wiggy.


      For some reason, I’d figured Gris would come home on a bus or something. I hadn’t thought it through. Too much had been going on. If anything, I’d figured he’d stay put until things settled down.


      “I’m glad you’re home, Gris.” I smiled. I really was glad. He’d weirded me out when we first met. I wasn’t a huge fan of Bernice’s soulless golems made to replace people on the Board who had died. Gris was a tiny version, created as a practice golem Bernice had never meant to bring to life. After traveling and getting to know him, I saw him differently. Unlike Bernice’s big golems, he had emotions of his own. At the last, he’d sacrificed himself to save my life, and I’d given him a piece of myself to bring him back. We were connected now.


      Mom bent and kissed him on the top of the head. “You’ve been missed. We’re off to Aggie’s for the afternoon, but I’ll want to hear all about your trip when I get back.”


      He grinned and swung his legs on the railing. “I’ll catch up with Maurice.” Gris leaped to his feet. “Is he in the kitchen?” He didn’t wait for an answer, and disappeared through the door Darius held open for him.


      I raised an eyebrow. “Thanks for never mailing me anywhere, Mom.”


      She squeezed my shoulder, eyes laughing. “Don’t be silly, sweetheart. I’d send you Federal Express. It’s quicker.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Twelve


      Aggie, of course, was waiting for us at the gate. “My girls! What a wonderful day, both of you here for a visit.” She hugged us, one with each arm, then ushered us inside, leaving Riley and Darius outside to keep watch.


      What they were watching for, I wasn’t sure, but Aggie sent me out with a plate of cookies and mugs of hot cocoa to keep them busy.


      “Seriously, guys.” I set the tray on a small table under a tree. “You don’t have to stay. We’ll call you when we’re done. I promise.”


      Both men glanced at me, stuffed cookies into their mouths and said nothing.


      “Fine. But it’s freezing out here. Not my fault if you get cold.”


      They shrugged and continued to chew. I appreciated their need to be big strong men protecting their women—though Riley and I weren’t together. To me, it wasn’t that they viewed us as weak and vulnerable so much as they viewed themselves as failures if they couldn’t do their jobs. I tried not to roll my eyes as I went inside.


      If freezing their manly asses off made them feel more in control of a situation nobody had any control over, who was I to take that away from them? At least they got cookies and hot chocolate.


      Mom and Aggie were already in the living room. All the books on the far left belonged to Mom, and she stood with a mug of cocoa in one hand, her other hand running over the dusty spines of cracked leather and fraying cloth. An idyllic smile played across her lips as she browsed.


      It struck me how much she must have missed this collection during the twenty years she’d lived mostly alone in a cottage in the woods in far off New Hampshire. Mom lost a lot when she went away—her books, her friends, her home. Dad and I weren’t the only thing she’d given up. I hadn’t truly considered how lonely and isolated she must have felt.


      Aggie—nearly identical to my mother in facial expression—stood across the room pulling what looked like random books from the shelves and placing them in a pile on the table next to her.


      Most of the books had indecipherable titles, either because the ink had worn off or the language was foreign. Aggie had a gift, though. Books sort of spoke to her. She knew which ones had the best chances of giving up the information we needed.


      I knew nothing. If I tried to search their crazy library, I’d be yanking books for no good reason and would likely find myself reading about the care and feeding of the long-extinct seven-toed winged seacamel of Barbados.


      Aggie turned her head toward me, smiled, and handed me a tome covered in torn green silk that smelled like it had been rescued from a fire. The title was singed away.


      “Check in here,” Aggie said. “I have a good feeling about it.”


      I plopped into the chair next to her pile of research material, prepared for an afternoon of skimming through ancient texts. This one, it turned out, was a gardening periodical, which caused me to question Aggie’s superpower of finding promising research material by feel alone.


      As I flipped through the chapters on working with dryads to enhance soil nutrients, sylph water for lasting moisture, and planting during the equinox for larger blossoms, I stopped to look at the beautiful, faded watercolors placed at the end of each section.


      I stopped on one in the chapter titled “Weed Prevention Through Verbal Tuning.” The painting depicted an old man stooped over a row of what looked like radishes, his arms held out from his sides and his lips forming an O. The caption beneath read “Curator singing a simple ballad for healthier vegetable growth.”


      I flicked my gaze first at Mom, then at Aggie. Both had expressions of extreme concentration as they scanned the stacks.


      Curator.


      The picture was probably a coincidence, totally unrelated to what we were searching for. I reached into a basket on the floor and chose a piece of red ribbon. Aggie kept scraps there to use as bookmarks. I placed it in the book and closed the cover.


      The next book in the pile was a cookbook. The cover was in much better shape, but the inside was difficult to read, since it had been handwritten in scrawling cursive rather than printed on a press like the previous one.


      Still, it didn’t take me long, flipping through, to come across the word again. The recipe for Curator Pie didn’t sound at all tasty—it combined sheep liver, eucalyptus leaves and dried pig mucus.


      I like pie. I like it very much. But I draw the line on mucus of any kind.


      I couldn’t be sure, but unless someone is a koala bear, it seemed like eucalyptus leaves might be kind of toxic.


      The explanation beneath the recipe described a new moon ritual that didn’t require the Curator to actually eat the pie in question, merely smear it on their person. The writer was unclear as to the purpose of this disgusting action.


      I bookmarked it and moved on.


      This third book was smaller, handwritten, but in a neat print rather than a scrawled cursive. The cover was soft and pliable, with no title, but the first page declared it to be the private property of Marjorie Willenstock. The first entry was dated June 23, 1872.


      As I skimmed through the entries, I realized it was the diary of an Aegis—or rather, a young girl of fourteen who was expected to become an Aegis but didn’t want the title or the responsibilities. I set the book aside to take home with me. If there hadn’t been so many other books I needed to go through, I’d have run home immediately to read Marjorie’s diary.


      It might not give me a lot to go on about Curators and Covenants, but it might tell me more about who and what I was.


      I’d been late to the party, and nobody around me could tell me what was going on. When I had been trying to find out what an Aegis was, Aggie and I’d had very little success.


      Later, we discovered my memory wasn’t the only one the Board had tampered with to keep me from trying to locate my mother. They’d also messed with Aggie’s. They’d failed to remove all her memories of my mother, but they’d done an excellent job of causing Aggie to forget what an Aegis was, making it all the more difficult to figure out what was happening to me.


      The Board was never going to be in my good graces. They’d given me far more trouble than help.


      We spent hours in that room together, poring over books, pamphlets, travelogues—anything that made Aggie’s fingers tingle or caused Mom to yell an excited yip.


      The snippets we collected painted an odd, confusing picture—Curators seemed to be similar in some ways to Aegises, in that they helped the Hidden. But mostly, they communed with nature, grew things, performed rituals and basically behaved like fairy-tale witches.


      What the hell that had to do with giant rainbow birds I had no idea.


      The only clue we had about the bird itself was a wood-block print in a book of Middle Eastern folk tales. The picture was in black and white, but the bird was the right size. It sat nestled on the top an enormous tree, while elephants, lions and dragons gathered around the trunk looking miniature in comparison to the bird.


      Even in faded ink, the bird looked wise and thoughtful, and its tail feathers and wingtips curled up in a way a thunderbird’s did not.


      “It’s not a roc, is it?” I held the book out for Aggie to examine.


      Her tight curls bounced as she shook her head. “Rocs are jet black and much smaller than this.” She pointed to the base of the tree. “See how tiny the elephant is? A roc can pick up an elephant, but it would take both claws. This bird here could pick up two or three elephants with a single claw.”


      “That’s a big bird,” I said. “So what is it?”


      “That’s the Simurgh.” She pushed the book back toward me. “Read the stories in this. They’ll tell you all about it.”


      “It? There’s only one?”


      Aggie bent to pick up a few of the books I’d been through and rejected. “Well, they’re just stories, of course. But according to some legends, the Simurgh was the first Hidden to step out of the Wild Mists of Story.”


      Mom shelved the book in her hand and joined us. “So, you don’t think it’s real?”


      Aggie raised her hand, palm up. “Who knows? That was a very long time ago, and nobody I know has ever seen the Simurgh.”


      “Papa Dino said the First Hidden was a giant bird. It wouldn’t still be alive, would it?” I flipped through the book in my hand, keeping one finger on the page with the picture. “Maybe it had descendants, though.”


      I rubbed my burning eyes. I’d been squinting in poor light at faded script for too many hours. “Those feathers had to come from somewhere.”


      Mom took the book from me and closed it. “Take a break. If the answers are in there, they’ll still be in there later.”


      Aggie headed into the kitchen, flapping a glittering, ring-bedecked hand at us. “Come with me. We’ll look for answers elsewhere for awhile.”


      We gathered around her kitchen table with fresh mugs of hot, minty tea to refresh us. I’d suspected Aggie might pull out her bag of runes, but instead, she brought forth a deck of cards I’d never seen before.


      Aggie mixed the cards—I’d say shuffle, but she kind of riffled them together several times rather than doing it the way a Vegas dealer might. When she was satisfied, she set the cards on the table and gestured to my mom.


      “Cut the deck, Clara.” Her lips drew together in a serious expression.


      Mom shook her head and pushed away from the table a few inches. “No. Let Zoey. I don’t think I want to be read today.”


      I tilted my head at her. Aggie had already predicted her own death in the near future. I didn’t necessarily believe in all of this stuff, but if Mom was about to pull a card announcing her death, too, was impending, maybe I didn’t want to know. It was hard enough to keep us all alive as it was without dire predictions saying I was attempting the impossible.


      The less I knew, the less likely I was to cause a self-fulfilling prophecy.


      My future, on the other hand, made me curious. Who could resist taking a peek, real or imagined?


      “Cut them?” I asked.


      Aggie nodded. “Wherever it feels right.”


      I grabbed the top cards of the deck and slid my fingers down the pile until I had the urge to stop, then lifted the top two-thirds to set aside.


      Aggie smiled, and placed the bottom third on top of the new pile, then turned the top card over.


      In every movie I’d ever watched, people somehow managed to snag the Death card under these circumstances. In fact, having never seen a full deck of tarot cards before, I’d always been suspicious that all the cards were, in some way, representative of the Death card. It was more dramatic that way.


      My breath caught when I saw the card Aggie placed before me.


      Not the Death card.


      This card was hand painted in bright colors. The animals were gone, and the tree the bird nested in wasn’t as large, but I knew what I was looking at.


      This was a picture of the Simurgh in all its rainbow glory.


      Mom leaned across the table to get a better look, her long hair—so much like mine—brushing my arm. “Is that a phoenix?”


      “It’s the Simurgh,” I said, my voice hushed.


      “No.” Aggie tapped a finger on the card. “She’s right. This is the Phoenix. It’s a major arcana card, meaning change and transformation.”


      I snorted. “I didn’t need my fortune told to know change is coming.”


      Aggie took the card and flipped it over on the deck. “Not just change. The Phoenix represents the death and rebirth cycle. You know, it dies in a fiery blast, then is reborn anew from the ashes?”


      I frowned. “I’m going to die and come back to life?”


      She patted my hand. “Don’t take things so literally, dear.” She gathered the cards and shuffled them a little, then gave my mother a questioning glance. Mom shook her head, declining again to have her fortune read.


      I found that disconcerting, though I didn’t press.


      Plus, the whole death-and-resurrection prediction was wigging me out. I was trying to prevent what amounted to the zombie apocalypse—not to mention the recent appearance of vampires. I didn’t want to read too much into the fortune-teller thing—which I wasn’t entirely convinced was legitimate—but both zombies and vampires could be considered the result of dying and coming back to life.


      I suppressed a shiver. Not how I’d planned to live out my life—or afterlife.


      As morbid as the thought was, I didn’t think that was exactly what the card was trying to tell me. “Aggie, are you sure that was a phoenix? It looked a lot like the drawing I found of the Simurgh.”


      Aggie gave me a sideways glance and a half smile. “Honey, they’re not that different. The Simurgh holds all the knowledge of the world. According to some of the stories, it’s died and resurrected a hundred times over. The phoenix is just another representation of the Simurgh.” She shrugged. “If you believe folklore.”


      After all that I’d seen and all the fantastical creatures I’d met, I was far more inclined to believe in folklore than tarot cards. In this instance, it seemed they went hand in hand.


      In spite of Aggie’s resistance, I left her to chat with Mom while I moved to the sink and washed up the dishes we’d dirtied. The delicate china of the plates she used to serve cookies seemed more breakable next to the heavy mugs from our tea and cocoa. Kind of like Aggie herself. She was a force of nature, invincible and powerful, housed in the tiny, frail body of a woman who admitted to being well over a hundred years old. She seemed to be ageless, yet older than a redwood.


      My stomach knotted at her prediction of her own looming death. I’d only had her back in my life for about a year.


      I wasn’t ready to give her up.


      As I placed the last hand-dried mug in its cupboard, my phone vibrated in the front pocket of my jeans. The text was from Kam. We’d left her on the front porch to keep an eye on things.


      Portal in the driveway. Talia’s here. So is Sara. Better come home.


      I swore under my breath and texted her back that I was on my way.


      “I have to go.” I kissed Aggie on the cheek. “Stay and visit, Mom.”


      Mom frowned. “Are you sure? What’s wrong?”


      I kissed her cheek too. “It’s a Sara thing, not an end-of-the-world thing.”


      “Well, for heaven’s sake,” Aggie said. “Send Clara’s young man in on your way past. No need for him to sit out in the cold by himself. He’s not the one you’re punishing.”


      I blinked. “I’m not punishing anyone.”


      Mom cleared her throat and showed a sudden interest in a saltshaker shaped like a hula dancer.


      Aggie patted my hand. “Of course you’re not, sweetheart. I’m sorry I said anything. You go on and take care of Sara.”


      Out in the yard, I watched Riley and Darius blow on their cold fingers, their heads pressed together in quiet conversation. Was that what I was doing? Punishing Riley? For what, exactly? The breakup had been mutual.


      Mutually heartbreaking.


      Being together had been too hard. Being apart was too hard. Being apart while constantly together was probably harder than either of those things.


      There had to be a better solution. If the world weren’t coming to an end, maybe I’d be able to figure out what the solution was. Then again, if we lived in a calm, safe world, Riley and I never would have broken up.


      I sighed. Being an Aegis kind of sucked.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Thirteen


      Kam sat in a rocking chair on the porch, feet up on the railing, ankles crossed, looking like a sheriff in the old west. Except she wasn’t dressed for the part. In fact, she hadn’t donned an elaborate costume in a couple of days. For the second day in a row she wore jeans and a hoodie.


      “You okay?” I worried about her. It wasn’t only the lack of elaborate costumes. The spark had gone out of her, somehow.


      She shrugged. “I’m fine. Just worn out.”


      I wasn’t convinced. “Anything you want to talk about?”


      “Not really.” She glanced at glowing gems embedded in her wrist. “I’ve been thinking about what you and Darius keep saying—that I need to conserve my magic if I’m ever getting home. All this talk of djinn magic opening portals has me a little worried, I guess.”


      I rested sideways on the railing and folded my arms. “Worried about what?”


      She hesitated. “What if djinn are in on all of this? Or maybe they’re being forced to open the portals?”


      “Honey, we don’t know how it’s being done.”


      “But djinn are being robbed of their magic, how can I throw mine away so easily on a ballgown or a cheerleader uniform?” Her voice was quiet and quivery.


      Sorrow pulled at me. Kam hadn’t seen another djinn in a long time. I put my arms around her and held her tightly. “We’ll figure it out,” I whispered. “We’ll set everything right.”


      She nodded and sniffed. “I know. We always do.”


      I let go once I was sure she was okay. “Where is everybody?”


      “They’re inside,” she said. “Maurice is pacing around the house. They won’t let him in.”


      I put my hands on my hips and squinted at the windows. “What do you mean ‘pacing around the house’?”


      My question was answered when Maurice stomped around the corner, hunched over and muttering to himself. He nearly ran me over.


      “Hey.” I grabbed his shoulders before we collided. “What’s going on?”


      He lifted his head, eyes wide. “How do I know? They kicked me out.” He scowled. “How can I protect her if I can’t hear anything?”


      I couldn’t bring myself to point out that there was very little a closet monster could do against the queen of all demons. I rubbed his arm. “I’ll go in. I’m sure everything is okay.”


      He nodded, his face miserable. Maurice, I knew, hated feeling helpless. He was a doer, not a watcher. And since it was Sara, not being in there to protect her must’ve been torture for him.


      Riley, who’d walked me home in silence, stepped up to help. “Hey, buddy. Let’s go in the back and talk. Everything’s going to be fine.” He put an arm across Maurice’s shoulders and led him the way he’d come. As they rounded the corner, Riley glanced back and gave me a quick nod.


      I bounded up the steps and into the house, shutting the door behind me.


      Both women looked up from their conversation. I was struck by how similar the two vastly different women were. Sara, blonde, blue-eyed and dressed in an expensive, blue silk dress, ankles neatly crossed. Talia, alien with blue and purple coloring and dressed in an outfit only appropriate for a comic book convention.


      Yet, they both stared at me with calm intelligence and an inner strength that was far more telling than their hair colors or the outfits they chose to decorate their bodies.


      “Am I interrupting?” We all knew I was. But sometimes people ask one question when they really want to know something else. In this case, the real question was “Can I butt in?” But I wasn’t about to come right out and ask that.


      “Not at all.” Talia smiled and waved a gracious hand at my own couch. “Please. Join us.”


      I sat beside my best friend and scrutinized her. She didn’t appear traumatized or in mortal terror. Her face was calm. “Are you okay?”


      She nodded and squeezed my hand. “Talia says I am entitled to compensation.”


      I raised one eyebrow. “What? Like a structured settlement?” I glared at Talia. “Tell me you’re not offering to pay her off.”


      Talia drew back in surprise. “Of course not. Don’t be crass. Sara had her life force stolen from her. And if it hadn’t been for you, she’d have lost her life. I take this very seriously.”


      I looked from Talia to Sara then back again. “What exactly are you offering?”


      Talia crossed her legs and leaned back into her chair. “An eye for an eye. Sebastian didn’t follow my rules. Women were killed and Sara was left with severe emotional trauma. I cannot give her back what was taken from her. But I can offer her justice.”


      I didn’t want to argue the semantics of justice versus revenge. As far as I was concerned, Sebastian deserved an eternity of torment and torture for what he had done to Sara—not to mention the women he’d killed and the lives he’d ruined. I could imagine all sorts of vicious ways to pay him back.


      I twisted away from Talia to look at Sara. “What do you want to do?”


      Her face had a pinched look while she considered. “I want to make sure he doesn’t ever hurt anyone else again.” Her hands fluttered in her lap like captured butterflies trying to free themselves. “I want him to be sorry he ever set foot in our world, and I want to send him back to his world powerless, the way he made me feel.”


      “You’re entitled to more, you know,” Talia said. “His life is yours to take.”


      Sara’s hands went still, and her voice became hard. “Then it’s mine to give back. I don’t want him dead. I thought I did. I’d rather leave him suffering.”


      I could totally get behind that idea. I grabbed one of her hands and cradled it in mine. “You’re sure you’re ready to face him? Do you want to think about it, first? Talk to your therapist before making a final decision?”


      She shook her head. “I’ve made up my mind. I’ll have plenty of time to talk to Louise afterward. I’m sure I’ll need it.”


      Despite my policy against peeking at the emotions of my friends and family, I opened up my filters and did a spot check on Sara. She was terrified. But beneath the layer of choking fear was a solid wall of resolve.


      The old Sara—the one who took no crap from demanding mothers-of-the-bride, late vendors, or sloppy parking at the mall—sat on my couch demanding to be free of this nightmare.


      I squeezed her hand. “I’ve got your back. I’ll be right there with you.”


      She gave me a wan smile. “I know you will be, Zoey. And he hurt you too. You deserve to see him brought down.”


      I glanced at our joined hands through blurry eyes. If this helped Sara regain her confidence and let her sleep again at night, I would be so grateful. I tilted my head at Talia. “You’re sure Sara will be safe?”


      “I will be there every second. I personally guarantee her physical safety.”


      Who would guarantee Sara’s emotional and mental safety? I supposed that was what I would be there for.


      It was what we’d always done for each other.


      “When?” Part of me was afraid she’d tell us it was going to happen right now. The other part of me was worried we’d have to wait.


      Talia uncrossed her legs. “It will take some preparation to set it up. And I imagine Sara will want to prepare herself as well.”


      Sara nodded. “I would, yes.”


      “Then it’s settled. Tomorrow I’ll return with Sebastian a few hours after lunch.” She rose and held out a taloned hand, which Sara shook.


      I was still uncomfortable about the whole thing—something could go terribly wrong—but I couldn’t run Sara’s life for her. And anybody trying to coddle her was likely to lose an appendage. Knowing this, I kept my opinion to myself. If Sara felt that facing her attacker would help the healing process, my job was to be there as emotional support, not cause her to second-guess herself.


      I shook Talia’s offered hand, and we exchanged a look that spoke volumes. I was trusting her with my best friend’s life. And she acknowledged that fact with a reassuring nod.


      Sara and I walked Talia outside then watched her disappear, taking her portal with her.


      I gave Sara a sideways look. “You okay?”


      She waved her hand in dismissal. “Fine. I’d rather not talk about it right now.”


      “Okay.” I pointed my thumb at Kam, looking like a sheriff from the Wild West with her feet propped on the railing. She seemed to be dozing. “Reckon she’s resting up for a big showdown at high noon?”


      Sara smiled. “I think she’s been awake nearly nonstop for two days. She won’t let anybody take over. She refuses to budge.”


      “Seriously? I thought she was taking turns with Darius.”


      Kam lifted her chin and opened one eye. “I can hear you, you know.”


      I climbed the steps and leaned against the railing. “Honey, Lionel’s got the cult members locked up, so even if a portal opens, there shouldn’t be any aswangs coming out. Talia’s got her stuff under control now, and Papa Dino’s working on it.” I shifted my feet. “I think we’re okay. Why won’t you let anybody else take a shift?”


      She drew her weary gaze to meet mine. Her eyes were bloodshot. “Leaders can open portals from the inside, but we still don’t know who’s doing it from the outside.” She folded her arms around herself. “The only way I know to open them from this side is djinn magic. And I didn’t see any djinn handcuffed in the back of that van.”


      Sara sat in the rocking chair next to Kam. “You think there’s a djinn in on this?”


      Kam gave Sara a long look. “No. It’s happening all over the world. I think there are a lot of djinn, since once a djinn opens a portal, their magic would take a year to recharge.”


      I tilted my head. “So, what? A secret djinn cabal is leading the assault?”


      “I don’t know.” She dropped her hands in her lap and stared at them. “I kind of wish that was it, but I don’t think so.”


      Sara put her hand on Kam’s arm. “Then what?”


      Kam rubbed her tired eyes with her fingertips. “I haven’t seen another djinn in a very long time. But they’re a peaceful people, in general. They stay in their world to avoid capture. If this many portals are opening, I think somebody may have found a way to catch a whole lot of djinn. And that terrifies me.” Kam’s voice cracked and her hand shook.


      The only other time I’d seen Kam truly afraid was when her old master had come after her to lock her up again. I’d managed to beat him to it and stored her in my cell phone—not the most dignified solution, but it did the trick. Without his djinn to keep him alive, the years he’d stolen had caught up with him, and he’d died.


      The dread seeping off of Kam in oily droplets was worse than it had been that day. She thought her entire world was in danger, and she hadn’t returned home yet to see it.


      “Maybe someone else is doing it,” I said. “I can’t believe somebody’s using djinn like they’re a one-time, disposable commodity. That doesn’t seem like the best way to do this. How would they capture that many djinn? They’d have to have the formal name of each one.”


      Kam’s eyes filled with tears. “All it would take is to capture the first one and force her to give up any names she has. If they made her open the portal to the djinn world, they could have trapped so many of them. I don’t think you realize how vulnerable we are.” Kam’s voice caught in her throat.


      “Okay, honey.” Sara rose from the chair, pulling Kam with her. “You need sleep. Whatever’s going on, we need you at your best, and this ain’t it.”


      “But I have to watch for portals.” Her objections were weak, and she was tired enough that she went where Sara led.


      “We have plenty of people to watch for portals,” Sara said. “We’ve got this covered.”


      Kam had one foot in the door when she turned toward me. “Zoey, it’s not over. Don’t go out at night.”


      “The vamps are locked down,” I said. “We’re safe.”


      She shook her head, long dark hair spilling over her shoulders. “No. The moon is full for the next three nights.”


      “So?” My forehead creased in confusion.


      “Werewolves, Zoey. I’m guessing the portals will start opening up again, and this time whoever’s doing it will be in a hurry, since even the aswangs in that world are only really dangerous for three days out of the month. Remember, the aswangs in the lycan world are subject to the pulls of the moon the same way the shifters are.”


      As ominous as that sounded, at least it gave me a ray of hope. “So, as long as we make it through the next three days, we’re safe.”


      Kam took a deep breath. Obviously, she’d though this through a lot farther than I had. “Yes and no. We have to figure out who’s doing this before those three days are over. If we don’t stop them, they’ll move on to the last world. They’ll let out the zombies.”


      Sara raised an eyebrow in alarm, but didn’t let Kam see it. “Come on.” She kept her voice calm and soothing. “If we’re fighting fake werewolves tonight, you need some rest.” She shot me another anxious look, then ushered Kam into the house.


      I paced for a minute, trying to decide what to do. We were sitting ducks—stuck in the house, waiting for demons and vampires and werewolves and zombies to come eat our faces and bring down the end of the world.


      Talia’s magic demon phone was crammed in my pocket. I pulled it out and shot her a quick text message.


      Did you get ahold of somebody in charge of werewolfland?


      I didn’t expect her to get back to me as quickly as she did. A minute later, I had a response.


      Werefolk live off the grid. Trying anyway. Careful. Full moon tonight.


      What the hell did that mean? How could they live off the grid? I pictured a bunch of really hairy people canceling their cable subscriptions and refusing to buy anything off Amazon. It probably meant they didn’t have magical cell phones that crossed the dimensions of time and space. Papa Dino hadn’t offered me a vamp phone, so maybe he was off the grid too, though he and Talia seemed to be able to talk to each other without a problem.


      I had so many questions and so little time to ask them.


      Who wants us dead? took priority over Have you been chatting with a vampire on Skype?


      Sara came out a few minutes later and took a seat next to me. We rocked in silence, each absorbed in thought.


      I wanted to give her some space. Sure, we were faced with a possible zombie apocalypse in the near future, but Sara’s problems were more immediate, at least for her. And she was my best friend, so they were more immediate for me too.


      Besides—we’d been in near constant danger for so long, we couldn’t exactly put our personal lives on hold. Life marched forward whether we paid attention or not.


      I touched her leg. “Hey,” I said. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”


      She sighed. “I’m ready.” She rocked gently and watched a butterfly flit across the grass. “I’ve been hiding from this ever since it happened—first by forgetting everything, then with insomnia so I didn’t have to face it.” She twisted to look at me. “Zoey, you know me. That’s not how I handle things.”


      That was true. Sara was like a rhino putting out a forest fire—plowing through obstacles with single-minded determination.


      “I’m not even sure I’m ready to face him.” Goosebumps rose on my arms and I rubbed them away with my palms. “He was awful.”


      “We have to, Zo. He took something from me. And I want it back.” Sara’s face was pale, but her jaw was set. Her decision was made, and she wasn’t going to second-guess herself.


      “Should we, maybe, have Louise here with us? You know, in case.”


      She shook her head. “I don’t want a big crowd of people around for this. I need you there. And I need Talia there because I know she’ll kill him if he tries anything. But that’s it. This is private. Just us.”


      I watched her face as she spoke. Despite the fear I saw there, underneath was a sort of peace that I hadn’t seen in her for a long time. I would stand next to her while she faced her attacker and did whatever it was that Talia had offered.


      I nodded. “Okay.”


      We rocked in silence again, and the sky turned orange and pink.


      When Sara spoke, her voice was gentle. “Zoey, you have to face your demons too.”


      “I’ll be right there next to you.”


      “No. Not literal demons. I mean Riley.”


      I frowned. “Oh.” A flock of birds looped in the sky in an intricate pattern like synchronized swimmers. “Maybe when this is all over.” I hoped she’d let it go. The thought of Riley made my head dizzy. But I’d known Sara a long time—and she’d known me. She wasn’t going to let it go.


      “No, honey. Soon. Neither of you can live like this. And if one of you dies, you’ll never get the chance to straighten it out.”


      “It’s straight.” Why would she say that? I didn’t need to think about Riley dying to know I was avoiding my problems. That was a low blow. I rocked a little harder.


      “Then why is it you’re both watching each other with moon eyes when the other isn’t looking? You have to be together a lot because it’s his job, yet you barely speak to each other. That doesn’t sound straight to me.”


      I rolled my head back and sighed dramatically. “Mooooom. I don’t want to!”


      She snorted. “Idiot. Most of us spend our lives looking for love and hoping...” She swallowed hard. “And hoping when we find it, the person will love us back. You have it, and you’re ignoring it.”


      I breathed in deeply and wrapped my sweater tighter around myself. “But it wasn’t working. Something always got in the way.”


      Her smile was sour. “It was working fine. You were just afraid of losing him, so you pushed him away.”


      I shook my head. “No, that wasn’t it.” I scowled. Was it?


      Sara usually knew me better than I knew myself.


      “And while I’m telling you what to do with your life, you might want to face your mom too. You’ve been pushing her away since she got here.” She fixed me with a patented Sara know-it-all look.


      She was right. I’d pushed them both away. I’d lost Mom once. I didn’t want to go through losing her again. And Riley was going to get himself killed trying to protect me. It was easier to keep them both at arm’s length.


      But easier might end in a giant vat filled with regret.


      “Bitch.” I rocked and watched the clouds soften to a lighter pink.


      Sara rocked beside me—my best friend, always there to tell me the hard truth. “Yep.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Yep.”


      I put my feet up on the railing. “Think Kam will let me be sheriff for awhile?”


      Sara put her feet up too. “Not if that makes me your deputy. You know I’m not a sidekick.”


      “No one will ever say you are.”


      “Not if they want to live.”


      We rocked. We watched the clouds turn dark as the sun set, then lightened again as the moon rose. And when the portal opened in my driveway, we’d achieved a feeling of Zen so deep, we barely registered surprise.


      Two hairy figures emerged, holding hands and blinking in the light of the full moon.


      The taller of the two stepped forward. “Hey, there, folks! Is either one of you named Zoey?”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Fourteen


      I squinted at the two new figures in my yard. Though covered in hair, they were both humanoid, standing upright. They ambled toward me, furry grins on their faces.


      They came straight through the fairy ring with no resistance, so they had no ill intent. Still, after Papa Dino’s discomfort at how tasty we smelled, my muscles tensed, ready to make a run for the front door and the relative safety of the people inside.


      It occurred to me that Sara and I holding watch while all my heavy hitters and folks charged with keeping me safe were indisposed wasn’t the best plan. And nobody had told me what to expect from werewolves, so I’d have to fake it.


      I smiled my best hostess smile and rose to greet them.


      “Welcome,” I said. “I’m Zoey, and this is my friend Sara.” I held my hand out as the two strode up the front steps.


      The female shook my hand first. “I’m Breezy, and this is Mac.” Her face was elongated, almost like it had a snout, but not quite. Red fur tipped with white covered much of her face and the backs of her hands, and a long, fluffy tail peeked out the bottom of the dark, homespun skirt that hung nearly to her ankles. Beads draped around her neck, and in several spots around her head, long lengths of her fur were braided and decorated with tiny flowers.


      Mac took my offered hand and grinned, tongue nearly lolling from the side of his longer, more wolfish jaws. His fur was shaggier, gray and shorter than Breezy’s. The fringe on his suede jacket tickled my arm, and his matching pants were so tight I didn’t know where to aim my eyes.


      “We dreamed you needed some help,” he said.


      My eyebrows rose. “You dreamed it?”


      Breezy scratched behind her ear. “Sure. I think Talia sent it. Or maybe Papa.” She shrugged. “It didn’t have a return address. Just a message to come to this place and find Zoey Donovan.”


      Mac ran a furry hand over the railing and up the support beam. “Nice craftsmanship.” He glanced across the side yard to the woods. “Are the materials locally sourced?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he hopped over the railing to the ground and dropped to all fours, sniffing at the foundation of my house.


      Breezy tilted her head, listening for something I couldn’t hear, then took off down the steps to kneel next to them, ears twitching.


      They stayed like that for a few moments, one listening and the other sniffing. At last, they looked at each other, nodded, then rose to their feet.


      “What?” I asked. They didn’t seem alarmed, but I wasn’t thrilled with the idea that something was under my house.


      Mac spread his hands in a weird gesture that seemed to mean I should chill. “Gnomes. Doing their gnome business. No worries.”


      “Ah.” I knew about the gnomes. They’d shown up with the rest of the refugees when the Collector had been kidnapping Hidden and so many had sheltered here for help. Nearly everyone had gone home months ago. The gnomes, however, had never come out to talk to me. They’d never explained why they’d stayed. And nobody knew what was going on under there.


      And for some strange reason, I was okay with that. They’d come out when they were ready. Of course, I’d been saying that for well over six months.


      Having lost interest in the mysterious doings beneath my house, the were-couple wandered toward the back of the house, and before I could say anything, disappeared into the protective bubble.


      “What the hell?” I bolted down the steps.


      Sara snorted. “Maurice and Riley are probably still out there.” She dipped her head toward the front door. “Come on.”


      We ran through the empty house and out the kitchen door as a shortcut, but they were faster. Maurice already stood next to our guests, one hand on his hip, the other pointing toward the various campsites scattered across the property.


      “And that one in the far back is sort of reserved for people who need more quiet,” he said. His pride was easy to see. Giving a tour like this to people who were truly interested was a dream for him. He shifted attention to the swimming pool. “We keep the pool filled year round, in case it’s needed. Occasionally, we switch to fresh water when necessary, but mostly it’s salt, since we’re so close to the ocean.”


      While the three discussed how to start a compost pile, I glanced at Riley. He stood with his jaw tight, muscles tense, one hand gripping the wrist of the other, as if he were a bouncer in watchful mode, ready to break up a fight.


      I understood his tension. Two potentially dangerous strangers had dropped in, waltzed past all our security, and were touring the property. Meanwhile, Riley had been oblivious until long after they could have killed me, since he’d been nowhere in my vicinity.


      The thing was, Riley wasn’t originally supposed to be my bodyguard. He wasn’t trained for it. He was a reaper. Dangerous, sure. But still human. At that moment, I could have happily flicked Bernice in the head for changing his job and further complicating something that was already messy. Then again, had she assigned me an actual bodyguard, I’d have sent him or her straight back. So, Bernice probably did the only thing she could think of doing, reassigning the only person she had in her fulltime employ who I would allow to stay with me.


      I doubted Riley wanted the job any more than I wanted him to have it. But if I had to have a bodyguard, he probably wouldn’t want anyone else to do it, either. The entire situation was a mess for all involved.


      Sometimes understanding everybody else’s point of view was a pain in the ass. Righteous indignation shot right out the window when I could see the other sides of a situation.


      Once Maurice had given a complete tour of the property, he went inside to see about refreshments. I invited our guests to follow so we could sit in the living room and talk.


      Mac dropped onto a folding metal chair. “Better out here. Four walls are stifling. Out here we can breathe, cool?”


      I settled into a chair across from him, and Breezy and Sara took chairs of their own. Riley stood behind me in bouncer stance, breathing down my neck and saying nothing. I reached up and touched his hand. “We’re fine, Riley. Honest. But nobody’s watching the portal. Would you mind waking Kam so she can take a shift, then go back to Aggie’s and get Darius?”


      His nostrils flared, and I felt bad sending him off to be an errand boy, especially since he was already so uncomfortable with the situation.


      “I’ll call Darius. I’m not going all the way over there.” He turned on his heel and disappeared into the house.


      Breezy whistled. “I smell trouble, lady. You and your man need to sort things out. That’s not healthy.”


      “He’s not my man,” I said. The speed with which I answered her probably gave away more than the previous display of tension.


      The hippy fox-woman ran her fingers over her beads, chose a strand of pale pink and pulled it free over her head. “Here. You need to wear these.”


      She handed me the beads, and I looped them around my neck.


      “Thank you. They’re really pretty.” I stroked the smooth, mismatched shapes. “What are they?”


      “Rose quartz. It’s for love and healing.” She smiled. “And, sister, if anybody needs healing in her love life, it’s you.”


      I couldn’t argue with that.


      Sara snorted but refrained from comment.


      Maurice brought out a tray with cups of chai, poked the fire to keep it going, then returned to whatever he was doing in the kitchen.


      As the four of us sipped our tea, I told our guests what had been going on in our world. They didn’t interrupt much, but their ears flicked from time to time.


      “I asked Talia to get ahold of you, since it looked like your world would be next. She said she wasn’t sure if she could, but she’d try.”


      Mac nodded. “We live off the land. When a mushroom grows that can communicate over distances, I’ll be cool with that. We’re not too big on electronics and such. They’ve done studies. Those things will poison you, man. Not just your body, but your soul.”


      Breezy dropped a braid she’d been working on. “We don’t want to be slaves to things, you know? And we like our communication to be the old-fashioned way, as the Makers intended. Face to face.”


      I was talking to a couple of flakes. Here I had just told them a horrific story filled with bad guys, gory deaths, portal tampering and the possible destruction of my world—and possibly theirs—and they were more concerned with the negative implications of technology. Awesome.


      I took a deep breath. “Well, she still got the message to you, and I appreciate your coming. You need to know about this cult and the fact that, somehow, portals have been opening around the world near Aegises and brainwashed aswangs have come out to kill them. We have six Aegises left in the entire world.”


      Mac cleared his throat and looked away. “Five.”


      “What?” I thought maybe I’d misheard what he’d said.


      Breezy patted him on the knee. “Five. We were going to come see you first thing this morning when we woke up, but we got interrupted.”


      “Right after breakfast,” Mac said, “we sensed an open portal and ran to check on it.” He paused and swallowed. His human eyes glowed from his wolfish face. “We were too late. We thought...” He looked down at his hairy hands.


      Breezy sighed. “We thought it was a one-off. Aswangs are always a little unstable. It’s part of their charm. But this one—we thought she was sick. Disoriented. She was covered in blood, but she had no idea how it got there, despite the body a few feet away.”


      My stomach felt sour. “Where was this?” I wondered why no one had called to tell me. Maybe the body hadn’t been found yet.


      Breezy frowned. “I’m not certain. Your world isn’t exactly familiar. But I saw a herd of black-and-white-striped horses in the distance. Does that help?”


      “It helps,” Sara said. Her voice was quiet and filled with fear. “That leaves one Aegis in Africa, and two in Europe.”


      Mac made a low whine in the back of his throat. “We thought it was an accident.”


      “No.” Cold anger shot through my spine. “It was murder, plain and simple.”


      Breezy gasped. “Gertie didn’t murder anyone!”


      I had to assume Gertie was the aswang. “No. The cult has been using aswangs as murder weapons.” I paused and fixed them with my most serious look. “We disbanded it in my area, but there are three other locations with Aegises who might be in danger. We don’t think the cult members are the ones opening the portals, though.”


      Mac shook his head. “Well, no. That would take one of us or djinn magic.”


      “Exactly.” I rubbed my forehead to ward off the headache that was growing at an exponential rate. “That’s why I asked Talia to get in touch with you. We need you to be aware of what’s going on so maybe you can close the portals faster than the aswangs can get out.”


      “Right on.” Mac’s head bobbed up and down. “We don’t want our people messed with any more than you want yours killed. We’ll step up security.”


      “Awesome. And if you think of anything else that can help, let me know.” I was grateful for any help they offered. The more folks we had working with us, the better our odds of survival.


      Breezy scanned the ridiculous number of empty tents in my yard. “You said you disbanded the cult in this area.”


      “Yes.”


      “Why don’t you bring the other three Aegises here where it’s safer?”


      They wouldn’t be able to do their jobs if they were here, but they couldn’t do them if they were dead, either. Flaky or not, Breezy had a good idea.


      I smiled. “I don’t know why nobody’s thought of that yet.”


      Sara snorted. “Because we’ve been up to our asses in trouble of our own?”


      Mac pulled himself out of his folding chair. “We should get back. Now that we know our challenges, we need to get home to overcome them.”


      “I appreciate your coming. We’re doing our best to track down whoever is doing this before they manage to open the zombie portals, but it’s a relief to know the werewolves are our allies.”


      Breezy made a sort of sneezing sound.


      Mac cleared his throat. “We prefer werefolk. As you can see, not all of us ride the wolf during the full moon. We have all sorts in our world.”


      I felt my face grow hot. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I wasn’t thinking.”


      Of course, I’d noticed how much Breezy resembled a fox, not a wolf. But I hadn’t shaken the idea that werewolves were the next logical step after vampires. But before zombies.


      I would most certainly wake up at some point, regretting the spicy curry I’d had for dinner and wondering why my crazy dream hadn’t included Frankenstein’s monster.


      Breezy put her arms around me in an overly affectionate hug. “No offense taken. Now you know.”


      Before I could say anything else, Mac put his arms around us both, then dragged Sara in as well. The group hug smelled of a combination of sage and warm animal fur—oddly comforting, under the circumstances.


      “We’ll come back soon,” Mac said. “Tell Maurice, once this is straightened out, I’ll help him build that compost box.”


      Breezy squeezed my hand. “Take a long soak in a hot bath with those beads. It’ll help.”


      My first reaction to her words was to say how I couldn’t possibly take the time to soak in a tub with everything that was going on. Then I realized that if I didn’t have time for a bath, I sure didn’t have time to fix my relationship with Riley.


      Yet, if it was the end of the world, I didn’t want to die knowing I’d chosen to do so alone, in spite of having someone I loved right there.


      We walked with them around the house, they stepped through the portal and were gone.


      Breezy’s advice still rattled my head. “Meddling hippies,” I said. “Go back home and churn some butter or something. You go take a damn bath. And get a haircut.”


      Sara burst out laughing. “Churn some butter? That’s your idea of what goes on in a commune, huh?”


      “Maybe.” I made a sour face. “And they weave their own hair into cloth, probably.”


      Sara looped her arm through mine as we wandered into the house. “Now that I might believe. They’ve got a lot to work with.”


      “Why is everybody giving me advice on my love life all of a sudden, right in the middle of the zombie apocalypse?”


      She held the door open for me. “It’s the zombie apocalypse halftime show. We’re all waiting for a wardrobe malfunction to really liven things up before we get more nachos.”


      Riley stood in the middle of the living room, looking tired and pale. “Are they gone?”


      I nodded. “Where’s Kam?”


      “Darius didn’t answer when I called, so Kam went over to get them. I kept an eye on the portal until the werefolk came around the house with you.”


      I glanced at the clock and frowned. “It’s really dark out there. I’m surprised Mom and Darius didn’t get back already.”


      As if on cue, Darius, enormous and blank-faced in his after-dark mothman guise, swung the door open and led Mom inside.


      “Sorry we’re so late.” Mom took her coat off and hung it on a hook. “We took a walk. It was so nice out, and I haven’t been anywhere for so long.” She chattered to us, content, her cheeks rosy with the nip in the air. When she saw us staring at her, she stopped. “What?”


      “Didn’t Kam find you?” Riley strode out onto the porch.


      Darius’s voice echoed from the hollow space where his mouth should be. “We saw no one.”


      I grabbed my phone and called Kam’s number. It rang, but she didn’t answer. Through the open door, digital music drifted in from a distance. I stepped outside next to Riley and we shared a frantic look. Adrenalin rushed through my limbs simultaneously holding me in place and pushing me forward to investigate, leaving me to hover in limbo, undecided.


      Finding Kam’s phone abandoned in the grass would be terrible—but finding her body would be worse. I shoved the thought away. Fear of the unknown wouldn’t help Kam, no matter what we found.


      We took off down the steps and onto the driveway. The music grew louder as we reached the edge of the fairy ring.


      Pat Benatar’s “Love is a Battlefield” stopped at the same time Kam’s voicemail message kicked in. I hung up, then called again. The song started over, and we searched in the near dark.


      “There,” Riley said. A few feet away, a light shone from a patch of grass next to the gravel. Riley made his way over and picked it up.


      “No.” My voice was nearly without breath. I disconnected the call and the light in Riley’s hand went out.


      Kam never went anywhere without her phone.


      Someone had taken her.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Fifteen


      Usually, I’m the most efficient, solid person in a crisis. The idea that Kam had been kidnapped paralyzed me. I stood in the darkened driveway, staring at Riley with my mouth hanging open and one foot poised to take a step.


      I didn’t know where to go, though, so I couldn’t put my foot down. Should I go forward, run out into the street to look for her and scream her name, as if she were a lost dog? Backward, into the house so I could make sure she hadn’t gone inside to change into a sassy cocktail dress and heels? Around the house in circles to check for tire tracks from a windowless white van she might have been forced into?


      My chest tightened and I gasped for air. I had no idea what to do, and panic had taken over my body.


      “Hey, hey, it’s alright.” Riley moved close and rubbed his palm over my back in soothing circles. “We’ll find her. Deep breaths.”


      I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on breathing. It wasn’t easy. Every moment I took to pull my shit together, the farther away Kam probably was. I drew strength from Riley’s soft, comforting tone and slowed my breathing into a more normal rhythm.


      I swallowed hard. “Sorry. I’m okay.” My hands shook, but I felt more in control of myself. “What should we do?”


      From behind me, the porch light flipped on, illuminating us.


      Darius left my mother on the porch, took Kam’s phone from Riley and strode to the spot where it had been lying in the grass. “The grass is trampled here. But there’s no trail.” He knelt and touched the bent stalks, then rubbed his thumb across his fingers. “Blood.”


      My stomach flipped, and I tried to keep myself together. It wasn’t the first time someone in my family had been kidnapped right here from my home.


      I thought of Iris, his huge paws held out toward me though cage bars as the truck he was in sped away. We’d found him. We’d rescued him.


      But in the end, he’d sacrificed himself and taken a bullet for Maurice. Because that’s what brothers did, even if one was a closet monster and one was a skunk-ape.


      I could either wallow in grief and fear of history repeating itself, or I could take the lesson of Iris’s sacrifice to heart.


      I pushed my shoulders back and held myself straighter.


      If that was what it took, yeah. I’d take a bullet for Kam. Because that’s what sisters did.


      “I’m going after her,” I said. For a brief second, I thought about snagging Kam while I was inside getting my keys. She’d want to ride along. A pang of sadness tinged with panic shot through me, threatening my composure. Pushing aside the mistake, I turned toward the house.


      Riley touched my arm. “Wait. Honey, you can’t go after her.” His gray eyes were sad, whether for me or for our broken relationship, I wasn’t sure. “Even with the cult gone, you’re still a target. This might be a trap.”


      I pulled my arm away. “I don’t care if it’s a trap. If Kam’s in trouble, she needs me.”


      Darius grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me to face him. He stared at me with his bottomless eyes, and the vibration of his hollow voice shook my bones. “You’re being selfish and asinine. I’m the only one with any chance of tracking her in the dark, and I need you to stay with Clara and protect her. The last thing I want to do is leave her alone. And what happens if you both die? Aside from breaking the hearts of all the people who love you, it could literally bring about the end of the world.”


      His fingers tightened and I wondered if they’d leave bruises. I probably deserved it if they did. He was right, of course.


      My charging out after Kam would endanger everyone.


      I shook his hands off, my jaw tight. “Fine. Then go find her. If she was right, somebody’s been using djinn magic to get the portals open.”


      My voice caught on my words, and I hoped nobody had caught it. I was in charge, here. Better not to let everyone know how frightened I was for Kam’s safety. How terrible I felt that someone had come right up to my house and snatched her out from under our noses. How much I worried that they would use up her magic and then toss her away as if she were some sort of disposable lighter.


      Or kill her.


      If everyone knew how close I was to completely losing my shit, they’d stop treating me like me, and start treating me like—well—like Mom.


      When he had gotten there, I didn’t know, but Maurice slipped his hand into mine. “She still doesn’t have a full charge.” He brushed a strand of hair from my face. “She’s useless to them dead, and they can’t use her till she’s charged. We’ll find her.”


      I stared into his wide, yellow eyes, once so strange, and now so comforting. “Okay.” I took a deep breath to clear my head. “How long before she’s full?”


      “At least two or three more days. Maybe more.” He scratched his chin.


      “Guys?” Mom’s voice was quiet, but it carried well from the distance of the porch. “Are you sure her phone was on the outside of the fairy ring? It looks like it’s closer than that.”


      I felt the blood drain from my face. She was right. The difference was a matter of inches, but the squashed patch of grass was on our side of the invisible barrier.


      Riley hurried to the spot. He took an experimental step forward, then back, finally standing sideways, legs apart, as if straddling an invisible line. “It cuts right through where she fell.”


      I frowned. “So—what? Something dragged her through? She stepped outside the barrier, got hit and fell backward? Which?”


      Riley pulled his leg back inside. “No way to tell. But the barrier should have kept anything dangerous from grabbing her through it.”


      Darius grunted. “Unless it was someone the fairy ring had cleared previously.”


      “You mean it could be someone we know?” Mom’s voice shook.


      Darius didn’t answer, which sent goose bumps up my arms. “I’m taking her phone with me, in case the kidnappers use the number to contact us.” His dusty moth wings whooshed outward and stretched. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”


      I doubted the kidnappers would call. Nobody would be demanding a ransom for her safe return. I’d bet my house on it.


      Mothy wings stroked the air, then Darius was gone.


      I closed my eyes and inhaled, filling my lungs to capacity before letting the breath out. The calm I tried to manufacture in myself was thin, but it held. I turned toward the house. I had to take control of the situation or I’d be reduced to a fetal ball of needy woman-flesh waiting for someone to come rescue me. Rescue all of us.


      In the end, that would always be my job.


      “Riley, you and Maurice search the property.” I marched up the steps as I spoke. “Knowing how Darius works, he’s probably searching farther out, but if there’s anything here, I don’t want to miss it.”


      Neither of them questioned me. They moved together along the fairy ring toward the woods, examining the surrounding grass as they went.


      “What can I do?” Mom had one hand on the front door, ready to help in a more domestic sense.


      “They’ll probably want something hot to drink when they come in. If you wouldn’t mind boiling some water, that would be great.”


      Mom’s greatest gift was her talent to soothe and treat the sick or injured. Her greatest power was her ability to keep a soul inside a body and hold off death until help arrived. I’d always thought her being a necrofoil was a far superior power to my empathy. In an emergency, it was. But as far as everyday use went, if you’re saving people from death every single day, you’re probably living in a seedy neighborhood or a warzone.


      Being an empath was a lot more useful in the long run.


      Still, in our current situation, she was stuck boiling water, and I was reduced to barking inane orders to keep from losing my freaking mind. Hooray for the Aegises—the only things standing between humanity and the zombie apocalypse.


      Sara stepped from the shadows of the porch overhang. “You okay?”


      “I’m a rock.” The quiver in my voice wasn’t convincing.


      “Do you want me to drive around? I might see something.”


      “What I want is to go after her myself.” I kicked a rock and watched it spin across the driveway. “Even if I could leave, I’d just be looking in random side streets hoping to get lucky.”


      Sara smiled and nudged me with her elbow. “There are easier ways to get lucky you know.”


      I smirked. “What are you, twelve?”


      “Not until my next birthday.”


      “You wish.”


      She was trying so hard to keep my head clear by making juvenile jokes. That’s what we always did for each other. We helped each other cope.


      Her face sobered. “When Iris was missing, didn’t you do your empath mojo to reach out and find him?”


      My breath caught. “I did, yes!” I stepped off the gravel drive onto the grass. “I got attacked one of the times I did it, so get ready to catch me if I go down.”


      “That’s what she said.” Sara’s face was stone cold.


      Moving inward, I searched my protective walls, reaching for the window I used to control the amount of emotional energy I received from those around me. The filter was tight, since I was home, surrounded by my friends. I pulled away the filter and formed a focused beam of thought, projecting outward in a narrow cone. Sara felt worried and a little scared, but I pushed past her. The neighbors across the street were angry, possibly in the middle of a fight. Farther out, the emotions came in larger groups.


      Sadness.


      Celebration.


      Sexual tension.


      Pride.


      Embarrassment.


      Hunger.


      Loneliness.


      Love.


      Boredom.


      I blew over the residents of the small town of Bolinas, alert for anything extraordinarily fearful or angry, but found only the diverse emotions of everyday humanity. The experience was beautiful, sad and exhilarating—all at once.


      But it didn’t help.


      As I focused my beam east and south to the larger towns and cities in the distance, the emotions were less prominent and more diluted. Nothing stood out to say kidnapped djinn, and nothing tasted specifically like Kam. Nothing had that spicy, exotic tang that only belonged to her.


      I pulled my focus into myself and tacked the filter back in place. “It’s no good. When I searched for Iris, there were hundreds of terrified Hidden with him. I didn’t just feel him—I felt the entire group.” I stared at my purple boots in defeat, a knot forming in my stomach. What little hope I’d had of tracking down Kam shattered. “She’s either left town or she’s unconscious. Maybe both.”


      “I’m sorry. I thought it might work.” Sara wrapped her hand around my arm and tugged me toward the house. “Let’s get you some of Andrew’s tea before your migraine hits.”


      She was right. The dull ache behind my eyes had already started from taking in all those emotions. If I didn’t get Andrew’s herbal remedy in me, the migraine would hit within a half hour.


      We made it as far as the front door before the wind kicked up in a miniature tornado, then died down as quickly as it had started.


      Wiggy stood on the porch with two women, all three looking breathless and pale.


      “Alright, poppet?” Wiggy bent at the waist with his hands resting on his thighs while he panted and caught his breath.


      I smiled. No matter how bad our situation, I couldn’t help it. Wiggy made things brighter with his presence.


      Sara, always so calm and unshakable, stood with her jaw hanging slack. The two new women huddled together, blinking in the porch light, muscles tensed as if they were ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.


      I gave the sylph time to pull himself together and stand upright. “Hey, Wiggy. You okay?”


      He grinned and threw his arms around me in a bear hug. “Sorry about that. I’ve never transported more than one at a time. Two left me a bit winded.” He stepped back and drew the two women into our circle. He placed his hand on the shoulder of the dark-haired woman. “This is Julia. She’s from Italy.” Moving his hand to the blonde woman, he smiled at her. “And this is Annika, from Germany.”


      They both gave me shy smiles.


      “Welcome.” I offered them each my hand, hoping the puzzlement I felt didn’t show too much on my face. “I’m Zoey, and this is Sara.”


      Sara gave a little wave, her eyebrow hovering as if it wanted to shoot upward, but she was fighting as hard as I was to keep a neutral expression.


      “I’m sorry to intrude,” Wiggy said. “But this is probably the safest place for them. You’ve got more security than the other Aegises.”


      I widened my eyes. “They’re Aegises?”


      Annika’s voice had a guttural accent, but her English was perfect. “We’re all that’s left.”


      I frowned. “There’s still one more in Africa, I thought.”


      Annika and Julia exchanged a pained look.


      Julia wrapped her arms around herself. “Gone. All gone.” She stopped and bent her head. “Now we are four.”


      My stomach knotted. “Aswang?”


      All three of them nodded. My guess was that while I’d had Breezy and Mac talking in my yard, another portal in Africa had opened. They’d suggested this very solution of bringing all the Aegises to my house for safety. At the time, it had seemed like a much better idea than it did now.


      Four. The fate of the world rested on the shoulders of four people, and we were all located in the same place.


      This was the worst plan I’d ever heard.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Sixteen


      The Chairman of the European Coalition of Hidden Operations, located in Portugal—similar to Bernice’s boss, Marcus, chief of the North American Division of Hidden Relations here—had been the genius behind the idea to house all four remaining Aegises in the world in one place. The decision made sense, to some degree. I’d been under the impression that all the Aegises had a team of people helping to protect them—like I did—and that all the Aegises lived on property with specialized, Hidden-driven security—like I did.


      On both counts I was mistaken.


      My mom, had spent nearly twenty years in an isolated cabin in the woods, helping those who needed her until they were able to go back to wherever they came from. Darius was the only frequent visitor, and even he had to leave her for months at a time whenever the Board had freelance soul catching for him to do.


      She was never in any danger—until she was kidnapped, of course—so security had never been an issue.


      To my astonishment, Mom was the norm, not the exception.


      Many of the world’s Aegises had died before anyone ever got word to them that there was danger.


      Others felt their gifts were enough to keep them safe. They didn’t last long.


      The rest had scrambled to get to the nearest Hidden government compound for safety.


      In Europe, only Annika and Julia had made it. That morning, a portal had opened inside the gates of the compound in Portugal, which meant that whatever was going on over there was likely an inside job. Government security was compromised until they could figure out who was opening the portals.


      The only secure place was my house, where the security of fairies and invisible-bubble force fields was strictly done by people who loved me. People I’d helped, who wanted to help me in return. Private security by friends and family was far safer than security hired by bureaucrats and flunkies. Too many holes.


      So, there we were. All four of the world’s eggs sitting in one basket.


      Genius.


      And with Kam kidnapped right in my front yard, I hardly felt qualified to keep two strangers safe when I couldn’t keep my own family from being abducted.


      Both women seemed shaken, but settled in without a fuss. Maurice, ever the proud host, set them up in Kam’s room. I brushed aside any guilt I had over that, but my house was small, and technically, that was the guest room. Kam used it when she visited. Had she been there, she would have been quick to volunteer to sleep on the couch.


      It wasn’t like I could ask these two women—Aegises or not—to camp out in a tent in my back yard. They’d come to me to feel safe. Tents didn’t feel especially safe, despite being inside a magic bubble within a fairy ring.


      But I didn’t have time to hold their hands. Maurice would have to do that. I needed to concentrate on finding our girl.


      As much as I wanted to take off to go look for her, Darius was right. With only four of us left, risking my own life—even if it was for someone I loved—would be selfish. But I’d helped a lot of people—both human and Hidden—over the last year, and I’d be damned if I was going to sit on my hands and not ask for help.


      While Lionel didn’t technically owe me anything, it was his job as the foreman of the local O.G.R.E. squad to get his creepy face over here and help lead the charge. So, before I began my quest to activate a non-existent phone tree of supernatural desperation, I needed to call the Hidden version of the cops.


      Seriously, Lionel had been all but useless so far, but at least he could get more bodies in on the hunt. If nothing else, we could use him and his team to amp up security.


      Dude needed to start earning his damn paycheck.


      I frowned and went into the house before calling. There was a lot to do. Having an assistant would help. After a short search, I found Gris sitting on my nightstand, reading a book on California tax laws. He’d already gone through every book in the house.


      Gris liked to learn new things.


      He’d also been a huge help when Riley and I had driven cross country to rescue Mom. Along the way, Gris had been the Board’s representative and did the negotiations and contracts to get the O.G.R.E. squads we’d met back to work.


      Gris glanced up from his book. “I heard the commotion. Is everything all right?”


      The concerned look on his tiny face was almost enough to make me burst into tears. Almost. I had shit to do before I could fall apart.


      “Somebody was here and took Kam.” I tried to keep my voice calm, but it cracked when I said Kam’s name.


      Gris leaped to his feet and paced across my nightstand shaking a tiny fist in the air. “Here? Right here under our noses?” He blew his cheeks out in a way that might appear comical if it weren’t for the context of the situation.


      I’d never seen Gris angry.


      “I need you to help me make some phone calls.” Seeing how upset Gris was made me take a deep breath and calm myself. I couldn’t accomplish anything without a clear head.


      He stopped and took a breath of his own. “Of course. Have you called that skinwalker man yet?”


      “I was hoping you’d do it. I have a lot of calls to make myself.”


      “Of course.” He reached in his pocket and drew out a miniscule phone.


      “That’s new.” I tipped my head at the half-inch bit of plastic.


      “Mother thought it might help. Looks like she was correct.” He winced when he mentioned Bernice. “Shall I call her next?”


      I sighed. “No. You get the cops over here. I’ll call Bernice and tell her what happened. She may not know about our latest houseguests, either. Then we’ll make a list and a game plan.”


      We both got busy, and I called headquarters. I’d been right. Bernice had no idea they’d sent me two Aegises by airmail.


      “But that places all of you together.” Her voice was frantic. “What if somebody decides to set your house on fire or drop a bomb on you?”


      “Thanks, Bernice. I didn’t think about that.” I dropped on the foot of my bed and pushed my hair out of my face.


      Leave it to her to point out worse ways to die than I’d already imagined.


      “I’m just saying, supernatural threats are not the only way they can get to you. Don’t get comfortable thinking a bubble and fairy ring will keep out the mundane trouble that can be lobbed at you from outside your protection.”


      She had a point. I told her about Kam going missing. “We’re not positive she was outside the ring when it happened, although she might have been.”


      “Well, you’d better make sure.” She sounded pinched and angry, though I could clearly taste the thick ribbons of fear she was trying to hide from me. “Have you checked with the fairies?”


      “They can tell me if the line was crossed?”


      “Only if they were there when it happened. But they can reinforce the barrier.”


      “Good idea.” The back of my head pulsed with a dull thudding—I still hadn’t made it to the kitchen for a cup of Andrew’s migraine tea.


      Bernice’s voice lowered. “Zoey, be careful. If Kam was inside the fairy ring when she was taken, the only way for someone to cross it would be...” She trailed off and went quiet.


      “If we know the person who took her. I know. Darius already said something like that. I’ll figure it out, Bernice.”


      “Let me know how it’s going. I’m totally out of the loop since Marcus arrived and took over.”


      Now it was my turn to worry about her. “Are you okay? Is your job in danger?”


      She sighed. “I honestly don’t know.”


      “He has his own place to run. Why is he interfering with yours?”


      She was silent for a moment. “I don’t know what he’s doing, Zoey. He’s been going through all our records, asking questions about who does what around here. Maybe he’s here to help rebuild us, but his own office is down to a skeleton crew for similar reasons.”


      “I don’t like it. He needs to go home and tend to his own business.” I dragged my hand through my hair. “Did he say what he’s doing?”


      “He just mumbles a lot and says things like ‘efficiency quota’ and ‘consolidation of tasks,’ which doesn’t really tell me a damn thing. For all I know, he’s planning to kick Art and I out on our butts so he can bring his own team in. Or maybe he’s genuinely trying to solve the problems.” She paused. “Zoey, I’m kind of scared.”


      She didn’t have to tell me. I felt her fear leaking through the cell phone connection. My voice was nearly a whisper. “I’ll fix this, Bernice. Just hold on for a little while longer.”


      As I hung up, it occurred to me that a little while longer really was all we had, one way or the other. Either we’d stop the cult and whoever was behind it or the zombie world would become part of our world.


      Gris hopped onto the bed to stand next to me. “The squad is on the way. Lionel said to give him fifteen minutes or so. They were already in the area.”


      I frowned. “Of course they were.”


      He patted my leg. “What can I do to help, now?”


      I reached for a pad of paper and a pen from my bedside drawer. The effort caused sparkles and swirling colors to crowd my vision. “You could go ask Mom to make me some migraine tea. That would be huge right now.”


      He didn’t waste words before bouncing from the bed to the floor and running off into the hall.


      I closed my eyes, waiting for the sparkles to make their slow move across my vision and at least out of my direct line of sight so I could see again. Before Andrew had given me the tea he made for me in his herbal shop, a migraine like this might incapacitate me for at least a day. I didn’t know if the tea was magic, but I did know the migraine would be gone a few minutes after I drank the brew. Magic enough for me.


      The spots in my vision moved out of the way enough for me to look straight on at the pad of paper I held, though my stomach lurched and churned, and I felt a little out of touch with reality.


      I made a list of everyone I knew who could go out looking or might have information. Everyone who might be willing to help—human and Hidden alike. The important thing was to list people who were familiar with the Hidden. There was no telling who or what was holding Kam. I couldn’t risk exposing the Hidden world to regular humans. Otherwise, I’d have started off by calling the real police instead of a guy who wore other people’s skin when they died.


      So gross.


      A few minutes later, Mom found me bent over my list, scowling past the pain blasting through my eyeballs. She took the pad and pen from my shaking hands and replaced them with the mug of herbal tea.


      She sat next to me on the bed, rubbing my back with one hand while I sipped, and squinting at the list I’d made.


      “Your handwriting is worse than it was when you were eight.” She paused her gentle strokes to turn the page.


      I swallowed a scalding sip, already feeling the tension that threatened to blow apart the bones in my head loosening. “Mmmph.”


      “Honey, are you sure you want to get the leprechauns involved? They’re dangerous and unreliable.”


      I shrugged. “They also know more about what’s going on underground than anybody out there. I won’t ask them to search for her, but I think I have enough pull to get information if they have it.”


      Mom clucked her tongue in disapproval. “When you say pull, you mean fear.”


      “I’m using everything I’ve got. If that means invoking fear in an organization that deserves it, that’s what I’ll do.”


      She let her hand drop, then ran a finger down the list. “That awful city councilwoman too?”


      I gave her a weak smile. “Oh, she’s terrified of me.”


      “Zoey, she’s human! You can’t terrorize humans.” She paused. “You shouldn’t be terrorizing anyone.”


      I bent over my cup and let the aromatic steam brush over my face. “Mom, I know you don’t approve, but I have to do whatever it takes to get Kam back.” My throat tightened. “I’m not losing anybody else.”


      Mom set the list on the bed next to her and gave me a long, worried look. “Baby, don’t lose yourself in trying to save everyone else.” She put her arms around me, and I sank into her, burying my head in her shoulder like I did when I was five. She smelled like shampoo, vanilla and an ocean breeze.


      For that one moment, I allowed myself to feel safe. In another minute or so, I’d have to go back to saving Kam and preventing the end of the world. But for one moment, I was five, monsters were only stories, and Mom would take care of everything.


      I was reluctant to let go, but I had to get to work. The faster I tackled the list, the more likely we were to find Kam.


      Andrew answered on the first ring.


      “What’s wrong?” He sounded breathless, as if he’d run for the phone.


      I got straight to the point. “Kam’s been kidnapped.”


      He blew out a lungful of air. “We knew it.”


      “Knew what?” I frowned. Andrew wasn’t psychic. He read auras, which came in handy sometimes, but he couldn’t tell the future. “Did Madame Emilia call or something?”


      “No. But Daniel and I have both been on edge since we were over there. Especially Daniel. And Milo’s been acting weird too. It’s as if the whole family has been waiting for something terrible to happen.”


      “Well, this is something pretty terrible.”


      We talked for a few minutes while I filled him in on the details. He took a huge chunk of my list from me—especially Madame Emilia, whose real name was Sheila. Her shop was right across the street from his, and they were old friends. She might be able to divine something with her cards or crystal ball. Or whatever it was she used. Despite her rather boring real-life persona driving her kids to soccer practice in her minivan, she was the real deal.


      In fact, the area was surprisingly full of humans who had some sort of real-deal supernatural abilities.


      I sat straighter, my voice tinged with hope. “Have you got anything of Kam’s over there?”


      He thought about it. “I borrowed her headphones a few weeks ago. Why?”


      “There’s that chick, Christie something. She finds lost things. Can you hook up with her and see if the headphones will help her find Kam?”


      “Got it. Anything else?”


      “Not yet.” I brushed my hair away from my face. “Might be running low on migraine tea, next time you’re in the shop.”


      “Daniel made a batch for you this morning.”


      Weird. I was beginning to think there was more to Daniel than simply being Andrew’s very sweet, very hot boyfriend.


      “Be careful, Andrew.” My voice shook. “If at any time something doesn’t feel right, you guys get to my house, okay? I have no reason to believe anybody would be after you. They want djinn so they can open the portals. But I still want you to stay safe. Promise me you won’t follow any leads without calling in for reinforcements.”


      “I promise to be safe,” he said. “We’ll find our girl and bring her home. And whoever’s responsible will be sorry they messed with our family.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Seventeen


      Murphy O’Brian, head of the Sacramento family of leprechauns knew nothing about Kam specifically, but after a little prodding, he did reveal that a man had purchased a pre-cleansed antique bottle for the purpose of trapping djinn.


      “Wait,” I said, not sure what he was saying. “It was for a specific djinn or just any djinn.”


      Murphy gave a dramatic sigh. “Look, Aegis, if you’re not going to listen to what I’m saying, I have better things to do. It’s for trapping djinn. Not a djinn. Multiple djinn.”


      My pulse quickened. “You can put more than one in the same receptacle together?”


      “Only if it’s a specially sanctified container.”


      “Which you acquired and sold to him.” The accusation in my voice was not lost on him.


      “You may have shut me down in Sausalito, Aegis, but I still have a business to run here in Sacramento.” His voice was cold. “Don’t go passing judgment on me. You have no authority.”


      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my fingers and tried to sound calm. These little bottom feeders had been a problem on more than one occasion. But he was right. It wasn’t my job to shut down the magical black market being run an hour and a half away. I had enough on my plate.


      “Murphy, what can you tell me about the guy who bought the bottle?”


      “And why should I tell you that? The market has a long-standing reputation for confidentiality. I’ve already told you more than you should expect, all things considered.” He sounded defiant and smug. I hate it when they’re defiant and smug.


      All the calm I’d worked to create snapped. “Look, you little weasel. Someone I love is in trouble, and you had a small hand in that. I swear to every god your people worship, I will come down there, shut down your business and chase every one of you into the demon world where I will hand you over as slaves to the queen of the demons. Now is not the time to push me. Our last meeting didn’t end well for you. Don’t make me show you what else I’m capable of.”


      Gris walked in the room as I was making this speech, and his turquoise-chip eyes grew large and round. I ignored him.


      I reached through the phone with my empathy and felt the fear I’d instilled in Murphy O’Brian. I didn’t flinch at what I found there. I smiled and basked in the knowledge of my own power over this assclown. And I wasn’t one bit ashamed of it.


      “I...I...didn’t wait on him personally.” Murphy’s nervousness came out in a stutter. “Let me speak to my associates. I’ll look into it and call you back.”


      I sighed. “I don’t want to waste any more time with you. You’ll call my associate and report to him.” I gave him Gris’s number. “Don’t make me wait long.”


      I hung up before he could say anything more.


      Gris whistled. “You’re a little terrifying today.”


      I scrubbed my face with my palms, trying to erase the feelings of anger mixed with shameful pleasure. I needed a reset button.


      “Sorry you had to hear that. You know how much I hate dealing with leprechauns.”


      He nodded. “I’ll deal with him from now on. What’s next?”


      I was exhausted. While I was grateful that Andrew had taken a huge chunk of my list, there were certain people—like the charming Murphy O’Brian—who only I could deal with.


      I’d already called Alma Dickson, head of the Sausalito City Council. She was a dreadful, horrible woman who, until I’d stopped her, had been collecting fairies in iron cages in her greenhouse.


      Alma was not a pleasant woman to talk to, but my mother would be proud to know I didn’t have to terrorize her. After the role Alma had played in setting up the auction that killed so many Hidden—Iris included—she’d bent over backwards to help.


      She knew which detectives on the police force were aware of the Hidden, and promised to send them out looking. Because she had so much pull in the area, she assured me their search would not be confined to Sausalito. They’d look for clues all over Marin in the hopes of finding something that would help.


      By the time all the calls were made, we had human police, every Hidden in the area and every human with the slightest supernatural powers in on the hunt. Considering I was unable to leave the property, I’d accomplished a lot.


      I hoped it would be enough.


      Gris hopped up on the bed. “Lionel’s here with his crew. They’ve been searching the property with Maurice and Riley.”


      “Did they find anything?” I didn’t expect any good news yet, but I asked anyway.


      “Not yet. But if you’re done in here for now, Lionel would like to speak to you.”


      I grimaced. “How’s his face?”


      “What?”


      “Nothing.” I needed to get over my prejudice. Skinwalkers were Hidden. I helped the Hidden. Swamp bogies and chupacabra didn’t make me flinch, and they weren’t exactly pleasant to be around. So the guy needed to use other people’s skin. So what? I wore leather shoes.


      Unless, of course, he was the one who’d kidnapped Kam, at which point, my treatment of Murphy O’Brian would look like coddling in comparison. I trusted my people. They were family. Lionel and his people were not family. If someone we knew was forcing djinn to open portals, it stood to reason Lionel was the most likely suspect. My instincts were usually pretty good.


      And I didn’t like the guy.


      The more I thought about it, the more I realized I’d been trying so hard not to be icked out by his skin thing, I’d downplayed the warning bells going off about everything else. He was never far away when we needed him, despite being located all the way out in Petaluma. If something went wrong here, he and his team always managed to get here within fifteen minutes.


      Petaluma was a good forty-five minutes away.


      Convenient.


      Of course, maybe he was always patrolling nearby because we were in danger and he was good at his job.


      I totally believed in the power of coincidences. My world didn’t usually contain many of them, though.


      I’d have to watch Lionel more closely and hope I could trick him into showing his hand. Not that I was very good at being tricky. Or playing poker. My poker face kind of sucked.


      Lionel waited out front, hands clasped in a polite waiting gesture. He grinned at me and I made an effort to smile back.


      “What have you found?”


      He hunched his shoulders. “Not much. I examined the grass where it was trampled, and I’m certain nothing crossed inside the ring to get to her. My guess is an arm or leg slipped out of the barrier and the perp got lucky. He grabbed her and dragged her out.”


      Hearing his description of her attack made me queasy. That was our girl he was talking about as if she could be anyone. “You got all that from trampled grass? In the dark?”


      “Ma’am, I’m very good at my job.”


      I bet you are. Whatever that job really is.


      “So, you believe we’re still safe in here.” I kept my voice steady, devoid of the accusation and doubt gurgling inside of me.


      “I do. But I’ve suggested to Maurice that he have the fairies reset the ring for reinforcement. My people and I will stay at least until it’s done to ensure your safety.”


      I nodded. No. That wasn’t at all suspicious. But it was exactly what I needed to catch him in a lie. My plan was in place. “We’ll do it at daylight, once Darius is back. I want him inside the ring when it’s reset.”


      “Good thinking, ma’am.”


      “Please stop calling me that.” I cast my gaze across the yard and found Riley hunkered next to the trampled grass area. I wandered over and squatted beside him. “What do you think?”


      He looked as tired as I felt. “I don’t know. Lionel says the kidnapper didn’t cross inside, but I can’t see how he could know that.”


      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Do you trust him?”


      “He hasn’t given me any reason not to.” He ran his fingers over a bare spot where grass had been uprooted.


      I rested my hand on his shoulder. “That’s not an answer.”


      He scratched the new growth of whiskers on his cheek. “No. No, I don’t think I do.”


      I squeezed his shoulder. “Good. Neither do I. He’s always nearby when something happens. It’s suspicious.”


      “How do you want to handle it?”


      I glanced around to make sure no one could hear us. “He wants to be here with his team when the fairy ring is reset. I think we should make a show of it to draw him out—force his hand.” I didn’t know exactly what Lionel might do, but if he was behind all this, he was bound to make a play once he thought our protections were disabled. Then we’d have him.


      Riley stood and pulled me to my feet with him. “He’s got different guys with him this time. He introduced them, but they didn’t say much. I’m not sure if he’s trying to get us to reset the ring so his team all have access or if he’s just trying to throw us off his scent.”


      “What happened to the other guys?”


      He folded his arms across his chest. “He didn’t say.”


      “Uh-huh.” I shoved my hands in my pockets while I thought about it. “How do we know he’s the same guy the Board hired? He’s had two different faces in the time I’ve known him. Seems like any old skinwalker could take over.”


      Riley coughed into his fist and spoke louder than he had been. “And that’s how we can tell she was pulled out of the ring. You and the rest of the Aegises are still safe, as long as you stay inside the barrier.”


      If Riley’s fake conversation hadn’t alerted me, the sound of feet crunching on gravel behind me let me know that Lionel was coming toward us.


      “Good news!” he said. “I spoke to Maurice, and he said the fairies should be able to reinforce the ring at sunup.” He stood beside me, and as he spoke his skin made a soft squishing sound, as if his face didn’t fit well.


      I tried not to show how thoroughly icked out I was. “That’s great. Thanks, Lionel. It’s a good thing you’re here.”


      Sarcasm disguised as sincerity wasn’t my best skill, but he didn’t appear to catch it. Riley, on the other hand, knew me well enough to give me a warning pinch on the back of my arm. I bit my lip and didn’t flinch.


      Riley stepped forward and held his hand out to shake Lionel’s. “I really appreciate your help here tonight. You and your team.”


      “Just doing my job, sir.”


      The aw shucks of it all made me want to vomit.


      Riley led Lionel away, and I took the hint to head back to the house. On the way, I ran into Maurice.


      “He wants us to reset the fairy ring.” His voice was deadpan.


      “He thinks that way the fairies can reinforce it. Make it stronger.” I said it without judgment, hoping to get Maurice’s gut reaction without influencing him.


      He rubbed his forehead. “You know that doesn’t make any damn sense, right?”


      I should have known Maurice wouldn’t trust the guy either. He was a better judge of character than anyone I knew—other than his choice of wife. “So, what do you think?”


      He gave me a long, serious look, yellow eyes blinking in the porch light. “I think we should do what he wants.”


      My eyebrows rose. “You do?”


      He nodded. “If we’re right about him, we can catch him.”


      “Dropping the fairy ring, even for a few minutes is dangerous. But it’s kind of what I was thinking too. I don’t like it though.” I rubbed my arms with my palms to ward off the shivers his words gave me. “You know I’m an idiot and will throw myself in front of speeding cars and hungry lions if that’s what it takes. But I won’t risk Mom or Julia and Annika.”


      He put his long skinny arm over my shoulders. “We don’t have to. I have a plan.”


      As we walked into the house, I rolled my eyes. “Why does that scare me more than the idea of zombies?”


      * * *


      I managed a few hours of sleep before the sun came up. The last thing I remember thinking about as I drifted away was how utterly devoid of awkwardness my exchange with Riley had been.


      Were we finally growing past the sad breakup stage? Or were we drifting back to the way things used to be? And if that were the case, was it because there was so much danger?


      Would we have come together in the first place if I’d never been in danger?


      I knew the answer to that one. We were attracted to each other the moment our eyes locked across a busy street. Right before some guy walked in front of a bus and got killed.


      But there had been those first weightless seconds when everything around us was ordinary and we wanted to know each other. So, yes. We still would have come together, even if we were both average and normal.


      At dawn, the activity outside my window would have woken me, even if I hadn’t set my alarm. People shouted instructions to each other like construction workers at a work site.


      I’d slept in my clothes, so I pulled on a sweater and a pair of boots, then wandered outside.


      Sara waited on the porch, leaning on the railing. She shoved a cup of coffee in my hands. “I heard you moving around. Figured you’d need it.”


      I blinked. “Didn’t you go home last night?”


      “What, and miss all this?” She waved her hand at the yard.


      I frowned. “What are they doing?”


      The fairies had made a protective ring around my house twice in the past. The first time was to protect me from Sebastian the incubus. The second was to widen the circle and include more of my land, plus some of the woods and Aggie’s house.


      Neither of those times had looked anything like this.


      The guys had recruited Aggie to lead their show. Fairies flitted around her as she walked the circle, jingling her bracelets over the ground every few steps. After four stops for theatrical jingling, she turned three times, arms to the sky, hopped, then continued the pattern. The fairies followed her every move, spinning and twirling in the air, a high-pitched singing coming from their tiny throats.


      I sipped my coffee, trying to keep my face serious. Every time she stopped to do her little spinning hop, I nearly choked. “Surely she’ll break a hip doing that. You know she’s over a hundred years old.”


      “The old gal has some swanky moves in her.” Sara pulled me to a rocking chair and we each took a seat. “Relax. Give yourself a minute to wake up. Nothing’s going to happen for awhile, I’m guessing.”


      I rocked. I sipped. I fretted. “Where is everybody?”


      Sara’s face was serious. “They’re all helping. Riley has Lionel’s men guarding the outside while Aggie helps the fairies. Because, as you know, this is our most vulnerable time, now that the ring is down.”


      I stared at her, not understanding. “They took the ring down? And Lionel’s men are guarding us?” I struggled to climb out of my rocking chair.


      Sara pulled me back into the chair. “No, you idiot. The ring is fine. We’re just waiting to see who tries to break in while they think we’re vulnerable.”


      Ah, well. I never was very smart first thing in the morning. “So where’s Riley?”


      “He’s with Lionel, but he’s going to make an excuse at one point to leave Lionel alone for a few minutes.”


      “Has anyone heard from Darius?”


      Sara smiled. “Not as far as Lionel knows.”


      “Where is he?”


      Sara flicked her gaze upward as a pebble rolled from the roof and bounced off the railing. “He’s got a bird’s-eye view of everything.”


      Well, hell. While I’d slept, my family had pulled it all together. “So, now we wait for one or more of them to try something.”


      “Exactly.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Eighteen


      We’d thought we were so smart. We’d thought the entire thing could be scripted, and the bad guys would do exactly what we expected.


      By the time we figured out what was happening, Julia and Annika were both dead.


      I’d barely said three sentences to them in the entire sixteen hours they’d been entrusted to my care.


      For some immensely stupid reason, most of our attention was on the front of the house. All of the portals had appeared there so far, and the back of my property ended at a cliff. Nothing could approach from that side without setting off the fairy alarm system. Plus, from outside that area, nobody could see inside.


      Not all of the woods were included in the fairy ring. The strip of forest didn’t actually belong to me in the first place, but since several Hidden I cared about—Tashi, and a family made up of a satyr, a dryad and their baby, for instance—lived in it, I’d wanted to be sure they were safe as well. Farther back, in the direction of the ocean, the woods were unprotected.


      Since we had not, in fact, reset the fairy ring as we had pretended, Lionel still had access to the property, as if he were a vampire we’d invited inside and hadn’t bothered to retract the welcome. But we were watching for him, so that wasn’t an issue. We’d expected him to be the problem.


      And then he wasn’t the problem. Or rather, he was, but not in the way we’d anticipated.


      First came the singing drifting up the driveway from down the street. But there shouldn’t have been any singing, because all the cult members were locked up.


      By Lionel.


      They strode straight toward us, faces solemn and voices and hands lifted to the sky. On the bright side, Pansy wasn’t there with them, so she really had run off with her boyfriend. Also on the bright side was a complete absence of portal in my driveway. As irritating as the cult members were, they were harmless without an aswang to call.


      Riley and Maurice stepped in front of the group, blocking their progress, and three of Lionel’s people joined them.


      “Where’s your boss?” Riley shouted at the dwarf beside him. I barely made out the words over the singing cultists. “I thought you people had these guys locked up.”


      The dwarf shrugged and his mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear anything.


      Before I could follow what happened, one of the cult members, a harpy, squawked and took a swing at Riley. Maurice jumped in and took the punch, then rammed her stomach with his head, plowing her over backwards. Half the group jumped on him, and Riley dove in after to pull them off. Fists, feet, hooves and wings flew in a jumble, then a great dark mass dropped from my roof and ran into the fray.


      Sara and I exchanged alarmed expressions.


      “Should we go in and help?” She leaned forward in her chair, as if to run out there. I didn’t doubt that Sara could hold her own.


      I shook my head. “No, wait. This isn’t right. Nothing about this is right.” I twisted in my seat, searching frantically. “Where the hell is Lionel?”


      A scream came from the backyard. Sara and I bolted, running through the house and out the kitchen door. Mom stood in the middle of the yard, frozen, staring into the distance.


      We caught up with her and grabbed her as her knees buckled. “I told them not to go.” Her face was pale and her voice weak. “I told them to wait.”


      I swallowed the lump in my throat and walked in the direction she was staring. Dread coursed through me, and my steps dragged in the grass. At the northeast edge of my property, two lumps lay in the pine needles on the outside of where the fairy ring protected my home. A portal shimmered beyond them, and four figures stood nearby.


      I continued forward, unafraid for myself. I wouldn’t set foot outside the ring. I wouldn’t be fooled. But I wanted Lionel to look me in the eye and tell me why he’d done it.


      To my surprise, when I drew closer, I didn’t find Lionel surrounded by his people. I found Lionel in the custody of Breezy, the werefox. Her mate, Mac, stood beside her with a now-calmed aswang who was covered in blood.


      Annika’s blood.


      Julia’s blood.


      I wanted it to be Lionel’s blood.


      There was about a foot of safe space between where the invisibility bubble ended and the fairy ring began. I had a safe zone where they could still see me, and I stepped into it.


      I narrowed my eyes at the skinwalker. “Why?”


      Lionel twitched and Breezy’s claws dug into his shoulder. “He who is Last shall be First, and he shall lead us into a new world all our own.”


      I took a step back, feeling as if I’d been slapped. “You’re part of the cult.” I’d suspected he was behind the cult, but for some reason, it had never occurred to me that he’d be a religious nutjob. He hadn’t hidden his duplicity very well, but he’d done a damn fine job of pretending not to be whacko.


      Pansy hadn’t joined for religious reasons—her purposes had been personal and escapist. Without realizing it, I’d assumed they all felt that way.


      He grinned and something moved beneath the skin of his cheek. “He will come, and great rewards he shall give to those who were faithful. And his priests shall be rewarded tenfold!”


      So, Lionel was a priest. The cult members singing the aswangs into our world had been acting under his anonymous orders. Then we’d handed them over to him to lock up so he could let them back out again. Brilliant. Go us.


      And despite our grand plan to out him, we’d forgotten to tell any of the other three Aegises what we had in mind. Only my mother had recognized the danger.


      “We are so sorry, Aegis.” Breezy’s eyes were dewy and sad. “We tried to get here in time.”


      I nodded. “I know. Thank you for stopping him here.” I glanced at the lifeless forms at my feet and tried not to cry. “I can’t save these women, but he has information I need.”


      Breezy squeezed and brought Lionel to his knees. Blood soaked his shirt where she’d cut into him. “I think you’d better start telling her what she wants to know, friend.” Her tongue ran across her sharp teeth.


      “Where’s Kam?” I kept my voice steady and low.


      He smiled up at me, as if he weren’t bleeding and at the mercy of the werefolk. “We need her.” There was a ferocity in his eyes, and he spoke almost as if he were singing. “There are still two Aegises left to kill. And soon, we’ll break the lock on the final door. When the end comes, he will take his true form and lead us home!”


      I took a step forward, my fist clenched. The aswang in Mac’s care lifted its head, scenting me.


      “Steady, Aegis,” Mac said. “Slowly.”


      “You can’t do anything with the djinn if you’re locked up,” I said. “So you might as well tell me where they are.”


      He shook his head in a motion so vigorous his face shifted and left one cheek sagging. The area beneath his eye exposed muscle and bone. “No. I don’t think so.”


      Lionel worked his jaw in a strange, awkward motion, working his tongue around in his mouth. He spit out a tooth, then smiled again to show me a tiny pill clutched between his front teeth.


      I’d been joking before about the cult members having cyanide pills concealed in a tooth.


      “Stop him!” I stumbled forward to keep him from crushing the pill, but my movements agitated the aswang and I stopped. Breezy reached for the pill, but he crushed it before she could get her hand there.


      Within ten seconds, he was dead.


      I stood with one hand over my mouth, unable to believe what had just happened. In a matter of five minutes we’d lost the last two Aegises not belonging to my family and the only link to where Kam had been taken. Tears filled my eyes.


      “No. He’s faking it. Wake him up. Make him tell us where she is.”


      Breezy’s nostrils flared as she sniffed the body. I didn’t care for the look of pity she gave me. “I’m sorry, Aegis. He’s gone to meet his god.”


      I brushed away the tears from my cheeks. “I’m sorry. Just...just take him out of here, will you? We’ll deal with our people, but I don’t want to look at him.”


      Mac cleared his throat. “We need to take this little lady home too.” He tipped his head toward the bloody aswang, dazed and held fast by Mac’s firm grip. “Again, apologies for being too late, Aegis.”


      I didn’t answer. My misery and guilt was too deep for me to blame anyone else, but I didn’t have the will left to dig through my sadness to offer a gracious reply to ease their suffering. The best I could offer was a quick nod in their direction before turning to disappear into the invisible dome a few steps away.


      Mom waited for me, tears streaming down her face. She held her arms open and I ran into them. This time I didn’t feel safe. I didn’t feel like I was five again.


      I felt like we were saying goodbye.


      I’d done everything I thought was right in trying to keep us all safe, and yet we’d lost half our number in five minutes.


      Now there were two.


      Whoever was doing this had people all over the world to track and kill Aegises. How many would come for us, now that there was only Mom and me? How soon would they show up at our door?


      But that wasn’t what they had to do. All it would take was one more portal. One door that opened to let out a legion of starving undead intent on eating the brains of humans.


      Or whatever it was the zombies would do. No one had really explained it to me yet, except to say it would be the end of all of us.


      So, what was the point of the Covenant if the end of the world caused the last Aegises to die rather than the other way around? Either nobody had the truth of what the Covenant represented, or somebody was doing it wrong.


      We stood in the grass as the sun finished rising, sobbing at first, then weeping softly, making each other’s shoulders wet with tears of grief and fear.


      As our tears slowed, more arms encircled us. Maurice. Sara. Riley. Darius. Aggie.


      My family.


      They were my strength.


      They were the difference.


      Every other Aegis had been alone in the world, only receiving help when it was too late. Had Mom still been living the life she’d been living for the last twenty years, she’d be gone too. It was only in the heart of our family, putting our trust in them and only them, that she and I had any hope of surviving.


      And by extension, keeping the world safe.


      When the tears were all shed and the shaking had subsided, our cluster loosened. We squeezed each other’s hands and stepped apart.


      Darius nodded at Riley, then turned to me. “We’ll take care of the fallen. Eat something, if you can. We have a long day ahead of us.”


      My throat was scratchy. “Thank you.”


      Maurice held out both his hands, and Mom and I each took one. My feet felt heavy in the grass as he led us inside. Even with my family around me, I wasn’t confident about the future.


      Mine or anyone else’s.


      * * *


      The rest of the day was every bit as long as Darius had predicted. Murphy O’Brian reported in to Gris with information about who bought the sanctified multi-djinn bottle. His help was appreciated, but too late.


      He described a skinwalker with a badly fitting face. Awesome information a day or two ago, but totally useless now. Especially since the skinwalker in question was now a dead end. Literally.


      Alma checked in with a report on the detectives’ preliminary findings—which was to say, the big fat nothing they’d uncovered.


      It was a long shot, really, so I wasn’t surprised. We’d given them zero clues to go on and nowhere to start looking. It was good to know that Alma was willing to help, though. She had considerable resources in the human world, and she might come in handy sometime in the future.


      Provided there would be a future.


      Andrew made a lot more progress on his end. Madame Emilia had done a reading for him.


      “She had a vision,” he told me over the phone. “She saw a pile of gems glowing in a darkened room.” He paused and I could feel his reluctance. “Zoey, things in visions aren’t always literal, okay? I need you to remember that.”


      My stomach tightened. “Must be pretty bad if you’re afraid to tell me.”


      “She saw a morgue filled with bodies. And she heard screaming.”


      I swallowed. “But you don’t think that was literal.”


      “No. Well, I hope not.”


      I tried to shake off the image he’d put in my head. “What else have you got?”


      “I took Kam’s headphones over to Christie.”


      That sounded more hopeful. At least Christie only looked for lost stuff. She didn’t see anything other than maps and the crystal pendant she dangled over them. “Did she learn anything?”


      “She narrowed it down to a town.”


      I bet she did. “Let me guess,” I said. “Petaluma.”


      “How did you know?” He almost sounded disappointed.


      “Our local O.G.R.E. squad was headquartered there.”


      “Oh.” He paused. “Wait, was?”


      I rubbed my forehead and took a deep breath before telling him what had happened that morning.


      “Oh, honey.” The kindness and sympathy he sent through the phone nearly undid me. “What can I do to help?”


      Andrew was a natural caregiver. It was so tempting to let my walls down and crawl into the warmth of that kindness until everything bad went away. I shook my head to clear it and straightened my shoulders. Time enough later to be coddled.


      Or the world would end and I wouldn’t need it.


      I had no idea if Lionel had a replacement priest waiting in the wings or if Kam was alive, but locked up somewhere to starve. Either way, we had to find her. Petaluma wasn’t that big a town, but it was big enough to hide secrets.


      “Find our girl, Andrew. Bring her home safely.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Nineteen


      With so much going on, we’d all forgotten Sara’s date with Talia late that afternoon. Honestly, Sara probably didn’t forget, but she’d kept her worries to herself while we bustled around making burial arrangements, phone calls and patrols of the property.


      I tried not to mentally chide myself for the slip. Though I didn’t dwell on the event beforehand, I wouldn’t desert her while it happened. Not even the end of the world took priority over this. Sara needed me.


      When the portal appeared in the driveway, it was as if alarms and red strobe lights had gone off to alert everyone. By the time Talia stepped through, she was surrounded.


      “Guys,” Sara said. “Stand down. It’s Talia.”


      Darius, Riley and Maurice—my three-man security team—took a full minute of bizarre silent exchanges before they all stepped away and allowed Talia access.


      I doubted they could have stopped her had she wanted to plow past them.


      Sara and I met her at the bottom of the steps.


      She smiled and held out her hand to Sara. “Are you ready?”


      Sara took Talia’s hand, paused, then nodded. “Yes.”


      I watched the determination in her face and said nothing. I would stay by her side, but I wouldn’t interfere. To be honest, I owed Sebastian some torture of my own, but Sara had nearly died. Despite being an empath, I had no way of knowing everything Sara felt about what Sebastian had done. Every rape victim is affected differently, and Sara’s experience had the added supernatural element to something already too horrible to imagine. But she was different than she had been—less confident, a little more fragile. She was still strong and opinionated, but there was a hesitation to her these days she’d never had in the past.


      He’d taken something precious from her. I didn’t know if she could get it back, but I would be there to help her try.


      Talia led us to the edge of the fairy ring. “Stay within the ring. He can’t hurt you while I’m here, but just the same, an extra level of safety doesn’t hurt.”


      “So, how will this work?” Sara’s voice shook, and I reached out to take her hand. She squeezed it in thanks, then released it.


      Leave it to Sara to want to confront her attacker without showing weakness.


      Talia reached into the air and pulled a long, thin staff out of nothing. It was smooth and unadorned along its golden length. A jagged chunk of rough obsidian rose from the top, almost as if it had grown there organically. Talia handed it to Sara.


      “You’ll use this to drain him.” She stared into Sara’s eyes, lavender demon eyes piercing human blue. “It will be very painful for him.”


      Sara didn’t flinch. “Good.”


      “Take as much of him as you wish. You are in control, even unto his death.”


      Sara’s fingers curled around the staff. “I understand.”


      “No.” Talia’s voice was sharp. “You do not understand. When you have that kind of control over another, you are responsible for their fate. Be sure you take only what you are willing to claim. The line between justice and revenge is thin, and the choice of whether to ignore that line is yours. Only you know what consequences you can live with.”


      My stomach churned with prickle-winged butterflies newly arrived with an ominous message from Hell. What if something went wrong? Sara seemed absolutely sure of herself, but I was terrified she was making a mistake.


      I touched her sleeve. “Still not too late to forget about it.”


      Her expression was filled with weariness. “I’m tired of forgetting, Zoey. And I’m tired of being afraid. I don’t want him to hurt anyone else ever again.”


      I’d vowed to stand by her, no matter what she decided. I kept my promises. “I’ll be right here.”


      We both took deep breaths in preparation, then Sara nodded at Talia. The demon queen stepped into the portal, then returned, leading Sebastian toward us.


      My heart thudded and a thin film of sweat formed on my skin. Despite the dramatic, violent way I’d sent him back to his world, he looked the same as when I’d first seen him.


      He wore jeans so tight I couldn’t imagine how he could possibly walk. His shirt was white and poofy, like on a romance-novel pirate, and lace sleeves dripped from the wrists of his red velvet smoking jacket. The jacket was frayed. When he moved his head, his long dark hair rasped against the cheap fabric. It took me a moment to get up the nerve to look him in the eye. Looking him in the eye was what nearly got me killed in the past.


      When I dared to look, I realized that wasn’t the case anymore. I didn’t feel his creepy, lust-inducing touch in places that shouldn’t be touched in public. His eyes were a dull brown now. And they held no power.


      Sebastian eyed us both and chuckled, though the sound was hollow. “And so I must face my victims and pay for the crimes of being true to my nature.” He winked at me. “Have you found your happily-ever-after with your reaper yet, Aegis?” He sniffed in my direction and laughed. “I smell sexual tension, my dear. If the grave digger can’t satisfy you, I might be able to assist you.”


      Talia rolled her eyes, but did nothing.


      Sara tensed, her back straighter than it had been. Her lips were pressed together in a tight line. She bobbed her head at Talia, and the demon queen shoved Sebastian to his knees. I half expected his jeans would split from the effort. He knelt in the dirt in my driveway outside the fairy ring while we stood safely within.


      I would have liked to see some sign of remorse on his smarmy face, but all I found there was a casual resignation. From his expression, I gathered he didn’t think Sara would be severe with her dispensation of justice.


      We were, after all, the good guys.


      “Touch the stone to his forehead and breathe.” Talia’s voice was soft. “That’s all you need to do, Sara.”


      She took a few practice breaths, steeling her resolve, then lowered the staff to Sebastian’s skin.


      The effect was immediate. Sebastian arched his back, his face locked in pain. He made low groans from the back of his throat, like he was fighting to push the pain away. Sara threw her head back and licked her lips. Her skin brightened and glowed, and her hair became luminescent. Her fingers dug into the staff to steady her grip.


      Sebastian’s skin grew sallow, and his face seemed to shrink as the energy Sara took from him reduced the flesh of his body. His tacky jacket hung from his shoulders. His jeans gapped at the waist.


      “Sara.” I was afraid of touching her, but I couldn’t let her continue. Talia had mentioned consequences. “Sara!”


      Sara blinked and looked at Sebastian. “Oh.” She pulled to lift the staff and break contact.


      Sebastian grinned, looking more demonic than ever before. He grabbed the staff and held it there, maintaining an eerie, sickening eye contact with Sara as he did it. The energy transfer continued against Sara’s will. She struggled to let go, tugging her arms, but her hands didn’t unclench. Demonic energy pumped into her at a faster and faster rate, darkening her skin and changing her hair to a brilliant white.


      She screamed.


      I reached for her, but I wasn’t fast enough. Maurice flew out of nowhere and tackled her to the ground, breaking contact with Sebastian and the staff. It had all happened faster than anyone could react—anyone but a closet monster who moved quicker than my eyes could follow.


      Talia stepped forward and took Sebastian by the arm, lifting him to a feeble, upright position. Her gaze brushed over Sara, huddled in Maurice’s protective arms, face hidden. “Consequences. I had no idea he would force her to accept them. I am very sorry.”


      I frowned, confused and angry. She’d promised to keep Sara safe. “Sorry for what, exactly?” I was torn. Part of me wanted to run after her and tackle the demon queen as she dragged Sebastian through the portal. Another part wanted to pull Maurice away from Sara to see what these consequences were. Indecision kept me pinned between the two. “Wait! What did he do to her?”


      Talia turned before she disappeared, shook her head once, then stepped through. The portal closed in on itself and was gone.


      I closed my eyes and tried to prepare myself for whatever had been done to Sara. She stirred behind me, and Maurice caught his breath.


      I faced them and gasped.


      Sara’s skin was golden—not like she’d over-tanned in preparation for a Maui vacation. Gold that glittered and caught the sun with flecks of dust. Her hair, once a sensible blonde now glowed silver-white, as if the moon had touched her and bestowed its light on her. She heard my reaction and looked at me. The blue of her eyes had been replaced with golden rings and dark pupils like slits. All of that might be covered up with dyes, makeup and contacts. But the silver and gold horns twisting from her forehead to coil behind her pointed ears would be impossible to conceal.


      My best friend was a demon.


      “What?” She narrowed her eerie eyes at me, then noticed a hank of silver hair hanging in front of her face. She reached for it, and her own hand caught her attention. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, no-no-no.” Sara held out her arm, examining the odd color of her skin, then touched the hair she’d been reaching for. Her voice was a whisper as she traced the twisted shape of the horns jutting out of her head. “What did that bastard do to me?”


      Sara covered her face with her strange gold hands and cried.


      There wasn’t a damn thing we could do to comfort her.


      * * *


      Sara’s breakdown didn’t last as long as it might have. Had it been me, for example, I would have sat in the dirt for hours. But that had never been how Sara rolled. After less than a half hour, she wiped her tears away, pulled herself to her feet and announced that she wanted a mirror.


      “I need to see how bad the damage is. I’m guessing I won’t be going home any time soon.”


      Looking at her, I was guessing she wouldn’t be able to go home ever again, but she’d have to come to that conclusion for herself.


      I led her to my bedroom and closed the door behind us. A sweater hung over the top of my full-length mirror, so I pulled it off and stepped aside. Sara stood in front of her reflection, blinking.


      “What the hell is wrong with my eyes?” She drew her face closer. “Oh, God. I’m a reptile.” She blinked again, touching her fingers to her face, her hair, her horns. “Silver and gold together? Isn’t that a little tacky?”


      A soft voice spoke from behind us. “I think it’s beautiful.” Stacy inched out from beneath the bed, her eyes red and swollen. She sniffed. “You’re beautiful. I can’t compete with that.”


      Sara frowned. “What?”


      Stacy lowered her head. “I thought maybe he’d stop being obsessed with you after the novelty of a human woman wore off. But now...” She sniffed again, and her voice all but disappeared into her ruffled top. “Now you’re one of us.”


      Sara’s strange eyes clouded. I’d thought she’d cried all the tears she could hold, but she still had a few left for the forlorn, lovesick monster standing before her.


      She brushed away a tear from her golden cheek. “I’m so sorry, Stacy. I never meant to...”


      Stacy gave Sara a small, sad smile. “No. Don’t be sorry.” She pulled her shoulders back. “If Maurice and I were meant to be together, it would have happened a long time ago.” She smoothed her pink-and-yellow tutu with more dignity than a duchess adjusting a velvet gown. “It’s time I admitted that.” She gave Sara a brave smile. “Make him happy.”


      Then she slipped under the bed and was gone.


      Sara sighed. “I don’t know what to say to that.” She faced her reflection and touched the sharp point on the end of one of her horns. “My sad love life is kind of at the bottom of my priority list at the moment.”


      We stood together looking at her in the mirror. “I should have stopped you.” I brushed a piece of her remarkable hair away from her face.


      “If you say you’re sorry, I swear I’ll shoot fire at you or curse you or whatever demons do. I think we’ve both heard those words enough times for one day.”


      “It changes everything.” There was nothing left to say but the obvious.


      She shrugged, though I could tell she wasn’t nearly as accepting of the whole thing as she pretended to be. “Let’s get through the end of the world first. Then we’ll see what kind of a game changer this is.” She grimaced and checked her teeth. “At least I don’t have fangs.”


      “So, you don’t have to relearn how to eat. That’s nice.”


      She plucked at her beige pants and simple blue shirt. “I’ll have to rethink my entire wardrobe, though. I think my days as a sensible dresser are over. This looks like crap.”


      “Finally.” I waved at my closet filled with eclectic fabrics and obnoxious colors and patterns. “Help yourself.”


      We rummaged for a few minutes, but Sara was full of bluster. This was a monumental thing that had happened to her, and for all we knew—fingers crossed—it was temporary. She didn’t have the heart to embrace a makeover, and I didn’t have the time. Kam was still missing.


      “Besides,” she said, rehanging a gold-sequined cocktail dress. “No offense, but if I’m going to remake my image, I’d rather Kam helped me than you.”


      I snorted. “Hey! I’ll have you know...” I stopped. “Okay, fine. I can’t fake indignation at that. It’s totally fair. Besides, Maurice is probably losing his mind with worry by now. I think I smell pie. No telling how many things he’s baked since we came in here.” I stopped, wishing I could take the words back. Sara probably didn’t want to talk about Maurice, yet. I felt terrible for Stacy, but the under-the-bed monster’s departure didn’t automatically mean Sara and Maurice would end up together.


      Sara tilted her head to the side. “Wait.” She stood that way so long, I started to get worried. When she moved, she made a run for the bedroom door. “Andrew and Daniel are back.”


      I followed her down the hall, trotting to keep up. “How do you know? What are you hearing?”


      She flung the front door open and ran out to the driveway and all the way to the street. Because of my limitations, I couldn’t follow her past the fairy ring, though, with Lionel gone, I wasn’t sure how much immediate danger there was.


      Sara stood half in the street, waiting for something. It only occurred to me then that she was Hidden now. She couldn’t stand there in broad daylight.


      I opened my mouth to yell at her to come back when she turned around and sprinted toward me, dust and gravel spraying in her wake. She was fast. Not Maurice fast, but certainly faster than she had been. “They’re about five minutes away.”


      I didn’t ask how she could possibly know that. Enough weird things had happened in my life that I didn’t question much. And now that Sara was a full-fledged Hidden, anything was possible. She had super speed. So, maybe she also had super hearing or some sort of precognition abilities.


      We sat on the steps and waited. Sure enough, Andrew’s clunker of a station wagon pulled around the corner and parked in the driveway. Daniel threw open a door then climbed out of the backseat, bracing Kam against his shoulder.


      She looked weak, and her hair hung lank around her face, but she was alive. I ran to help Daniel, and hugged them both. Kam’s wrist was bandaged, tiny dots of blood dotting the gauze.


      “You’re alive.” Stating the obvious was my go-to tactic when I was at a loss for words.


      Kam’s gaze met mine, and her eyes told a story I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear with my ears. Kam had seen something so tragic and horrible, it had killed the light inside her.


      She stumbled, and we half-carried her toward the house. Andrew stood in front of us, his eyes wide as he stared at Sara. “What the hell happened here?”


      Sara gave him a dry smile. “You first. Let’s get her inside. She looks like hell.”


      Kam lifted her head, her dull eyes squinting at Sara. She didn’t say anything, and her head sank again between her shoulders.


      Whatever had happened to Kam, it was far worse than the horrible thing that had happened to Sara.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Twenty


      We put Kam to bed. She had nothing to say to anyone. Her wounds were limited to the bandaged wrist, and Andrew said she needed rest. I had a quiet word with Gris, and he agreed to stay in there with her, a silent guard in case she needed anything.


      The rest of us settled into the living room to exchange stories.


      Maurice bustled around us while we told our side of it. He poured drinks and set out plates of food, fussing at crumbs and smudges. I was right. He’d been baking like crazy to calm his nerves. Pies, scones, cupcakes. I’d never seen him so stressed. He kept stealing glances at Sara from the corner of his eye, pretending not to look.


      For that matter, Sara was doing the same with him. It was painful to watch, and I winced internally every time they danced away from each other.


      Daniel frowned into his cup of herbal tea. “So, is it permanent?”


      Sara shrugged. “Somehow, I have a feeling it is.”


      Andrew eyed her spiraling horns. “Does it hurt anywhere? Can we get you anything?” Ever the caretaker, my herbalist friend was more concerned with Sara’s comfort than with how she looked.


      She shook her head. “I’m okay. I might end up being more useful to the cause, in the end.” She made a sour face and took a swallow of her tea.


      I nibbled a warm chocolate-almond biscotti. “Don’t say end.” The biscotti, while tasty, was crumbly and too much work to chew in my present state. I dropped it on my plate. “So, what happened to you guys? I take it Petaluma was the right place to go.”


      Andrew put his cup on the coaster Maurice had put out. Maurice hated rings, and we could all sense how agitated he was. No need to upset him further with poor housekeeping. “Christie narrowed it down to an area within a three-mile radius of the fairgrounds. Taking that with what Madame Emilia said, we followed a hunch.”


      Daniel leaned forward, picking up the narrative. “There were no hospitals out there, abandoned or otherwise, but there was an old animal clinic that went out of business several years ago. I volunteered there one summer when I was a teenager. The place was huge—they treated livestock as well as smaller animals, and sometimes boarded horses.”


      Andrew reached across the coffee table and wove his fingers through Daniel’s. “Daniel saved us a lot of time. We might have driven around for hours if he hadn’t remembered that old place.”


      Daniel’s blush was adorable. The two of them together were adorable. I noticed Riley’s leg pressed against mine and wondered if he felt the heat of my skin through his jeans as conspicuously as I felt his through mine. I shifted and tried to give us a little space to ease some of the awkwardness. It wasn’t easy on the crowded sofa.


      I cleared my throat. “So, what did you find?”


      “The parking lot was empty,” Andrew said. “But the building wasn’t.” He wiped his empty palm on the knee of his jeans.


      “It was dark inside,” Daniel said. “Ceiling tiles on the floor, chairs overturned and torn up, plaster dust over everything. But we knew somebody was there because we heard chanting in the back. So, we followed it.”


      Maurice froze in the middle of refilling Sara’s tea. “Please.” His voice was soft and pleading. “Tell me Pansy wasn’t there.”


      “We peeked around the corner and saw the cultists holding hands and singing.” Andrew shook his head. “We didn’t see any gargoyles, Maurice. She wasn’t there.”


      Maurice closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. “Good. Okay. She really did leave, then.” He busied himself rearranging the plates on the table. “Thanks, Andrew. Thanks.”


      Daniel dipped his finger in the cookies-and-cream frosting on his cupcake, then licked it clean while he gathered his thoughts. “There were eight of them. All sorts of Hidden. And they were huddled around a filthy gurney.” He stopped, his throat catching. “Kam was strapped to it, and a satyr in the center of the circle had a knife held to Kam’s wrist.”


      I gasped and held my hand over my mouth. I’d seen the bandage. I was afraid to ask the question hanging in front of me.


      Riley wasn’t afraid. “They were after her gems, weren’t they?”


      Andrew nodded. “He had the tip of the knife already digging into the flesh around one of the gems. We didn’t have any time to think about it. We just charged in before the satyr could do any more damage.”


      My eyes grew wide. “There were eight of them. Shit, guys. You could’ve gotten yourselves killed. You weren’t supposed to go in without backup.”


      Daniel ducked his head and didn’t say anything.


      Andrew scowled at him, but held Daniel’s hand tightly. “In spite of my objections, Daniel went behind my back and brought a gun.”


      This surprised me, and I sat back against the sofa. In all the confrontations I’d run into so far, nobody had thought to bring a weapon. It made me wonder if maybe Daniel wasn’t the smartest one of us. I’d never been crazy about guns, and if I tried to shoot one, I’d probably end up making a one-in-a-million accidental shot that took out the entire power grid for a ten-mile radius. Or, you know, shot myself in the ear while looking down the barrel.


      I touched Daniel’s sleeve. “You saved Kam. It doesn’t matter how you did it.”


      He lifted his head. “I didn’t do it, though. I froze up.”


      Andrew’s gaze was distant, as if he were watching the scene play out as he told it. “We charged in, shouting. The chanting stopped, and the satyr waved his knife and yelled at the rest to stop us. Daniel reached for his gun tucked in the back of his pants under his coat, but he couldn’t get it out fast enough.” His voice sounded far away. “A chupacabra knocked him to the ground, and the gun went spinning. So, I grabbed it.”


      Riley reached over and took my hand. Without thinking, I let him, then leaned into him, tucking my elbow under his.


      Andrew had stopped talking, and Daniel took over again. “The chupacabra was on top of me, and it took everything I had to keep it from biting me. Then there was a loud crack and the thing fell over. Andrew stood above me with the gun shaking in his hands.” They gave each other a long look. “I got up and grabbed it from him before he dropped it. When I aimed it at the rest of the group, they scattered.”


      Andrew was an herbalist. He’d built his business and his life around assisting in the wellness of others. To have taken a life went against everything he had inside of him. Not that it would have been much easier for Daniel. He was a nurse’s aide at the retirement community where Andrew’s grandparents lived. Life was sacred to both men, and taking one in order to save another affected them both deeply.


      The room was silent but for the occasional clink of a teacup or scrape of a plate against the table. I don’t know how long Kam had been standing in the shadowed hallway watching us before I noticed her.


      She smiled at me, though her smile wasn’t as bright as it normally was. “You’re holding hands.” She gestured at Riley’s thumb caressing the back of my hand.


      Riley and I gave each other a shy, sideways look, but didn’t let go. We might have had a big discussion. We could have fallen into each other’s arms in a moment filled with drama.


      We didn’t need all that.


      All we needed was each other.


      Kam stepped into the room. “You saved me.” She knelt between Andrew and Daniel and placed her hands over theirs. “I will forever be in your debt.”


      She let go of them and pinched the metal teeth that held her bandage in place, then unwound the gauzy material, layer by layer.


      I swallowed hard, wanting to look away but unable to avert my eyes. With each layer, the tiny spots of blood widened until she revealed the final piece, which covered a piece of padding still damp with her blood. She peeled it from her skin. Only two of her three gems remained. The third had been gouged from her body, leaving an ugly wound.


      My gut clenched, and my voice cracked. “Oh, God, Kam.”


      She nodded and replaced the pad. “I hit full capacity at sunrise this morning. They weren’t just draining djinn magic, they were stealing the gems.” She sniffed but stuck her chin out in a show of bravery. “Thanks to these guys, they only got one of mine. It could have been worse.”


      Without that third gem, Kam could never save up enough magic to go home. She might find someone else to get her there, but she’d never be self-sufficient enough to do it herself. She’d been maimed—a part of her body had been stolen. By djinn standards, she was handicapped.


      I had a feeling we wouldn’t learn the full repercussions for some time.


      Maurice zipped out of view, then returned within seconds, having moved at a speed the eye couldn’t follow. He handed a first aid kit to Andrew. “Fresh bandages.”


      Andrew took the white plastic box and rummaged for materials, then re-bandaged Kam’s wounds as she talked. “It was that Lionel guy who grabbed me, but you guys already know that.”


      I nodded, guilt stabbing me in the heart. “I’m sorry we weren’t there to stop him, Kam.”


      She waved her free hand at me. “He had me fooled. It’s not your fault. You tried to tell me that you didn’t like him.” She winced as Andrew applied antibiotic ointment from a jar. It wasn’t the standard tube of stuff that came with the kit. He’d bullied me into throwing that away in favor of the smelly gunk he mixed in his shop. “I tried to get away when he attacked me. I got loose and tried to run back in the house to warn you, but...”


      Her gaze met mine, and her eyes filled with tears.


      “He had your full name,” I said. It was the only way he could have controlled her. Horrified, I swallowed my own tears before she could see them. I knew what it must have cost her to be captured that way again.


      Her brave front was crumbling. She nodded, miserable.


      I’d released her from a century of slavery with a terrible master, only to have her captured again in front of my house.


      A single tear slid to her cheek. She swiped it away and sat up straighter. “He put me in this twisty, blown glass bottle. I don’t know how he did it, but there were already four other djinn in there.” Her brow creased. “That’s not supposed to happen. One djinn. One receptacle.”


      Sara, silent up to that point, snorted. She may not have looked much like herself, but she sounded the same, snort and all. “Leprechauns sold it to him. Those bastards have their fingers in everything.”


      Kam noticed Sara for the first time. She tilted her head and looked Sara over as if she were a new car or a piece of artwork, then flinched as Andrew tightened the new bandage. “Hey, not so hard.” She accepted a cup of tea from Maurice and took a sip. “I hadn’t seen other djinn for a really long time. He kept taking them out until there were two of us left. I was the only one who didn’t have a full charge.” She stopped speaking and stared out the window.


      I gave her a gentle verbal prod. “Until this morning.”


      She twitched. “Yes. Until this morning. He called us both out of the bottle and strapped us each to a table.” She closed her eyes and shuddered. “Then he left. We were stuck that way for hours before his people showed up.”


      I glanced at Andrew with a questioning look. He gave a slight shake of his head in answer. They hadn’t mentioned anyone else being there—only the cult whackos and Kam.


      Sara leaned forward in her chair, and her silver hair fell over her shoulders in a shiny cascade. “What happened to the other djinn, Kam?”


      Kam chewed her bottom lip. “Her name was Sinira.” She rubbed her bandaged wrist in an absent way. I wondered if she could still feel the hardness of the missing gem the way people with missing limbs still felt an arm or a foot. “She died screaming as they cut the gems from her skin. Some—” She choked on the words and had to take a moment. “Somebody collected the gems and put them in a box. I saw the inside before they closed it. There were a lot of gems in there.”


      Daniel put his arm around her. “You’re safe now.”


      She shook her head, her voice a whisper. “Nobody’s safe now. They took the box with them.”


      Riley smoothed his finger over his cheek. “What does that mean, exactly? How can anyone but a djinn use djinn magic?”


      She sighed her eyes filled with sorrow and fatigue. “I’m not sure. Djinn can exchange magic with each other. I’ve heard of some really intense poker games in Vegas where djinn play for magic instead of cash. They don’t remove the gems, though, obviously. That’s barbaric and often fatal. The only way to use them would be as refills for another djinn. A human still couldn’t use the magic directly.”


      Sara crossed her legs. “So, Lionel must have a healthy djinn he could use for opening the portals, refilling her magic each time.”


      We all glanced around the room at each other.


      Andrew folded his arms over his chest. “Then where’s this djinn being kept?”


      “And where’s the box with all the magic?” Sara asked.


      I pulled closer to Riley. “This was going on all over the world.”


      Sara nodded. “So, who’s in charge of the whole operation? We’re still not out of the woods, are we?”


      The front door flew open. “I’m afraid not.” Marcus stepped into my house, looking around as if he’d arrived at a bed and breakfast. “There’s much to be done if we’re going to prevent the end of the world. Where should I put my suitcase?”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Twenty-One


      I swallowed my initial response to Marcus’s question about where to put his suitcase. Several creative and painful places crossed my mind. I had more than enough going on without having to play ambassador to the Hidden King of Canada, or whatever he was. I didn’t care about his actual job title, other than “more important than Bernice.”


      Unfortunately for him, Bernice’s title didn’t impress me in the slightest, so her boss wasn’t going to be any more interesting. Or intimidating.


      “It’s a small house, Marcus. You should have called first. We could have gotten you a nice hotel room.” I smiled sweetly.


      “I’ll be staying here where I can monitor things more closely.”


      Sara grunted, but remained otherwise silent. Marcus glanced at her, looked away, then did a double take.


      I smiled. “I never turn anyone away, Marcus. That’s my policy. But I’m afraid you’re relegated to Tent City. No room in the inn. Sorry.”


      A shadow crossed his face, but the cheery smile never wavered. “I suppose if you have nowhere else, I’m sure your tents are perfectly comfortable. Why don’t you give me the grand tour?”


      I took a deep breath and counted to ten, waiting for the heat in my face and the urge to throat punch this guy to recede.


      It didn’t work.


      “We’re a little busy here, Marcus. Unless you’ve got the answer to all our problems, you’ll have to wait your turn.” I may have been a little sharp. Okay, I was a lot sharp. But I didn’t give a flying aardvark patty if he thought I was a poor hostess.


      A pooka named Silas had once walked into my house with a similar attitude to what Marcus was giving me. Between Silas and the bureaucratic bullshit I’d been forced to put up with in the past from Bernice and her flunky, Art, I had zero tolerance for pushy people who thought my job was to do as I was told. I’d have thought Marcus would have figured out the last time we met that he should take a milder approach if he wanted anything from me.


      Apparently, Marcus was slow.


      His cheery grin slipped, and his jaw muscles tensed, as if he were grinding his teeth in an effort to keep himself calm. “I’m here to help you.” He spoke through clenched teeth, so I’d probably been right about the grinding. I’d send an apology note to his dentist later. “You’re obviously in need of assistance, considering how many attempts have been made on your life, and the fact that you were unable to keep those poor women we sent you safe. I’m sorry to be blunt, but someone needs to step in and take over. And I happen to be the one most qualified.”


      No wonder Bernice’s panties were in such a bunch. Two minutes with this guy and my blood pressure was through the roof.


      Come to think of it, he’d had the same effect on me the last time I saw him.


      I opened my mouth to say something scathing, but Riley cut me off before I could utter the first syllable.


      “How about I show him around? You guys finish up in here, and I’ll get... Marcus, was it? I’ll get Marcus settled in the VIP tent.”


      There was no VIP tent in my backyard.


      Riley leaned in and kissed my cheek, then winked at me as he rose to escort Marcus outside. I tried not to grin at either the kiss or the wink. The first made me tingle, but the second made me want to laugh. I knew what Riley was up to. There was one area on the south side of the property line that was a good distance from the rest of the living areas.


      A lot of creatures came and went in my small campground, each with varying tastes and sensitivities. Some—swamp bogeys, for instance—preferred a more pungent environment. And no matter what kind of creature stayed with us—course or elegant, ethereal or substantial—they all had to take a dump eventually. The south side of my property was where it all ended up before it was composted.


      Riley, love of my life who was no longer estranged from me, was taking my latest problem and setting him up by the latrine.


      If I hadn’t loved Riley before, I’d have fallen all over again.


      The moment they were out the door, I bolted for my room and snagged my phone from the bedside table.


      It rang so many times, I nearly gave up.


      “Yes?” Bernice sounded apathetic, as if she didn’t care who was on the phone and had no intention of helping whoever had called.


      “Bernice, why didn’t you tell me Marcus was coming? Are you okay?” She should have called me. The fact that she hadn’t set off warning bells in my head.


      She was silent at first, but I could hear her breathing. “So, that’s where he went off to.” Ice clinked in a glass. I wondered if I needed to worry about how much she’d been drinking lately.


      “You didn’t know he was coming?” What the hell was going on out at headquarters?


      A lighter clicked in the background as she lit a cigarette. I hadn’t known that she smoked. Maybe she hadn’t before.


      “I don’t keep track of what he does, and I don’t care.” She paused, presumably to take a drag, then exhaled. “It’s not my job to care.”


      Her self-pity soaked through the phone and made me want to slap her. “It is your job to care. We’re trying to hold off the end of the world, Bernice. Help me out a little, here.”


      I heard someone say something in the background, and she answered sharply. There was some muffled noise, like the phone exchanging hands, then another voice came on the line.


      “Zoey? Is that you?” The sound of Art’s voice filled me with relief.


      I’d hated the guy once. Now, I’d never been more relieved to hear from the obnoxious windbag. “Art, what’s wrong with Bernice? Is she drunk?”


      “Yes.” He pulled away from the phone and spoke to her. “Give me that.” They had a heated exchange I couldn’t hear, then he came back. “I had to put her cigarette out before she set fire to the place. She was falling asleep.”


      “What the hell is going on over there?”


      “Marcus fired us. Or rather, he intends to fire us when he gets back from wherever he went.” Bitterness spattered my cheek through the phone.


      I sucked in my breath. “Fire you? We have two people on a thirteen-person board, and he’s getting rid of you?”


      Art’s voice was dry. “Canada is taking over. Turns out, Bernice wasn’t crazy in thinking there’d be a territory grab if another country got wind. Marcus doesn’t have a full board, either, but he has more than we do. We’re being replaced.”


      I dropped on my bed and pulled my fingers through my hair. “That’s bullshit. That’s not right.”


      “No, but it’s happening anyway. We found a letter in his desk after he left. It was pretty clear that we would be out and they’d be in.”


      Poor Art. All he’d ever wanted was to advance to the level of board member. I’d helped him get there. We both seemed to regret it, now.


      “He’s here, Art. That’s why I called.”


      “He’s there? Why? What does he want? I figured he went north to get his people ready to come down here.” Art was a little out of breath, and I suspected he was pacing. “I’ll tell you one thing. I’m not going out without a fight. I spent most of my working life trying to get where I am right now, and I refuse to roll over and get drunk, like some people.”


      My heart felt a little lighter knowing that at least one of them wasn’t giving up. Bernice had probably been through too much already to have anything left to fight with. But Art had become something greater than he’d been before. Someone stronger... “I honestly don’t know why he’s here. As far as I can tell, we’re a day, maybe two away from the end of the world, and he’s making a power play.” I rubbed my forehead with my fingertips. “Listen. Just take care of Bernice for me. Don’t let her do anything stupid. I’ll figure all of this out. Either the world ends in a few days or everything goes back to normal. You will not be ousted from your job for anything less than the apocalypse, okay?”


      He gave a dry chuckle laced with irony. “You know, I used to despise that stubborn attitude of yours. Now, I think it’s the only thing that might save us.”


      * * *


      To my surprise, Marcus didn’t object to his VIP placement next to the dung pile. He was, however, an even bigger micromanager than we had imagined. No wonder Bernice had increased her daily intoxication level and had started smoking.


      By the following afternoon, I understood why he didn’t object to the smell of his tent—he was too busy trying to control everyone else’s business to actually spend any time in there.


      He’d spent his first day following Riley around for the grand tour he’d requested, pointing out anything he saw as a security flaw and demanding ridiculous changes be made. While I was now well aware of the weakness at the far corner of my property near the woods, I was not inclined to put up barbed wire around everything I owned. Aggie didn’t need a password to cross into my yard, and Maurice most certainly didn’t need to sign in and out before travelling to other locations through a closet.


      Marcus was out of his freaking mind.


      The last straw came at lunch on his second day. Maurice had baked several quiches and served them with homemade roasted-red-pepper-and-tomato soup. Sara collected the empty plates while Maurice ran water in the sink. I grabbed the leftovers to wrap up and put in the fridge.


      Marcus sat back in his chair and patted his stomach. “Well, that was certainly satisfactory. My congratulations for finding such efficient help.”


      Maurice’s back was to us as he loaded dishes into the soapy water, but his shoulders twitched at being called help. It wasn’t the first time we’d run across this sort of prejudice—Bernice had treated Maurice the same way when she’d met him. Until I stuck a boot up her ass and made her stop.


      Everyone went quiet. The tension in the room squeezed like a lycra bathing suit two sizes too small.


      I scraped leftovers into the garbage and didn’t look up. “Maurice isn’t the help, Marcus. I didn’t hire him. He lives here.”


      Marcus dropped his napkin on the table. “Excellent. Then I won’t have to compensate you for his loss when he goes with me to run my kitchens.”


      The fork I was using dropped into the trashcan. “What?” I was too startled to come up with anything scathing as a retort. Normally, I’d have taken him down a size or two, but he’d caught me off guard. No one else in the room seemed to have any powers of speech either.


      Taking advantage of the stunned silence, Marcus scooted his chair out and left the room, a vaguely pleasant smile on his face. On his way through the living room, he stopped to change the angle of one of my overstuffed chairs, then went out the front door—no doubt to pester someone into rearranging my flowerbeds into a more efficient pattern, or re-parking the cars in the driveway into a more uniform configuration.


      The moment the door closed, the room erupted into chaos.


      “Zoey, I don’t want to go with him!” Maurice’s hands dripped suds on the floor. “I’m not running anybody’s kitchens. That’s ridiculous!”


      Sara stood in the archway between the kitchen and the living room, hands on her hips and scowling at the front door. “One more word from him. Just one.”


      I had no idea what she would do if he uttered that one more word, but Sara had always been formidable, even as a human. We didn’t know what she was capable of doing as a demon.


      I half wished he’d come inside and test her so we could find out. Two birds. One stone.


      Mom surprised me the most. Her face was as stony as a gargoyle’s, and her fists were clenched into hard knots. “No one’s touching my boy.” Her voice was almost a whisper. If I hadn’t been standing right next to her, I probably wouldn’t have heard what she’d said.


      Kam didn’t say anything at all. She sat, unmoving, staring after Marcus. At first glance, she looked perfectly calm. But I knew Kam, and there was no mistaking the fire burning within her pupils, turning the blackness into angry flames. No. Kam wasn’t calm at all.


      Dude needed to watch his back. He’d managed to mangle the last nerve of several powerful people.


      Riley, alone, seemed unaffected by Marcus. I glanced at my boyfriend across the room and he winked, then shrugged. He was the only person among us in the full-time employment of the Board, which was why he’d taken it upon himself to escort Marcus around and try, as much as possible, to act as a buffer between his boss’s boss and the rest of us.


      From Riley’s attitude, I gathered what we’d just witnessed was what Riley had been putting up with since Marcus’s arrival. And Riley didn’t take it seriously. I’d have to try to take his lead and not let the Mr. Pushypants get to me.


      “Okay, guys,” I said, once people had settled down a little. “Here’s the deal. Marcus isn’t staying forever. And no, he’s not taking anybody with him when he goes. For now, tolerate him. If you can’t tolerate him, ignore him. Under no circumstances should anyone bait, argue, or otherwise negatively engage with him.” I handed Maurice the empty plate I’d finished scraping, along with the fork I’d had to dig out of the trash. “Tonight is the last night of the full moon. If Lionel wasn’t the only priest the church had—and I think we’re pretty sure he wasn’t—we need to be prepared for more portals to open.”


      Riley nodded. “The cultists are still out there. We gave them a beating the last time they were here, but we had to let them go when we realized they were decoys so we could get to you out back. The ones at the clinic got away too. If we have a portal tonight, we’ll probably have an aswang attack.”


      I wiped my hand on a towel and dropped into a chair. “Guys, it’s our last chance. If we don’t stop them tonight, they’ll probably get the zombie lock figured out.” I looked around the room at all my friends—minus Darius who was up on the roof keeping watch. “This is it, guys. Tomorrow could be the end of everything, and it all comes down to us.”


      Sara snorted, but gave me an affectionate look. “Drama queen.”


      “I know, right?” Maurice mimed a high five at her from across the room. “We’re the good guys, Zo. We’ll win. Relax.” He went back to washing the dishes.


      Kam collected the empty coffee cups and rose to carry them to the sink. I’d have sworn she was wearing shorts and a tank top a minute before. When my attention was elsewhere, she’d changed.


      Her gold-beaded, green dress hung straight from sleeveless shoulders to a few inches above her knees, and ended with a beaded fringe. A thick ribbon of green satin rounded her hips and formed a huge bow on one side. Her long hair had turned into a short bob and was held down around her forehead by a beaded band with several fancy feathers waving over her head.


      Our djinn had transformed into a flapper.


      I smiled. “Pretty.”


      She smiled back and dumped the cups into the sink.


      It made sense. Kam had escaped her master for a time back in the 1920s, and by all accounts, had a great time until he caught up with her. Now that she was missing a gem, there was no reason to save up her magic. Plus, after what she’d been through, she deserved a new outfit.


      A thump sounded from the roof, then the back door opened. Darius stood in his human form looking especially serious and dire. “You’d all better come look outside.”


      I took a deep breath. “Let me guess. The evening’s expected portal is already here.”


      He glanced past me to my mom. “Try five of them.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Twenty-Two


      Five portals sparkled in the late afternoon sun, spaced out around the front of the house and stretching toward the woods. Five.


      Nothing had come out of any of them yet, so that was a good sign. Also a good sign: I didn’t hear any humming or chanting, so the religious guests hadn’t arrived yet.


      As the group of us stood slack-jawed on the front porch, two more portals popped into existence.


      I swiveled my head back and forth from the portals to the rest of my friends and family. “Guys, whoever’s doing this can’t be far away, right? Spread out. Those who are most vulnerable, try to stay in the ring, but we have to find who’s opening these portals before they crack the code or whatever. With this many portals open, the zombie world can’t be far from opening.”


      They scattered. Maurice headed straight for the woods, and by the look on his face, I think he was more concerned with the safety of the people living that way.


      Darius kissed my mother, then climbed the porch railing and onto the roof for a bird’s-eye view.


      “I’ll look for cultists. I’m sure they’re on their way.” Kam took off down the driveway.


      I pulled out my phone. “I’m calling for backup. We need everyone here. I think this is it.”


      “Wait.” Sara put her golden hand on my shoulder. “I’m going to look inside the portals. See where they go.”


      I frowned. “Do you know how dangerous that is? You’re going in blind. Anything could be standing on the other side.”


      “I have a feeling I’m more resilient than I used to be.” Her voice was laced with irony.


      I rubbed my face with my palm. “Hold on, at least. Give me a minute.”


      I typed a frantic text message into my demonic cell phone.


      Seven portals open here. HELP!


      I hit send and handed it to my mom. “Hang on to this.” I handed my real phone to her as well. “And call Andrew and Daniel, please. They need to know what’s going on. But tell them to stay put until we call for them! I don’t want my healers getting hurt in the crossfire.”


      I stomped down the steps with Sara.


      “Zoey, wait!” Mom ran after me and threw her arms around me. “Be careful.” She whispered in my ear, then let go and backed away. Her face showed how frightened and worried she was, but she didn’t ask me to stay behind with her.


      She didn’t ask me to be someone I wasn’t.


      Then her face changed. I only saw it for a moment. The fear and worry evaporated, leaving her expression blank, her eyes unfocused.


      And then I saw nothing. Blackness spun around me. I tried to reach out for Sara. I knew she was right next to me, but my arms didn’t move. Or maybe they did, but I couldn’t feel them.


      I couldn’t feel anything.


      A tiny spark ignited in front of me, then went out. It lit a second time, caught and grew into a great blaze that gave off no heat. A figure stood before me—a moving shadow, small and round, but had no other discerning qualities than that.


      The rush of wings was familiar from the last time darkness had swallowed me like this. I might have been frightened, but the figure gave off no animosity, only a deep weariness, heavy with time and wisdom. This was an ancient thing that wanted to help, and I was small and young and ignorant in comparison.


      “Curator,” it whispered in my ear. “Ablaze.”


      The figure dissolved and the whooshing of wings increased, then faded away. Light returned and I stood next to Sara, watching my mother’s eyes blink back to life.


      “Curator ablaze,” she said.


      I nodded. “Me, too.”


      Sara scowled. “Another secret Aegis vision?”


      I scratched an itch on my head. “It doesn’t make any damn sense.”


      “Neither does this,” Sara said. She pulled an enormous, colorful feather from my hair. It was far longer than my hair had room to hide, as if she were a magician pulling flowers out of a hanky or Mary Poppins pulling a tall lamp out of a short carpetbag.


      “What the...” Mom pulled a similarly impossible feather out of her shirt. If we hadn’t been in the middle of a dangerous situation, it would have been comedic watching her pull and pull with the feather going on forever.


      I handed her my feather to add to the collection. “I don’t know who’s sending us these ridiculously obscure clues, but until they speak in full sentences, I can’t do a damn thing about it.” I kissed her cheek. “I’ll be back.”


      The portals, of course, were all outside the safety zone, since the magic of the ring kept even an insider from opening a portal within its boundaries. But they were damn close to the edge. Each portal had maybe two feet of space between itself and the barrier. Anything coming out would smack into it if it came out at a run. After watching the aswang test the strength of the field a few nights ago, I wasn’t feeling as secure as I had been. The fairies had kept the aswang from breaking through. Did that mean without their intervention, the aswang eventually would have made it?


      I shuddered. The local fairy tribe was large, but not large enough to keep out seven aswangs at the same time, should they all come flying out at once.


      Sara and I approached the portal on the far right. It hung in the air with no visible support, its surface rippling like a puddle of quicksilver.


      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I gave Sara a worried look. “If this goes wrong, you could be fried on entry. Or be attacked the minute you cross. Something.”


      She gave me a half smile. “Let me do this. Don’t let this awful thing that’s happened to me go to waste. I need to do something.”


      I understood. Everything about Sara—externally, anyway—had been changed without her choosing it. She wanted the change to have meaning. Nobody knew what was on the other side of those portals. What if the zombies were already coming? Better to be proactive and find out. Sitting there waiting wasn’t doing us any good. I nodded. “I’ll be right here.”


      She stepped toward the portal and stuck her fingertips through the shimmering surface. Nothing grabbed her, and her hand didn’t get torn off, so she sent her arm through and waited. Nothing happened.


      Sara stepped through the portal and disappeared.


      My heart banged against my ribs, and my breath came in short, shallow bursts. A minute went by. Two. I stepped forward to go after her.


      Sara stumbled out, her odd, silver hair disheveled and golden eyes blinking. “Well,” she said. “So, that happened.” She plucked a piece of what looked like straw from her hair, then smoothed her sweater. Mud caked her shoes and the bottoms of her pants. Dark splotches spattered her thighs and arms.


      “What the hell did you walk into?”


      She patted her hair in a fruitless attempt at taming it. “Pigpen. I walked into a damn pigpen.”


      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “You stepped through a magical portal to another world and ended up in a muddy pigpen? Were the pigs at least green or furry?”


      She gave me the stink-eye. “No, they were just pigs. I saw a village in the distance with smoke rising into the sky, but there weren’t any people around. I came back so you wouldn’t worry.”


      I’d been worried. Hell, I’d almost gone in after her. I struck a casual pose. “I wasn’t worried.”


      Sara didn’t seem convinced. Fooling her had always been next to impossible. “Well, nothing dangerous seems to be coming out of there. Not for the moment, anyway.” She tried again to smooth her hair and smacked her hand against one of her horns. “Dammit.” She winced and shook her hand to get rid of the pain. “That’ll take getting used to.”


      We picked our way across the grass to the next portal. “Don’t get cocky,” I said. “Just because the last one was deserted doesn’t mean this one won’t be.”


      “Yes, Mom.” She squared her shoulders and stepped through the portal.


      Within seconds, she backed out, laughing and holding her hands up, as if someone had her at gunpoint.


      I grabbed her by the elbows before she tripped over me. “What did you get this time?”


      She spun around, still laughing. Her gold cheeks were darker than the rest of her face. “I can, without a doubt, tell you that portal leads to the werefolk.”


      “You saw someone?”


      She laughed. “Let’s just say, I now know they don’t necessarily do it doggy style.”


      My eyes grew wide. “No! You walked in on somebody?”


      She nodded. “My guess was goat people, but mostly all I saw was his tail flick back and forth and her hooves up over his back. And the bleating. Oh, the bleating! It was so loud.”


      “Oh. God.” I would need brain bleach to get rid of the picture she’d described.


      “Yeah.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay. Third time’s the charm, right? Maybe this time I’ll find out something useful.”


      “Well, that last one was sort of useful. We know where it leads, at least.” I grinned and raised my eyebrows.


      “They weren’t in the mood to help us, though. One more.” She marched ahead of me across the yard and didn’t hesitate before stepping into the third portal.


      Movement from the portal Sara had vacated a moment earlier snagged my attention. The portal folded in on itself and disappeared. On the other side of the yard, another portal did the same.


      Panicked, I ran toward the one Sara had gone into. Before I crossed those few feet, the portal folded up and winked out.


      Horror stricken, I stood with my hands up in protest, unable to squeak an objection. Sara was gone. I didn’t know what world she’d gone to. I didn’t know if she was in danger.


      I didn’t know how to get her back.


      One by one, all the portals closed, leaving me stranded in our world and Sara imprisoned in another.


      And I had no idea which one of us was in the worst danger.


      * * *


      I didn’t receive a text back from Talia, and it finally occurred to me that I’d never received one from her since she gave me the phone. Not once. This led me to wonder if maybe she didn’t have a phone of her own, but instead used fancy demon mojo to collect the message from me, then came to talk about it in person. This time, however, she didn’t respond right away.


      In fact, once the seven portals winked out, no others took their places. One at a time, my friends reported in, having found no sign of anyone who could have opened the portals in the first place.


      Riley and Maurice came back, exhausted from beating bushes and running an ever-widening circle around the property. Having found nothing but a greasy McDonald’s bag stuck to a neighbor’s fence and a crusty sweat sock half buried at the end of my driveway, they’d given up.


      Maurice didn’t stick around for long. I explained what happened to Sara, and he blew up. “You let her go inside one of those things?”


      I flinched. Guilt was already eating me alive. “I didn’t let her, exactly.”


      Maurice scowled. “Both of you are crazy.” He ran a hand over the top of his head, causing the sparse hairs there to wave in the breeze as he paced. After several trips to the porch and back, he stopped and threw his arms in the air. “I can’t even look for her! What am I supposed to do?”


      He didn’t wait for an answer, stomping up the steps and into the house. I expected a soufflé or some other complicated dish to come out with him later. Unfortunately, I probably wouldn’t get any. I was in the doghouse.


      I totally deserved it. I could have done something to stop her. I didn’t know what, but something.


      Riley stood by, a sympathetic look on his face. “She’ll turn up. You’ll see. Sara’s tough.” I brushed the hair out of my eyes. “And so is Kam. We’ll find out who’s behind this.”


      I tried to clear my head of my guilt and fear. The sooner we figured this out, the sooner we’d all be safe. I hoped. “What about Marcus?” It seemed a stretch that Marcus was also a priest and had flown in to replace Lionel.


      A stretch. But not impossible.


      “I checked.” Riley dropped onto a porch step, pulling me with him, and slipped his arm around my waist, as if we’d never broken up. “He was in his tent, sleeping. I poked at him and he got mad. If it was him, I don’t see how he could have done it, anyway. Not from inside the circle.”


      I leaned in closer, absorbing the warmth of his body and breathing in the familiar, comforting smell of him. “Still, I’d feel better if we could keep an eye on him without his knowing it.”


      Gris leaped from the windowsill. “I can do it. If he’s sleeping, I can slip in there and hide. I’m small enough to stay out of sight.”


      “I don’t know, Gris.” I wasn’t crazy about the idea. Even if Marcus wasn’t the bastard behind everything that was going on, he was still a garden-variety bastard. If he caught Gris spying on him, what might he do to him? I shook my head. “We’re already down two people. I can’t lose you, too.”


      The miniature golem crossed his ankles and leaned against the silver napkin holder Maurice had recently acquired. “Listen, I know it’s dangerous. Everyone’s in danger right now, whether they act or not. I might as well be of some use. If the end comes, I don’t want to have my nose buried in stereo instructions. Let me contribute.”


      I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead. “I suppose. Just...just be careful, okay?”


      He grinned. “I’m always careful.” He hopped off the table to a chair, then to the floor. “Besides. You know me. I can talk my way out of it if I get caught.”


      He blew me a kiss, then disappeared into the house through a doggy door Maurice had installed for our smaller guests.


      I groaned. “I hate this.”


      Riley smoothed the curls down my back. “He’ll be okay. I don’t trust Marcus. Somebody has to keep close tabs on him.”


      The more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed that Marcus could be involved. If he were trying to bring about the end of the world, he wouldn’t be planning to take over the U.S. Board of Hidden Affairs. What would be the point?


      That didn’t mean I trusted him. He was still an asshole.


      I glanced at the driveway, empty of portals, and my heart squeezed. “We have to get Sara back.” I covered my face with my hands and mumbled through my fingers. “Anything could be happening to her.”


      Riley pressed his lips against my hair. “It’s going to be okay, Zoey. We’re going to fix this. We always do.”


      I truly wanted to believe that. I cleared my throat and pulled myself together. “We need to go outside and watch for portals.”


      Hand-in-hand, we went out front to sit on the front steps to wait. I texted Talia three more times while we sat there watching the sun go down.


      Andrew and Daniel arrived in Andrew’s beaten-up station wagon shortly after dark, and Kam followed them up the driveway on foot. I sighed in resignation. Mom was supposed to tell them not to come. I should have expected they’d come anyway.


      They stepped out of the car, and Milo sprang through the open door to vault into my arms. Foxy kisses and excited panting followed, while I cuddled him close and tried to calm him. Howard hopped out behind him, the soul of dignity. He settled in to ignore us and nibble grass.


      Kam threw her arms around the shoulders of both men, her flapper costume glittering in the moonlight. “Hello, boys. What’s the haps?”


      I smiled. A little of the old Kam was back. I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised by her resilience. After being a slave to an evil jackass for a century with no hope of release, being enslaved for a day or so while knowing friends were looking for her would be a great deal less stressful. And maybe there was a way she hadn’t mentioned yet to replace the missing gem.


      Or maybe she was really good at faking it.


      “So.” Andrew slid his arm around Kam. “Where is this Legion of Portals we came out to see?”


      I rubbed my cheek against Milo’s soft head. “Sorry. You missed them. And one took Sara with it.”


      “What?” Daniel stopped in midstride. Since the three of them were connected with Kam in the middle, the other two were forced to stop too. “Why would she go into a portal? What was she thinking?”


      The anxiety on his face was so sharp, I wanted to jump up and hug him. Daniel hadn’t been part of our group for long—maybe six months or so—but he was every bit as much a part of the family as Kam or Riley. Or Andrew, for that matter. I knew I felt that way about him, but I hadn’t thought about how close he felt to the rest of us. He was as stricken over Sara’s absence as he’d been determined to find Kam.


      Andrew had chosen well.


      I opened my mouth to explain what had happened and my jaw snapped shut. A portal popped open behind them and hung in the air twenty feet away.


      Riley jumped from the steps and waved them over. “Heads up!”


      The trio hurried over to us and turned to face the new portal. The surface shimmered and shifted, then folded up and disappeared.


      Darius dropped from the sky, his mothman face blank and his voice echoing. “Why didn’t it stay?”


      Mom and Maurice stepped out on the porch.


      Mom wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “Did you see that?”


      As we stood there squinting, another portal opened a few yards from the last one, then winked out.


      I cast my gaze around the area, but didn’t see anyone who might be opening them. It was too dark to spot anyone anyway. “Kam, did you find any cultists out there earlier? You were gone a long time.”


      She tilted her head. “I kept hearing something, but I never found anybody. Whoever I was following was alone. And fast.”


      I glanced around the yard. “I have a feeling the time for aswangs is over. I think we’re seeing a concerted effort to crack the zombie code now.”


      I tugged my magical demon phone from my pocket and checked it for a response from Talia. Nothing.


      Knowing it was fruitless, I texted her again.


      Getting really worried. Please say you found Sara. Or that you’re on your way. Anything.


      Of course, there was no response.


      Around eight, Marcus wandered out, looking for dinner.


      To my frustration, a portal opened while he was standing there, putting to rest my pet theory that Marcus was responsible. Somehow this made me dislike him more, not less. At least if he were doing it, we’d have the mystery solved.


      Gris hadn’t reported in, but I figured Marcus could probably use a minder, even if he wasn’t the Big Evil Bad Guy doing all this.


      “We’re a little busy for a sit down meal,” I said. “If you ask nicely, maybe Maurice will make you a sandwich. That’s what we all ate.”


      He made a ridiculous harrumphing sound from the back of his throat. “I won’t have you sitting out here waiting for the end of the world to swallow you. I insist that you come inside where it’s safer.”


      I crooked an eyebrow and glared at him. “You insist?”


      “I’m still in charge, you know. A fact you’ve failed to recognize up to this point. When this is over, things are going to be very different.” He folded his arms over his puffed chest and gave me the weakest, lamest stink-eye I’d ever seen.


      I blinked, then turned my back on him. “Darius, can you escort Marcus to his tent, please? He seems to be overtired to the point of hallucinating. He needs a rest.” I walked away, blocking out his protests as Darius marched him through the house to the backyard. I had enough to worry about without some government shmo attempting a powerplay.


      Once he was gone, we settled in to watch the portal show unfold in the yard.


      All through the night, portals came and went. No one and nothing came out before each disappeared. With Sara missing, this was as much a disappointment as it was a relief.


      Maurice brought blankets and hot chocolate, and we took turns dozing on my porch and spread across the lawn. When dawn lightened the area, it revealed a crowd had joined in our vigil.


      Bruce the pigmy dragon. Tashi the yeti. Molly the brownie and her husband, Walter. A satyr, a centaur, and three selkies. Clusters of people of all shapes and sizes waited with us, silent. Alert.


      Maurice was closest to the edge, tense and studious, waiting for the right portal to appear so it would spit out Sara and give her back to us. Behind him, huddled to my right, Stacy sat watch, head held high and shoulders back. She may have accepted that Maurice would never be hers again, but she hadn’t deserted him, either.


      Tension collected in the grass and connected us all together in a fisherman’s net pattern. I felt it in my soul, all those connections. The connection I wanted to feel—Sara’s—eluded me.


      As the morning light seeped through the clouds, portals stopped appearing. I didn’t know if that meant the people or person opening them had run out of djinn magic or had simply had to rest.


      I didn’t dare hope it was over.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Twenty-Three


      When the first portal of the morning opened, everyone who had been waiting seemed to hold their breath. The other portals had opened, hung for a moment, then closed.


      This one failed to go away.


      A long, lanky leg ending in a black leather pump stepped out of the portal, followed by a woman in a charcoal skirt and jacket. Her dark hair was pulled into a neat bun, and wire-rimmed glasses perched on her upturned nose. She gave a curious look around and straightened her jacket.


      A gust of wind blew over her and her expression changed. In fact, everything changed. It was as if the wind had been radioactive, though it didn’t appear to give her pain. Everything on her shredded—clothing, face, hair, demeanor. She hunched, the weight of the world and her own ripeness wearing her down. She lifted her head to the wind and sniffed hard, then shambled toward us.


      Before our eyes, a smartly dressed businesswoman had transformed into a zombie.


      She opened her mouth and groaned, and saliva mixed with juicy bits of flesh dripped down her chin. She smacked into the barrier formed by the fairy ring and stood there, dazed. The wind kicked up and she sniffed the air. She moaned louder and tried to move forward until she hit the barrier again.


      Fairies flitted above her, then dove down to grab a hank of hair or a bit of fabric. They pulled, but the zombie didn’t drift into the air like she was supposed to. Wherever the fairies pulled—hair, clothing, skin—came loose in their tiny hands.


      The zombie bumped into the barrier again and settled into a mindless thumping over and over. I wasn’t sure the fairy ring would hold long under constant attack, no matter how mindless and unfocused.


      Behind the zombie woman, a well-dressed gentleman in a navy blue suit stepped out. He actually waved at me and smiled. I had time to think about what a nice guy he probably was before he changed, the same way the woman did.


      Several more squeezed out, changed into grisly, macabre caricatures of their previous selves, and joined the first woman in mindlessly bumping against the barrier.


      Without realizing it, I’d risen from my perch on the front steps and walked into the grass for a closer look. Riley startled me out of my mesmerized fascination by grabbing my arms and pulling me backward toward the house.


      “Zoey, you have to get inside. No arguments. No being tough. You have to get out of the way. Every last person here came to keep you and your mom safe.” As he spoke, he half dragged me inside. I’m sure if I’d protested, he’d have picked me up and carried me.


      This was it. Holy hell, the zombies were here. The end of the world was now in session.


      I hated having to accept the role of damsel in distress while others put themselves in danger. But this wasn’t about me. This was about the potential downfall of humanity and possible eviction of all magical creatures from our world. Two Aegises left. It was time I tried to behave more like the target I was and get my ass to safety.


      I ducked into the house and ran to the window. Mom moved over to give me room, and we huddled there, holding hands and watching the end of the world unfold in my front yard.


      The zombies piled against the fairy ring. Although it was invisible, I could almost see it bend against all that weight. From that single portal, the people poured out and turned as soon as our air touched their skin.


      On our side of the barrier, my friends formed a wall, and each held some sort of weapon. Maurice clutched a sharp kitchen knife. He must have brought out several, because a lot of people gripped similar knives. Riley had armed himself with a rake, and Stacy held aloft a pair of long, wicked pruning sheers. Shovels and axes, brooms and sharpened sticks—everyone had something.


      And there I was inside, relatively safe. I shook my head. “This isn’t right. And it doesn’t make any damn sense.”


      Mom was distracted as another wave of businessmen poured out of the portal. “What doesn’t make sense?”


      “All of it. Somebody’s trying to break the Covenant and bring about the end of the world, which means the zombie portal opens letting zombies destroy humankind. But they also said the Covenant is broken when all the Aegises are dead.”


      Mom gave me a questioning look. “How can we be here and the zombies be here at the same time, you mean?”


      “Yeah. That. Cart before the horse.”


      “So, they’re opening the zombie portal early in order to kill us and break the Covenant?” She frowned and looked out the window, her voice tight. “Everyone’s sacrificing themselves to save us.”


      I followed her gaze to the thin line of our friends ready to do battle for our sake with only household items to keep them from being eaten or zombiefied themselves. “What’s the point of killing us with zombies if killing us releases the zombies? If we hadn’t had the weird visions, I’d say the Covenant itself is a crock.”


      She squeezed my hand. “The Board has no idea what the Covenant is.”


      “Exactly. They’ve been blowing smoke up our asses through all of this. The pieces don’t go together, because we’re missing a piece.” I turned away from the window, thinking. Bernice was useless lately, and poor Art was still new to the Board. But I knew someone who might have knowledge he was holding back and he was within my reach. “Marcus has to know something he’s not telling us.”


      I marched through the house to the back door, and Mom didn’t follow. She kept her vigil at the window as the zombies piled up with every passing second.


      The wind blew sour and nasty outside Marcus’s tent, and I was glad. I hoped he’d gag on the smell of centaur-ogre-troll-pixie-sea monster shit.


      I thrust the tent flap out of my way and stepped inside.


      Marcus wasn’t there.


      Gris was, though. A tiny piece of tape covered his mouth, and his body was wrapped in twine that had been tied to the tent support overhead.


      I sucked air through my teeth and dropped to my knees. “Oh, Gris, I’m so sorry.”


      The tape came off easily. “It’s okay,” he said. “No harm done. Just untie me, please. I’m getting a bit nauseated spinning around like this.”


      I felt foolish sitting in a tent, hands shaking, picking at knots while the zombie apocalypse raged on the other side of my house.


      As I struggled to untie him, Gris was patient. “You don’t have to be so delicate. I won’t break.”


      I grunted and pulled one knot free. “I saw Marcus with my own eyes when a portal opened last night.” I twisted and wiggled his arm until another of length of twine came free. “How is he doing this?”


      Gris flung his left arm in the air now that it was free. “I don’t know, Zoey. I haven’t seen him do anything. He caught me hiding last night. Mumbled something about not letting his plans get ruined, then did this to me. I’m sorry.”


      “Well, what was he doing before that?” I got stuck on a large snag and cast my gaze around the tent for something sharp. “And where did he go?”


      “Mostly he was mumbling to himself and polishing his watch. Whatever he’s up to, he didn’t do it in here. He left about two hours ago. I don’t know where he went.” Gris pointed at a small leather bag in the corner. “I think he’s got fingernail clippers in there.”


      I dug the clippers out and snipped away the last of the twine. “I’m going after him. I need you to tell Riley. I might need help.” Plus, going after the bad guy on my own probably wasn’t a solid plan. If I didn’t tell someone, they’d all want to kick my ass—provided my ass was still alive to kick.


      Gris zipped away without a word.


      On my way to the unprotected edge of the woods, I cast around for a weapon. I’m not a badass. I cannot wield a sword or fire a gun straight. However, I’m not stupid. Marcus was bigger than me and, if he was opening those portals, he had a djinn with him. Even if the djinn wanted to be on my side, she would be his slave and wouldn’t have any choice in the matter.


      A length of rusty pipe lay in the grass next to the house, and I grabbed it. It had good heft and was longer than my arm. It would do.


      I found Marcus coming up the path from the beach, humming a cheerful tune and smiling. He had a towel thrown casually over one shoulder and he wore a bathing suit and flip-flops.


      “That’s as far as you need to go.” I shifted my grip on the pipe so he knew I meant business. “Whatever you’ve got in your hands, drop it. Where’s the djinn?”


      The smile faded from his lips and a crease formed between his brows. “What djinn?”


      He looked genuinely confused. And to be fair, he’d been coming from the beach—the opposite direction of all the action. I lowered my walls and reached toward him with my empathic power. There was no deception in him that I could feel. He still felt slimy, and pride encased him like a knight’s armor, but he wasn’t lying.


      “Here.” He took a step forward, holding out his cupped hand. “I found these and thought you might like them.”


      Curious, I peered into the offered palm. Dozens of tiny seashells in a variety of shapes and colors shone in the sun. Each one was perfect, unbroken.


      “What the hell?” Not my most coherent reaction. But seriously, I’d expected to do righteous battle with my enemy while the zombie apocalypse played out in my front yard, and instead, the guy was offering me a handful of shells.


      He cleared his throat. “Let me try again.” He held the fingers of his empty hand to his lips while he regrouped. “I may have come on a little strong.”


      I snorted. “You think?” I shifted my weight from foot to foot and glanced over my shoulder. “Look, if you’re not the bad guy, you need to make this short. We’re under attack.”


      He looked startled. “What?”


      I flapped my hand at him impatiently. “Zombies are here. Move it along.”


      His eyes widened. “Here.” He climbed the rest of the path and dropped his gifts into my hand. “I’ll explain while we walk.”


      Unable to think what else to do with them, I shoved the seashells into my pocket.


      He took my elbow and spun me around, talking while we walked toward the house. “I’m a pressurvator. It’s my skill. I put pressure on people until they either snap or become their best.”


      My fists clenched. “You broke Bernice.” My voice was cold.


      His face became solemn. “That was unfortunate. I wasn’t there long before it became apparent she was no longer right for the job. I wasn’t the cause of her lack of self-confidence. That bitch Katy did it well enough.” He brightened. “But Art really came out of his shell. I think he’ll make an excellent replacement for Bernice.”


      He had to be kidding. I wasn’t usually a violent person, but I turned and shoved him backward with both hands against his chest. “What the hell is wrong with you?” I flapped my arm in the general direction of my front yard. “It’s the freaking zombie apocalypse and you took out the only help I had from the government, then came out here and got under foot while we were fighting aswangs and mysterious portals.” I shoved him again, grunting in aggravation. “My best friend is missing and you haven’t lifted a damn finger to help.” All my fear, anger, helplessness and worry came to a head and focused on this one stupid guy staring at me with his stupid eyes in his stupid face. I poked him hard. “And you tied up Gris for no good reason.”


      He held his hands up in surrender. “I was here to help.” He dropped his arms to his side. “I’m not good at anything else. All I can do is bring out the best in people. Only...” He paused and glanced toward the sound of distant fighting. “Only you don’t need a pressurvator here. You already bring out the best in people. Not because they have no choice, like with me, but because they want to—for you.”


      I gave him a sideways look of disgust. “Why didn’t you just tell me why you were here, then?”


      “I’m sorry. It’s the pressurvator thing. If you know about it, it doesn’t work. That’s why I tied up your little golem. I was afraid he’d figured it out and would tell you.” He gave me a sheepish look. “Then, I sort of forgot all about him.”


      I gave him a cynical look. “Then, what? You just decided to go for a swim in the ocean?”


      He stared at his left toe, wiggling it to shake some sand loose. “I went down to the beach in search of a peace offering. Something pretty to give you as an apology.”


      I rubbed my palm against the lump of shells in my pocket. “A peace offering?”


      He nodded. “I screwed this up from the beginning. I hoped we could maybe start over.” He looked up at me with a hopeful expression. “Maybe there could be something more between us.”


      I didn’t mean to laugh. I really didn’t. But I was a woman on the edge, distracted by the moans of zombies piling against the fairy barriers not far away and Marcus took me by surprise. The laughter burst out of me before I could stop it from happening.


      The crushed look on his face squelched the nervous humor leaking out of me.


      “Yeah.” His shoulders sagged. “That’s what I was afraid of. You have that reaper guy. You wouldn’t want me, no matter what I could offer you.”


      Disappointment dripped from his shoulders and puddled in the grass.


      “Wait, you’re serious?” I was baffled. He’d been a total asshole, even threatening to take Maurice with him to Kansas, and now he thought he could apologize and—what? Woo me?


      I groaned. “Look. It’s the end of the world right now, in case you haven’t noticed.” The moaning across the yard had increased with the number of zombies.


      He looked past me to the action in the front yard and his face paled.


      I tried to sound gentle. I’d already laughed at him. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings any more than I already had. “Let’s save the world. Then we’ll talk, okay?”


      He nodded, but refused to make eye contact. “Sure. We’ll talk.”


      I marched toward the house while Marcus moped behind me. The noise from the front increased every minute, and I wasn’t sure the bubble could take the strain much longer.


      Every zombie movie I’d ever seen ran through my head.


      I needed to get Mom out of the house.


      Our only chance might be to make a run for it down to the beach, then find a place to hide.


      Movement in the woods caught my attention and I scanned the tree line. I didn’t know if the Hidden were in danger of becoming zombies or not. I frowned. Tashi was pregnant. What if her babies were vulnerable to it? A shadow flitted between two pines. The figure was dark and small, not tall and white-furred.


      I glanced toward the front yard and remembered that Tashi and everyone else who lived in those woods was lined up inside the bubble, waiting for the zombies to break through. Whoever was in the woods didn’t belong there.


      “I think we’ve found our bad guy, Marcus.” I gripped my pipe tighter and took off toward the woods, my jaw tight. Marcus ran behind without a word.


      The djinn saw me before her master did. Her blue eyes grew wide and she stepped backward into the shadows as if to give me room. Apparently, she wasn’t going to help him unless he gave her a direct order. Good to know.


      The man was turned away from us. Both hands rested against the trunk of a tree while he peered around it to watch. The fairy ring had a definite bend to it, now, buckling under the weight of so many zombies. They’d break through in a matter of minutes.


      I gripped my rusty pipe in both hands, stepped into the woods and swung as hard as I could.


      To my surprise, the pipe connected and hit him flat across the back. The impact ran up my arms, and I nearly dropped the pipe.


      The man grunted in pain and swung around to face me. “What the hell are you doing?” He made a grab for my pipe, but missed.


      To my absolute, utter shock, my mailman, Rick, stood before me, his normally pleasant face in an ugly grimace.


      I stepped to the side and swung at him again, connecting this time with his right arm. “Get back, asshole, or I swear I’ll aim for your head next.”


      He stepped back and held his hands up in the age-old symbol of surrender. It took him a moment to pull himself together, but he replaced the ghastly snarl with his regular, mild-mannered mailman face. His charm, however, had faded.


      “Hello, Miss Donovan. You folks are having a heck of a day, aren’t you!” His gaze flicked back and forth, casting around for something—I assumed for his enslaved djinn.


      “Heck of a day, yeah.” I tightened my grip on the pipe in case he decided to take a run at me. “How about you call this off now, Rick? Send the zombies back home and close the portal? Nobody gets hurt. Everything back to normal. What do you say?”


      His smile slipped a little. “I can offer you a place in the new world, you know. He likes me. I am his favorite. If I put in a good word, he might let you live after all.”


      I knew his offer was bullshit to distract me. They couldn’t have their bright new world unless Mom and I were dead first. My heart thumped hard. “You’re his favorite? What, does that make you a high priest in all this craziness?”


      Pride leaked from his pores and formed a hazy, smelly halo around his head. “Join me. He has no love of Aegises, but you could become his high priestess and stand by my side. All would be forgiven, I’m sure. If you switched sides, that’s a kind of death, isn’t it? I’m sure it would count.” He licked his lips and eyed me like a piece of cheesecake dripping with extra strawberry sauce.


      No wonder I’d stopped getting my Victoria’s Secret catalogs. This whackjob was probably stealing them. Maybe he wasn’t trying to distract me. Maybe he just wanted to sleep with me. Ew.


      “Are you insane?” Judging by the glazed look in his eyes, yes, he was very much insane. “Who is this guy? What’s your boss’s end game?”


      Rick gave me a puzzled look. “He has no name. Not yet. Soon he will step out of the ether and choose one. And he will lead us to a new land where all will begin again, fresh and new.” He held out his hand. “You can be a part of that. Don’t you want to live forever in perfection?”


      Everything happened at once. Gris must have finally gotten word through because Riley and Kam appeared on either side of me. At the same time the fairy ring let out an earsplitting crack from the weight of all those zombies. Several more portals appeared as the zombies stumbled over each other and dragged themselves onto my property.


      Each of the new portals spit out people.


      One group was covered head to toe in overcoats, gloves and wide-brimmed hats. As they spun and kicked at the zombies in their paths, steam rose from any delicate flesh that became exposed.


      Papa Dino had brought his people to save us, even though the sun had risen hours ago.


      Regular-looking people tumbled out of the second portal. They had no animal features that I could see, but their beads and flowers gave them away. Breezy and Mac had also come to our aid, though the lack of full moon made them human and likely more vulnerable.


      And then, there was Sara.


      Talia stood behind her, a sword drawn and at the ready, but my Sara shone like golden fire in the sunlight, and she led the demons into the fray herself.


      We were not a small group waiting for the end of the world. We were a freaking army.


      Rick’s open hands turned to fists. “No! Stop this!” He glared at the four of us, then swung around. “Dahlia! Dahlia come here, quickly!”


      The blonde djinn stepped out of the shadows, her eyes sad. “Yes, master?”


      “You have enough magic left for a wish, yes?”


      She hesitated, and she and Kam shared a look. “No, master.”


      He grabbed her arm and jerked it toward him. “You most certainly do. I gave you the magic myself. You have the last of it...” He examined her outstretched arm—the jewels embedded there were all dark. “How can they be empty? I hold your name. You can’t use the magic.”


      “No,” Kam said. She strode forward dressed entirely in black leather. “But she can transfer it to me across a short distance.” Kam grabbed him by the back of the head and shoved him face first against a tree with his hands behind his back. With a flick of her wrist, a length of rope appeared in her hand. She handed it to Riley. “Tie him tight. I need to keep him away from Dahlia.” She tipped her head toward the djinn. “Sorry. We’ll get you freed later. Until then, we’ll get you out of here so he can’t control you.”


      Even empty of magic, Dahlia would be compelled to do as she was commanded if we didn’t keep them apart.


      “Marcus.” My tone must’ve been sharp, because he jerked, as if I’d startled him. “Take Dahlia in the house and keep an eye on her and Mom. If we can’t get this stopped, be prepared to get them both out the back door and running for the beach.”


      He nodded, his face sober. “I’ll take care of it. It’s the least I can do.” He took Dahlia by the elbow and led her toward the house.


      Rick smiled his pleasant smile. “Now, Dahlia.” His tone was mild. He didn’t shout. He didn’t have to.


      They made it maybe five steps before Marcus froze and turned toward me. His mouth opened and closed as if he were trying to speak, and he held his arm out.


      Blood seeped from a fresh hole above his heart. So much blood it obscured the knife handle embedded there—it took me a few seconds to spot the cause.


      Marcus took a step forward, then fell to the grass, dead.


      Dahlia covered her face with her hands, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. He made me do it.” She choked on a sob, and her words became whispers. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She sank to the ground and curled into a ball, rocking and whispering her apologies.


      Riley and Kam looked to me for orders, as if I were the general and had some sort of plan.


      I had no plan. My boss’s boss lay murdered at my feet at the hand of a djinn who clearly needed more help than I could give at the moment.


      A full-on battle had commenced in my front yard with everyone I knew risking their lives.


      And my mailman had been responsible for the zombie apocalypse.


      I had no idea what to do. I took a deep breath.


      Think, Zoey. Do something.


      I poked Rick in the chest. “We’ll deal with you later. Kam’s going to tie you to a tree, aren’t you, Kam?”


      She nodded. “Yes, ma’am. That’s right.” She tugged his rope and made him walk backward to the nearest tree.


      Rick grinned at me. “He’s coming, Miss Donovan. You can’t stop him!”


      I tried to ignore him. “Riley, can you check Marcus?”


      Riley had been watching me closely, as if he were worried that I might drop to the grass and start rocking and whispering too.


      I’m just freakin’ dandy, folks. I’m the Aegis. I get shit done.


      But I was going to need a good stiff drink when it was over.


      Riley did a quick check of Marcus. He was neither alive, nor a soul stuck in his own body. Apparently, Marcus hadn’t been quite as surprised by his own death as he might have been. He’d moved on without the help of a reaper.


      Kam came back after securing Rick to a tree. It might put him in danger to be there, but we didn’t have a lot of choices. We couldn’t let him walk free, and he sure as hell couldn’t go in the house. And we were now separated from the garage by every kind of monster imaginable doing battle against an astonishing number of zombies.


      Rick was no longer my immediate concern. Kam took Dahlia in the house so she could keep an eye on her and be there to grab Mom if we all had to run for the beach.


      I turned my full attention to the battle on the other side of my house. I followed around the side of the house and climbed the steps to watch from the porch. With demons, vampires and were-humans fighting, I and my rusty pipe were puny in comparison. They were fighting to keep me alive. The least I could do to help them was stay the hell out of their way. Riley grabbed my hand and I held it like a lifeline.


      Chaos. Swords and fangs and shovels and rakes flew everywhere. The zombies were slow, but with single-minded purpose—eat whatever they came in contact with.


      Daniel and Andrew stood back-to-back with push brooms, shoving away any zombies that came close to them. Even in the middle of the zombie apocalypse, they didn’t want to hurt anyone. I hated that they were out there, vulnerable and very human. They should be next to me, safe. My chest hurt at the idea of losing them.


      Maurice had transmonstrified, though the zombies didn’t appear to care that he wore the illusion of a snarling, ten-foot beast with acid for spit. They came at him anyway, and he hacked at them with his kitchen knife. Not far from where he stood, a gigantic Stacy twirled and spun, punching zombies with her bare hands, kicking them backward when they gained too much ground.


      Sara let out a war cry and her demon horde flowed over the crowd of business-zombies, shoving them away. The vampires and were-hippies fought to push the crowd too.


      Darius stood at the portal, grabbing businessmen and women as they emerged and tossing them through to their own world before they could turn.


      But for all our numbers, we couldn’t keep at it forever. The zombies still poured out, initially normal, then disoriented. Then hungry.


      The zombies barely fought back, which was a mercy. But they had numbers on their side, numbers that kept increasing. The only weapons they had were their teeth, which didn’t seem too bad until the virus or magic that made them zombies kicked in and started taking down my people.


      The front lines were mostly Tahlia’s demons and Papa Dino’s vampires. Behind them Breezy and Mac’s werefolk fought.


      Not all demons were big, scary and dangerous. A delicate demon that looked more like an antelope than a human was the first to fall. Several more followed. Vamps and weres followed within seconds.


      The earth shook when a transmonstrified Stacy fell to the ground. I choked on a scream of protest and Riley put his arms around me.


      She didn’t get back up.


      My skin felt like ice. Everything had happened so quickly. Riley spun me to face him. “I need to get you back in the house. We can hide you in the attic.”


      I shook my head. “No. I’m staying right here.”


      Tears formed in his beautiful gray eyes. “I have to save you. It’s my job.”


      I kissed him softly and held my palms against his face. “It’s my job to save everyone.” In the end, it always was. And now I’d figured out how.


      I glanced over my shoulder at the window. Mom was gone from her lookout post. The door opened, and she descended the steps, dragging the rod from my living room curtains. Her face was rigid with determination.


      I kissed Riley again. “I love you. No matter what happens, you need to know that.”


      He smiled, though the expression was sad—as if we were saying goodbye. “I love you more than you can ever know, Zoey Donovan.”


      I closed my eyes and went inside myself. My mental barriers were strong and sturdy, keeping me from the overwhelming emotions of the world around me. I tore down the carefully built walls, brick by metaphysical brick, exposing me to everyone fighting in my yard.


      Fear.


      Anger.


      Exhilaration.


      Sorrow.


      I pushed past the people fighting on our side and reached for the endless line of zombies staggering toward us with single-minded determination.


      Hunger.


      Hunger.


      Hunger.


      That was all there was. It consumed them with a pain so deep they couldn’t think any clear thoughts or function in any way other than to stumble forward trying to sate the hunger driving them.


      The most basic of my abilities was to feel what others were feeling. I’d found it was possible to project my emotions onto someone else, though I hated doing it.


      What I needed was to go one step further than I’d ever tried to go before. And I had to do it without practice and to an unfathomable number of people.


      I inhaled deeply, my eyes closed so tightly I saw stars. I reached for the gut-wrenching, soul-eclipsing hunger and took it into myself. I didn’t merely feel what they were feeling, I took it away from them and absorbed it as my own.


      I moaned and dropped to my knees. My stomach hurt, and I felt lightheaded. Riley knelt next to me and tried to brush my hair from my face. I snapped at him like an animal, my teeth nearly connecting with his hand.


      “Get back.” My voice was husky. “You smell so good.” Another pang hit me like lightning shooting through my gut. I panted through it. “Please. Get them out of here. I can’t do this for long.” At the center of all that hunger, a tiny spark of myself sat quietly waiting. I focused as much as I could on that small bit of Zoey-ness, reaching for it with everything I had to keep from losing myself entirely. It seemed so far away.


      I seemed so far away.


      All around us, zombies stopped. Their eyes cleared, and they cast about as if lost. Their skin condition didn’t improve, but without the hunger, they were regular people, confused and trying to figure out what was going on.


      Our guys stopped fighting, weapons still held ready.


      I screamed as pain and hunger racked my body. I forced it down into an imaginary well, deep inside of me, but the ache remained. “Please, Riley,” I whispered. I curled into a ball and wrapped my arms around my legs.


      So much hunger. I couldn’t think straight.


      I had to eat.


      I felt Riley leave more than saw him go. An eternity passed while I focused on staying conscious and holding all that hunger inside me. If I fainted, the hunger would likely return to the people I’d taken it from. I dug my fingernails into the palms of my hands and squeezed my eyes shut, reaching, always reaching inside for that small spark of me buried beneath the all-consuming pangs of starvation.


      Little by little, the hunger dwindled until I could open my eyes and stop trying to hold myself together with my arms. Riley had returned, and he’d brought a man in what was once a nice business suit.


      The man held his hand out to me. “Let me help you.” His voice was deep and kind.


      I took his slimy hand and climbed to my feet. The hunger remained, but it was small and far away. The business-zombies had left except for a few who knelt over the bodies of our fallen. I couldn’t see what they were doing, but they didn’t seem to be doing further harm.


      “Are they gone?” I brushed grass from my pants with shaking hands.


      The man smiled. “I sent them home.”


      I frowned. “You? Who are you?”


      “I’m President Steele. I run the world of what you call zombies.”


      “What do you call yourselves?” Looking at him was difficult. Calm and de-zombified or not, he still had drippy, oozy flesh that, presumably, would go back to normal when he went home.


      He shrugged. “People. We call ourselves people. But the air in your world re-activates a virus in our systems. That’s why we remain separate.”


      “Oh.” I watched as a woman bent over a still form in striped tights and an orange tutu. “We lost a lot of people.” My heart squeezed in my chest and I tried not to choke on the words. “People I love.” I swallowed the unspoken accusation. The zombie people weren’t to blame. This was all Rick’s fault—Rick and his mysterious god-thing.


      As I watched, those crazy striped legs stirred, then Stacy sat upright. The woman helped her to her feet. Stacy turned and looked at me for a long moment. She tipped her head toward Maurice as he helped Sara gather weapons from the grass. Stacy’s lips quivered in a small, sweet smile, and she lifted her hand to wave at me. I waved back, my heart swelling with sadness. She walked toward the zombie portal and stepped through.


      I made a sound of protest, and Riley slipped his arm around me. “She has to go, baby. She’s infected now. She needed a fresh start anyway.”


      I shook my head, tears forming in my eyes. “No!” I swallowed, my voice quiet. “She didn’t even say goodbye.”


      The centaur followed after Stacy. A handful of demons. Several vampires. A cluster of werefolk.


      I shivered in the cool morning air, unbearable sadness settling over me as I watched all the people forced into new lives.


      “Thank you for stopping this from going any farther,” President Steele said. “I’m so sorry it came to this.”


      I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms. “I was too late. I didn’t stop it in time.”


      Riley slipped behind me and pulled me against his chest. “The end of the world didn’t happen, Zo. That’s as in time as anybody could ask.”


      The crazy thing to all of it was that no one died. Not really. Sure, a lot of people were infected and it looked like they’d died. But they didn’t. And in the zombie world, they’d be perfectly normal. The zombies who fell were fine too. Their parts knit back together and they walked home through the portal.


      We had a few small injuries—Sara had accidentally elbowed Maurice in the head at some point, and he needed a cold compress. Darius, of all people, had stepped on a rake lying in the grass. The whack to the face did more to his ego than it did to his face, but his foot had a cut that needed dressing.


      There were others with minor scrapes and bruises, but nothing major.


      For the most part, we’d come away fairly unscathed, but minus one under-the-bed monster who seemed to have embraced her new circumstances with grace. I was sad to see her go and would miss her terribly. But I had to admit, she’d had a rough time lately, especially in matters of love. I hoped with all my heart she’d find something better where she’d gone. I so wanted her to be happy.


      With each straggling zombie who stepped through the portal, the hunger I’d consumed lessened. When only President Steele remained, I kind of felt like a sandwich would’ve been enough to squelch it. Of course, that was only because I’d locked the hunger away to a deep, far away place inside of me. I wasn’t feeling the full force that they felt. The hunger had only been so awful because of the large numbers of hungry zombies I’d tried to free from it.


      The last thing President Steele did before he left was take back a little of his hunger. I gave him a gradual dose, enough for him to welcome Rick into the fold.


      “This won’t stop it from happening,” Rick said. “His coming was foretold long before you were born. When he chooses a name, he’ll come for you.”


      “I’ll be ready,” I said. “Sorry that you’ll be missing it, though.”


      I was not ashamed of how much joy I took in seeing Rick blubber and beg for his life before the president bit him.


      Rick dropped to the grass, a wicked bite mark on his arm. President Steele didn’t wait for him to wake up. Riley helped get the unconscious man to his feet and over to the portal. Hands emerged to assist, and Rick the mailman disappeared into the zombie world to face trial. President Steele had assured me there would be no appeals.


      The zombie apocalypse was over, and we had survived.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Twenty-Four


      I sat on my front porch, one step below Riley with his arms wrapped around me. We watched the last of the demons, weres and vamps travel back to their respective homes before their portals popped out of existence.


      Papa Dino looked solemn, but not unhappy as he waved goodbye. Breezy and Mac—nearly unrecognizable without any animal parts—left us with promises to return and help with Maurice’s composting project.


      Sara swaggered over and took a seat next to me.


      “Nice outfit.” I plucked at the slit leather skirt that matched her tummy-baring halter.


      She stretched her golden legs and crossed them at the ankles. “Talia gave it to me. I think it matches my new look a little better. Not perfect yet, but I’ll get there.”


      I leaned back against Riley, soaking in his warmth. “You looked pretty amazing out there.”


      She held her arm out and turned it in the sun. “I sparkle.” Her tone was dry, unimpressed.


      I tried to be positive. “It’s pretty.”


      She grunted. “It’s also permanent.”


      “Oh.” There wasn’t much I could say to that. “I’m sorry.”


      Sara shrugged and sat up straighter. “Worrying about it won’t change it. You know I don’t believe in regrets.” The heavy sigh she let out told another story.


      I bumped my shoulder against hers. “Go talk to Maurice.”


      She dropped her hands in her lap. “He’s busy helping Andrew and Daniel doctor people up.”


      I shoved a little harder. “Then go help him, you dufus.”


      Her silver eyebrows shot up. “Dufus?”


      “Yeah. Dufus. Go.” I made a shooing motion, and she finally hauled herself up and went inside.


      Kam passed by with Dahlia, the two in animated conversation. To my surprise, Howard and Milo popped out from underneath the house and ran off together into the grass.


      I twisted my neck to look at Riley. “Did they have ribbons around their necks?”


      “Howard didn’t look too happy about it.” Riley bent and kissed the top of my head. “At least we know the gnomes under there haven’t died.”


      The door opened behind us and Mom settled in next to me. Darius stood behind her like a watchful tree.


      “Well.” Mom pushed her curls away from her face. “We didn’t die. So, there’s that.”


      “I’d say that’s quite a lot,” I said. “All things considered.”


      “Think it’s safe to go to the grocery store? I’m beginning to hate this place.”


      I had to agree with that. “I think we’re as safe as we were before an offshoot of the Church of Hidden Wisdom decided to kill us. Which is to say, we’re not totally safe, but after the zombie apocalypse, what’s one nameless dude who hasn’t even shown up yet?”


      After everything we’d been through, I didn’t care who this guy was. I was going into town to get my hair done. Buy some new shoes. Get a latte. Anything.


      Bring it, you bastard. I’m getting a manicure first.


      Riley tightened his arms around me. “So, what do we do now?”


      I sighed. I didn’t want to think about what came next. “We figure out who’s been behind all of this—this grand and glorious he they kept talking about. And more importantly, we need to go back to researching the Covenant and the Curator. We find out what that’s all about and who sent us giant feathers and obscure clues, we solve the whole thing.”


      A short, pudgy figure blocked the sun. Aggie stood beside us, a little out of breath. “That won’t be necessary, my darlings.”


      I shifted to offer her my seat, but Darius was already beside her with a chair. He took her by the elbow and helped her sit facing us. “Comfortable?”


      She patted his enormous hand. “I’m fine. Thank you, dear.”


      “I’ll get you a drink.” He moved toward the door.


      “No, please.” She shook her head, and the silver-blue curls didn’t bob the way they usually did. In fact, all of her looked tired. “I don’t have much time, and I wanted all four of you here.”


      My throat tightened. I hoped with all my heart she meant she didn’t have much time because there was a pie in the oven to get back to, but I didn’t think that was what she was telling us.


      Her face was gray and tired. Even her rings had lost some of their sparkle.


      She leaned forward. “I am not what I thought I was.”


      I frowned. “You’re not a forest hag?”


      She smiled. “Yes and no. My clocks—you know how much I love them—my clocks all stopped a little while ago. The silence woke me up, and I remembered why I’m here.”


      Riley reached for my hand and wove our fingers together. “You’re the Curator.”


      Her smile brightened. “Yes! Very good.” She eyed our hands and winked at me. “I’m glad that’s sorted out.”


      I smiled back at her. “You always knew it would be.”


      She looked from me to my mother, pride swelling her chest. “I’ve been here for my girls, just in case. Every Aegis always has a Curator around. In case.”


      Mom’s voice trembled. “In case of what, Aggie?”


      “In case you’re the last. And now, you are.”


      I shook my head. “There’s two of us.”


      “Yes, sweetheart, but I’m the only Curator for the last two Aegises. All the other Curators lost their Aegises and have moved on. So, it’s time for me to do my final job.”


      Tears clouded my eyes, and Riley squeezed my hand to keep me steady. “No, Aggie. Everyone’s safe. We just have to figure out what the terms of the Covenant are so we can fix it and send whoever it is back where he came from.”


      She was leaving us. I knew it. I felt it. And I didn’t know how to stop it.


      Mom must have felt it, too. Her hands fluttered in her lap, frantic and helpless.


      “Girls, I am the Covenant.” She tapped her breastbone. “Or rather, the Curators each kept it safe inside themselves.”


      “Curator ablaze,” Mom said, her voice barely above a whisper.


      Aggie nodded. “Curators are offspring of the Great Simurgh, first of all Hidden. And now, the last Hidden is emerging from the ether of story. He has chosen a name. Unless you have the Covenant and stop him, he will break it and leave this world forever. All the Hidden will have to go with him.”


      I felt the blood drain from my face. “He can’t do that.”


      Aggie’s head drooped. She looked so weary. “I’m afraid he can, dear. But the Covenant will help you.”


      Smoke curled from her pink sneakers and drifted up her legs.


      I felt my head shaking frantically back and forth in denial, but I wasn’t conscious of doing it. “No, Aggie. Please. We’ll find another way.”


      Aggie’s smile was peaceful and filled with affection. “I love you both. You’ve made me so proud, each in your own way.”


      Mom let out a short sob and covered her mouth with her hands.


      Flames licked at Aggie’s knees, then engulfed her so quickly we didn’t have time to react. Her expression never faltered. At the last, she lifted her head and arms to the sky and cooed. Her figure hardened, then crumbled away.


      The fire went out as if someone had flipped a switch.


      We sat silent, unbelieving. A moment before, Aggie had been sitting in the chair in front of us. Now, there was nothing but a pile of ash in her place.


      The ash shifted and caved in. A beak poked through, then the rest of a stubby, bald bird wobbled free. I gasped as the bird grew long, crimson feathers, stretched its wings, then flew away.


      “She was a phoenix,” I said. My voice sounded hoarse. “Like the card I drew.”


      “Where’s the Covenant?” Riley slid his legs from around me so he could get a closer look. “It has to be there.”


      He tried to be gentle and respectful as he prodded the ashes, but I had to look away, all the same. Maybe Aggie was the bird that flew away. But to me, those ashes were her too.


      Darius wrapped his arms around my mom and she buried her face in his massive chest.


      “Got it.” Riley dragged something solid from the ashes and held it up. He blew away the dust. “It’s a book.”


      I craned my neck to see. “Is there a title? What’s in it?”


      He held it up to show a dark, red leather cover. “Beats the hell out of me. What is this, Sanskrit, do you think?”


      I took it from him and flipped through the pages. “It’s blank.” I fanned the pages, horrified, shaking my head in denial. As the reality sank in, a fat, angry tear rolled down my cheek and splashed on the jagged surface. “This is nothing. We lost Aggie and we can’t even read the damn thing.”


      Mom sniffed and wiped her face. “Let me see.”


      I handed it to her without a word. I felt numb inside, too full of grief and too tired to work up a full steam of anger. No doubt, that would come later. We’d won the zombie apocalypse without any fatalities, only to lose someone I loved very much for a useless, stupid reason.


      And I still didn’t know who wanted us dead in the first place or how to stop him.


      I pulled myself to my feet. “I’m going inside.”


      I turned, and the world became black...


      A fire blazed before me, and the whooshing of wings was unmistakably familiar this time.


      “The Last has chosen and will come forth. Soon, the Aegis will choose.” The whispered voice was stronger this time.


      “Choose what? What do you want me to do?” My throat scratched from yelling to be heard over the sound of wings.


      “When the time comes, you will know.”


      I spun in a circle, desperate to see who I was talking to. “That’s no help. At least tell me who he is so I can watch for him.”


      The wings stopped beating and utter silence fell.


      The voice was so quiet I almost didn’t hear its whispered words. “Shadow Man.”


      Daylight stunned my eyes. I was back on my front porch. Mom stood next to Darius, her eyes wide as rainbow-colored feathers fell all around us and piled on the wooden boards.


      The skin on my arms was covered in raised bumps, and “Shadow Man” echoed in my head. I wrapped my arms around myself to ward off the chill the name gave me. I didn’t know what it meant, but I felt the name in my core. It was something truly awful, and all the friendly demons, vampires, shifters and zombies in all the worlds wouldn’t be able to save us.


      Behind me, the front door flew open. “What the hell is going on out here?” Maurice scowled at the iridescent feathers shimmering in the sunlight. “What did I miss?”


      I took the book from Mom and handed it to him. “Can you read the title?”


      He looked at me like I was nuts. “Of course not. You might try Molly, though.”


      The wind picked up and some of the feathers swirled in drifts.


      Riley stepped next to me and circled his arm around my waist. “We’ll ask her tomorrow.” He kissed my temple. “I think we deserve a short break.”


      Maurice chuckled. “You’d better come out back first.”


      “What’s wrong?” If one more thing went wrong, I’d probably have to assume the fetal position and nurse a couple of bottles of wine. I was done.


      Maurice grinned. “Nothing’s wrong. Just come see.”


      I glanced at the empty chair behind us, then back at Maurice. He’d loved Aggie very much. I’d have to sit him down in a little while and tell him what happened. Doing so would break my heart all over again.


      I gave him as much of a smile as I could muster and squeezed his hand. “All right. Show us.”


      We dragged ourselves through the house, sorrow making us appear more zombie-like than the zombies had been.


      When I stepped outside and into the magical bubble that concealed my backyard, I stopped short.


      Riley bumped into me, then guided me a step to the right so Mom and Darius wouldn’t exit into a pileup.


      The entire backyard was filled with tropical birds. Golds and greens, blues and scarlets, every color imaginable—and some I’d never known to imagine—flitted across the yard. They should have caused a cacophony of discordant tweets, shrieks and chirps, but they didn’t.


      Their voices joined in a single joyful song that spoke a wordless tune of light overcoming dark, love destroying hate, and happiness dispelling sorrow. I walked to the center of the yard, and they circled and swooped while they sang. The sun glinted off their feathers in dazzling prisms.


      Here and there, mixed among the other birds, I spotted a crimson phoenix, each perched in dignified silence as the other birds sang.


      When the song ended, the birds dispersed, a few at a time or in flocks, until none remained but a circle of phoenixes surrounding my mother and me. I was certain that if we counted, we would find the number of phoenixes matched the number of lost Aegises.


      Plus Aggie.


      I smiled through my tears, silently thanking these lovely creatures for caring for our fellow Aegises for as long as they could. One by one, they flew away until only one sat alone a few feet from where we stood.


      Love spilled from its downy wings and fluffed around us like soft clouds. The scent of chocolate chip cookies drifted on the breeze.


      The bird tilted its head to one side, bowed low, then fluttered off.


      Mom and I stood in the middle of the yard holding hands and watching Aggie fly away.


      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Do you think we’ll ever see her again?”


      Her smile squeezed my heart. “With all my heart, I hope so.”


      Mom pressed her forehead against mine and we held each other tight.


      After a moment, Mom lifted her head, a questioning look on her face. “Zoey, did you know there are gnomes living under our front porch?”


      The bay breeze blew my hair from my face. “They’ll come out when they’re ready.” I smiled. “Don’t you worry.”


      * * * * *
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      I stopped believing in monsters long ago. But I knew I wasn’t imagining things when I found one in my kitchen baking muffins. I’d seen him before: lurking in my closet, scaring the crap out of my five-year-old self. Turns out that was a misunderstanding, and now Maurice needs a place to stay. How could I say no?
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      Zoey Donovan—empath, wedding planner, go-to girl for monsters with personal problems—has been marked twice for pickup by Death. On both occasions, Riley the smoking-hot reaper has refused to follow through. For his breach of protocol, Riley is now on probation. For her refusal to die on schedule, Zoey’s right to live is challenged. She will have to undergo a life-or-death trial, but she won’t know when or where it will happen…
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      A migration of mythical creatures has begun, and more and more of them are landing on Zoey Donovan’s doorstep. As the only Aegis left in the country, it falls to her to protect the Hidden and keep them safe—and her house has become a sanctuary for water sprites, goblins, harpies, djinn and more…
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      In her role as Aegis, Zoey Donovan has rescued and cared for hundreds of monsters and mythical creatures. Now humans are the ones in need of her help. Someone with a personal vendetta against the Board of Hidden Affairs has kidnapped all the other Aegises in the country—including Zoey’s mother.
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