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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The morning dew clung to the sage and native grasses in the pasture, their scents mingling pleasantly in the air. However, a stronger odor corrupted the tranquil morning. The tang of iron and stench of fetid greenery overlay all other smells. In one corner, the buck rail pasture had been knocked over and the occupants were nowhere to be seen. Look a little further to the west, however, and a macabre sight covered nearly a quarter acre. Six of the highland cattle were dead. Only their hooves and horns remained untouched. The rest of them was strewn across the field or carried off by the murderer.  
 
    Willem Cronley stood horrorstruck in the crisp air. Half of his livelihood had been destroyed, and the other half was either lost in the woods or had met a similar end. He heard a gasp as his wife, Helen, came up behind him. 
 
    “Keep the kids inside,” he said, his voice hoarse. 
 
    Helen picked up her skirts and hurried to stop her children from witnessing what she just had. She nearly made it through the door of the cottage before her breakfast demanded it be let loose. Her boots would need another polish before she started her daily chores. But without the cows to milk, there would be no butter to churn and she would have to start in the chicken coop before tending to their modest garden. 
 
    “What is it, Mother?” Her youngest stepped outside, and before she could usher him back inside he screamed at the top of his lungs. His siblings came running, and they too screamed. 
 
    From somewhere in the forest, a low mournful cry echoed back to them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The knocking at Artemisia’s door was incessant. She knew without a doubt it was the sheriff. People in her profession rarely got any respite from superstitious lawmen. She took her time, carefully grinding the mugwort root into a paste with her mortar and pestle. When it was completed to her liking, she stood, brushed her long blonde hair behind her ear and rose to answer the door. 
 
    “Miss Corax,” the man said as politely as he could through gritted teeth. He wore his hair loose and shoulder length, had a well-groomed mustache, and a five o‘clock shadow along his jawbone. His gray eyes further demonstrated how disappointed he was to be making this house-call. He wore black trousers, knee high polished boots — a wise choice in the infernally muddy town of Northgate — and a steel gray peacoat.  As she suspected, it was Sheriff Ruckstead. 
 
    “And to what do I owe this untimely surprise?” Artemisia lilted. Her own brown eyes reflected the same attitude as the lawmen on her doorstep. 
 
    “I’m afraid it isn’t to incarcerate you this time. I have something I need your help with,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    She smiled broadly. “I refuse.” 
 
    The sheriff shot out one of his dark hands to stop the door from closing in his face. “Something happened down at the Cronley’s farm. Something killed half of their cattle and the other half escaped. They think it’s the work of some demon.” 
 
    “And naturally you come to me for aid,” she said demurely, but nonetheless pulled on a heavy woolen jacket. From her pocket she extracted her riding gloves. “I will only need a minute to prepare my horse.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ruckstead said amiably enough. But just being in the woman’s presence made his skin crawl. The door and window frames of her home were covered with wolf lichen, the bright green fungus pinned up with nails before it had taken to its new substrate. Along the south side of her home was a vegetable garden, half of the plants in it poisonous. In two planters in the front of her house were crops of nettle. Why she grew the plant escaped the sheriff — unless it was to deter visitors. Lining the well-worn path to her front door were numerous shaggy mane mushrooms. Their soft, scaly caps were already beginning to blacken at the edges and some had begun to drip dark tendrils as the fungi consumed itself. 
 
    The sound of leather stretching and groaning alerted him that Artemisia was ready as she adjusted her weight in her saddle. Her horse seemed impossibly large for her, Ruckstead was certain it was part draft. The animal’s glossy white coat matched with the woman’s blonde hair made for an ethereal pairing straight from an old wives’ tale, but the sheriff knew better. Artemisia had plenty of dark secrets, a few of which, he was loath to admit, had substance familiar to him. 
 
    He mounted his own jug-headed, buckskin horse, easily swinging one long leg over the saddle to settle in the right-hand stirrups. A quarter-mile down the path they intersected a cobblestone path and turned their steeds south. The evergreens gave way to aspen trees, which in turn gave way to supple saplings, reaching greedily towards the sun. Oak brush dotted the landscape as it became more and more sparse, yet a few grew to tree-like status. Paintbrush, flax, and other wildflowers swayed easily in the breeze from between bunch grasses. A mill could be seen growing larger in the distance, a wheel noisily splashing water as it generated movement for the machinery within.  
 
    Artemisia grimaced, the sight of such industry so close to her home always struck a chord, though she was on good terms with the owner of the mill and found him and his wife to be extremely pleasant. Soon the natural landscape was broken by the monocultures of food production. It was equally as beautiful as the forest she lived in, but Artemisia would never feel at home among the crops.  
 
    Sheriff Ruckstead nodded to some of the familiar faces he saw tending the fields. Many of them were indentured servants, slaving away until they could afford to strike out on their own. Of course, that would never happen. His eyes picked up the trickle of irrigation ditches meandering throughout the field, running their courses happily until they were diverted and spilled across the soil surface. Potatoes, corn, soybeans, and squash were common staples of farmers’ fields, not to overlook the cereals: wheat and barley. Three years ago, ergot infected much of the wheat yield, and as such few farmers had been bold enough to replant. The Cronley’s were one such family, and no doubt their recent tragedy would cause a flurry of rumors. Witchcraft, demons, and more. Ruckstead turned a wary eye onto the witch next to him. Artemisia claimed she was a simple herbalist, but most of the town knew otherwise. Her business was a front for her darker rituals. 
 
    “Something on your mind, Sheriff?” She broke the silence with a cold drawl.  
 
    “Nothing different from the usual,” he muttered darkly. 
 
    “Ah, so nothing,” Artemisia purred and kicked her horse into a canter.  
 
    Ruckstead scowled, and urged his horse, Wineae, to follow the pearlescent gelding ahead of her. The sun struggled to peer through the heavy haze of clouds that left Northgate in a perpetually sun-starved state. If the growing season wasn’t so long, the crops would surely produce meager yields year in and year out. It took weeks for the plants to even grow two inches once they had burst from the soil, and nearly a month until they were knee high. Yet the farmers tended their fields lovingly, and somehow produced enough crop to feed their family and the town. Perhaps it was the rich soil. It was said that nearly three hundred years ago a great battle was fought. The blood and bones of the First Peoples fed the ground that they now stood on.   
 
    Suddenly the town was before them, the wood shingled roofs and shuttered windows only increasing the drab look of the buildings. Everything was painted in dreary grays, mournful blues, and sickly greens. It might have just been the moss and lichen clinging to the houses that tricked the hues into shining a little more emerald than they had been intended to be. Chamber pots were emptied into the streets, and drunkards could be seen teetering dangerously close to the gutters. The town of Northgate was by no means large, but its population still fell prey to the sins of a larger city. They crossed from the Main Road onto Raven’s Barrow, and Artemisia scrunched her nose as they passed by a series of apartments.  
 
    Her younger cousin, Mission, lived in one of them. She didn’t know which. It was a point not to visit his apartment, but he was frequently invited to her forest dwelling. He brought her supplies from town so she could maintain her status as a hermit, and she gave him tinctures and salves to sell at a discounted rate to the poor in the community. If she had to guess, she would say he lived in the Oyster Shell block, judging by its seedy reputation.  
 
    It only took twenty minutes to cross the entire town. A few more miles southwardly they came to a crossroad and turned right, to the west. The Cronley Farmstead was only a half-mile further. There wasn’t much to the farm, a few outbuildings and the main house. A single windmill stood alone against a dark hillside, its sole purpose to mark the watering hole for the livestock.  
 
    The Cronleys were a poor family and soon the richer businesses would buy them out and send indentured servants out to tend the fields that the Cronley family had had for six generations. Willem, Helen, and their six kids did their best, but it was simply not enough to keep them afloat. And now half of their livestock had disappeared, the other half massacred. Like vultures sensing death, the businessmen and investors would no doubt swoop in at the promise of an easy bargain.  
 
    Willem stood by the open gate, wringing his hands nervously. He was an ugly man, with thick eyebrows, a hooked nose broken many times over, hair like straw, and a smile so crooked a drunk couldn’t even walk its line. Luckily for his children, they had inherited his wife’s plain beauty and had large, baleful, brown eyes, high cheekbones and curly, dark hair. 
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead,” he said and nodded respectfully. He broke into a smile he quickly tried to hide when he saw Artemisia. “Milady.” 
 
    “Malady is more like it,” Ruckstead said sourly under his breath. Artemisia snickered. 
 
    “Willem, I wish the circumstances of our meeting were on better terms.” Artemisia looked past him to the six children pressing their faces against the glass. 
 
    “It is always a pleasure when you visit our humble home. The children are still overjoyed with the gifts you brought them last time, and the crops-” Willem was cut off as the woman lifted a hand to stop him. 
 
    “Careful now, we wouldn’t want our good sheriff to cart you off to jail,” she warned. 
 
    Willem stammered for a moment but Ruckstead harrumphed to voice his displeasure. 
 
    “We only arrest criminals and witches.” 
 
    At that the farmer blanched. Ruckstead sighed and continued, “Let’s get to the heart of this matter, though. Where are the poor beasts?” 
 
    “I left them as they lay.” Willem turned and led them towards the closest pasture. How his entire family hadn’t been woken by the slaughter of the animals was beyond the sheriff and the witch. They were assaulted by the smell before they had a glimpse of the massacre. As they crossed the pastureland, Artemisia caught a glimpse of something white gleaming from its burrow in the grasses. She reined in Newt, her horse, and slipped gracefully to the ground. She saw the pupil as she brushed the green blades from overtop of it. The gentle brown color of the iris made the eye seem peaceful even in death. She scooped it from the ground and held it aloft in her gloved hand. Without an explanation, she dropped the eye into a pouch held at her hip. She didn’t bother climbing back into the saddle, but instead lead Newt by the reins towards the epicenter of the bloodshed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The smell was nearly unbearable. Ruckstead held a kerchief over his nose as he took a mental catalogue of the massacre before him. Hair was scattered about the field, some of it in bloody clumps and the rest spread far and wide like seed before the first snow. The entrails had been neatly pulled from the carcasses and stretched like yarn given to a kitten. The leg bones gleamed white, without a spot of meat on them, though the hooves remained intact. The cheeks, tongues, and eyes had been taken or eaten — with the exception of the one in the witch’s satchel. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what did this?” Willem asked quietly. 
 
    “It’s not something of this world,” Artemisia said slowly. “I can divine the creatures last moments with the eye.” 
 
    Ruckstead snorted derisively. “This is the work of some wild animal. Not demons.” 
 
    “I never said it was a demon. Besides, sometimes the two aren’t nearly as different as you would think,” Artemisia lilted. 
 
    “Do you have anyone who would want to cripple your family’s livelihood?” the sheriff asked, choosing to remain pragmatic and ignore the witch’s farfetched comments. 
 
    “Plenty of the businessmen in town. I’ve had six offers on the farm in the last two months, none of them worth the pride I’d lose selling it,” Willem answered with a catch in his voice.  
 
    Ruckstead rolled his eyes, though not at the farmer’s plight. Since the small town of Northgate had seen an influx of citizens, mainly migrant workers who were welcomed by the farmers, the money savvy had descended to prey on the burgeoning economy. 
 
    “Can’t you do anything to drive them out?” Artemisia asked Ruckstead. “Isn’t it your position to protect the people of this community?” 
 
    “It was,” Ruckstead said with a sigh. “But Mayor Kerrick is lining his pockets with bribes these days. The wealthy families are here to stay… at least until they decide to move on to a town with bigger spoils.” 
 
    “We appreciate the effort.” Willem Cronley sighed and ran a hand through his thinning hair. From the air crows descended, cawing and laughing as they settled on what was left of the livestock. Their beady eyes challenged Ruckstead and Cronley to shoo them away. The look of deference they gave Artemisia was not missed by the two men. 
 
    “You said it yourself.” Ruckstead turned to Artemisia. “This wasn’t done by any man. The businessmen are not suspects.” 
 
    “I did not say any such thing. I said it was not of this world. Many walk among us who are from elsewhere,” she answered cryptically.  
 
    “Name one such being,” Ruckstead demanded. 
 
    “So you can arrest them. No?” Artemisia laughed easily. “Loose tongues lose the privilege of knowledge.” 
 
    “Then you won’t help us find the culprit?” Ruckstead fumed. 
 
    “You do your work and I’ll do mine. I will find out the nature of our murderer and shall return to you.” She turned to Cronley, “My condolences to your family. I will do my best to hunt this creature down.” 
 
    Willem murmured his thanks and the witch gently spurred Newt into a trot as she departed from the field of slaughter. 
 
    “You should have never arrested her.” 
 
    Ruckstead snorted. “She wasn’t even held for two days. Somehow she escaped the first night.” 
 
    “That’s the first time I’ve heard that,” Willem said and looked back at the retreating woman in awe. 
 
    “We asked her not to tell.” Ruckstead leveled the farmer with a gaze that erased any doubt about the seriousness of the statement. 
 
    Whatever response Cronley would have had was cut short as a young man on a lanky chestnut horse came galloping across the field. 
 
    “Is that James Kerfield?” Willem asked as he squinted at the approaching figure. 
 
    “His heart would be broke if he knew that nobody called him Deputy Kerfield by now,” Ruckstead said wryly and Willem managed to hide his smile before the deputy had dismounted. 
 
    “Sir, there was a murder on Captain’s Circle. An entire family,” James said, out of breath despite his horse having done most of the work. He was twenty-six and had an olive complexion in the winter and was the smooth brown of tree bark in the summer. His shaggy hair poked out from beneath a bowler hat, which Ruckstead didn’t have the heart to tell him was a size too big.  
 
    “Have you managed to identify the victims?” the sheriff asked, wondering what could have transpired last night to result in these two catastrophes. What planets had lined up to result in such grisly events? That would be a question for the witch when he saw her next. Hopefully her divination would be successful. 
 
    “It was the Hartschoffs,” James said, and his horse snorted in agreement behind him.  
 
    Both Ruckstead and Cronley had to hide their surprise. Krenley Hartschoff was one of the richest men in town and had already bought out three large farms. His wife Theodora had a seat on the town council. As far as business families went, this one was well respected by the community. 
 
    “If you will excuse us, Willem. It appears that I have more work to do,” Ruckstead said as he swung into Wineae’s saddle. He clucked his tongue once and she took off at a canter, leaving the farmer and his dead livelihood alone in the field. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Hartschoff Manor sat on one thousand acres and the quarter-mile long drive was lined with arrow-wood viburnums. The sheriff and deputy had little time to appreciate the plants, or the gardens planted behind them. Nor did they pay attention to the aviary full of exotic birds or the fountain that spurted water from the lips of a pollywog. The gothic style house was all straight lines and vertical windows. The black trim against the white boards looked smart, and Ruckstead pondered how many hours it took the servants to keep the home looking pristine. Calling it a home was a poor jest. It was the most magnificent palace in Northgate, and more and more of these mansions were springing up, but this had stood the test of time.  
 
    Inside the house was even more amazing. The wood paneled floors were made of pine and whorled with the blue fungal stains of the pine beetles’ symbiotic partner. A spiraling staircase lined with bookshelves worthy of Alexandria wrapped around the foyer. Ruckstead knew that the study was full of incredible animals that no one in Northgate would see in their lives unless they were invited to the Hartschoff Manor; the pelts of zebras, giraffes, lions, and flamingos adorned the room that was completed with a cigar box, a mahogany desk, and furnished chairs. 
 
    The sheer amount of blood was enough to distract the officers of the law from the pleasures of the house. It had run down the stairs, spread across the walls, stained the spines of books, and spattered the ceiling. Following the signs, Ruckstead headed upstairs before his assistant could direct him towards the first of the bodies. The adult Hartschoffs were found in their bedroom, the four- poster canopy nothing more than splinters and feathers. The lovers were naked in the middle of the destruction. Only their hands, feet, eyes, and genitals had been taken by their murderer. An animal was indeed responsible for the killing. The teeth marks were evident. What appeared to be dog hair was all over the room, as well as flecks of blood, as if the creature had shaken itself clean after its prey had been devoured.  
 
    “How did it get inside?” Ruckstead asked James. 
 
    “The solarium. None of the glass is intact.” 
 
    “Where are the Hartschoff girls?” The sheriff’s question went unanswered for a long moment.  
 
    “We found parts of both of them in the field out back. Enough to confirm that both are dead,” James answered and his face blanched. 
 
    “I’ll need to see it.” 
 
    “Sir, there are two left hands in a field. That’s it,” James said, but Ruckstead leveled him with a glare. “Yessir.” 
 
    The deputy led his superior outside.  Directly behind the Hartschoff manor house were three ponds adorned with naked cherubs and larger than life goldfish statues. Behind the carefully manicured lawn of brome and wheatgrass was a field full of gorse and bindweed. The sharp thorns served as a warning behind the gentle allure of the pale morning-glory doppelgangers. The lawmen carefully picked their course through the thicket until they entered a clearing scattered with hair. Ruckstead pinched a clump of fur from a nearby bramble and inspected it. Some of the strands were blond while others were dark brown or nearly black. More than likely it came from a pair of creatures. The fair and darker hairs were segregated and there were enough thorns in the thicket that it wasn’t improbable for two creatures to get caught in the same place. The trail was overgrown, but well-worn enough that the only offenders were from the greedy branches of the sharp evergreen shrubs. No grass grew on the path.  
 
    At the center of the clearing there were indeed two left hands. They appeared pink in places and brown in others, not a speck of skin stood unblemished by blood. A fairy ring of little brown mushrooms ensorcelled the last remains of the Hartschoff daughters. 
 
    Paw prints littered the ground and exited the tiny meadow southbound. The Hartschoffs owned every inch of ground between the manor and the foothills of the Coprinia Mountains. Wherever the creatures had descended from, a mountain cave was as good a guess as any. 
 
    “Why the hands?” James asked, snapping Ruckstead from his reverie. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “What kind of animal takes the hands of its prey?” James reiterated. 
 
    The sheriff took a moment as he recounted the day’s events. “One that isn’t of this world. It looks like I will be making another house-call today.” 
 
     “Artemisia.” James Kerfield had a sour expression on his face. 
 
    “Artemisia,” Ruckstead lamented, as if today hadn’t been tragic enough. The witch would not be pleased about two visits in one day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The smell of sage, lavender, and mint mingled in the air as they burned in a shallow basin on the table. A larger bowl was set directly in front of the witch as she used a phial to drop a precious little amount of anise oil into the water. The reaction between the water and oil created a thin membrane that would keep her protected from whatever she saw in her divination. When peering into the past, it was important not to let your discoveries come into your present. Artemisia withdrew the cow eye from her purse and stared at it for a moment before placing it, iris down, into the water. The surface of the water bubbled and spat as if boiling, though no steam was released.  
 
    The witch still held the eye by the optical nerve, but soon it turned into jelly and broke apart as soft blebs which dispersed across the water’s surface. The rest of the eye followed suit, peeling open like a blossoming flower, turning the water opaque. It became still for a second, but a pinprick of green appeared at the center of the basin and flourished to paint the image of the Cronley’s pasturelands. The colors were muted, and the green was hardly the vibrant color that Artemisia had seen earlier, but after years of divining through animals she had become used to their limited color palette. 
 
    Knowing that she could only see the last twelve hours of the animal’s life, she stood from the table and grabbed a wooden bowl.  Filling it with thimbleberries and currents from a wicker basket, she poured cream over them. At the merest scent of milk, a mewling came from the window as a large gray cat with tufted ears leapt back into the house from the garden. 
 
    “These aren’t for you Volker,” she chastised. He was undeterred and began weaving between her legs, forcibly rubbing his head against the tops of her boots in an effort to persuade her. “Go back outside and chase the voles away from my plants.” 
 
    Volker’s eyes glowed angrily for a second, then turned into the saddest, most pitiful face he could muster. When he saw that Artemisia would not relent, he leapt back onto the window sill and lay down, stretched out across the length of the frame. The meager amount of sun beating down lulled him into a peaceful sleep. His whiskers twitched every time Artemisia’s spoon lightly touched the bowl. The hours stretched, yet she still stared intently into the bowl.  
 
    The life of a cow seemed so simple. Eating, sleeping, and frolicking in the field. Sometimes she envied the basic animals. Just as she was thinking that, the livestock she was channeling began to retire for the evening, before it started with alarm. The divination only showed images and Artemisia deduced that the cow had heard something. The rest of the herd began panicking as well. Amongst the chaos Artemisia had to peer dangerously close to the bowl to make out the dark shapes moving from within the forest. She was able to discern two creatures among the boughs before they broke from the cover of the trees and leapt over the buck rail fence into the meadow. Wolves. One was a pale blond color and the other almost as black as the inky sky behind it. The creatures exchanged looks of ecstasy before plunging into the herd. Artemisia had seen enough. She didn’t need to watch the entire morbid display to know what the demon dogs were. Above the trees the full moon leered down and watched her children play in the blood of innocents. 
 
    A knock at the door startled Artemisia just as she was about to cancel the divination. She stared at the basin for another long moment, considering whether or not to leave it running. The witch knew her guest was the sheriff once again, and he had arrested her for less. He would probably want to see this with his own eyes, however. Ruckstead was not likely to believe her explanation either. Skeptics always required more proof than what was available. Whatever excuse they could come up with to save their small world’s status quo. The unknown was simply not a possibility to them. 
 
    Artemisia strode across the room and swung the door wide and allowed Sheriff Ruckstead to enter without saying a word. Volker yowled and darted into the garden as soon as the man’s boots crossed the doorjamb.  
 
    “He doesn’t like you,” Artemisia mused as she indicated for the sheriff to sit at the table.  
 
    He remained standing. “Takes after his owner.” He grunted rather than said it. 
 
    “I do not own Volker, he comes and goes as he pleases. But it seems that he enjoys coming rather than going.” 
 
    “I didn’t come to talk about your errant cat,” Ruckstead said gruffly, though it was not intended to be as brusque as it came out. “There was another murder.” 
 
    “Your culprits are there.” Artemisia pointed at the basin. Ruckstead warily pulled out a chair and sat down. A muscle in his jaw clenched at the blatant witchcraft, but he resisted the urge to comment on its foul use. He watched as the wolves tore the cattle into pieces and at the tails of the six animals that escaped. 
 
    “Wolves… do not break into manor houses and slaughter an entire family.” Ruckstead ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    “They do when they cross into our world at the bidding of their goddess.” 
 
    Ruckstead snorted derisively. “I do not believe in your gods.” 
 
    “Ah, but they do,” Artemisia said and indicated at the creatures feasting on the still living, but hamstringed cows. “It was a full moon last night.” 
 
    “Werewolves are not real. They are tall tales to scare children into staying in their homes at night.” The sheriff paused. “Have you ever been to this other world you speak of?” 
 
    “I have visited many planes, but this one does not allow mortals to pass. The master of these beings is also the master of the tides. There is little we can do to stop her, but her servants are another matter.” Artemisia no longer looked into the divination bowl, but at Ruckstead. She was surprised that he had even inquired of the astral planes and pantheons. It showed tremendous growth. Or it revealed just how afraid he was.  
 
    “How do we kill them?” 
 
    “First we must discover who they are. There are no werewolves here to have turned them, no other witches to petition the goddess, so we must assume that they came from somewhere else. They won’t turn until the next full moon… we have few leads.” Artemisia began pacing as she thought. 
 
    “So, they would have had to arrive within the last month?” Ruckstead asked. 
 
    “No, if they have been turned for several moons at least, they may have been able to exhibit the self-control to only feed on wild animals and to stay away from the towns inhabitants. They are not newborn lycanthropes,” Artemisia explained. 
 
    “Then why attack the livestock and families now?” 
 
    Artemisia smiled, though it was grim. “Don’t you hunt for sport?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Then a hunting we must go,” Ruckstead answered.  
 
    “We would need to find a sign first. Which the creatures were careful not leave, lest it reveal their whereabouts at the Cronley Farmstead,” Artemisia argued. 
 
    “The Hartschoff Manor backs directly up to the Coprinia Mountains. If they have a den, it will be there.” Ruckstead’s eyes gleamed dangerously. He thought it would be a mere afternoon jaunt. 
 
    “By now they would have transformed and made the journey back to their human residence.”  
 
    “But if we find their den, we can head them off before their next transformation.” The sheriff’s logic was flawed, but not entirely incorrect. 
 
    “I’ll saddle Newt.” Artemisia sighed and stepped away from the table. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Saddlebags packed, the two horses started off at a canter down the road they had traveled only hours before. The town of Northgate became a spot shrinking into the horizon as they passed through the gates of the manor. The servants no longer toiled in the garden or swept the porch. No doubt a hungry proprietor would snatch up the investment before another day had gone by. 
 
    The witch and sheriff navigated through the thicket and began ascending the foothills. Rocks riddled the hillside and orange, green, and black lichen spattered the boulders. Tall bunch grasses swayed in the breeze and songbirds whistled amongst the shrubs. Sage and rabbit brush dotted the landscape. A horned lizard scuttled out of the way of the horses. Aspens and evergreens marked the beginning of the insurmountable obstacle before them. Other than the bloodstain in the thorny meadow, there had been no sign of the kurtadams. Like ghosts they left no trail. The still full moon hung in the sky, though its power had lessened with the rising of the sun. As the hours passed and the moon continued its orbit, a sliver of it disappeared. 
 
    “We have no trail. We will have to trust instinct,” Ruckstead said as he surveyed the peaks before they were lost behind the height of the trees. 
 
    “How poetic.” Artemisia too stared at the peaks from east to west. The three most imposing summits were Horned, Mimbry, and Northgate Peak. Horned was named due to its crown shape, while Mimbry was named for Dale Mimbry, the first to ascend its summit, and Northgate was named as it was the highest that overlooked the town. 
 
    “My gut says Horned or Northgate,” Ruckstead said. 
 
    “Well, those are good, but an educated guess says Mimbry.” Artemisia expected Sheriff Ruckstead to argue but instead he sat silently. 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    The witch was shocked by the genuine nature of the question. “The full moon’s path had just taken it directly over Mimbry. If I were a lycanthrope, I would make my den there.” 
 
    “So next moon they will choose another location?” Ruckstead said, feeling a sense of despair. “But if we do find their lair, can we predict their next move?” 
 
    “In theory. Let’s find this cave first-and hope it is unoccupied.” Artemisia spurred Newt and they broached the wall of trees after a hundred yards. Oldman’s beard, wolf lichen, and mosses hung from the boughs and clung to the bark of trees. Beneath the pines, forbs struggled to grow through the thick mats of needles. Fireweed and checkerbloom grew in thick stands intermingled with thistles.  
 
    The horses snorted in the cool air. The sun never reached the soil here, and the temperature was ten degrees cooler. With each foot gained in elevation the temperature dropped by minute increments. Before long, it was the same temperature as the Cronley Farmstead had been that morning. The path they were taking became littered with boulders as it jutted from a gentle slope to a steep incline. The tree-line was still a thousand feet above them, but the werewolves would not make their den so high. The duo turned their horses on a lateral path across the mountainside and combed each outcropping for signs of a being residing nearby. Sheriff Ruckstead hoped that they would find the newly transformed humans within, still weak from the rigorous metamorphosis. Artemisia knew better. A recently turned man was just as dangerous as the creature he had been hours before. As the moon weakened, so did the beast. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The man ate the breakfast before it had even cooked. The eggs were runny, the bacon chewy. Gristle and hair stuck out from underneath his fingernails. His body felt slimy and stiff at the same time. In some places the blood that stained his skin was caked, while in others it was still sticky. He had barely pulled on a pair of breeches, and his feet were bare and dirty. His usually coiffed blond hair stuck out messily. His dark-haired son sat next to him, devouring his food, which was even rawer than his father’s plate. They ate enough to satiate a hunting party of fifteen men but still demanded more food. 
 
    “More,” he croaked, as he sopped up the liquid on his plate with a hunk of bread. His daughter dutifully brought her father and brother another heaping helping. She pitied them after transforming back into men, all while envying them in their wolf forms. She longed to feel the presence of the goddess as powerfully as they did. 
 
    “Thank you.” Her brother’s words were marred by the mouthful of food, but his sincerity came out with the crumbs. He messily ran a finger over the once pristine saucer and sucked the nearly cold yoke from his finger. His canines were still longer than usual, but they would recede back to human size in a few more hours. They were always the last telltale sign, other than the hair on the knuckles, to disappear. Once their bellies were full, they would bemoan the pains in their mouths and go to the cupboard in search of brandy. After they had drunk themselves drunk and out of pain, they would sleep for the remainder of the day. 
 
    The daughter stared at her family as they finished the last of the food before them and one last time questioned her goddess: why not me? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s it.” Ruckstead pointed. The cave was ten feet across, but only four feet tall. Dried roots of the cedar tree above it reached out into the air, desperately searching for the nutrients its kin had found in the soil. The ground leading to and from the den was marred by tracks, some belonged to wolves, while others were obviously man. 
 
    “After you, good sheriff.” 
 
    “A witch afraid of the dark?” Ruckstead said sternly. 
 
    “A man willing to let a woman do his work for him?” Artemisia countered.  
 
    The sheriff grumbled but dismounted and pulled a lantern from his saddlebag along with a matchbox. A moment later the smell of phosphorous and kerosene drifted on the wind. With the tiny flame leading the way, Ruckstead crouched past the cave lip. Inside the cave it stank like wet dog and the iron tang of blood. The cave was sticky with the substance and covered in hair. It appeared that the two beasts had exploded. Had he not seen the footprints leading back into the forest, he would have believed that his problems had been solved. 
 
    Artemisia followed behind him and reveled in the scent of earth, ignoring the other smells that fouled the air. Above her, a centipede wriggled its way into the earth to avoid the bright light held by the sheriff. Amongst the shreds of clothing, stray hairs, blood stains, and footprints were two bundles of fur, each carefully rolled and bound with a belt. Ears stuck from both of the bundles, while still fresh blood ran in rivulets across the hair. Ruckstead caught sight of them and reached out a hand as if to push one of them. Artemisia grabbed the corner of his coat to stop him.  
 
    “Do not.” It was a command, and the sheriff halted but did not withdraw his hand. 
 
    “It is evidence. I have to take it.” Ruckstead made to brush Artemisia’s ring laden hand away but she only tightened her grip. 
 
    “If you touch it, you will be cursed. If you take it, you will never be rid of it,” the witch warned. 
 
    The sheriff straightened. “The wolfskin? That is only an old wives’ tale.” Yet he did not make any other attempt to pick up the pelt. 
 
    “We are in the middle of an old wives’ tale. Don’t be a fool, if you so much as touch it I will no longer offer my help.” Artemisia’s threat was dire. Just as she finished, beautiful music played on a lute floated on the breeze into the den. It was so faint it could have been their imagination. The skin prickled across their scalps down their entire bodies as every hair stood on end. Artemisia said through a dry mouth, “The magic is still strong in here. We should leave.” 
 
     Ruckstead assented without complaint. Outside the air was crisp and clean. The sheriff’s shirt stuck to his back and he realized he had been sweating while in the cave. Watching them from a nearby ponderosa, seven barred owls stared darkly before taking flight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Magpies, crows, and ravens squabbled over the offal discarded behind the butcher shop. Mission casually stepped over the meat scraps and kicked one of the birds that wasn’t paying enough attention. The small animal puffed up its feathers in an attempt to look intimidating and let out the loudest hiss it could muster. Mission’s pierced lip broke out into a wry grin. Crow pie wasn’t so bad. The butcher exited his shop with another pail and tossed it into the mass of greedy birds. They shrieked with excitement. The butcher was a large man, as all butchers should be, bald, and wearing a white smock stained with blood. He glowered at Mission and the young man returned the stare from beneath the cowl of his riding cloak. Except he didn’t have a horse, so it was more of a walking cloak.  
 
    With the butcher behind him, Mission continued towards his older cousin’s cabin. He had a few more customers for her and they were not looking for the usual tinctures and salves. He had their list of requests in the pocket of his mud-stained breeches. Looking skyward, he prayed that the clouds would not let loose any rain today. Or hail for that matter. Three days ago, a storm had forced everyone inside after eyeball sized chunks of ice began raining from the sky. No dark ominous clouds announced its coming either. The sky was as blue as it got in Northgate and there was no preluding rain. Just hail.  
 
    Once he was out of town, Mission headed north down the cobblestone road. Along its margin he spotted a few puffballs and plucked them from the earth. Like a good forager, he left a third of the mushrooms to spread their spores. His long legs made quick time and soon he was among the brambles and pines. The well-worn trail to Artemisia’s cabin had been traveled by many, even though most were reluctant to admit it. A quarter-mile later, he found himself staring at Newt and a strange horse in the paddock. Wineae and Ruckstead were no stranger to Mission, but it was strange to see either of them at Artemisia’s homestead. The young man stalked to the door and listened intently before opening it. They were conversing mildly, which was enough to cue Mission into whatever weirdness was going on. He pushed the door open without bothering to knock. 
 
    The sheriff’s face darkened, and Artemisia said, “Ruckstead, I think it is time you took your leave.” 
 
    “I’d hate to have to arrest you, I was thinking that perhaps I had judged you prematurely,” Ruckstead said as he eyed Mission. If Artemisia and the sheriff didn’t see eye to eye often, then he and Mission were archenemies. 
 
    “I’d only have to escape again. But as I said, your leave.” Her reply was curt, but not hostile. 
 
    “If our hunt ends well, you will have to let me know how you did it.” The sheriff tipped his hat and stepped across the threshold. The door closed behind him and Mission turned to his cousin. 
 
    “Why was he here?” 
 
    “Werewolves have taken up residence in Northgate,” Artemisia answered as if it were a daily occurrence. “Now why are you here?” 
 
    “I found a few more customers for you,” Mission said as he pulled his hood back. His dark, sallow skin stood in contrast to Artemisia’s porcelain complexion. Dirtying the bloodline had never concerned her family. Legend had it, her grandmother had sired their parents with a demon brood. Most dismissed it as legend. 
 
    “You should not fraternize with people like that,” she tsked. She knew what kind of customers he meant. If they had needed a sleeping draught or a bone-mend remedy he would have said it. 
 
    “You are people like that,” he protested. 
 
    “I stand by my words. What do they need?” She turned and faced a bookcase easily two feet taller than her and laden with books. The spines were adorned with words like: Herbs and Animism, Occult Secrets, Woodland Foragers, and some that were written in runes and strange languages. She pushed the bookcase aside as if only turning a page. The runners beneath allowed it to slide easily and the grease on the wheels ensured it did not squeak. Behind the bookcase was a stairwell leading to a root cellar, containing the witch’s darker secrets. If only the sheriff knew that he only had to brush the bookcase to give him enough evidence to hang the witch. 
 
    “They want a little bit of everything. Say they need to summon a demon,” Mission answered. “They paid handsomely.” 
 
    The witch slid the bookcase back in place. “We’ll give them enough to scare them.” She smiled devilishly. 
 
    She drifted over to a shelf laden with jars containing herbs. She pressed a finger to her lips before unscrewing one lid. “Henbane.” 
 
    She opened two more. “Mugwort, valerian root.”  
 
    Musing for a moment more, she found a jar of salt gathered from the coast twenty miles east. 
 
    “And a final touch.” She pushed the bookcase back open and disappeared into the cellar for a moment before emerging with a vial of red liquid. “Blood of a virgin.” 
 
    “Isn’t that your own blood?” Mission asked wryly. 
 
     Artemisia lightly smacked him on the arm. “It matters not where it came from. If they do it right, they’ll project their astral travelers into the second plane.” She put the plant matter in a small burlap sack and handed it to her cousin. 
 
    “Any chance they’ll get stuck?” Mission asked. 
 
    “A traveler is only as limited as the imagination of the individual. If they get trapped in a plane it is only a result of their lack of ingenuity,” Artemisia said, though she didn’t sound too concerned. “However, I would not sample this batch. Henbane and valerian root promise for violent hallucinations.” 
 
    “Not interested in return customers?” 
 
    “Not the kind who want to summon a demon. But if a brush with fiends is what they want, they’ll come back,” she assured him. 
 
    “I found these.” Mission changed the subject and proffered the mushrooms.  
 
    Artemisia’s eyes alighted. “Go pick some vegetables and greens from the garden, I will get the stove going.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later the vegetables and mushrooms had been sautéed and laid out on a bed of dandelion, chicory, and lambs-quarter. A reduction made of raspberry and red wine was drizzled over the top, complementing the meaty flavor and aroma of the fungi with a subtle sweetness. Mission devoured his plate in a manner that only a young man could, while Artemisia delicately ate her portion. She lived a refined lifestyle despite dwelling in the woods.  
 
    Had his appetite been weaker, the specimens preserved in jars would have turned Mission’s stomach. However, his food had been wolfed down in a matter of seconds. Living on Raven’s Barrow, Mission had seen his fair share of disturbing events and humans. Volker purred and weaved his way between Mission’s boots. He wiped his mouth and bid his cousin farewell, but not before she had given him an armful of potions to sell to his fellow urchins. He was a traveling apothecary for the poor, and his reputation had been bolstered because of his relation to the witch. 
 
    Upon Mission’s departure, Artemisia blew out a sigh and ran a hand through her silvery blonde hair. Werewolves in Northgate. How they got here or what had drawn them in, she had no clue.  It did not bode well for the citizens of the town. Without a doubt the Cronleys would have to sell their meager farm or scrape enough money together to buy another herd. Hopefully Ruckstead would help them wrangle up the prodigal cattle who had escaped into the forest. If not, another generational family would be forced to bow to the businessmen’s will.  
 
    Her mind traveled to the sheriff. He must have been desperate to enlist her aid. Especially in a public matter. Artemisia couldn’t count on one hand how many times she had been arrested. She had eluded incarceration a number of times because Ruckstead had some sort of conscience and released her at the edge of the forest. He had made her walk back, though. Artemisia snorted at the recollection. He had probably only released her due to her numerous successful escapes. It had probably been more out of pride than a guilty conscience. Ruckstead was bound by the law and he had little time for the gray matter between black and white. The witch, on the other hand, dwelled there and seldom ventured from it. The irony of the two pairing together was not lost on her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It came as no surprise to Mission that the sheriff was waiting for him at the city limits. Ruckstead had a cigar pursed between his lips, which he ashed to punctuate the arrival of the miscreant. 
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead. What a surprise,” Mission said drolly.  
 
    “I wish it was a surprise every time I had to stop you from doing something stupid. What’s in the pack?” Ruckstead stuck out a hand but Mission was reluctant to acquiesce. 
 
    “Better alternatives to smoke than tobacco,” Mission retorted but stood fast. 
 
    “As if. I would never smoke any of your cousin’s wares.” The sheriff chuckled slightly, but his eyes were not kind. “You don’t want to involve yourself with the people you have.” 
 
    “Art tried to warn me the same thing,” Mission said with the defiance of youth, though he could no longer use age as an excuse, he was twenty-three after all. Still dumb enough to make mistakes. 
 
    “She doesn’t know who you rendezvoused with. I do. The upper-class is not to be trifled with.” His gray eyes simmered beneath his brow. 
 
    “You fancy yourself one of them, don’t you?” Mission challenged.  
 
    The sheriff only sighed. “The prostitutes who find their throats slit in the streets aren’t treating with the commoners. It’s the rich who obey their own rules. The rest of us must abide.” 
 
    “Very philosophical. Why do you care?” Mission asked, the interest the sheriff was showing out of character. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Ruckstead stated. “However, I need your cousin’s help. Which means it is in my best interest that I don’t have to arrest you or fish you from the gutter. I dislike you and your kin. But if you refuse to show me the contents of your bag, then I can only say I told you so.” He pulled on the reins and his horse trotted down the road. 
 
    Mission stood there dumbstruck. He pondered the entire exchange and wondered whether or not he should return to Artemisia’s and tell her of the conversation. He dismissed the idea. He had customers to see and it was getting late. Leaving those doorsteps would get him arrested without a second’s hesitation. Then again, with the sheriff needing Artemisia’s help, Mission practically had immunity. He smirked, devious thoughts running through his mind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    With Wineae washed and contentedly munching oats and molasses, Ruckstead retired to his modest home. His wife’s garden boasted a fair harvest of tomatoes and corn, though the potatoes hadn’t done very well this year. The leaves were wilted and covered with a pale blight, which she had diligently prevented from spreading to the tomatoes. The two chickens she kept clucked as if to say hello as he approached the door. A stack of firewood was positioned on the south side of the house in preparation for winter’s arrival. 
 
    “I’m home,” he announced. 
 
    “Wilder! Was beginning to wonder if you’d ever come home,” Gertrude teased. She spirited over to his side and placed a hand on his chest while standing on her tiptoes to kiss him on the lips. She had hazel eyes and long, dark hair that cascaded down to her waist when she released it from her neat bun. Their two-year old son, Benjamin, tottered over as quickly as he could manage, squawking the closest word to Dad he could muster. 
 
    “I agree it was a long day,” Ruckstead said as he scooped Benjamin up in his arms. “We had a slew of murders last night.” 
 
    “Murder!” Benjamin squealed and Gertrude frowned. 
 
    “It’s just a word. He’ll learn more,” Wilder said in defense. 
 
    Gertrude laughed. “That’s not what upsets me. What’s going on in our little town? The last three years have seen some terrible crimes.” 
 
    “It comes with the growth. Once the businessmen grow tired, they will leave, and Northgate will be forgotten as another small, quiet town,” he assured her with a smile. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Mayor Kerrick let you kick them out then?” she asked. 
 
    “Because Mayor Kerrick makes money off them, and them leaving town is bad for the mayor.”  
 
    “And anything bad for the mayor is bad for you.” Gertrude laughed easily before changing the subject to one more dire. “Who did we lose last night?” 
 
    “The Hartschoffs and half of the Cronley’s cattle,” Ruckstead answered. 
 
    “The entire family?!” The disbelief was evident in her spread hands. “Who would do that?” 
 
    “Not a who, but a what. Er, two whats. You might want to sit down,” the sheriff warned his wife. 
 
    “Did you catch them?” she pressed. 
 
    “No… I had to… ask for some help.” Ruckstead was reluctant to let his wife know who he had asked for aid. 
 
    “Artemisia.” Gertrude raised her eyebrow. “You are too quick to dismiss her expertise and wisdom.” 
 
    “She is a criminal and witchcraft is an abomination.  She is lucky to have avoided a hanging all these years,” he said firmly. 
 
    “And we are lucky to have our son. It is because of her that he is alive.” Gertrude’s hands went to her hips. 
 
    “I have never arrested her for being an herbalist. Only a witch.” Ruckstead raised his hands in defense. Gertrude snorted in response. 
 
    “Enough talking on the day’s work. You must be starving.” 
 
    Ruckstead smiled, Gertrude never spent much time arguing and often diffused a fight before voices had even been raised. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning sun rose, and the smell of eggs, toast, and sausage permeated the Ruckstead’s home. They spoke between mouthfuls and Gertrude was multitasking, eating with her left hand while cradling a breastfeeding Ben with the right. Wilder wiped his face with a napkin after he finished his meal, took his plate over to a wash bin, kissed Gertrude goodbye and headed to saddle Wineae. If Artemisia had been right, there would be no corpses waiting to be discovered this morning. Stepping into the stirrup and swinging his leg over, the sheriff settled into the saddle and cantered over to the jail. He hated that right in front of his workplace the gibbets swung in the wind, but it came with the profession.  
 
    Deputy James Kerfield was already in the office, reading the weekly newspaper, the Northgate Courant. The jail’s only current occupant, Jon Wells, spat profanities as the sheriff entered. 
 
    “You’ll be out in a few hours, Wells. Just stop passing out in the gutters, next time we won’t be as charitable to bring you in from the cold,” Ruckstead said wearily.  
 
    The man let out an exasperated sigh, he was probably still drunk. He was usually amiable enough, but after he had been in his drinks he turned meaner than sin.  
 
    “Good morning, Sheriff.” Kerfield on the other hand had an indomitably good attitude.  
 
    “Mornin’,” Ruckstead grunted. “Anyone request our service this morning?” 
 
    “No, it’s still early though. Think there’ll be any more bodies today?” James asked. 
 
    “Not for another month, I don’t think.” 
 
    “Another month?! After yesterday’s showing, I think we have a serial killer on our hands.”  
 
    The deputy’s observation was astute, but he didn’t know the witch’s revelations and Ruckstead wasn’t sure he was willing to let the young man know. Nor was James privy to every going-on in Northgate. Some things came with the status of Town Sheriff. Besides, Ruckstead knew plenty of secrets that would turn the still green deputy’s stomach. He could afford to be idealistic for a few more years. His mentor, on the other hand, couldn’t shy away from the nitty gritty. Then again, werewolves had been mere folklore until two nights ago. 
 
    Ruckstead sat down at his desk and pulled out a map of the plats within the town limits. Both the Hartschoff Manor and Cronley Ranch were on the southern end of town and were to the north of the Coprinia Mountain Range. The Cronley’s land lay to the west while the manor dominated much of the land between the mountains and town. It didn’t make sense for the perpetrators to cross town, transform in the mountains, wreak havoc, return to the mountain cave, and cross town covered in blood and gore. The lycanthropes had to live on a lot near the destruction. One property lay between the Hartschoff and Cronley’s. The Miser family. As their name suggested, they were poor, uneducated, and had recently sold their farm and moved into town.  
 
    Ruckstead would have to search the town’s record hall to determine who had bought it, but if Artemisia was right and they had some level of control they would not attack the abutting properties. The sheriff began surveying the properties on the east side of the town. Many of the families had been permanent fixtures of Northgate for many years and did not fit the bill of recent additions. Three landowners struck Ruckstead as possible suspects: the Killdeers, Westons, and Rameks. The Killdeers were an odd family, they claimed to have been sailors on the continent’s east coast, though Ruckstead presumed they were retired pirates. The Westons and Rameks were both business families and neither were trusted within the tightknit community. Undoubtedly one of these three families would house the culprits. Finding out which one would prove difficult. 
 
    “I have a few house-calls to make.” Ruckstead stood up from his desk and grabbed his hat from the peg stand near the door. “Let Wells out at noon if his attitude has changed.” 
 
    Deputy Kerfield opened his mouth to ask which houses the sheriff was calling, when the door slammed shut. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jameson Killdeer opened the door for Ruckstead. Her sleeves were rolled up revealing a kraken tattoo curling around her forearm; one of the mythic beast’s tentacles extended down her index finger. Her corded muscles bulged, and her hand formed a fist. 
 
    “Sheriff,” she said tersely. She had dark brown eyes, full lips, and wild curly hair. She would have been considered beautiful if she hadn’t been so broad. Her eyes alighted on the muzzleloader at his hip. 
 
    “The hostility isn’t warranted, ma’am. I’m simply here to ask a few questions,” Ruckstead said, recalling that the last time he had stopped in had been to arrest her husband for a battery charge after a bar fight. 
 
    Think of the devil, her husband stepped into the frame behind her. If Jameson was broad then Jorgen was gigantic. He stood near seven feet and weighed in near three hundred pounds. He beamed when he saw Sheriff Ruckstead. 
 
    “Come in,” he said in a voice that sounded as gritty as the salt that had undoubtedly coated the rigging of his ship. Jameson moved so the sheriff could come in. 
 
    “Brandy?” Jorgen asked, but he was already pouring three glasses. The molasses colored liquid bubbled up to the brim of a cup that was easily enough to ensure that Ruckstead would not be making any other visits that day. He pulled up a chair at the table that had been refurnished from the wheel of a seafaring vessel. The small three room building largely resembled the officer’s cabin of a merchant ship Ruckstead had once been on. 
 
    “To what do we owe the pleasure of your unannounced visit?” the patron Killdeer asked cracking a yellow smile. In the side of his cheek he chewed a fistful of tobacco, which he spat directly on the floor. The dark stains littered the house. 
 
    “Questions,” Jameson sneered. Next to her blond husband, the pair did seem particularly wolfish. 
 
    “Yes, the Hartschoffs were killed last night, as well as half of the Cronely’s herd.” Ruckstead took a swig of brandy while he waited for a response from either of the ex-pirates. 
 
    “We heard about the cattle,” was all Jorgen would say. 
 
    “Did you hear anything or anyone moving through your property two nights ago? This house lands somewhere in the middle of the crimes.” Ruckstead did his best to keep his tone purely political and not to allow any insinuations to creep through. 
 
    “You do not know the nature of your suspect? Man or beast?” Jameson inquired. 
 
    “I’m inclined to think it was an animal.” The sheriff took another sip as two pair of eyebrows arched. 
 
    “Men can be animals,” Jorgen said as he tugged at his thick beard.  
 
    Sheriff Ruckstead nearly spat his brandy on the floor. “Depends on your perspective. Can we return to my question?” Ruckstead demanded firmly. 
 
    “We did not hear anything,” Jameson answered just as confidently. 
 
    “And were the both of you here?” 
 
    Both of the Killdeers bristled. Jorgen spoke first. “The Hartschoffs were a corrupt family, but I have nothing against the cows.” 
 
    Ruckstead snorted. “Are you trying to alleviate my suspicions or enforce them?” 
 
    “He thinks we are animals,” Jameson hissed. 
 
     Jorgen raised his hand to stop any forthcoming discussion. “I do not think he means animals in that sense. What kind of creatures are you chasing?” He downed half of his glass of brandy in a single swallow. 
 
    “That’s what I am trying to discern,” the sheriff answered evenly. 
 
    “Plenty of monsters hide in the dark, but only a few come out in the full moon.” Jameson’s dark eyes flashed dangerously. 
 
     “The lunar cycles control the tides as well, the goddess has always been a friend of ours,” Jorgen began. “They say she and D’rij, the God of the Sea, had been lovers a millennia ago. We will not meddle in her affairs. Finish your drink and leave.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead swayed in the saddle as he rode back towards town. It wasn’t even noon and he was drunker than any lawmen had any right to be. He reminisced on the morning’s conversation and realized he would need to visit the wood witch one more time. He grumbled as he turned northward on the Main Road. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Artemisia glared at her guest, he reeked of booze. “Please tell me this is business related.” 
 
    Ruckstead nodded as he crossed the threshold. He sat at the table and recounted the morning. 
 
    “The Killdeers were my first guess as well,” Artemisia admitted. “But I’m beginning to think that it is a family of at least three. Someone else to help cover their movements before and after a transformation. And the Killdeers would be too obvious a choice.” 
 
    “Because of their history as pirates?” Ruckstead asked as Artemisia set down a cup of tea in front of him. It smelled bitter, but the steam immediately cleared the fog from his brain. For his comment though, Artemisia only stared sternly at him. 
 
    “If anyone with a criminal history is a suspect then I am one as well.” 
 
    “You and Mission fit the bill. Blonde and brunette,” Ruckstead joked. Though once again Artemisia was not impressed. 
 
    “Get to the point.” Artemisia placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Both you and the Killdeers mentioned the moon goddess, it was her that convinced them to kick me from their home.” 
 
    At this Artemisia smiled. “Physically or figuratively?” 
 
    “They did so politely.” 
 
    “A pity,” she tsked. “I assume you wish to know more about Mond, Goddess of the Moon?” 
 
    “If you would be so inclined,” Ruckstead sipped his tea and was thankful it wasn’t more alcohol. “And anything you know about D’rij of the Sea, please.” 
 
    “D’rij is a past lover of hers but his powers wane with each mile from the sea and dissipate as it crosses mountain ranges. Sometimes his power can be felt in the unseasonal breezes. Mond has a much larger dominion. She has an affinity for women and controls our cycles and is said to bless her favorite children with beauty. She also protects the blind and the poor-”  
 
    “Those typically go hand in hand,” Ruckstead interjected. 
 
    “Do not interrupt when I’m speaking,” Artemisia said with a steely stare. 
 
    “But why does she transform men into werebeasts?”  
 
    “She is a goddess. We are mere pawns for her whims.” Artemisia crossed over to her bookshelf and pulled a heavy tome from its resting place: Denizens of the Pantheon ran along its spine. The witch opened the book to the back matter before leafing through the pages. She set the book open in front of Ruckstead. Artemisia had been a devout acolyte to the goddess many years ago and could recite the Teachings of Mond by heart to the sheriff. However, she had turned her back on the pantheon long ago and decided to keep her secrets to herself. 
 
    “Do not spill tea on it,” she said as she scooted his cup several inches over. 
 
    On the top of the right-hand page in flowing script was the name Mond. The passage beneath it was repeated several times over in different languages. On the left-hand page was an artful depiction of a nearly nude woman standing on a cloud, wreathed in stars. A skirt hung from her hips, made of a sheer material, showing off her delicate legs. One hand was wrapped over her breasts as if to hide them while the other blocked the sun.  
 
    “This is the woman who is plaguing Northgate?” Ruckstead looked up at Artemisia. 
 
    “Goddess. But it’s her minions,” Artemisia corrected. 
 
    “And why are you not afraid of her when the Killdeers are?” the sheriff inquired. 
 
    “Stature alone does not make you dangerous,” Artemisia warned. “That being said, the Killdeers are dangerous.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer the question,” Ruckstead admonished her. 
 
    “She created her monstrosities out of boredom. Mond did not manufacture these beings to punish us. Her disease is here, and it delights her. If we overcome them, she will be just as delighted,” Artemisia assured him. 
 
     Ruckstead flipped the page and found more foreign texts. A few more pages later and he found D’rij, Lord of the Tides. The illustration was just as artful if not more crude. D’rij wore nothing but the surf, and his flexing muscles were covered in barnacles, urchins, and starfish. At his feet mermaids lay prostrate.  
 
    “Have you ever met these gods?” Ruckstead asked in sincerity.  
 
    Artemisia smirked, after only a few days he was turning into a believer. “I have met a few in my travels. Though I always tread carefully,” she answered. “They are fickle beings and unpredictable to their core.” 
 
    “How do we kill these werewolves?” Ruckstead flipped a few more pages.  
 
    Artemisia pulled the book aside, returned to the index and found the proper page. Once again, the heading Lycanthropes was on the right-hand side, while a stylistic rendering of man transforming to beast was on the left. 
 
    “Wolfsbane, removing its head, a stake or lance to the heart, scalping it, or exhaustion,” Artemisia read, her finger underneath the first passage which was not written in English. 
 
    “Exhaustion?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “It’s an old text. I have other books we can peruse. In any case, the corpse must be destroyed to prevent its return,” Artemisia added. 
 
    “Its return?” 
 
    “Yes, as a fiend that consumes the blood of its enemies. Permanently in animal form.” The witch pointed to the passage in the common tongue that Sheriff Ruckstead could read. 
 
    “How do we destroy its body?” 
 
    “Fire or beheading seem to be the accepted methods,” Artemisia answered through pursed lips. 
 
    “We are going to have to cut its head off or burn it?” Ruckstead asked incredulously. 
 
    “I don’t see the problem?” Artemisia mused. 
 
    “I’m the Sheriff of Northgate. The body will have to be taken in as evidence and it will be given to the family for burial. It’s procedure,” he insisted. 
 
    “Even if we kill it in wolf form, it will revert to human form. There will be little evidence. I suggest you allow the whereabouts of the cursed creature to fade into town legend.” Artemisia met the sheriff’s furious scowl. 
 
    “When you were a deputy did you cover policy and procedures regarding werewolves section 5 article 13?” was Artemisia’s facetious reply. 
 
    “No, but that doesn’t erode the sanctity of life and the respect it deserves,” Ruckstead countered. 
 
    “Do the murderers of the Hartschoffs deserve the respect they didn’t give their victims?” The witch’s sage reply left the sheriff flabbergasted. 
 
    “I suppose we could burn the body in the woods discreetly,” the sheriff assented. 
 
    “Now you’re thinking like a criminal.” Artemisia gave him a devilish grin. 
 
    “It’s in my job description. You can’t catch criminals if you can’t think like them,” Ruckstead said gruffly. Clearly, he didn’t appreciate the comment. 
 
    “I would have expected you to show more empathy then,” Artemisia countered. “However, I have customers coming soon and you need to leave.” 
 
    For the second time in one day, Ruckstead showed himself to the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Mission navigated Northgate using the alleyways. Mud caked his boots, which were turned down below the knee. He had already sold the poultices and potions his cousin had given him, but still had the special mixture. Its sale would more than double the coins jingling in his pocket. 
 
    Once he was past the town limits, he cut across a field overgrown with thistle and sunflower, hopped a fence and was southbound on the Main Road. After traveling a half-mile, he headed east on Waxwing Boulevard. Only one property was serviced by this street, and its wealthy residents often requested Mission’s help with their less than legal ventures. 
 
    A sign over a wrought iron gate declared the land belonged to the Rameks. Mission didn’t bother with the lock but skirted to a birch tree with long limbs that stretched over the fence, and lightly jumped to the ground. The earth was overgrown with wild rose and raspberry bushes, but Mission had found a well-worn game trail that allowed him to pass the brambles with ease. He stepped over the carcass of a deer and ignored the incessant buzzing of a thousand black flies. He journeyed another quarter-mile before he found himself standing on a wraparound porch sheltered by a roof supported by Greek pillars. The house was in splendid condition and was the antithesis of the land it sat on. However, it mirrored the cool exterior of the Rameks which belied their wild nature. In a way, the house and the property personified its residents. 
 
    Mission raised the heavy brass knocker and let it slap against the door twice before standing back and staring at the gargoyle busts guarding the entrance to the dwelling. He heard soft footfalls from within and a moment later De’lune Ramek opened the door. She was beyond beautiful, with perfect pale skin, hair so blonde it could have been white and a graceful body. Her only imperfection was the cataract that clouded her left eye.  
 
    “Mission, good to see you,” she said coyly as she ushered him in. “I trust you found what we requested without problem?” 
 
    “As always,” the youth assured her. She was several years his senior, nearing thirty. She wasn’t yet married, and Mission was certain it was because of her marred eye. 
 
    Mission passed the foyer and found the other two Rameks waiting. The patriarch, Swain, reclined in a chair, still in a three-piece suit and polished boots. His blond hair was slicked back out of his face. His green eyes landed on Mission as a smirk broke across his face. His son, Hugh, was seated opposite at the table and was leaning his elbows across his knees. His dark hair was styled similarly to his fathers, but a few strands fell across his equally green and fierce eyes. Most of the town folk were terrified of the trio and rumor was that they had killed and eaten Apolonia Ramek, though Mission knew she had died birthing De’lune.  
 
    “What a pleasure to have you as our guest, Master Corax,” Swain said, flashing dangerously white teeth. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” Mission said as humbly as he could. He tried to keep from staring at De’lune at the edge of his vision. He could hardly keep his eyes off the woman. 
 
    “Sit down, sit down.” Swain gestured at the empty chair across from him at the table. De’lune ghosted over and pulled it out before Mission could protest. He sat down, wondering if all aristocratic women acted in such a way. 
 
    “Pour this gentleman a drink before we get down to brass tacks, would you?” Swain gestured to a glass faced cabinet full of bottles, their contents varying from clear to nearly black. 
 
    “Is whiskey fine?” De’lune asked as she drifted over to the liquor cupboard. She pulled down a crystalline lowball glass as she waited for Mission’s answer. 
 
    “Um, how about rum?” 
 
    “We have that,” she answered with a coy smile and pulled a bottle off the shelf. She unstoppered the bottle with a satisfying ‘clunk’ and poured the glass half full. She set it down in front of Mission and pulled up the adjacent chair. Hugh still hadn’t said a word yet, but just stared intently at Mission. The young man felt slightly unnerved by the unbroken gaze, but he had gotten used to Hugh’s intense brooding persona.  
 
    “Do you have the witch’s brew?” Swain asked, taking a direct angle. 
 
    Mission produced it from his pocket and slid it across the table. Swain easily swept it up and passed it to Hugh. 
 
    “Perfect.” The young Ramek smiled after his first word of the meeting. Mission would be surprised if he said anything else. 
 
    “The payment?” Mission asked, and Swain proffered a pouch of coins. Mission took it, spilled its contents on the table and eyed the gold and silver pieces before scooping them back into the bag. “All right, I guess I should be going then.” 
 
    Mission finished his rum with a swig and set the glass down and stood up. 
 
    “Sit down,” Hugh said evenly. Mission remained standing. Hugh continued, “We will pay you double if you’ll be our spirit guide.” 
 
    Mission winced at the vulgar phrase, it wasn’t used in circles familiar with witchcraft or animism. 
 
    “The second plane is very similar to the first plane. It should be easy to find your way,” Mission said evasively. 
 
    “We aren’t going for a walk in the woods, son. We are searching for a demon,” Swain said evenly.  
 
    Mission fidgeted uncertainly. He did not enjoy astral projecting, and there were demons who had scores to settle with him. Few demons could pass from the third to second plane unbidden, but the ones who could were more than a little dangerous. 
 
    “When you put it that way… but I will need triple the pay.” 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain. You will get triple the pay if we all make it back,” Swain said, the kindness gone from his eyes. Mission was undeterred, no matter how pretty your daughter was, business was business. Swain continued, “What is the best way to combine these ingredients?” 
 
    “You could smoke it, but I recommend a tea,” Mission said. “And we need a pair of toads or frogs.” 
 
    “Not for the tea, I hope,” Hugh surprised the table by speaking again. 
 
    “No, it’s for an anchor point and will help us return. In the second plane you can still hear what’s going on near your body. The further you get the harder it is to find your body. Very easy to get lost in the seventh plane,” Mission explained. 
 
    “I can find the toads in the garden. There are usually a few hanging out beneath the eaves,” De’lune volunteered and flitted over to the door.  
 
    Swain passed his son the ingredients. “Bring a pot to boil.” 
 
    Dutifully, Hugh rose and did as his father ordered. A moment later De’lune came back inside with two wriggling toads.  
 
    “What do we do with these, sir.” Her melodic voice made Mission’s insides churn. 
 
    “F-for now, put them in a glass so they don’t get away. Before we drink the tea, we will tie them together,” Mission explained. 
 
    “Tie them together?” Swain inquired and leaned forward over the table. He took the toads from his daughter and set them in his now empty glass.  
 
    “They don’t like it and will croak. What kind of demon are you looking for?” Mission asked. 
 
    “One of Mond’s familiars.” 
 
    From its perch on the stove, the tea kettle began to whistle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead headed south on the Main Road. Wineae’s head bobbed as the sheriff directed her towards the Ramek Property. He was still far away, having only left Artemisia’s cottage half an hour ago. However, he was determined to visit both the Rameks and Westons today. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tea consumed and protesting amphibians bound, the Ramek clan and Mission sat around the table waiting for the brew to kick in. The toads chorused on the table, alternating their plaintive cries. 
 
    “How long until we can leave our bodies?” Swain asked. Hugh looked anxious, while De’lune looked serene. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be long,” Mission said and observed his hands which were set palm down on the table. “Focus on your breathing. Your chest will begin to feel heavy.” 
 
    The group fell silent and only the sound of their long, even breaths could be heard. Mission closed his eyes and felt his hands begin to levitate centimeters from the table. He rose, feeling lighter than possible. There was a slight strain as his soul separated from his flesh, but he successfully left his physical form behind. 
 
    “Stand up,” he demanded, his figure ethereal and light, imperceptibly shifting like a leaf disturbed by a gentle breeze. His protégés followed suit, struggling for a moment to perform their first separation. 
 
    “Is this the second plane?” Hugh asked as he looked around. Everything had a harder edge and the colors were brighter. 
 
    “No, we have to travel to it first.” Mission turned and pointed to the front door. It was no longer the door he had entered through. It was softer than the other objects in the room and breathed as if alive. Tendrils of mist crept from beneath the door sill. The wood was nearly translucent and revealed a forest of twisting black trees that twisted and rose to impossible heights.  
 
    Mission moved easily across the floor, his steps louder than usual as he swung the portal open. He ushered his companions out the door and into the second plane. The ground was littered in moss with tiny, yellow blooms and lichen that curled with open, blabbering mouths. No sound was emitted from the fungal symbionts, but their apothecia flexed, nonetheless. Mission’s booted feet made no more noise as he crossed the threshold and a deafening silence overwhelmed the group. 
 
    “How do we hunt the demons?” Swain demanded. His voice echoed back to him many times and made ripples through the air as if it had been a solid object. In this other plane of existence, De’lune’s damaged eye appeared whole. 
 
    “You don’t hunt them, we must manifest what you desire,” Mission directed. “Focus on it and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Swain closed his eyes for a moment before snapping them open. “Bones.” 
 
    “Bones?” Mission asked and began searching for the first clue. He spotted a partial ribcage sticking out from a fallen log. He crossed the earth to it and turned back to Swain. 
 
    “What next?” 
 
    “Trees?” Swain said, looking around at the gnarled trunks around him. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mission’s expression revealed that he was not amused. 
 
    “I wish I was,” Swain said as the leaves miles above their head began to rustle. Foliage the size of canoes began raining down, each one shimmering and golden. A stark contrast to the shadowy bark.  
 
    “Focus,” Misison growled. 
 
    “I am,” Swain said through gritted teeth. As soon as the words had left his mouth, impish laughter floated back to them. The decibels undulated in intensity while the patter of thousands of footsteps created a maddening crescendo. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Mission turned to the sound as a single creature approached. It was green with long ears, hunched at the shoulders, and had a mane of black hair arcing between a pair of stumpy wings. 
 
    The demon took flight, an ugly movement, before alighting amid the humans. Its irises were as red as its teeth yellow, its black tongue flitted between sharp teeth. 
 
    “Who dared summon me?” it demanded in a shrill voice that threatened to shatter eardrums. 
 
    “We did.” De’lune said evenly. 
 
    The creature bowed slightly. “I am honored, Daughter of Mond. But these mongrels should not have come.” 
 
    Mission remained quiet. His mind reeled at the title endowed to De’lune as well as the insult given to Swain and Hugh.  
 
    None of the humans spoke for several long minutes while the demon regarded them. When it was apparent that the Rameks did not know what they actually sought, Mission shifted uneasily. He pivoted his hips to dart for the doorway to the first plane when the demon pointed at him with a knobby finger. 
 
    “Another being is searching your presence and he is coming now.” The demon leered as its eyes flashed with delight. 
 
    “I have no quarrel with Vahrun,” Mission said as sweat beaded on his forehead. Goosebumps rose along his arms as if icy water had been poured down his neck. 
 
    “Just as his brother had no quarrel with Artemisia. He will accept your eternal torment as vengeance against your cousin,” the demon warned. The air grew hot and a keening drowned out the wind.  
 
    Mission turned with dread and saw a hulking creature with the head of a three-eyed cat cutting a beeline for him. The demon had four arms and was covered in warty growths of exposed teeth. 
 
    “Time to go,” Mission breathed as he darted for the door, not bothering to see if his companions followed him. The door slammed as the last of the four entered the first plane. Violently they were pulled back into their bodies. They shuddered for a moment, and as the convulsions ceased, they retched in unison. 
 
    “I think I’ve overstayed my welcome,” Mission said with a dry mouth. The cries of the toads nearly drowned out his voice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mission clambered across the birch tree and jumped to the ground outside the Ramek property. He cut back to the road, thoroughly shaken. He would have to have a word with Artemisia next time he visited her cabin. This was the fourth time Vahrun had detected him while traveling and forced him back to the human realm. 
 
    He had barely traveled a quarter-mile before he ran right into Wineae and an angry Ruckstead. 
 
    “Did I not warn you against coming here?” the sheriff started angrily.  
 
    Mission’s skin still gleamed with sweat and his pupils were dilated many times their normal size. He barely stuttered out an answer before Sheriff Ruckstead slid from the saddle gracefully. He easily forced Mission to the ground and clasped irons around his wrists. The youth didn’t bother to protest. 
 
    “This is for your own good,” Ruckstead growled as he heaved Mission onto his horse. The sheriff turned the mare back towards town. The jail had just gained another resident.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Artemisia allowed her ire to settle for three days before visiting her cousin and the kind sheriff. Newt carried her swiftly into town, a torrential dust storm rising behind them. She wore a black cloak lined with the fur of a silver fox, black riding gloves, boots, and a necklace of lynx teeth hung at her throat above a gray tunic. She wasn’t sure who she was trying to frighten more, Mission or Ruckstead. Perhaps the both of them. She swung from the saddle before her mount had even come to a stop, but once she was free of the saddle the horse stopped to watch her stride into the jailhouse. Her blonde hair hung over one shoulder in a French braid and broke her dark countenance. 
 
    “Artemisia,” Deputy Kerfield said in shock as she pushed the door open.  
 
    “James,” came her terse reply. 
 
    Ruckstead lowered the newspaper. His duster jacket and felt hat hung on a coat stand behind him, giving her a clear view of his maroon vest and silver pocket watch. His feet were stretched out before him as if this would be a casual conversation. “I was beginning to wonder if you would come.” 
 
    “I did not come here for your humor,” she said through clenched teeth. Ruckstead only grinned a wry crescent moon. Artemisia continued, “If you wish for my assistance in the criminal affairs of this town, you would do best not to arrest my kin.” 
 
    “I am bound by the law,” Ruckstead said with a flat expression. He was amazed at the gumption of this woman. She was asking for preferential treatment from the Sheriff of Northgate! 
 
    The witch held up a hand to stop any further arguments from the sheriff. She turned to her cousin, the lone occupant of the cell. “I told you to never have dealings with the Rameks, Killdeers, or the Mayor! How long have you been going behind my back?” 
 
    “Months. But I think I-” Mission protested, his eyes holding the fiery and indomitable will of youth. 
 
    “If you utter another lie to me…” Artemisia let the threat trail off. 
 
    “Another lie?” Mission asked scathingly. 
 
    “You said you thought, which obviously you haven’t lately. If you step out of line again, I will bind you in the form of a rodent and allow Volker to have his way with you.” Artemisia straightened before saying, “However, if you are even slightly resourceful in the dark arts, you’ll find a way out of here.” 
 
    With that, she left the jail and thundered back to her cottage. 
 
    “James, leave us,” Ruckstead said eying the younger Corax. Mission shifted uneasily. 
 
    “Yessir.” The door shut a moment later, leaving Mission and Ruckstead alone. 
 
    “As you said, you think…” Ruckstead raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’d rather not tell you, you wouldn’t believe.” Mission folded his arms and stared defiantly at the sheriff. 
 
    “I wouldn’t believe you, or I wouldn’t believe in gods and monsters?” Ruckstead smiled. “I may become a believer after this entire ordeal. Telling me your suspicion won’t keep you in that cell any longer.” 
 
    At the promise of freedom, Mission reconsidered his stubbornness. He sat down on the stool in the corner of his bower. 
 
    “The Rameks were searching for a demon associated with Mond. Do you know who that is?” 
 
    “Goddess of the Moon, your cousin told me of her, D’rij and werewolves.” Ruckstead answered Mission through a cigar as he struck a match and inhaled the first puff of tobacco. “Searching for the demon where?” 
 
    “The second plane. They found it, and it called them both mongrels. Swain and Hugh are your wolves.” Mission had deliberately left out De’lune’s involvement. He couldn’t bear the thought of her arrest or eventual hanging. 
 
    “What about the daughter?” Ruckstead asked, and Mission shook his head. “What else did the demon say?” 
 
    “We had to leave. The demon Vahrun interrupted,” Mission said evasively. 
 
    “Why does Vahrun frighten you when Mond’s demon does not?” the sheriff inquired. 
 
    “Now that is a question for Artemisia,” Mission answered with a leer. 
 
    “I think I’ll wait to visit her again until I release you.” The sheriff stood, shrugged on his jacket and donned his hat. 
 
    “You said if I told you what I learned at the Rameks’ you’d let me out!” Mission stood, his jaw unhinged by an incredulous stare. 
 
    “No, I told you I wouldn’t keep you in here for any longer. Have a good day now.” He tipped the hat ironically and left his prisoner to pace behind the bars. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Outside the jail, Ruckstead saddled Wineae. 
 
    “James, now that our esteemed visitor has made her wrath known, I can go about the rest of my business,” Ruckstead said as he stood up in the stirrup and swung his right leg over the saddle. 
 
    “What did Mission tell you?” Deputy Kerfield asked, overwhelmed by curiosity. 
 
    Ruckstead looked at his protégé evenly. “That is the business of the Sheriff of Northgate.” 
 
    “Yessir.” Kerfield turned red after the admonishment. 
 
    The sheriff spurred his horse and headed back to the Ramek property.  
 
    The senescing aspen leaves were a brilliant orange and gold, littering the road only weeks after first turning color. Only the conifers and sagebrush still held onto their green foliage. Ruckstead pulled back on the reins and stopped at the locked iron gate. The Rameks detested visitors. From the gate he spied De’lune working in the garden. She fluidly appeared opposite to Ruckstead after she finished deadheading the lilac. Brave, making the sheriff wait. Then again, she was on the other side of a locked gate. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she lilted. 
 
    “I would like to speak with your father. Your property is in the middle of some recent murders. We have no suspects. I am inquiring on any unusual activity.” The blatant lie didn’t betray itself on his face or in his voice. The Rameks were the only suspects. 
 
    “I am afraid that my father and brother are in town. I believe they are at the Hanging Moose Saloon if that helps.” She nervously spread her hands across the front of her apron which was covered in dirt. 
 
    “Have you seen anything to warrant concern?” Ruckstead pressed politely. 
 
    De’lune tittered. “I’m afraid I have not, but I only have one eye to see with.” 
 
    Ruckstead stammered a minute before tipping his hat and turned Wineae around and trotted back towards Northgate. Next stop, the Hanging Moose. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Artemisia had groomed, watered, and fed Newt and left him in his paddock. She grabbed a wicker basket and headed out into the woods. Underneath the boughs of the spruce and white pine, the air was five degrees cooler than around her cottage. Her gardens were nearing peak harvest. She would need to split firewood the next week. The stack by Newt’s stable would last until midwinter, but the winters in Northgate always overstayed their welcome. 
 
    It was only two o’clock and sunset was five hours off at least. Artemisia had several hours to make it to her favorite mushroom hunting grounds. Her cottage was located at the base of Gilbert Mountain, and the north facing slope always yielded a plentiful harvest. Artemisia had built her abode low enough that the snow never got deeper than four feet, while the high country could see more than fifteen feet. Gilbert was the lowest peak in the Windgall Range. Northgate was located in a valley between the Windgall and Coprinia Range which Mimbry, Horned, and Northgate Peaks were a part of. 
 
    Her boots crunched through the leaves as she traveled along a well-worn path that had only been touched by the witch’s feet and the hooves and paws of animals. Not even Mission was allowed to visit her wild harvest areas. Maybe when he was more responsible he would be privileged with the knowledge. Behaving had never been his strong suit. Artemisia snorted at the thought. She pondered on whether or not he would figure out the secret to getting out of the jail. It had little to do with witchcraft, but she couldn’t give away all her tricks.  
 
    A mewling behind her alerted her to Volker. His long tail bounced as he jogged up to her ankle. He wove across her boots and she gave him a gentle nudge to let him know not to trip her. He glared at her with his yellow eyes and made another plaintive cry before darting off in front of her. Despite how desiccated the leaves and plants were, the cat did not make a single noise. He re-emerged with a jay clenched between his jaws, the proudest expression plastered across his face. 
 
    “I told you, rodents only. Leave the birds be,” Artemisia scolded him. He glared angrily for a second before setting the bird down. Where it had clearly been dead a moment before, the jay sat up startled, and looked around in a state of confusion. When its eyes landed on the cat, it took flight immediately. 
 
    “Go find a squirrel. You act out worse than Mission.” 
 
    The cat was clearly indignant at the comment, but took off through the understory, nonetheless. Artemisia basked in the peace and quiet. The birds chirped in the trees, squirrels chattered, and somewhere an elk bugled. It wasn’t exactly silent, but the relaxing power of the sounds of the forest was second only to a crackling fire and a good book in the dead of winter. 
 
    The trail took a graceful turn and the mountaintop shifted from being in front of her to her right. She passed a downed tree covered in polypore fungi. She would be dead or close to it by the time the wood had been decomposed and the trees returned to the earth. That meant her landmark would outlive her. She only had a mile to go before she arrived at the glade and a bounty of boletes, wood ears, and — if she was lucky — morels.  
 
    Fate did not shine on Artemisia that day. When she arrived at the glade she heard a slow, ominous chant. She ducked down low to the ground and crept closer to the clearing. Hiding behind a tree trunk she felt bold enough to peer beyond its edge. 
 
    In the center of the field of rolling grass and mint a flat rock protruded. Upon it, Artemisia had taken plenty of naps. However, now a human had been bound. Four other individuals stood; each bore the pelt of a different animal. One wore an elk, its skull worn like a hat, its antlers reaching impossibly high to be supported by a human neck. Another wore three foxes, stitched together. Two of the heads were bound in permanent snarls at the woman’s shoulders, while the third covered her face. The third wore an osprey, a necklace of talons around his neck and the fourth was adorned as a mountain lion. The creature’s claws were splayed across his chest. The First People were no friends of the witch, but she had encountered them more than once. They had an intimate relationship with the earth and saw themselves as humans transcending into their true animal form. The figure bound to the stone was lashed with willow rods until he stopped screaming and only babbled. The four humans around him danced and sang and slapped their palms on the rock as if calling to a god above. 
 
    Artemisia had seen similar rituals and began to turn to creep back to her cabin. The man on the rock would be freed and given a similar cloak to his companions, she had seen the bundled pelt of a moose next to the slab. As she left the First People to their animism, she spied a king bolete beneath a spruce tree. She grinned and pulled out a small paring knife. Careful not to disturb the hyphae she cut the fruiting body free and placed it in her basket, then caught sight of another and another. She skipped the second mushroom and took the third, a good forager always knew to leave some behind for the next year.  
 
    As she stole back down the trail, she noted the sun’s ascent to the horizon was nearly completed. Holding up her fingers to the sky she calculated that she had roughly three hours. Plenty of time to make it back. Volker came barreling through the brush at her, a squealing shrew held in his mouth. 
 
    “You little demon,” she said as she stooped to pat his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The Hanging Moose was clouded with cigar smoke, and each table was littered with glasses of all sizes. Several casks lined the walls and a mounted moose head protruded over the taps, a cigar stuck in its mouth. Here the poor and aristocratic met and mingled. In one night, a wily prostitute could make a month’s earning if she picked her client right. The barmaid smiled at Ruckstead and sidled over to him. 
 
    “The usual, Sheriff?” she asked politely, though her eyes were distrustful. Anyone caught by the law in this seedy establishment would turn a sycophantic tone toward the sheriff. Not that he never frequented the Moose, though he visited less after his marriage to Gertrude, and even less after Benjamin was born. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m here on business, Cynthia,” Ruckstead said and she became stern. 
 
    “For gods’ sake, its four-o’clock, nothing has happened here.” Her hands were on her hips and Ruckstead snorted. He had plenty of reasons to arrest Cynthia on the spot, all small time or petty crimes. Some time behind bars would do her good. 
 
    “Not that kind of business. We had a slew of murders and no suspect. It’s almost certain it wasn’t a resident of Northgate either. I’m asking around for suspicious activity,” Ruckstead explained and Cynthia’s shoulders released their tension. 
 
    “In that case, have a beer. On the house,” she said. Ruckstead meant to protest but she was already gone. Over her shoulder she called out, “And stop bringing your gun in here, no one else does!” 
 
    He snorted, it would be a cold day in hell when he adhered to the rules of brigands. 
 
    The sheriff stared out across the bar and located the men he wanted a word with. Hugh and Swain were puffing smokes in the corner with glasses of whiskey set in front of them. Swain was still on his first, whereas it appeared that Hugh was on his third or fourth. Perhaps more if the bartender had bussed any of the dishes. Hugh was usually silent and reserved and drinking made him no different. The hate behind his eyes was more evident after each subsequent drink, however. Ruckstead saw that now.  
 
    “Mind if I take a seat?” Ruckstead asked as he pulled out the chair and sat down.  
 
    “By all means.” The elder Ramek splayed his hands in a gesture of peace. Hugh, on the other hand, loudly spat into his glass, a wad of tobacco in his cheek. He was drinking, chewing, and smoking — Ruckstead kept his revulsion to himself.  
 
    “I have a few questions I’d like to ask you. I’m sure that you’ve heard about the loss of the Hartschoffs and of the Cronley’s cattle?” Ruckstead observed their reactions. Swain was chill as a cucumber and while Hugh revealed less, he was still tense. Like a cornered dog. 
 
    “Yes, and tragedies on both counts. I can’t imagine who would do such a thing. The town of Northgate has seen some changes since we arrived and I’m afraid many are not good,” Swain said eloquently. The well-spoken usually weren’t to be trusted. They knew how to make words veil their meaning to tell only half a truth while omitting the rest. 
 
    “Your property lies between both the Cronley’s and Hartschoff’s,” Ruckstead began and noted that Hugh bristled. “Have you seen any unusual activity lately? Any lurking types, gypsies or foreigners? We believe that it may be a vagrant as we have not had another occurrence, and most serial murderers kill again.” 
 
    “We have not found anyone on our property that did not belong, but recently there was a band of bards and performers who crossed us on the Main Road. They were not headed into the town limits, which is strange as they would have made a pretty penny. That was more than a week ago… how long ago did we see them, Hugh?”  
 
    His son glanced at him from the corner of his eye, before swiveling his expression back to the sheriff. “It was still September. I’d warrant nearly two weeks.” Hugh didn’t blink and shot another stream of brown ichor into his empty glass. 
 
    “A merry band of travelers would not mutilate the bodies as these have,” Ruckstead said as Cynthia came bustling over and set a beer in front of him. 
 
    “A little early for our good sheriff to be enjoying a brew.” Hugh’s words dripped derision. 
 
    “It was on the house.” Ruckstead slid the beer over to Hugh with the back of his hand. “Be a shame to waste it.” 
 
    Untrustingly, the young man picked it up and took his first swig. Like a dog that had been beaten, Ruckstead surmised. 
 
    “As you were saying, they were mutilated?” Swain brought the discussion back to the subject at hand. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m afraid the details are classified, but it appears to be the work of an animal,” the sheriff said as politically as he could. After all, the hounds were right across from him. 
 
    “Mountain lions, coyotes, grizzlies, we have a plethora of predators here. I have never heard of such a beast breaking into a home,” Swain postulated and Ruckstead tensed. He had certainly never mentioned that the Hartschoffs had been murdered in their homes. 
 
    “It might not be the run of the mill creature,” the sheriff said hesitantly. 
 
    “You haven’t been dealing with that woods witch, have you?” Swain sneered. 
 
    “We have more in common than you think.” Ruckstead laughed easily at Swain’s confused expression. He continued, “Artemisia and her ilk have their uses. However, you will have to take your needs to the witch herself this time as Mission is a little tied up. I’ll be sure to inform her of your disdain.” 
 
    He smiled and rose from his chair as Hugh swore, “You son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Always a pleasure. Enjoy your evening, gentlemen.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
                  Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Dawn was breaking when Willem Cronley found himself on Artemisia’s doorstep, wringing his hands. He was concerned that perhaps he had come too early. He was debating heading back to town and doing some errands and returning after the sun had come up. His mule snorted encouragement behind him. With a sigh he reached for the brass knocker. At its nadir was an owl with opal eyes. 
 
    Before his fingers touched the metal Artemisia came around the corner of her cottage. She wore a velvet cloak of gray that was covered with small black leaf motifs. Willem spotted a few blossoms in the mixture. Her satin clad hands held a basket full of squash, onions, and potatoes. Strange garb for a harvest no doubt, but not a speck of dirt was on her. She curtsied when she spotted her visitor. 
 
    “Farmer Cronley, what a surprise. I hope that fate finds you well today.” 
 
    “I’m ‘fraid I haven’t come with good news. I need some help,” he said simply and ran his hand through his straw blond hair. 
 
    “We can discuss it over breakfast. Your timing is fortuitous.” She ushered him inside and began preparing the meal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Artemisia set down a steaming bowl of vegetable soup in front of Cronley and sat opposite him at the table. 
 
    “This is delicious, I don’t recall ever having soup for breakfast though. I can bring you eggs and bacon,” he said in an effort to be helpful. A breakfast without meat was hardly a breakfast at all. 
 
    “I’m afraid that it would be wasted on me. My greatest desire in life is to never be eaten, so I hope fate will reward me for my abstinence,” Artemisia said wiping her mouth on a napkin. 
 
    “I hope that works out better for you than it did my cows,” Cronley said and they both laughed at the poorly humored joke. 
 
    “Have you located the rest of your herd?” Artemisia wisely asked. 
 
    “I have, four of them. The others are either dead or two counties away by now. The poor frightened creatures won’t come back, though. I’ve asked some of my neighbors for help, but the beasts keep crying and refuse to move. I think they are too scared to come home. I can’t blame them. Me and my wife can hardly sleep anymore,” Willem explained, and the witch’s heart ached with pity. 
 
    “If you give me a few minutes to clean up the kitchen, I can come at once. If you wouldn’t mind saddling Newt for me, we can get an earlier start,” Artemisia said as she cleared the table. 
 
    “Of course,” Willem said and headed for the stable. 
 
    True to her word, it didn’t take long for Artemisia to wash the dishes and gather the supplies she would need. In fact, she was ready before her horse had been saddled. She would have offered to take over for Willem, but she knew the old-fashioned man would decline and find the very idea of it offensive.  
 
    Newt easily could have outpaced the mule, since it came close to rivaling him in size and stride length. They made good time to the Cronley Farm. 
 
    “They are this way, not too far,” Willem said as he led Artemisia towards the broken end of the paddock. It had since been repaired, though one set of rails had been set aside, patiently waiting for the return of the livestock. 
 
    “Lead the way.” Artemisia reined in Newt so that Willem and his mount could cross the boundary first. Beyond the pasture a stand of cottonwoods grew near a humble stream that served to irrigate the pasture. Right now, a head-gate operated by a weir was in the off position as the coming snow would cover the field in mere weeks. 
 
    The dying leaves of the trees were dropping like flies, fluttering to the ground where they crunched underfoot. The cottonwoods still boasted more leaves on their limbs than on the ground, though Northgate winters came hard and fast. 
 
    The horse and hybrid crossed the stream noisily. The polished stones beneath gleamed from below a mere foot of water. Soon the flow would halt completely for the winter before the runoff spilt over the edges and created a springtime marsh. Equisetum was evidence of the changing microclimate beneath the boughs along the river. 
 
    As they traveled further, evergreen pines took dominance as well as scrub oak. Any understory forb had already begun to brittle and wither away as their roots lay dormant. Artemisia could identify most of the botanical skeletons based on their colors, location, or the remnants of their seed capsules. Asters were easiest with their duff littering the ground and floating through the air. 
 
    True to Willem’s word, the cattle were not far. They were bunched together underneath a lone ponderosa at the end of a gully lined with rocks resembling stairs carved by some ancient beings. Their eyes rolled madly within their sockets and they began lowing as soon as the humans approached. 
 
    “Poor creatures,” Artemisia murmured, as she rummaged through the pouch at her hip. She withdrew anise seeds, lavender, and sage. Last, she found a crystal of quartzite streaked with blood red venation. She swung a leg over the saddle and easily dismounted. She made a nest with the sage and placed it beneath the pine tree after scraping away the dead needles to reveal bare earth. She did not want to start a forest fire. Next, she lay the seeds in a meticulous circle around the sage and sprinkled the rest on the gray-green leaves. The lavender she arranged like the rays of the sun. She placed the quartzite at the center. She held her hands over the plant material and whispered a few words before it burst into flames. 
 
    “How’d you do that?” Willem exclaimed, as his mule shied back two steps. 
 
    “I communed with the spirits and showed them my intentions,” was the witch’s hushed response.  
 
    Willem Cronley didn’t say more. He had absolute faith in Artemisia, though he assumed that she lied often to maintain the mystery around her craft. 
 
    The witch’s herbs burned faster than expected and soon all that was left was a burnt spot on the ground and the crystal. The cattle had stopped crying, but their legs were stock still, an ode to their reluctance.  
 
    Artemisia plucked the rock from the ground and held it aloft to the sun. A strange peace came over the draw, but the cattle still did not move. The witch walked over to the farmer and handed him the warm stone. 
 
    “Place this in their pasture and they will return tonight.” She walked to Newt and climbed gracefully into the saddle. 
 
    “Thank you, milady.” 
 
    “I am more than happy to help.” 
 
    “I hope that you will help the sheriff stop the monsters responsible for this. He is a good man and he won’t be able to do it by himself. There aren’t enough like him in Northgate,” Willem said awkwardly. He had heard enough rumors of the bad blood between the sheriff and witch to know that his comment might not be received well. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am going to visit him right now. And my imprisoned cousin.” She smiled devilishly. “Let me know if you need further assistance.” 
 
    Willem nodded in answer as his mouth dried at the thought of what kind of trouble the witch was about to stir up. Nonetheless, he returned to his home and followed the instructions given to him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deputy James Kerfield jumped as Artemisia entered the jail for the second time in a week. Ruckstead looked up from his coffee while Mission stared at his feet. The youth behind the bars knew that his cousin was not coming to barter for his release. 
 
    “Good morning, Artemisia.” The sheriff set his mug down on the table and straightened in his seat. 
 
    “I trust that Mission isn’t causing too much trouble?” she said sweetly, but the glare she turned Mission’s way was nothing but.  
 
    “If only all of my wards behaved so well,” Ruckstead assured her. 
 
    “Good. I am planning for our next full moon. Visit me two days prior. I have many preparations to attend to and do not want to be disturbed by anyone until then,” Artemisia said authoritatively.  
 
    Kerfield nearly fell from his chair. What had taken place in the past two weeks? The sheriff would have never stood for this kind of talk from a woman engaged with witchcraft… 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” Ruckstead said and faked a bow from his seated position. The deputy spat his coffee on the floor at that. Both the sheriff and witch chuckled under their breath. 
 
    “Don’t be making any house calls between now and then, either. Too much meddling and you will blow our cover,” Artemisia warned. 
 
    Now it was Ruckstead’s turn to pause. He did so with a mouth full of coffee, though he had more self-control than his protégé. After a moment of hesitation, he swallowed. 
 
    “Duly noted. You are mysterious as always. If you spy on me again, I will have to schedule an appointment for you and your cousin. Speaking of the delinquent, how much longer should I keep him?” Ruckstead asked. 
 
    “I did not spy on you. This town is full of gossipers and loose tongues. I am watching out for you, at least until our joint venture is completed.” She turned and looked at her cousin. “Keep him in there until our business is finished. Or he finds out how to get himself out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning Cronley rose and stretched before donning his stockings and overalls. He ate a meager breakfast of oatmeal and bacon and found himself thinking of the witch’s soup. Soup for breakfast! He would have to have it more often. 
 
    He pulled on his boots and stepped out into the crisp morning air. It had to be below freezing, judging by how his nostrils stuck together and his breath fogged. He wasn’t sure why he woke so early any more. The gardens were near ready to harvest, and there were no cattle to tend to. 
 
    He looked up in surprise and saw four highland cattle contentedly munching on the last of the season’s green grasses. His heart leapt into his throat and he turned to look at the fence post he set the quartzite on. It wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    With a life in his step that hadn’t been there since the loss of his livestock, he ran back into the house to wake his wife and children. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The stillness of the morning was broken by a chorus of coyotes, yet Artemisia’s concentration was not interrupted. She was hunched over her kitchen table, extracting the essence of aconite, dogbane, and amaranth. She combined the oils and macerated tissues in a small vial. An owlet moth fluttered by the lantern near her hands. Next to the weak flame were mugs, vases, and bowls of dirt containing the botanical skeletons of her selected plants. It had been difficult to trick the plants into blooming one more time, so she could make her werewolf banishing tincture. But by altering the length of days and amending the soils with fish oil, mushrooms, and apples, she was able to produce several weak blossoms. The flower contained the fertile energy of the plant and as such was the most potent part, the roots coming in a close second. Once she was satisfied that she had enough extract, she would harvest the roots. Long ago in warmer climates, the witch had learned that plants would bloom as many times a season as you would let them. Biennial and annual species would sometimes sneak in an extra flowering stage during the dog days of summer. Around her neck she wore an amulet of obsidian, each link of the necklace augmented with jade.  
 
    Two stones of agate were set next to the glass vials and plant material. Once she was finished with the plants, she would grind the mineral into powder and mix it with the plant material, cure it and add it to gunpowder. Placing the bullets in the wolves would be up to Ruckstead, but luring them out and effectively destroying them was Artemisia’s job. Outside the witch’s window the waxing gibbous moon hung as the Goddess Mond watched her work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The near full moon crossed the daytime sky latently. From inside the jail, Mission watched its movements through a barred window. He wondered if De’lune, a daughter of the goddess, could feel its power. He pondered the demon’s cryptic words. No doubt in a few days his cousin and the sheriff would go on a wolf-hunt. Mission turned his gaze towards the deputy who sat guard. 
 
    “Don’t you have other duties than babysitting the jail?” Mission asked icily. He had no idea what Art had meant by if he was proficient in the dark arts he could escape. However, he did know that he was never going to be free if he couldn’t figure out her meaning. 
 
    “Not since Bailiff Clancy died. The town did not have enough money to fill the position,” Kerfield said as he sipped coffee and surveyed the newspaper.  
 
    “So, Deputy Kerfield is inaccurate…” the young Corax mused. 
 
    “However you wish to call me, won’t change which side of the bars you are on,” James answered with a wry smile. 
 
    “Ah, a little bit of Ruckstead humor.” Mission grinned. “Do you fancy yourself the next sheriff?” 
 
    “The position is elected.” The deputy turned a page in the newspaper. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Kerfield shut the newspaper with an exasperated sigh and set it down on the table. “Do you not know anything of politics?” 
 
    “No. I am astounded that anyone would vote for our current sheriff,” Mission said before he trailed off. 
 
    “I will be sure to let him know you think so.” James Kerfield picked the newspaper back up. 
 
    “Wait, let’s keep that between us,” Mission protested. 
 
    “Seems to be a common theme with you Coraxes,” the deputy murmured.  
 
    Mission’s eyes narrowed. “You know how she escaped.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” The deputy did not look up from the newspaper. 
 
    “But Ruckstead does not?” 
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead is unaware of how she made her getaway.” He let out another sigh. 
 
    “Why haven’t you told him?” Mission pestered. 
 
    “I was asked not to,” was the elusive reply. 
 
    “Tell me,” Mission demanded. 
 
    “And face the ire of the sheriff and your cousin? I think not.” 
 
    Just as those words left the deputy’s mouth, the door slammed open and Hugh Ramek entered the jail. He was clearly drunk and had a cigarette clenched between his teeth. A sheen of sweat beaded on his forehead. Mission could already tell that the man had been experimenting with herbs, trying to reach the second plane on his own. Little did he know how dangerous it was to feast in the forest laden with ignorance. 
 
    “Kerfield. Release Mission.” Hugh coughed on the last word, and Mission wondered what the young man had just eaten. 
 
    “Get out of here, before you end up behind bars with him. And go see Doctor Stern,” Kerfield advised. 
 
    “You and your little daddy don’t scare me,” Hugh sneered. Kerfield stiffened. 
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead is not my father, but your ‘daddy’ will have to pick you up if you don’t show yourself to the door.” Kerfield was standing now and his hand moved closer to the pistol on his hip.  
 
    Hugh cleared the gap between them quick as a viper, grabbed the deputy’s throat with one hand and pinned his dominant arm with another. James’ face flushed red as he struggled to draw breath. 
 
    “Let Mission out,” he growled. 
 
    The click of a hammer cocking interrupted the confrontation. Hugh swore. He hadn’t even heard the sheriff come in. 
 
    “Let my deputy go, or you won’t even have the chance to try out a night in the jail,” Ruckstead threatened evenly. 
 
    “You don’t have the guts to.” Hugh laughed, though he wasn’t confident. 
 
    “The last person who said that is in the ground. Right after I painted the walls a pretty pink with his brains.” Ruckstead laughed. “The spot is still there in the Hanging Moose.” 
 
    Hugh’s grip on Kerfield loosened and he raised his hands above his head. “I bet you wouldn’t be so brave if you had to meet me in a fair fight.” 
 
    “Once again, last man who said that is underground. Set your terms,” the sheriff said coolly. 
 
    “Tomorrow at noon, on the Main Road,” Hugh said boldly. 
 
    Ruckstead laughed. “That’s a long road, son. You’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    “In front of Doctor Stern’s office,” Hugh ground out. 
 
    “Ain’t no one going to be able to stitch you back up after I’m done,” Ruckstead assured him.  
 
    With a huff, the Ramek fled the jail. 
 
     “You okay?” the sheriff asked Kerfield, who nodded. Ruckstead turned to Mission. “You’re not getting out of here until we cleanse this town of that foul family.” 
 
    Mission could care less about Hugh and Swain, but his stomach was in knots for De’lune.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Wilder Ruckstead!” Gertrude screamed. “You promised me that the last quick draw was your last!” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry.” His hands were held up just as Hugh’s had been earlier. However, the sheriff had no doubt that he was more scared of his wife than Hugh was of him. 
 
    “If you are sorry, then why did you agree to it?!” Gertrude’s face was flushed red and Benjamin cried in the corner crib.  
 
    “It’ll be good for the people of this town, a reminder that they can’t act however they please. There are repercussions.” Ruckstead reached out a hand to touch his wife’s shoulder but she slapped him instead. 
 
    “And if you lose?” Her anger had yet to die down. But after years of marriage, Ruckstead knew that expressing anger was easier for her than fear.  
 
    “I won’t. Besides, the Rameks are responsible for the murders.” 
 
    “Then arrest them!” Gertrude screamed a bloodcurdling sound. 
 
    “It’s not that simple!” Ruckstead protested, raising his voice for the first time. 
 
    “I won’t come to watch you die,” Gertrude said, her voice level, but her lip trembled and a tear threatened to roll across her cheek. 
 
     “Ye of little faith.” Ruckstead placed his palms on her face and gently kissed her. “You should go to bed. It’s late.” 
 
    “But tomorrow I might not have you anymore…” 
 
    The two collapsed inward on each other, their bodies meshing into one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun barely peeked behind a cloud, pregnant with precipitation, but it was enough to make Sheriff Ruckstead sweat at the collar. His face remained stony and unbothered, but his insides were always jittery before a gun fight. His success in his past encounters had proven pivotal in his rise to sheriff. He hadn’t even been a deputy prior to his election, but he had a strong sense of right or wrong and had killed many criminals after a spat at the Hanging Moose. Of course, they had always declared the fight, and ended up six feet under. A crowd had gathered, though a crowd in Northgate would hardly count for a quorum on a city council vote in civilized places. Doctor Stern watched from the doorway of his office. He was an old man and had been old when Ruckstead was a young gunslinger in his twenties. Now he was nearly twice that age. At the end of the road, he could see the Ramek entourage approaching. Several other businessmen families accompanied them. 
 
    When they finally arrived at the specified location Swain stepped forward. His eyes betrayed his nervousness, though his body language was purely diplomatic. 
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead, this is completely unnecessary. I am sure we can settle this without violence,” Swain said smoothly. 
 
    “Your son threatened my deputy and myself. It will be a kindness if he dies here today. If he doesn’t, he’ll face the ropes,” Ruckstead said direly. 
 
    “And I am certain that the insult could be matched with a price of gold or silver rather than lives,” Swain argued. 
 
    “Accepting a bribe would not be fitting of the Town Sheriff. Step aside and let your son settle this like a man,” Ruckstead commanded and a frustrated Swain whirled in the middle of the road and said something to his son.  
 
    Hugh looked like a cornered wolf and his fingers fluttered like the wings of a butterfly, but the sheriff knew better than to underestimate someone for their nerves. He had felt the same way before his first match. Twitchy fingers sometimes meant fast reflexes. 
 
    “I sincerely hope you instructed your family on how you want to be buried. Say when,” Ruckstead said and a murmur went through the crowd. He had forgotten he was sheriff for a moment and that those comments were less than appropriate. 
 
    Hugh didn’t say when, however, but instead reached for his gun. His reflexes were fast and he had the gun free from its holster before Ruckstead had even moved. He raised the gun level with the man’s head when he heard the percussion of lead released from a barrel and felt something slam into his chest. His vision swooned, but he saw the sheriff wink at him, Ruckstead’s gun still held level at his hip, its muzzle barely an inch clear of the holster. Hugh felt warmth spread across his chest and stomach as blood ran from the bullet hole down to his groin. The red shape blossomed across the front of his shirt and spilled down his pants. The shot was a clean one, and Hugh only felt the pain for a moment before he collapsed dead in the street.  
 
    De’lune rushed over to him and fell to her knees as a scream tore from her throat. She grabbed her brother by the front of the shirt and rocked her forehead to his chest, his lifeblood spreading to her hands and face. Her father stood still as stone, a look of rage on his face. 
 
    “I’ll kill you, Ruckstead!” His hands shook with a furious energy and the sheriff was surprised he didn’t burst into wolf form right then. 
 
    “Is that a challenge? We can make this a family affair,” Ruckstead taunted.  
 
    Swain didn’t answer but instead turned to one of his affluent friends. “Fetch a cart. We will bury him tomorrow in private.” 
 
    Catching those words, Ruckstead felt his stomach drop as he recalled Artemisia’s warning. In any case, the corpse must be destroyed to prevent its return. 
 
    He couldn’t just run over there and saw Hugh’s head from his shoulders and set fire to the corpse. The Harvest Moon would rise full tomorrow night. With little time to spare, he spun on his heel and leapt into Wineae’s saddle. He needed to speak with Artemisia, and she would not be happy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead was right, she was not happy. In fact, she was nearly angry enough to let spittle and froth fly from her lips as she reprimanded him. He was concerned that she may be rabid. 
 
    “I gave you instructions to visit me today, not kill one of the wolves!” She raised a quivering hand as if to strike him. But she showed more restraint than his wife. Which was good as Ruckstead would not stand to be struck by a woman he was not married to. 
 
    “I had no other choice!” he argued.  
 
    But Artemisia lifted a silver cased bullet level with his eyes. “This would have killed him!” she hissed. “I have spent the best part of the last month creating a special concoction to dispatch both of the creatures. Thanks to your stunt, we will have to find the corpse of the young Ramek, and you can’t simply shoot the patriarch.” 
 
    “Why can’t I shoot him?” Ruckstead asked. “We will get to the grave robbing in a moment.” 
 
    “You would be the primary suspect at this point. When poor James performed an investigation, he would have no choice but to hang you. And yes, we must find the body. If we don’t, he will return as a vulkodlak.” Artemisia was as resolute as her eyes were fiery. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Ruckstead asked in a frustrated tone. 
 
    “Hugh will return in his wolf form permanently. He will be weaker when the moon isn’t full, but still plenty powerful and bloodthirsty. No doubt he will seek vengeance on you first.” 
 
    “Will that bullet work on the vulk…?” Ruckstead raised an eyebrow as an indicator that Artemisia should repeat the term. 
 
    “Vulkodlak. I do not know. It will certainly do Swain in. When will the body be buried?” Artemisia continued her inquisition. 
 
    “They will bury it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch. They know he will return.” Artemisia tapped a finger against her full lips. “As soon as darkness falls, we find the grave.” 
 
    “And sever his head right there, or must we burn the body?” Ruckstead asked sardonically. If he were to catch a grave robber, the man would be hung the next day. 
 
    “We will bring kindling with us and burn it aloft a great pyre. Grab your shovel, Sheriff, we’ll make a criminal of you yet.” The witch smiled broadly, showing off her straight teeth.  
 
    “Woman, you will be the death of me,” Ruckstead replied with an ill expression. 
 
    “If the wolves don’t kill us first, I surely will be.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The autumn air was crisp and frost licked the tops of the tombstones, promising that the coldness of the night would only deepen as the hours progressed. The lone living occupants stood by the gate awkwardly for a moment before pushing it open, its rusty hinges creaking in dismay. The tall iron gates and fence served to keep out deer and other large grazers, but it did little to stop the burrowing animals or the scavengers. More than one fox or coyote had found a shallow grave to offer more than a morsel.  
 
    Their breath fogged in the air, and their heavy fur-lined jackets, stocking hats, and gloves did not ward off the near freezing temperatures. On the horizon, the moon slowly began its ascent. The insects and migratory birds had long since departed, and not a sound could be heard between the forgotten dead. Entire plots dedicated to families interrupted the line by line progression of grave-markers. The heavy wingbeats of a barred owl floated through the air and momentarily broke the silence. In the rear of the cemetery was a crypt, reserved for the wealthiest families and elected officials who died during office.  
 
    “Has anyone else died recently?” Artemisia asked, her words turning to ice in the air the moment they left her lips.  
 
    “Just Hugh.” 
 
    “Then that grave is likely his,” Artemisia said as she pointed with her shovel.  
 
    Sure enough, a single grave boasted the tell-tale disturbed soil. Even though it had only been a day, the green blades of winter annual grasses littered the mound like five o’clock shadow. The two stole over to the grave, whose headstone hadn’t been set yet. It took longer than a day to shape, smooth, and etch a rock into a fitting memorial. They passed by the resting place of a long dead soul, the mound planted with snapdragons. Their brittle stems held aloft capsules reminiscent of skulls. 
 
    Shovels leading the way, they broke the ground for the second time that day. The surface soil crunched, but underneath it was soft and the duo made good progress. Despite her teasing that they would burn the body in a display that would alert the entire town, they had brought an axe. With any luck, they would exhume the body before he had returned. A branch breaking in the surrounding trees set them on edge. They both straightened and peered into the impenetrable shifting dark. The graveyard wasn’t a half mile from town, and it was shielded by a copse of evergreens. In the dark, even a short distance could become dangerous quickly. If it were a person in the trees, they had been followed from town. 
 
    “It is nothing,” Artemisia declared. She resumed her work, but Ruckstead wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?”  Before she could retort, the sound of bounding hooves confirmed that she was right.  
 
    “It was a stag, his eyes were reflecting the light of the rising moon,” she explained, rather than wallow in her pride. In truth, she was apprehensive. The moon was above the trees now and her skin prickled with each inch it rose. Swain would surely be coming to make sure that the grave of his son had not been defiled. The blood red moon was unperturbed by clouds and washed the earth in its odd glow. 
 
     Ruckstead lent his shovel to the cause and the bulwark of dirt around the grave rose several feet until the two had to stand above the buried Hugh, and clear dirt methodically as they were lowered deeper beneath the ground. The sheriff’s shovel struck paydirt with the familiar thud of hollow wood. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Far from the cemetery, De’lune wept in her front yard. She stood in only a nightgown despite the night’s chill. Though her brother would survive, he would never share a conversation with her again. She had begged her father to release him from his fate, but Swain had been adamant. It wouldn’t be much of a life in the human sense, but Hugh would be alive, and no living creature would choose death.  
 
    At her feet was a fairy ring of little brown fungi with a larger concentric circle of shattered glass and another circle of smooth white stones. At the center was a Hugh shaped impression in the yellowing grass. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Quickly, bordering on frantic, Ruckstead and Artemisia wiped the coffin clean of dirt and fumbled for the hatch. As soon as they threw back the lid, the moon would touch the corpse and Hugh would mutate one final time. They found the clasp and broke the lock off with the axe. Ruckstead stood back and hefted the weapon and Artemisia made eye contact with him before she opened the casket. 
 
    “Do it quick.” She threw the lid open, and Ruckstead stumbled back in shock. The witch read his startled expression and twisted over the lid to peer inside. The body within was desiccated and slowly degrading as its own enzymes digested it, but other than that it wasn’t worse for wear. However, it was definitely not the body of a young man who had been killed yesterday. 
 
    “They switched the bodies with one in the crypt,” Artemisia said and crawled from the grave with the sheriff right on her heels. Clearing the dirt berms, they took off towards the mausoleum, determined not to be trapped in the graveyard with a bloodthirsty wolf. Much to their chagrin, a figure was standing in the archway of the building. But it wasn’t Hugh. 
 
    “What a delight to see the two of you here. Came to pay your respects?” Swain asked. He stood beneath the shadow of the doorway, so he was still human. For the time being. 
 
    “Shoot him,” Artemisia hissed.  
 
    “You said I would be the suspect,” Ruckstead balked. 
 
    “We can bury him in the hole we just dug!” Artemisia said exasperatedly. 
 
    “Enough of the whispers,” Swain yelled before a smile broke his lips. “But you can pay my son respects, now. He was just a little late. Forgive him, someone shot him yesterday.” 
 
    Swain lifted his hand and pointed at the gate. When the moon touched his hand his hair grew thick and gnarled, while his nails blackened and stretched past his fingertips. Artemisia turned to face the new threat. Sure enough, a snarling wolf stood at the threshold, blood seeping from a hole in its flank. The hair on his hackles were raised and his eyes were fixed on the sheriff. 
 
    Ruckstead, however, wasn’t looking at Hugh. He was mortified by what was happening in front of the crypt. Swain had now stepped into the lunar-light and his skin was tinted red. He bled from his gums and hair sprouted across his face. He let out a guttural sound and his teeth fell from his mouth like lemmings at the edge of a cliff. His green eyes paled as they turned into yellow discs, a homage to the celestial body that ruled him now. He tore at his clothes and buttons flew asunder as he dropped to all fours. He convulsed violently and puked out something long and slimy, which pulsed for a moment before lying still. His snout stretched, his bones cracked, and his skin split. He collapsed for a moment, then a wolf rose from his human husk.  
 
    “Did you plan for this?” Ruckstead asked as he leveled the gun at Swain, but Artemisia roughly yanked him aside as Hugh leapt for him. Nonetheless, Ruckstead discharged the firearm, his aim going wide and the silver bullet embedded itself in the stone wall of the mausoleum. The two werewolves paced circles around their prey, snarling and barking, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. They could smell the aconite mixed with the gunpowder and were cautious, unsure if another bullet was at the ready. 
 
    “You fool,” Artemisia hissed.  
 
    “That wasn’t my fault,” the sheriff protested. He and the witch stood back to back as they watched the hungry beasts. “Please tell me you have another plan.” 
 
    Artemisia scoffed. “Of course I do. I just don’t know if it will work.” 
 
    Hugh took a wary step closer to Ruckstead, challenging him to shoot. The sheriff obliged the creature, the mundane bullet taking out one of the creature’s eyes. The werewolf howled in agony for a moment before his body shuddered and the bullet oozed from the wound, which closed up seconds after expelling the casing. The werewolves barked a short staccato of conversation before tightening their circle.  
 
    “What do you mean it might not work?” Ruckstead asked, never taking his eyes off the younger Ramek. 
 
     “It may kill us,” Artemisia explained as she withdrew two vials of a dark purple fluid. She unstoppered one of them and handed it to the sheriff. The smell it omitted was foul and the wolves whined when the fumes reached their nostrils. “It’s essence of monkshood. I have the antidote, but we need to get away from the wolves first. Bottoms up.” 
 
    She downed hers with a grimace and Ruckstead followed suit. The brew had a biting and numbing sensation. The lycanthropes sat back on their haunches and screamed in fury. Hugh took a few faltering steps towards Ruckstead before abandoning the attack and fleeing into the forest.  
 
    “How long before this kills us?” Ruckstead asked. His fingers were tingling and at the edges of his vision, he swore he saw purple. 
 
    “Minutes… maybe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The sound of leaf litter was the only thing that let them know they were still in the forest. Though the full moon shone bright, their vision was blurred, and they struck themselves on trees more than once in their mad dash from the cemetery. At least, it felt like a mad dash… their hearts beat slowly, and their breaths were shallow. Their mouths were filled with a tingling, burning sensation while numb at the same time. The same feeling was coming over their extremities as well, creeping from the tips of their fingers to their shoulders. They felt the acute emptiness within themselves. 
 
    Artemisia stopped abruptly and retched on her boots. The sound made Ruckstead gag, but he couldn’t will the contents of his stomach past his lips. With another flourish of her fingers, she bid her bile rush past her teeth one more time. She straightened feeling somewhat better. The cry of the werewolves shattered the night in the near distance.  
 
    “The antidote,” Ruckstead moaned. He was on all fours now as tremors wracked his body. His stomach was begging to be released. “What is it?” 
 
     “More poison.” Artemisia said cryptically. She pulled two more vials and pressed one into his hands. Beyond the chill cold of the air the skin to skin contact was like corpses touching. Intimate in a damned manner. 
 
     “No. I won’t take another one of your brews.” Ruckstead had little conviction left though. If this potion made his passing easier, he would drink it all happily. He took the cork out of the glass tube and poured the contents down his throat. 
 
    Artemisia did the same and Ruckstead felt his breathing deepen and fill his lungs. At the same time he felt an ache pierce his chest. “What is in this one?” 
 
    “Atropine and digitalis. Henbane and foxglove. Both are lethal in their own right-” Artemisia paused and held her throat for a moment as she fought the urge to vomit. She did not want to lose the antidote. Her heart fluttered for a minute as its pace quickened. “Both are lethal in their own right but will counteract the monkshood. We are in for a rough night. The air alone could kill us.” 
 
    Ruckstead felt warmth flood his stomach and down to his loins and wondered if he was going to soil his pants. Fortunately, the feeling subsided as quickly as it had come on. The monsters howled again, reminding the sheriff and witch of the danger they were in. 
 
     As the numbing of the aconite wore off, the growing cold settled into their limbs. Their lips chattered, and their fingers quivered. Surely hypothermia would seize them within the hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The night air was a miasmatic feast. Humans stank something ungodly, but the wolves slavered at the smell. In their bloodlust, they formed few sentiments, other than the desire for flesh. Their noses pressed to the ground, they searched out prey that would not poison them in turn. Northgate was a verifiable smorgasbord, but they kept being drawn to the two humans in the woods. It was hard to let such easy prey out of their sights, but the overwhelming scent of wolfsbane stood their hair on end. 
 
    Still they circled their slow-moving quarry. The humans had stopped now and a new scent wafted on the breeze. One that held promise. The patriarch barked at his progeny and they padded deeper into the forest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Ruckstead leaned forward, hands braced on his knees, and held back a gag. Bile rose in his throat, but he forced it down. A tendril of drool ran past his lips and touched the ground. 
 
    “Don’t puke. Your body hasn’t absorbed enough of the antidote,” Artemisia warned. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m feeling. But it’s horrid. I feel stretchy. Like there are two of me.” Ruckstead stared out into the trees. His vision had cleared momentarily, but now it swam as the trunks distorted and the fallen leaves twisted and rose several feet off the ground. He doubted if his footing was solid. “The world is dancing, I think I may fall off the earth.” 
 
    “It is the call of the other planes. Henbane is popular in flight potions. Do not worry, the monkshood will keep you on the first plane. Your soul needs a higher frequency to elevate to the second plane,” Artemisia explained as she scanned the area for threats. 
 
     “The second plane is above us?” Ruckstead asked as he stared at the moon. “How high is it?” 
 
    Artemisia laughed wearily. “No, the planes are overlapping, meshed. That is why spirits get lost and haunt the places they loved while alive. The dead travel freely between realms. If they linger too long on our plane, their energy dissipates and returns to the living. That is enough lessons for the night, the wolves are close.” 
 
    The sheriff stood up abruptly. “How do you know?” His sense of hearing and sight hadn’t revealed anything to him. 
 
    “A bird told me,” Artemisia said. Ruckstead looked around in confusion, so she continued, “A lost little bird.” 
 
    Ruckstead had the good sense not to question that the witch was communing with the spirits of animals. He still felt sick to his stomach, and his mouth was so dry that it felt like it could split at any moment. His temples buzzed, and he took an uneasy step forward. Artemisia took off running, uncoordinated and ungainly. She rolled her ankles several times but recovered before she hit the ground. The leaves beneath her feet began to crunch more heartily than before as frost spread across their surfaces.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Few scents were as intoxicating as that of fear. The wolves saliva hung in tendrils past their gums and created a film that coated their entire mouths. Their ribs heaved from the mere ecstasy of the smell. The moon had reached its zenith and they had plenty of time to draw out this game of cat and mouse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Artemisia and Ruckstead had been running for hours, or perhaps it was only minutes. Their lungs burnt from the icy air and their nostrils stuck together. The witch collapsed on all fours, her heart racing from the henbane and foxglove — had it not been for the monkshood it would have burst. Burst into tiny shreds. Smithereens where a beating organ had resided. Ruckstead pulled up next to her and fell like the wall of a beleaguered fortress. 
 
    Their bodies shuddered in the deep of the night and their trembling limbs reached out to clutch the other, desperate for the warmth that was flooding from their bodies in columns of steam. Oddly enough, as the temperature dropped they began to feel warmth returning to their fingertips.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The jangling of keys woke Mission from his fitful night of sleep. The door to the jail opened and he didn’t believe his bleary eyes at first. Gertrude stepped into the jail, wearing a riding cloak, stocking cap, and thick gloves. 
 
    “Wilder left this evening to go hunting with your cousin and hasn’t returned. I fear that they were befallen by some ill,” she said as she turned the key in the cell door and pushed it open. 
 
    With sore limbs Mission rose. The scant blanket offered little comfort on the cold floor. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Well past midnight. Some call it the Witching Hour,” Gertrude said with a sad grin. “I do not think it will be kind to Artemisia.” 
 
    The sheriff’s wife tossed her husband’s ward a thick sheepskin jacket, a hat, and gloves. “I have horses ready for us. We need to be quick.” 
 
     Mission donned the clothes, which he had no doubt belonged to the sheriff. A thought struck him hard enough that he felt it on the side of his face. 
 
    “Is this how Artemisia escapes the jail?” he burst out. 
 
    “Hardly an appropriate question given the circumstances, but yes,” Gertrude said with a conspiratorial glance before she locked the jail cell and stepped into the night air.  
 
    The horses snorted noisily, clearly upset to have been saddled at this hour. They paced nervously, but that could have been the smell of wolf in the air. 
 
    “What hunting grounds would our loved ones be found in?” Gertrude asked. 
 
    Mission thought for nary a minute. He recalled the gunfight the day before. “The cemetery trails.” 
 
    Gertrude swung up into the saddle. “We mustn’t delay then.” 
 
    She spurred her horse which took off surefooted in the lunar landscape. Mission’s steed caught up to her a moment later.  
 
    “Did you bring any weapons?” He nearly shouted to be heard above the thundering of hooves.  
 
    Gertrude nodded in answer and pointed to the musket peeking from behind one of Mission’s saddlebags. He tried to not look abashed, but realized it was pointless as the frigid air already turned his cheeks bright red. His eyes watered from the wind that whistled through the trees. The sound of hoofbeats on cobblestone soon ceased as they veered their horses off the road and into the trees. The longing cry of a wolf bleating at the moon echoed somewhere to the north. 
 
    Mission reined his horse and Gertrude spun in her saddle as she pulled her horse to a halt. 
 
    “If I know Art or your husband, which I think I do, they are that way.” Mission pointed in the direction the sound had come.  
 
    Gertrude nodded direly and hoped that Benjamin would sleep the whole night through and not wake to find both his parents gone. Or worse, if he woke in the morning and the house was emptied permanently of his parents. She swept aside her doubts like cobwebs and headed towards the werewolves. 
 
    With the moonlight guiding them, they navigated through the tree trunks with ease. A fox alighted from its hiding place as they approached, giving both them and the horses a start.  
 
    “This is a misguided quest indeed if we are frightened by a mere fox,” Mission snorted, joking to settle his nerves. 
 
    “Bravery is rarely guided by logic,” Gertrude said as she urged her horse forward. They spread out and wove between the trees, scanning the ground for the wayward witch and sheriff. Mission spied a pair of yellow eyes glowing in the dark, perched above two huddled figures. 
 
    “There!” he shouted and rushed to his cousin’s side. Between her shoulder blades, Volker purred. The cat moved aside and watched as Mission lifted Artemisia and slung her over the saddle. 
 
    “Help me with Ruckstead,” Gertrude commanded, and Mission moved to help her. Together they heaved him into the saddle, his dead weight seeming astronomically greater than Artemisia’s.  
 
    Once the unconscious bodies were loaded Volker sprang onto the rump of Mission’s horse. Gertrude eyed the feline with a look of astonishment, they were miles from Artemisia’s cottage. Mission caught her look and offered, “He’s a weird cat.” 
 
    With their senses on high alert, Mission and Gertrude led their horses back towards the town. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By no small stroke of fate, they made it to the Ruckstead household unmolested by the werewolves. They hurried to carry or drag the hypothermic bodies into the house, Volker mewling as he trotted after them. The horses let their displeasure at being left saddled in the cold known, but there were bigger fish to fry. 
 
    “Strip them of their clothes,” Gertrude ordered, hearing Benjamin stirring in his crib. 
 
    “What?” Mission asked incredulously. It was a survival situation, but it felt wrong to undress his cousin. 
 
    “Go start the fire and put a kettle on,” Gertrude said with a sound of exasperation. She quickly undressed her husband and moved to Artemisia. Grabbing her heaviest, scratchiest wool blankets she wrapped them both and moved them near the fire. Artemisia had a spot of frostbite on her cheek and Ruckstead’s lips were blue and two of his fingers blackened at the tips. With a kitchen knife she made small cuts to the frostbite to encourage blood flow and vigorously rubbed her hands on the afflicted skin. A moment later Mission had the fire crackling to life and the kettle was beginning to bubble.  
 
    Gertrude moved back and forth between Artemisia and Ruckstead, rubbing their arms and legs forcefully to help bring heat back into their bodies. Artemisia’s eyes fluttered as she came to, and subsequently puked. The fluid was thick and gray and smelled fouler than even Benjamin’s milk vomit when it had comprised his entire diet. 
 
    “Thank you,” she croaked, and Gertrude patted her head in the comforting way that only a mother can. 
 
    “And thank you for taking care of my husband.” Gertrude turned to Mission. “Tend to the horses please.” 
 
    “Ah, you let him out,” Artemisia said with a hoarse smile. Ruckstead began to stir and Gertrude pressed a finger to her lips.  
 
    “Second heart-attack you’ve given me in two days,” she said sternly, though it held little weight. She kissed him lightly on the thawing lips. The kettle began to whistle angrily, demanding tea be steeped in its roiling waters. “Let me get you two something to drink.” 
 
    As they warmed around the fire and tea filled their bellies, the effects of the poison came on again. Their skin went from deathly pale and blue to a sickening shade of gray. They would survive, but the night would be a long one. Volker curled in Artemisia’s lap and purred contentedly. Mission returned from unsaddling and feeding the horses and took a seat near the fireplace. Gertrude brought him some tea and went to check on Benjamin who was still asleep. 
 
    “How do we defeat the wolves?” Ruckstead asked.  He was warming up, his teeth still chattering occasionally. 
 
    “Swain should be easy, but it will be difficult to kill him in his human form without arousing suspicion. And without De’lune witnessing it. The vulkodlak will prove tricky. But while the planes were calling, a thought came to me,” Artemisia said as she sipped her tea. Volker stopped purring. 
 
    “You can’t ask him for help,” Mission said firmly, his eyes wide. 
 
     “Hugh will not return to his human form. He will wreak havoc upon Northgate. Nothing will stop him,” Artemisia countered. 
 
     “I am sure that we can find a more appealing alternative,” Mission said belligerently. 
 
    “Not before the body count rises and Northgate is little more than a graveyard,” the witch said direly. 
 
    Ruckstead nodded and Mission was flabbergasted. The witch and the sheriff, mortal enemies since the day they met, had been agreeing more and more of late. 
 
    “As long as it kills those creatures, I don’t care what you conjure up,” Ruckstead said. Artemisia didn’t show her appreciation for his support, instead she looked troubled. 
 
    Mission laughed aloud, though it was a mirthless sound. “Sheriff, you don’t conjure a demon, you summon it.” 
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    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Scree and talus covered the grassy steppe, obscuring the lichen, krummholz, and stunted flora. Above the decaying rock stood a withering peak, huge columns slowly splitting and diving to join their brethren below. The once mighty summit was reduced to rubble piles by the constant torture of the wind, rain, snow, and lightning. Not even the monoliths lived forever. Perhaps this monument once had a name, but now it had been forgotten by all but the mountain goats who bravely traversed its ruinous faces in search of rock tripe.  
 
    Hugh, the vulkodlak, watched as a flock of ptarmigans scuttered by, midway through their transition from summer to winter plumage. They blended perfectly with the snow mottled landscape. The birds would offer little satisfaction for the wolf’s slavering bloodlust, and the goats were safe on the lofty perches. Earlier that morning he had found a rutting elk and consumed it hair, bones, and all. Still he starved. Only human flesh would sate his needs. With a frustrated cry he loped towards the mountain pass. He could smell a band of travelers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    De’lune served her ravenous father the usual post-transformation meal; the runny eggs, half cooked bacon, and toast to mop the plate clean. De’lune’s eyes were watery, though her father hardly noticed.  His stomach ached, he was covered in mud and blood. The stink of wolfsbane still stung his nostrils. He ran a hand through his messy hair and it stayed slicked back for a moment before flopping forward, sprinkling his food with dirt. 
 
    “Do you think he is lonely?” De’lune asked. 
 
    “If anything, he is hungry,” Swain answered through a mouthful of food, yellow yolk running down his chin in rivulets. He attempted to wipe it back into his mouth with a finger, but just smeared it across his chin.  
 
    “Why didn’t we let him remain dead then?” she asked petulantly. 
 
    “Do you wish to die?” Swain said angrily. 
 
    “No-” De’lune started before she was interrupted. 
 
    “Then why would your brother want to stay dead?” Swain growled. 
 
    “Are you happy when you are under the moon’s power?” De’lune sniffed and wiped her face with a cloth. 
 
    Swain hesitated. The obvious answer was no. He did not like losing control and being a victim to his hunger. He had dominion over his desires and wants. That was how he had become successful. His wolfen form was the antonym to his clear-headed business persona. 
 
    “I feel fulfilled.” It wasn’t a lie, after feeding he was satisfied. But it was still a far cry from the truth. 
 
    “Do you think Hugh feels fulfilled right now?” De’lune had wiped the tears from her face and now wore a hard expression. 
 
    Swain met her steely gaze. “Without a doubt.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The band of travelers moved slowly. The wheels on their wagon creaked with each rotation and the single ox, dragging its weight, was clearly exhausted. It appeared to be a family of seven. One woman, one man, and five children. Hugh felt his tongue well with greed, younger flesh was always more tender and flavorful. His pupils dilated with anticipation and his ribs heaved as his breathing quickened. He took a tentative step forward and cracked a branch beneath his paw. It hadn’t been an accident, either. His eyes lit with a crazed hunger when he saw the look of terror on the travelers’ faces. If wolves could grin, then he grinned the broadest of any wolf before setting into the humans. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Artemisia sat at her table, intently working on her most recent plan. Her lips were just parted enough that Ruckstead could see the tip of her tongue pursed between her teeth. She had bushels of nettle spread out around her, nimbly weaving the stems together with her bare hands. She neither winced nor complained of the stinging nature of the plants, which led the sheriff to believe she was a masochist, or more was at play here. 
 
    “How are you handling that, that you avoid the sting?” he asked after curiosity overwhelmed him. 
 
    “I told the plants of my intentions and these brave souls volunteered,” was her enigmatic response. 
 
    Ruckstead ignored the answer, dismissing it as a lie. The witch could keep her secrets. She wasn’t lying. Revealing her intentions was more complicated than simply telling them, however, and in selecting the willing plants she had received several stings when her hand hovered over a less generous shoot. The planters in front of her house had been thinned of the volunteers, while the selfish plants thrived. Another frost and they would be dormant until spring. Artemisia envied them. A long hibernation and a break from the responsibilities of existence would be welcome. Once she had slept for three days after a particularly rough hangover in her late twenties, which had been oddly therapeutic. 
 
    As she wove the nettle into a cloak large enough to cover two people, the aroma of sage wafted through the air. Four sprigs of the plant sat in a vase of water. 
 
     “This will bind Vahrun?” Ruckstead asked as he experimentally touched the stem of the nettle. He felt a sharp pain in his fingertips — apparently the kindness of the flora did not extend to the sheriff. 
 
    “It is a complicated process, but yes,” Artemisia supplied. Then she continued crossly, “Don’t you have a hunt with Kerrick and the rest of the Northgate aristocracy?” 
 
    “Killing the werewolves is more important than killing one fox,” Ruckstead said evenly. 
 
     “With any luck, Swain will be there and you can make a hunting accident of him,” Artemisia said firmly. 
 
    Ruckstead sighed as he headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead was the last of the hunters to arrive at the town square. Notable figures such as Mayor John Kerrick, the Town Attorney Jackson Stromville, and the Treasurer William Maybury were the only elected officials. The rest were the businessmen. Ruckstead detested such gatherings. He would rather hunt for elk, moose, or a mountain lion, something more sporting than bearing down on a fox with horses and hounds. Or a more serene activity like fishing. 
 
    He spotted Swain sitting astride a dapple-gray mare. The Ramek’s skin was pale, oily dark spots surrounded his sunken eyes. Nonetheless, his blond hair was perfect. 
 
    “Inviting us both was in terrible taste, Kerrick.” Ruckstead didn’t take his eyes off Swain. He was shocked that the man was going to try making it through a hunt after his night prowling the forest. Then again, Ruckstead had just as trying of a night. His two blackened fingers hadn’t recovered, and Doctor Stern would more than likely be amputating them before they turned gangrenous. 
 
    The portly mayor chuckled a little uneasily. His large face was mustachioed, and a prim goatee pointed downward from his chin. “The Harvest Moon Hunt is a town tradition and we won’t allow bad blood to tarnish its legacy.” 
 
    “How droll this all is,” Ruckstead said. “Shall we get it over with?” 
 
     Swain sneered but said nothing. The sheriff had the upper hand on him. He had already killed his son in a duel, one that Hugh had issued, and Swain could not dispute its legality. If he attempted to murder Ruckstead he would be hung. The only way to publicly dispatch of the sheriff would be in combat. Swain was not as foolish as his son. He adjusted his weight in his saddle and a thought struck him. The sheriff would be blind without the witch. Mayor Kerrick was already suspicious of witchcraft… a little nudge in the right direction and he might even order her hanging. Swain’s face remained impassive, but internally he was grinning broadly. 
 
    The horses took off at an easy trot to the edge of town where the groundskeeper of the courthouse, jail, and mayor’s offices was waiting with a wooden crate at his feet and several baying hounds. Their tall stilted legs and lean bodies ensured that they would catch the poor little fox in the crate. Their wiry hair wouldn’t make for a good fur coat, but their red pelted cousin would undoubtedly find itself draped around Missus Henrietta Kerrick’s neck. 
 
    “Release the beast!”  the mayor said with a flourish of a tone. As if he had made a great joke. From the corners of their eyes, Swain and Ruckstead met gazes. Ruckstead’s lips twitched in a half smile. 
 
     In a dart of red, the fox flew from the crate, its eyes wild and hackles raised. If Ruckstead had to hazard a guess, the creature’s mother had told it horror stories of the men on horses and to run like hell if you ever found yourself trapped in a dark box. The hounds were straining against their collars and whining at pitches that pierced Ruckstead’s brain. The fox was halfway across the field when the groundkeeper let the dogs go. 
 
    With a whooping holler the men took off behind the dogs. The pounding of horses hooves and the barking of the dogs drove the fox into a panicked dance, its little feet prancing uncertainly at the ground while its dark eyes searched desperately for some hole to dive into. The forest and its many gnarled roots and hidey holes was still a long distance off. 
 
    The mayor let out a dumb guffawing noise at the animal’s plight, and Ruckstead decided he’d had enough. He raised his rifle and took careful aim. Wineae slowed to a stop and Ruckstead squeezed the trigger. The fox dropped, and the men reined their horses angrily. 
 
    “Most inappropriate!” Mayor Kerrick was panting despite the precious little effort he actually had to put in. Ruckstead was amazed his horse wasn’t already foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “And so is wasting the money of our citizens on a fox hunt. If I am right, it is a Tuesday and tax dollars are being expended on our merriment,” Ruckstead countered and turned Wineae back towards the town. Behind him he heard Attorney Stromville laugh, but he was the only one who found the situation amusing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    James Kerfield looked up from the desk when Ruckstead entered the jail. 
 
    “Back so soon?”  he asked. 
 
    “There are more pressing matters at hand,” Ruckstead said without revealing much.  
 
    The deputy’s eyes dropped back to the newspaper he had open and spotted the purpled fingers. “Speaking of hands…” He trailed off, not bold enough to finish the statement. 
 
    “Caught a bit more than a cold yesterday,” Ruckstead said with a light chuckle. He did have a slight rasp in his throat, though it was nigh undetectable. The witch’s brew had prevented any lingering effects, such as pneumonia. She claimed one ingredient of the tea was mullein, which grew aplenty along the country roads.  
 
    Kerfield knew it wasn’t his place to ask why the sheriff had got caught out in the cold, but he knew how long it took to get frostbite early in the fall. He went back to reading the newspaper. Most of the articles were written with a disparaging tone about the local government, or praising the deeds of small business owners, or predicting the weather for the coming winter. It usually wasn’t accurate.  
 
    “Any bodies turn up?” Ruckstead asked offhandedly. 
 
    “Other than Hugh? No.” It was a crude joke, but James couldn’t pass it up. “Should we be expecting corpses?”  
 
    A moment later a young migrant worker came bursting in.  
 
    “Come quick! We lost four workers last night. I think we found them…” The young man was sweating profusely, a triangular stain of it on the chest of his linen shirt, and tears stung the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Ruckstead turned to Kerfield and said under his breath, “I think we should be expecting many corpses in the days to come.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    The scene was similar to the Cronley Farm, but instead of cows littering the field it was workers, and the stench of death was human. James covered his face with a kerchief and fought the urge to gag. Their horses’ nostrils flared at the scent of blood. The worker who had come to the jail slid from Wineae’s rump. He had insisted on walking, but the sheriff had told him that there was no point in taking more time, and Wineae could bear the burden. 
 
    It was impossible to determine the sex of the corpses, but the young worker and his companions who had found the bodies informed the sheriff and deputy that it was two women and two men. Ruckstead dismounted and his foot squelched as it touched the blood-soaked earth. It was hard to imagine that this much fluid was inside a body that was so solid before death. The sheriff wrinkled his nose in disgust. He turned to the worker next to him. 
 
    “I suggest you pray to whatever gods you have. These monsters aren’t done.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Indeed, the vulkodlak was not finished, despite the havoc it and its father had wreaked on the migrant workers or the feast of travelers it had just consumed. It crept through the outskirts of town, blood dripping from its muzzle. Those who saw it either refused to believe it or fled in fear. It was in search of a specific kind of prey. Prey whose god had spurned his master years ago. Mond was not a forgiving lover, nor a forgetful enemy. Hugh easily padded through the town and down the streets unbothered. Many saw him and diverted their course, shrieking of the demon afoot. But his course was singular, and he couldn’t be distracted.  His pace increased when he spotted the residence of his next feast. 
 
    Loping to the door, Hugh’s nose was in the air. He smelled the unmistakable scent of humans permeating the house. They were within — and unaware. He stood to full height, several feet taller than a man, and pressed his saucer-sized paws against the door frame and flexed his powerful back and legs. The door bowed twice before splintering. 
 
    Within the Killdeer residence, Jameson and Jorgen were caught with their pants down in the figurative sense. A family like the Killdeers was dangerous even when caught unaware. Jameson leapt from the table, plate in hand and broke it across Hugh’s face while Jorgen slashed with his knife. Blood ran freely from the wolf’s recently sustained wounds; the bullet hole in his flank and eye from Ruckstead had since healed but still bore ugly scabs as tribute. Once the werewolf had crossed the threshold and entered the home, a darkness descended. The shrine dedicated to D’rij, a stand full of desiccated sea urchins and crustaceans, ship rigging, and sand dollars, alone stood illuminated by the light of a lunar apparition. The presence of the goddess Mond was felt by Hugh and the Killdeers. Hugh felt as if he had swelled beyond his normal frame, while the Killdeers felt the cold thrill of panic. The shrine to the God of the Sea melted like candle wax to the floor, spreading and bubbling echoes of Mond’s praise.  
 
    Hugh leapt forward, closed his maw around Jameson’s leg and ripped her to the ground. She fell easily in the spreading remains of D’rij’s shrine, but she still struck the wolf with her fists. She even bit his ear and tore a chunk of flesh free. Jorgen leapt forward with his knife downturned and brought it down on Hugh’s skull. The blade penetrated to the hilt, but the wolf’s eyes only flashed with amusement. A mortal bullet may have struck him down in human form, and silver may have killed him while a mere werewolf, but he was a vulkodlak and had been resurrected by his goddess. It would take more than an ex-pirate’s blade to end him. 
 
    He released the piratess and lunged for her husband. Jorgen struck the vulkodlak square on the nose, like he would any mundane wolf or bear. The next second, he found his arm shoulder deep in the creature’s throat. He felt a hot pain lance through his shoulder as flesh and bone were cleaved. Jorgen grabbed the chair behind him and swung it overhead. The wooden stool shattered against the werewolf’s head, but the creature was not impeded. 
 
    As Jorgen’s blood spurted from his artery, Jameson pulled a pistol from the cabinet. She leveled the gun just behind the wolf’s shoulder and squeezed the trigger. Hugh’s body was rocked by the bullet, but he was otherwise unfazed. He turned and with a single swipe of his paw, he eviscerated Jameson Killdeer.  
 
    Blood gushed from her mouth at the same time as it spilled from the cavity above her pelvis. She stammered for a minute, her shocked eyes locking on her husband’s. Like an enraged bear, Jorgen roared and brought both fists down on Hugh’s back between his shoulders. Beneath the force he crumpled, but he regained his footing as soon as he struck the floor. His maw led the way and closed around Jorgen’s face. The sound of his jaws crushing the pirate’s skull seemed louder than possible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    De’lune had seen her brother stalking the edge of town and followed him to the Killdeer property. She alone did not fear the bloodstained wolf several sizes larger than it had any right to be. The goddess was on her side and she would not fear her minions. Not to mention that the beast in question was her brother. Even her father feared the vulkodlak when he was not in similar form, but after their encounter with Mond’s demon, De’lune knew she was different. She was a Daughter of the Moon. Fear was not becoming of someone of her status. 
 
    Standing before the shattered remains of the Killdeer’s door she doubted her convictions, but not those of the goddess. She stepped through the splintered threshold and beheld the terrible sight of her demonic brother feasting on the dead. She had only been a few minutes behind her sibling, but the bones were nigh stark white, licked clean of blood and gore. The hands and feet were the exception, so many bones and little flesh made them less appetizing. Her brother’s dark fur glistened with the wetness of blood. She tried to hide her revulsion, but her lip curled, nonetheless. Even her cloudy left eye scrunched with anger despite its lazy nature. 
 
    Her brother snarled, his yellow canines dripping a conglomerate of blood and saliva. His yellow eyes narrowed dangerously. He took a predacious step forward, but she did not balk. In his mind, he recognized the figure before him but could not justify differentiating it from a meal. His muscles tensed as he prepared to spring. 
 
    Feeling her deity flow through her, De’lune spoke in a voice that was not her own. It was feminine but many decibels deeper and it emanated power. 
 
    “Flee from this place now,” she commanded.  
 
    Hugh sprang, leaping past her through the doorframe. His body abuzz with fear he high-tailed into the mountains.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Artemisia sat alone in her cottage, without the presence of men to distract her with their stupid questions. She had yet to meet a male who had been touched with magic from the gods or who had an understanding of herbs and the natural world, which was a necessity when communing with the higher powers. Mission showed potential as a warlock, though she had never met a warlock who surpassed a witch in power. The same went for priests and priestesses. Men who were given exceptional power often challenged their gods and ended up bound to a lifetime of servitude. The cost of ambition was steep.  
 
    After hours of scrying for the vulkodlak she gave up. Another being was interfering with her search. She scrunched her face, certain she knew the culprit. Nonetheless, she had a devil to call. 
 
    The witch focused on the demon she was seeking as she pulled a bag of knuckle bones from a drawer. The bones had belonged to a human, one who had not understood the severity of the word ‘no’. Artemisia had to teach him to respect her answer and he had never gotten past the attempt to touch her. She smirked at the idea of explaining the obviously human bones to Ruckstead. A man bound by law did not understand the intricacies of the gray matter between right and wrong. The gray matter was where life occurred. Pulling the nine bones from the bag, she breathed life into them and petitioned their help. The nine bones belonged to the index, middle, ring fingers and one thumb of her ill-fated harasser.  
 
    Shaking them in her hands she cast them across her table. She surveyed their placement and fetched a deck of cards. She correlated the cards to the bones on the table. Three in one heap, she dealt three cards. The third turned face up. The next grouping of bones was two. She lay down two cards, the second face up. The last bone pile was a clump of four, and the fourth card was face up. She surveyed the cards, they could be deceptive. Many tarot readers had found that the cards had not obeyed their interpretations and found the results fatal. The cards before her were the Knight of Swords, the Tower reversed, and the Empress. 
 
    The meaning was obvious to her. The Knight of Swords represented a hasty young man, who sowed dissension in his wake and was a master manipulator. He was the demon Vahrun. The Tower reversed was the fourth plane, the most devastated and wasted of the planes.  The Empress was Artemisia. Or at least she liked to think so. She believed that intention ruled the cards and trusting your instincts allowed them to guide you.  
 
    She started a pot of mugwort and valerian root tea. She excluded henbane, which she often sold her customers who wished to travel the planes. It increased hallucinations and inexperienced travelers would believe that they had seen many more planes than they had been to. In reality, it was difficult to get past the second plane. The second plane was nearly identical to the first and mimicked the realm humans were used to. The third realm was where lost spirits went to rest, and the fourth was defended by demons and the ilk of the gods. The fifth plane was the gateway to the sixth plane and was a labyrinth. The sixth and seventh planes were occupied by the gods, the lesser of which lived on the sixth. The seventh was the most difficult to access by mortals, unless summoned. 
 
    Artemisia downed the drought in one smooth mouthful and waited for its effects to take hold. Serenely, she felt her soul split from her body, though her intangible form still flirted with the boundaries of her physical body. As the brew took effect her astral traveler grew so distant that it no longer felt her physical body. Unlike Mission, who had to travel from plane to plane by doors, Artemisia could travel like flipping pages in a book. Vahrun was on the fourth plane so she focused on that damned landscape.  
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and willed her ethereal form into that realm. She opened her eyes and smiled at her achievement. Despite feeling pleasure at her success, the fourth plane was not a pleasant place to be. As far as Artemisia could tell, she was within a body. Wandering within a larger organism. The vein laced ground pulsed with blue rivers as broad as her shoulders, while the ground was a reddish brown that shifted and burped with every flow of the varicose rivers. A yellowish fluid a foot deep coated the ground, the smell of it reminding her strongly of vinegar. Trees comprised of bones stood in stark contrast to the ground. The trees were white, dry, and brittle while the ground was very much alive, moist and moving. The skeletal growths swayed in an imaginary breeze, while mammatus clouds of lipids reached from the angry sky of veins and fluid sacs and touched the ground. Blackened blebs rained from the sky and broke apart in seas of spider as they touched the acrid water covering the ground. Nettle cloak and sage crown in hand, Artemisia focused on the demon she needed. Without a doubt, Vahrun had already sensed her presence and was crossing the boundaries of the fourth plane to find her. 
 
    She felt tremors through the bulbous and bloated skein beneath her feet. She smiled grimly. Opening her eyes, she greeted the incoming demon. He walked casually, the urgency to capture Mission and hold him prisoner did not apply to Artemisia. The witch splayed her hands in an ironic gesture of welcome. The demon mimicked her two-fold with four hands waving welcome. The three-eyed cat demon smiled sickly. 
 
    “Artemisia, to what do I owe this pleasure? If it can even be called such a thing,” the demon Vahrun said. 
 
    “A house-call, nothing more. I only wished to check in on your good health.” Artemisia smiled, though there was no warmth in her eyes. 
 
    “You might as well call me a fool now if you think for a second I will believe you.” The demon’s third eye blinked closed, though the other two remained trained on the witch. “How is my brother?” 
 
    “He is well, though he wished you would stop inquiring after him. Alas, this visit is not for him, it is you that I need.” Artemisia’s expression turned hard. 
 
    “I would rather let Detrita devour me whole and rend my existence to pieces,” Vahrun answered sourly. A growth of teeth near his clavicle gnashed angrily.  
 
    “Be careful. A goddess as powerful as her can hear you speak ill here,” the witch warned.  
 
    Vahrun snorted in response. “You know that shredding you limb from limb wouldn’t be a fate worth your vileness. You must have more to offer me than mere conversation.” Vahrun’s third eye opened with a sick squelching sound. 
 
    “It is true that I need your help, but I have little to offer,” the witch started. 
 
    “Your cousin would be ample payment,” the demon said as he turned and strode off. “He will try to travel the planes again, and the next time I will catch him.” 
 
    Artemisia laughed a lilting sound and cast the cloak of nettles over the demon’s shoulders. With a cry he sank to his knees and the witch gently set the crown of sage across his brow. 
 
    “Vahrun, you should know better than to underestimate me. I may have nothing to offer you, but you have everything I need. With the binding power of the urtica, and the banishing power of the sage, I have you just where I want you.” She waved sarcastically and bowed to the bound demon. Closing her eyes, she focused on returning to the first plane. Above her, the varicose and lipid dotted sky collapsed to her feet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a shudder, Artemisia returned to the first plane. Her skin felt clammy and warm at once, as if a lukewarm slime had been placed over her entire body. To clear her mind, she drank a potion of rosemary and osha. She stood, and stretching, touched her toes before spreading her arms, straightening her back and raising her hands to bring them to a close directly above her head. She flexed each finger individually and clenched each successive muscle. Cracking her neck, she felt a cool fluid flood from her brain down to her shoulders, though it could have been her imagination. 
 
    On her window sill, Volker mewled plaintively with a vole in his mouth. 
 
    “Stay in the garden and you will be fine,” she said as she searched her cupboard for chalk made from calcium and limestone. Once she located that tool, she pushed the bookcase and descended into her cellar. Artemisia emerged and drew the required symbols to summon Vahrun. When she had finished, she wiped a chalk laden hand across her face and took a deep breath. A knock at the door made her curse the sheriff. He truly had the worst timing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” Artemisia warned.  
 
    Ruckstead looked past the witch at the chalk pentagram drawn behind her. At each of the star’s points, a rune was drawn. Between the runes were the pickled feet of a frog, a salamander, a rat, a rabbit, and a crow.  
 
    “I have seen enough monsters lately. One more won’t scare me,” Ruckstead said adamantly. 
 
    “You have only seen a taste of what the planes have to offer.” Artemisia’s resolve was just as strong as the sheriff’s. 
 
    “Summon your demon. I am not leaving,” the sheriff answered. He noted the lack of salt around the summoning circle. In all the lore and superstition he had heard, a ring of salt prevented a demon from entering the mundane world. He was discovering just how magical the human realm was. “No salt?” 
 
    Artemisia smiled grimly. “My dear sheriff, a ring of salt would prevent Vahrun from entering our plane. We need his help to slay the vulkodlak.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” the sheriff asked, debating his decision to stay. 
 
    “It is either call the demon here or return to the fourth plane and release his bonds. I would much rather treat with the demon in our realm and its familiar rules.” Artemisia’s steely gaze implied that she would not wish to return to free the demon from his bonds. 
 
    “If you insist that we cannot kill Hugh’s returned form without the demon’s help, I will trust you,” Sheriff Ruckstead said and the witch nearly fainted.  
 
    She crossed the room when her shock has subsided and pulled Occult Secrets from her bookshelf. She flipped to the appropriate page and began an incantation. The light from the sun waned, and the cabin became as dark as night. Candles at each of the pentagram’s point flared with green flames. The animal feet rattled against the ground, the sound they created like a herd of cattle thundering down an arroyo. At the center of the demonic sign, a black mist began pouring as the floor dissolved, pieces of board and nails falling into the swirling pit beneath. Artemisia’s chant grew louder, though the tongue was foreign to Ruckstead and sounded like gibberish. His skin grew pale at the thought of the demon that would soon emerge. From the interplanal tunnel, four hands reached up and gripped the floor that remained. Next a pair of ears emerged and a single eye, followed by two more orbs. The feline face crested the floor, followed by the massive chest and shoulders of the beast. Vahrun pushed himself from the portal and it sealed behind him as Artemisia stopped the spell. The demon still wore the sage crown and the nettle cloak, and his eyes burned with fury. 
 
    “Welcome to the first plane,” Artemisia said pleasantly.  
 
    Vahrun growled and turned towards Ruckstead. He eyed the sheriff up and down, and the man was proud that he didn’t quiver or cry in alarm at the sight of the being. 
 
    “What is it that you want?” Vahrun addressed the witch. 
 
    “Kill a vulkodlak and you may return home. Until the beast is dead, you will be trapped here.” The witch’s voice was steady and she stood tall in the face of the demon. Ruckstead was amazed by her fortitude. She must have had many dealings with monsters to be so brave. Not to mention commanding. 
 
    “And I suppose you won’t free me from this ring either until I agree?” Vahrun seethed. 
 
    “That is correct. But once you swear your oath, you are bound to the mission anyways. Either you remain in the pentagram until I grow tired of your company or you swear fealty to me and my quest.” 
 
    “I will help you. When it’s complete, I will be bringing my brother home with me,” Vahrun said and spoke in the demonic tongue.  
 
    Satisfied with the oath, Artemisia stepped forward and wiped her foot across one edge of the pentagram, opening a gate for the demon to cross.  
 
    Ruckstead felt pressure build in his ears. The air became tangible around the demon, like a barrier he had to physically break. It coalesced around his body like a film and stretched and moaned as he crossed the planes. The sheriff’s ears popped as the air shimmered once last time around the demon. Vahrun was on the first plane.  
 
    “I hope you know what you are doing…” Ruckstead said leerily as the demon eyed him up and down. One of the toothy growths clicked together as Vahrun weighed the sheriff in his mind. 
 
    “I like this one,” the demon rumbled. “Before I return home, I will eat him.” 
 
    “You will never return home unless I will it,” Artemisia said in a steely voice. 
 
    “Arrogant as always. You humans always think of yourselves as the center of the universe. Hardly leaving your home plane,” the demon said derisively, but his stare had not left the sheriff. 
 
    “And I am the exception to that rule. I have bartered with the gods and returned.” Her brown eyes bored holes into the side of the demon’s head, who still held his hungry gaze on the sheriff. 
 
    “Don’t let them hear your blasphemy,” the demon countered. “One ill wish from them and this cottage will be buried.” 
 
    “You are bound to me for the moment, and will look at me while I am speaking,” Artemisia commanded. With a crackling of vertebrae, Vahrun set his eyes upon her. Ruckstead was relieved that the demon’s abysmal eyes were no longer locked on his. Artemisia continued, “You look hideous. That form will hardly do for this plane.” 
 
    Vahrun smiled grimly. “I suppose I should look like one of you.” 
 
    Artemisia did not answer, but instead crossed her arms and tapped her foot impatiently. The demon bowed so low that Ruckstead thought the sage crown would fall to the ground, but it stayed put on his brow. Vahrun’s skin began to bubble and stretch and the teeth that jutted from his elbows, sternum, and all other unmentionable crannies receded back into his skeleton. His ears shrank, rounded and warped into shapes unmistakably human. His sharp teeth shrank and blunted, and his eyes turned from a yellow-green to a caramel color. His second pair of arms shriveled, deflated and wriggled back into his torso and his cat like paws stretched, twisted and became human. 
 
    The transmogrification only took a matter of seconds before a man stood before them. His eyes were the lightest shade of brown possible, his skin a shade of brown so light and golden he gleamed in the cabin. His teeth were perfect, white, and straight… something few in Northgate could boast. His hair was a tawny brown that fell about his shoulders. About his head he wore a laurel of white gold hammered in the likeness of sage.   Upon his shoulders was a cloak, pleated with the leaves of nettles around the collar and long corrugated striations inlaid with silver ran along its length. He wore a necklace of teeth, some belonging to humans, bears, and elk. The rest of his clothes were of the finest silk and felt, earthy tones were reflected throughout his attire.  
 
    “Is this more to your liking?” he sneered in Artemisia’s direction. 
 
    From the garden, Volker yowled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Mission sat in his apartment on the Oyster Shell block. The room was lit by a single candle and the blinds were drawn. His apartment was a single room with molding walls and a single window, his bed positioned near the orifice so he could dispose of the contents of his chamber pot into the gutter of Raven’s Barrow. He had a ledger opened in front of him full of runes and sketches, he copied many of the figures into a journal of his own, practicing the careful strokes of incantations and diligently copying botanical sketches of herbs and plants containing cosmic powers. He didn’t rightfully understand how Artemisia showed such mastery of the natural world, but he was determined to find out.  
 
    The apartment he rented was owned by the Weston Family and the price was extremely reasonable, if not downright cheap. For three silver pieces a month he could live in this shithole. He could afford more, he made more than a pretty penny selling second rate herbs and potions he altered and watered down from Artemisia’s own stores. In truth, he liked the dirty existence he led, and no one trusted a rich witch. Not that he was a witch, the male correspondence was a warlock, though he didn’t feel qualified to title himself as such. He was a cutpurse, a cheat, and a bottom feeder. Had his parents survived past his third birthday he would have been one of the richest men in Northgate. His father had been a native, or as native as one could get, and owned several businesses from blacksmithing to horse breeding. His mother had been the love child of a migrant worker and a widowed farm-wife who had inherited the homestead upon both of her parent’s deaths.  
 
    An ashtray near overflowing began to rattle and Mission strode across the single room and opened the door. He had enchanted the tray to warn him of visitors, though it had taken him many months to perfect the ritual personification of the glass.  
 
    “De’lune,” he said pleasantly after he opened the door. She stepped listlessly into the apartment. He immediately felt conscious of the piles of clothes, plate of half-eaten food, and the brimming ashtray. 
 
    “Mission.” She seemed troubled. Something was on her mind. 
 
    “What can I do you for?”  he asked, though he only wanted to do one thing for her. 
 
    “I don’t need anything this time, though your company is always appreciated.” Her smile was bashful, but it only lasted a second. “If I give you information, can we keep its source between us?” 
 
    “Anything for you…” he began lamely.  
 
    She smiled tersely. “The Killdeers are dead.” Turning, she left Mission standing dumbfounded in his apartment. 
 
    After he recovered from his shock, he figured it was best to ignore her warning. He sat back at his desk and started to copy the latest rune, one for healing, when he remembered his cousin’s alliance with the sheriff. 
 
    “Dammit,” he swore and pulled a jacket free from a hook on the wall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Knocking on the door of the jail, Mission felt extremely uncomfortable. Not only did a voluntary visit to the sheriff skew his reputation, but he had also remained locked in the jail for mere days shy of a month. 
 
    Deputy James Kerfield opened the door with a droll expression. “Come back for a visit?” 
 
    “Very clever trick Artemisia had for escaping, don’t you think?” Mission said with equally dry humor. 
 
    At that, Kerfield broke into a broad smile. “And I thought you had finally mastered the dark arts…” 
 
    Mission snorted. “I’m not coming for a pleasant visit. Where is Ruckstead?” 
 
    “Out. Whatever message you bear can be left with me,” James said as professionally as he could.  
 
    Mission shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, before he decided to pass on the news and be rid of his responsibility. 
 
    “The Killdeers have been murdered.”  
 
    He spun on his heel to leave, but Deputy Kerfield grasped him by the shoulder and turned him back around. The young Corax’s face was slammed against the side of the building before he felt the familiar cold of irons cuff his wrists. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he grumbled. 
 
    “As of now, you are the number one suspect. Now wait here while I saddle my horse,” Kerfield ordered before he set off after his tack. 
 
    Kerfield rode from the stable and kicked Mission in the middle of the back gently, if a kick could be gentle. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “No horse for me?” Mission asked sardonically. 
 
    “If you can afford one, maybe we will purchase you one on the way to the Killdeers. Though I doubt anyone living in the Oyster Shell block could afford to buy one, let alone pay to board, feed, and shoe the beast,” Kerfield said with disdain.  
 
    Mission began to walk alongside the horse. “Only if I was as unimaginative as you, would I encounter any difficulties,” Mission drawled. 
 
     They arrived at the Killdeer’s home nearly thirty minutes later. The door had been crushed into thousands of splinters and the frame looked just as worse for wear. Kerfield dismounted Wineae and pushed Mission into the house in front of him. Trinkets within the house had melted and now stained the floor in hardened rivulets of many different smelted metals. The house itself reeked of death, as if the Killdeers had been dead for many days, not just hours. The power of the vulkodlak made the house seem many years older as well. The boards, where its feet had tread, were split with wood rot fungi and tiny fruiting bodies emerged from each whorl. Nonprecious metals had begun to rust, and the water left in cups had grown stagnant and contained their own microcosms. The bodies of the Killdeers were stark white bones, hard and brittle as if bleached by the sun, the meat that clung to their hands and feet brown and gray and tough.  
 
    James pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and held it over his nose. “It reeks, how long have they been dead?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t imagine they have been rotting for longer than the waning of the last full moon,” Mission speculated.  
 
    This earned him an incredulous look from the deputy. “That’s impossible. It hasn’t even been two days,” the deputy said adamantly through the cloth held to his face. 
 
    “Ruckstead really hasn’t clued you in to what’s going on has he? This isn’t the work of man or even a mundane creature. We are dealing with monsters of the pantheon. There is evil in Northgate beyond the witchcraft that you and its residents are so afraid of,” Mission said with a sneer that sickened the deputy.  
 
    He grabbed Mission by the shackles and hauled him from the house. He forcefully tossed the lighter man across his horse’s flank and swung into the saddle. 
 
    “If you know so much about the sheriff’s investigation, then I suppose you won’t mind waiting for him at the jail while I call the coroner,” Kerfield said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Mission swore under his breath but declined to tell the deputy that he had no news to relay to the sheriff. It brought him undue pleasure knowing that the sheriff was currently summoning a demon with his cousin. So much for upholding the law. 
 
    His skin grew cold and pale when he realized they were inviting a demon to the first plane that had sworn to steal him away and punish him for Artemisia imprisoning his brother. Vahrun was a fiend with a long memory who held many grudges. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    As loath as he was to leave Artemisia with the demon, Ruckstead returned to town alone. He had a family and a city to run and couldn’t spend all his hours in the witch’s cabin. He stopped in the middle of the street where he had gunned down Hugh and tied Wineae to a hitching rail in front of Doctor Stern’s office.  
 
    Pushing open the door, he found the bespectacled doctor pouring over some documents privy to physician-patient privilege. He casually slid the newspaper over them, no doubt the papers belonged to a prostitute who had contracted the clap, some other heinous disease, or had found herself pregnant.  
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead, long time no see,” he croaked out. The doctor was getting older by the day and soon Northgate would need a new one. 
 
    “I believe I saw you only a matter of days ago,” Sheriff Ruckstead said and flashed a grin. 
 
    “I meant for a visit. I haven’t seen you since we gave Ben his pox vaccine,” the doctor elaborated with arthritic hand gestures. 
 
    “I felt healthy as an ox until I was caught out in the cold the other night.” Ruckstead raised his blackened fingers and tried to waggle them to illustrate his point. They didn’t heed his command and he dropped his hand back to his side. 
 
    “You should have come to me as soon as that happened. There’s no saving those fingers now,” Stern admonished. 
 
     “I know. Cut ‘em off,” Ruckstead said in all seriousness. It was only his pinky and ring finger on his right hand. Thankfully it wasn’t the hand his wedding band resided on or Gertrude would be beside herself. With a sigh Stern motioned for him to come to his operating table. He handed Ruckstead a piece of wood that had the gnaw marks from many different sets of teeth. 
 
    “I’ll pass on that. Just make it quick.” The sheriff set the wooden dowel down and placed his hand on the table, fingers splayed apart.  
 
    Stern opened a drawer and withdrew a bone saw pitted with rust and stained with the blood of previous patients. He grabbed the sheriff’s wrist and had a surprisingly strong grip as he positioned the saw above the dead tissue. Ruckstead didn’t even feel the teeth first pierce his skin, but moments later he felt his muscles and tendons tear beneath the saw’s bite. The wet sound became a terrible dry grating once it touched bone and the sheriff clenched his teeth as tight as he could.  
 
    The doctor worked quickly but it felt like an eternity of back and forth before his fingers dropped to the table limply. Ruckstead left his hand flat against the wood as the doctor fetched his needle and thread and sewed the torn skin back together. He dabbed a cotton ball in some foul-smelling liquid and administered the numbing ointment to the now empty knuckles. 
 
     “This will help with the pain,” Doctor Stern said as he handed a vial to Ruckstead. On its label it read: codeine, morphine, chloroform, and cocaine.  
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” Ruckstead said as he walked towards the door. His head and legs still felt light from the agony he had just endured, but as always, he put on a passive face.  
 
    “Before you go,” Doctor Stern began, “you shouldn’t have killed the Ramek boy.” 
 
    With a fire in his eyes, Ruckstead whirled around and bared his teeth. “He deserved it. He threatened James, a man of the law. Just because he has money does not mean that he can terrorize Northgate as he likes.” 
 
    Stern pulled his glasses from his face and wiped them nervously. “I didn’t mean to imply that. But Swain has many powerful friends in Northgate. I hear he is plotting something. The Rameks are trouble.” 
 
    Ruckstead laughed. “I’m the Sheriff of Northgate, a criminal is a criminal. All of the new businessmen mean trouble and I have enough bullets for each of them if they cross me. It takes more than the likes of Swain to frighten me.” 
 
    The sheriff’s words were true. He had faced a demon who had promised to devour him earlier that day. Artemisia, who spoke of gods and bound demons, terrified him more than any businessman, werewolf, or demon ever could.  
 
    Ruckstead let the door swing shut behind him and left Doctor Stern’s office two fingers lighter. 
 
    The sheriff untied the reins from the hitching post and swung into Wineae’s saddle. His hand was on fire after the initial shock had subsided. Even with the topical pain reliever he felt the sharp sensation. Gritting his teeth, he twisted Wineae around and cantered towards the jail. When he got there, he took her to the stable around back, brushed her down and fed her oats and an apple. She graciously took the fruit and munched it heartily, pieces falling to the ground which she greedily sought after, her nostrils flaring as she attempted to locate each morsel among the straw. 
 
    Ruckstead left the stable and entered the jail in a sour mood and an aching hand. He stopped in the doorframe when he noted the jail’s occupant. 
 
    “Couldn’t stay away?”  he asked Mission with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s quite homey,” the youth said through a yawn.  
 
    “Let him out,” Ruckstead said wearily to Kerfield. 
 
    “What? Why? You don’t even know why he’s in this time!”  the young deputy protested. 
 
    “He’ll just get out again anyways,” Ruckstead said and motioned for Kerfield to get on with it. 
 
    The keys jangled as they turned in the lock and Mission stepped free. He glanced at the sheriff and announced, “The Killdeers are dead.” 
 
    The sheriff shot an icy glare at Kerfield. “When were you going to tell me this?” 
 
    “It’s not like you gave me a moment to say anything before you ordered him released. Should I put him back?” Kerfield asked. 
 
    “No!” Ruckstead and Mission exclaimed in unison. Kerfield put his hands up in capitulation.  
 
    “I’m assuming the Killdeers were eaten?” Ruckstead said hanging his hat on the top hook of the coat rack and ruffling his hair with his whole hand.  
 
    “What’s going on in this town?” Kerfield asked earnestly. 
 
    The sheriff studied the young man before conceding. 
 
     “Werewolves.”  
 
    He sat down as if he had just stated the weather and slid the newspaper in front of him. Mission chortled. 
 
    “Those aren’t real,” James said adamantly. 
 
    “Put some coffee on, would you?” Ruckstead didn’t take his eyes off the paper as he leafed through its pages. 
 
    “Ruckstead, I don’t know what games you are playing, but people are dying. You can’t go chasing monsters that don’t exist,” Kerfield said angrily. 
 
    “Do you think I would have involved myself with the Coraxes if I had another option?” Ruckstead answered evenly. 
 
    “All right, leave me out of this,” Mission said with an ill attempt at humor. 
 
    “Why are you still here?” Kerfield snapped. Mission shrugged but didn’t leave. The deputy turned back towards the sheriff. “Can we please just solve these murders so the people of Northgate can sleep at night?” 
 
    “Don’t insult me like that. You have seen herds of animals and people slaughtered and you still think this is the work of a human?” Ruckstead’s voice dripped with disdain and bordered on rage. 
 
    Kerfield stammered. “N-no. I just don’t believe in imaginary creatures.” 
 
    “These imaginary creatures will surely be the death of me if I don’t kill them soon,” Ruckstead murmured. “Now, that coffee.” 
 
    James turned around, defeated, and did the sheriff’s bidding. The sheriff turned and glared at Mission, who was still standing there looking far too smug for having not been a part of the conversation. 
 
    “Get out of here. And check on your cousin. She has a rather unsavory house guest.” 
 
    At the mention of Vahrun, Mission blanched. It was all he could do not to break out in a cold sweat. On legs like jelly he exited the jail. Outside in the cool fall air, he made the pertinent decision not to pay a visit to Artemisia. 
 
    Inside, Ruckstead stared at the mug of coffee in front of him, tipped the doctor’s medicine in it and watched the swirling pattern that dissipated as it mixed with the hot drink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    “Where’s my brother?” Vahrun demanded as he stirred the cup of tea in front of him with a long-handled spoon. 
 
    “You act as though he is held against his will,” Artemisia said dismissively. “When he wishes to see you, I am sure he will make himself known.” 
 
    “I will drag him kicking and screaming back to the fourth plane if I must,” Vahrun threatened evenly. 
 
    “Your family squabble is between the two of you. But I will be sure to warn him.” 
 
    The demon snorted. A whorl of teeth appeared in his cheek and chattered incessantly before disappearing back beneath his flesh. His unmarred human complexion belied the beast within. It was rumored that each of the tiny mountain ranges of teeth belonged to souls he had consumed between the planes. According to Denizens of the Pantheon, Vahrun and his siblings fed on the souls of lost beings who wandered too far from their home planes. Once he had devoured the Harvest God, Messis, before his sister Detrita had hunted down the demons and traded them the souls of her most devoted worshippers. That was precisely why Artemisia tread carefully around the gods, they cared little for the troubles of humans and more often than not, caused them. 
 
    “Back to the matter at hand. This vampire wolf. Where is he?” Vahrun drummed his fingers on the table top. The wood fogged with steam beneath each of his fingers. 
 
    “That I do not know,” Artemisia admitted. 
 
    “Then why summon me now? I won’t do all of your dirty work for you,” the demon said.  
 
    “I tried. He is being protected by someone.” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk. Not even the mighty Artemisia can pierce this veil? The conjurer of the spell must be someone powerful,” Vahrun said with mock respect. 
 
    “The Goddess Mond has answered the prayers of her faithful and cast a shimmer about him,” Artemisia answered and Vahrun’s expression withered. 
 
    “I will not aid you in this quest anymore.” He started to rise but became frozen. Only his eyes could dart back and forth. He could, however, molt back into his demon form. His skin split and screamed as it seared into a black tar that dripped down his body. Smoke rose from the floor. 
 
    “You swore your oath. You cannot leave this plane or defy me until the vulkodlak is dead. Now sit,” Artemisia said flashing a smile, but her eyes remained a dead, cold blue. 
 
    The demon obeyed. Artemisia handed him the knuckle bones. Vahrun scoffed, plucked one from the table and plopped it into his mouth. He ground his teeth together and rendered the bone to dust. He spat the gray gob onto the table. 
 
    “You know that I will need something more powerful than the bones of a rapist. Were we on my home plane, I could locate the beast without any tools. But here my sight is limited. You must travel back to the fourth plane and find the basin in my home and fill it with the pods of the snapdragon blossoms under the Tree of the Morning.” Vahrun met Artemisia’s stare. He could sense her reluctance, but her façade was as strong-willed as ever. He was sure that she tricked plenty of people with her confident bravado. 
 
    “I can do it,” Artemisia said. 
 
    “Yes, but can you make it past the tree’s guardian?” the demon smirked.  
 
    “We shall see. In the meantime, leave. I have a trip to plan and don’t want you in my home while I am away from my body.” 
 
    Vahrun stood and bowed graciously. “As you wish my queen.” The door to the cottage slammed shut a moment later.  
 
    Before he got too far, Artemisia darted from the door. “You can’t go anywhere looking like that!” 
 
    Vahrun waved at her as if to say ‘yes, I know’. In the span of a breath he was back in his human form, trotting towards town. Artemisia went back into her home, closed the door, and pulled Denizens of the Pantheon off the shelf. She flipped open to the entry titled The Tree of the Morning. She had a little light reading to do before her jaunt. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whistling a tune, Vahrun made good time to the Main Road. He had never been to Northgate, but he knew exactly where he was going. His sense of smell was more attuned than a bloodhound’s and he had been hunting his prey across the planes for many years. Of course, with his bond to Artemisia, he could do no one harm until she permitted it. But that didn’t mean that a good scare wouldn’t bring him undue pleasure. 
 
    Using his nose, Vahrun found Oyster Shell just off of Raven’s Barrow. Not that he needed his demon senses to locate such a foul place. He pushed open the dilapidated apartment door and strode up the soft, rotten steps and knocked on Mission’s door.  
 
    Even with his disguise, Mission recognized him. He stumbled backwards and nearly tripped in his haste to be away from the demon. Vahrun laughed easily, but the young Corax still slid the table from its place against the wall and shoved it towards the devil with all his might. Vahrun caught it by its lip with one hand and held it still. He pushed it back, its legs squealing against the floor. He stepped through the threshold and reclined on a couch. A moth alighted from its resting place and thumped against the window on the far side of the room. 
 
    “The he-witch is not nearly as bold as his cousin,” Vahrun said with amusement. 
 
    “That’s because you have not promised to drag her into hell and torture her for an eternity,” Mission hissed. 
 
    “No, but she would seek to save you and then your lot would become hers. She is aware of the stakes,” Vahrun said, his third eye blinking open for a moment before winking back shut.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Mission asked, taking a seat on his bed, the farthest object from where the demon reclined. 
 
    “I came only for your company,” the demon drawled. “You always run when I come to see you.” 
 
    “No shit.” Mission’s words dripped venom, but it did little to deter Vahrun. 
 
    “You are like a puppy, barking at an intruder. One little kick would send you whimpering back into a corner.” 
 
    “But I know that while you are bound, you cannot do anything of the sort,” Mission countered, summoning up what little bravery he had. 
 
    “Yes, but I wished to get a look at your hovel before I am free from this oath. I have to say, I can’t believe you live like this.” Vahrun stood up and made for the door. “I’ll see you again soon, but in the meantime enjoy your days left in this realm.” 
 
    Stepping from the Oyster Shell Block, Vahrun was amazed by the host of disgusting smells that wafted on the air. The first plane was such a mundane world. The gods had truly showed this place as little mercy as possible. Vahrun could still detect their influence, but it was buried deep and few knew how to call upon it. Of course, Artemisia was well aware of the power of the earth, which was why she was such a formidable witch, but few others in this town even knew what power lay at their fingertips.  
 
    The wind shifted and a smell hit Vahrun flat in the face like a brick. There was another werewolf. Artemisia hadn’t told him of this. Either she had known his nature and thought the less information he knew the better, or she had overlooked one aspect of her bond. 
 
    “Oh, ho ho,” Vahrun chuckled as he made for the Ramek Manor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Despite the gate being locked with a heavy chain, Vahrun gained entrance to the manor with ease. The lock dissolved in his hand into a molten lead that he wiped away on his cloak of binding. The enchanted fabric wicked the hot metal away like drops of dew in the morning running down a blade of grass. The gate flung asunder as the demon marched towards the house. De’lune was outside pulling weeds from a neglected garden. The blackened shoots of vegetables held no yield this season, she would try again in the spring. Spotting the visitor, she stood and brushed her hands against the front of her smock. 
 
    “Father didn’t tell me we would be having any callers today.” The statement sounded innocent enough, but her voice held a hard edge. 
 
    “I am afraid I did not receive an invitation, but I would most like to speak with your father,” Vahrun said and smiled as broadly and generously as he could. 
 
    Sensing something wrong, if not downright evil about the man before her, De’lune said, “If you would wait right here, I will fetch him.” 
 
    Vahrun nodded, but followed her to the doorstep, nonetheless. De’lune scrunched her face in frustration and tried to open the door only wide enough for her to slip in, but Vahrun stuck his hand into the door jamb and held it tight. He didn’t make a show of pulling it open the rest of the way forcefully but acted as if it had been politely held open. 
 
    De’lune whirled around and placed a hand in front of his chest. “I must insist that you go no further, unless you truly have no manners.” 
 
    Taken aback, Vahrun assented. De’lune crossed the foyer, passed through a kitchenette, and disappeared up a flight of stairs. The sounds of two sets of footsteps announced the approach of the father daughter duo and Swain beckoned the demon into the living area. 
 
    “Welcome to our home. Could I offer you some tea?” Swain asked, following etiquette, though his eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of that blasted drink already,” Vahrun sniffed. 
 
    “Something stronger then, whiskey?” Swain offered. 
 
    “That would do,” Vahrun answered and De’lune went to pour two glasses.  
 
    “I don’t believe we have met. My name is Swain, and you have already met my daughter De’lune.” He didn’t extend his hand for an appropriate greeting. 
 
    “Oh, I believe we have met, however briefly,” Vahrun said, he recalled the smell of this family after his last encounter with Mission. “It was on the second plane, though you did not seem eager for a proper introduction.” 
 
     “The three eyed cat,” Swain mused. “What could you possibly want here?” 
 
    De’lune returned with the two glasses and set one in front of her father and the other in front of her guest. Vahrun polished off the glass in a single mouthful. 
 
    “Another, please.” He graciously handed the empty drinkware to De’lune and turned to Swain. “I want nothing to do with this plane. However, I am trapped until I perform my duty.” 
 
    “And what duty would that be?” Swain bristled. 
 
    “To kill your son, the vampire wolf. I have been summoned and bound to the cause.” Vahrun kicked his feet up on the ottoman between him and the Ramek. 
 
    Swain growled, “And why would you pay us a visit then? The sheriff and that witch have caused us enough pain already.” 
 
    “I do not wish to cause further grievances. Currently Artemisia is indisposed as she searches for scrying tools belonging to me. However, I have sent her on a fool’s errand to the Tree of the Morning,” Vahrun said and accepted his second glass of whiskey from De’lune. 
 
    “I am not familiar with that,” Swain said, not letting his guard down. 
 
    “Then you are in for a lesson.” Vahrun smiled though it held no human warmth. “The Tree of the Morning is a gate to the seventh plane which the gods claim as their own. Beneath it are blossoms which promise immortality to whoever can take them. However, the Guardian of the Tree prevents unworthy travelers from reaching the pinnacle plane and hoards the flowers which bloom at its base. Once the Guardian defeats its challenger, it is allowed to ascend to the seventh plane. Once Artemisia is bound to the Tree, my oath will be broken.” 
 
    “Fascinating, but I fail to see the point of your visit,” Swain said bitterly. 
 
    De’lune spoke up. “With the oath broken he won’t have to kill Hugh. He wants a reward from us.” 
 
    “She is very keen. Indeed, I will need repayment for my kindness,” Vahrun said and gulped down his second glass of whiskey. 
 
    “And what would that be?” Swain said hoarsely. 
 
    “My first reward will be to devour the sheriff, in that endeavor I will need no help,” Vahrun answered. 
 
    “Get to the point,” Swain pressed. 
 
    “I want Mission. But I cannot simply snatch him from this plane. You need to lure him to the second or third plane.” Vahrun leered. He noted the sharp intake of breath from De’lune. 
 
    “We can do that,” Swain nodded. 
 
    “What will you do with Mission?” De’lune demanded. 
 
    “I will exact my revenge upon Artemisia for stealing my brother. When I feel judgment has been paid, I will trade the Tree a soul for a soul and kill her,” Vahrun said as if he was describing a pleasant afternoon.  
 
    De’lune looked desperately at her father. 
 
    “And in return for our help, you will let Hugh live?” Swain inquired. 
 
    “If that is what you wish. But I must warn you, his hunger knows no bounds. He will kill you before the next full moon. If you are not in wolf form, you are no different from a meal. It is in your best interest for me to kill him,” Vahrun explained. 
 
    “That’s not true. I commanded him to leave town earlier today. He obeyed me,” De’lune protested. 
 
    Vahrun surveyed her out of the side of his eye. “The Goddess’ interest in you will only last so long. Eventually her protections will cease, and he will eat you too.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that,” she countered stubbornly. 
 
    “Believe what you will. When he sets his teeth into your flesh, you will wish you heeded my advice.” Vahrun stood to leave but Swain held up a hand to stop him. 
 
    “The sheriff is yours and we will give you Mission. But we will take care of our own if need be,” Swain said firmly. “When will you need Mission?” 
 
    Vahrun stared out of a window at the setting sun.  
 
    “It depends on if Artemisia is bold enough to traverse the planes at night. In my professional opinion we will be taking Mission to hell tomorrow.” Vahrun smirked at the thought of revenge. He missed De’lune’s incredulous look behind his back. 
 
    “What about Ruckstead?” Swain asked. 
 
    “I will eat him first. But until then, you could be a doll and get dinner going.” Vahrun turned and settled an eye on De’lune. Her father placed his hand on her knee and bade her to do as the demon asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    Artemisia closed the tome just as the sun dipped below the horizon. What she had learned was troubling. The Guardian of the Tree of the Morning entry was fairly short and was a curse rather than a single entity. She would have to devise a plan once she met the current warden. She had planned to project to the planes and return with her demonic cargo, but she hated the prospect of her body remaining on the first plane stuck in limbo while her soul was bound to the Tree in the event that she failed. She would be using the pentagram to leave her home realm, but it was not without its own dangers. Leaving a body as an anchor point allowed for a quick getaway. If she ran into trouble, she couldn’t just focus on her physical form to transport her ethereal essence. She would have to find a gateway.  
 
    She pulled a different book off her shelf titled Traveling the Planes: A Guide for Mortals. She lit a candle while she perused its pages. There were three portals between the fourth and first planes. She flipped back to the beginning of the section and studied the map. The closest portal to the Tree of the Morning was called the Pool of Mortal Anguish. She didn’t like the sound of it. The next best option was the Den of Liars. Artemisia tapped her finger against her chin, perhaps it would be best to open a temporary channel using the pentagram. She would have to set up wards to prevent other beings from crossing, it was a taxing ritual but ensured a safe way home. 
 
    Rising from the table, she pushed the bookcase aside and descended the stairs into her root cellar, holding the candle aloft on a plate before her. She was wasting time, and that was a precious commodity when holding a demon in your home realm. Especially one as volatile as Vahrun. She passed rows of pickled organs in glass jars, some belonging to humans, others animals. A plate full of teeth attracted her attention. She selected one molar for each rune she planned on drawing, seven in total. Next Artemisia began searching for a ritual blade that had been gifted to her by a witchdoctor from the southern deserts. It was imbued with ancient spells to dispel demonic charms, and cloaking enchantments to avoid detection from hostile gods. 
 
    She scanned the rest of her items, randomly placing items in the folds of her shirt. Each one would undoubtedly come in handy. The last item she picked up was a mask made from the haffet of a fox that would veil her identity from any harmful beings she encountered. In her travels she had made many enemies. It wouldn’t fit her now, but when she was ready to place it against her own face it would shift to cover her from the nose up. Satisfied that she had what she needed, she headed back up the stairs to collect her herbs and more mundane tools. Sage was a necessity, as was her jade and obsidian necklace. She stuffed a variety of dried poisonous plants into her bag, as well as ones that offered protection against evil. Their powers were not as strong as the sage, but you couldn’t be too careful when traveling in demon country. 
 
    With the wax from the candle she drew a rune of protection on her forehead and repeated the symbol on each cheek and one more time on her sternum. She held up the mask to her face and felt it morph and cling to her skin. 
 
    Stepping into the pentagram, Artemisia began chanting. Flames shot up at each of the points and raced along the lines. The abyss swirled up around the witch’s feet, with a deep breath she allowed herself to be consumed by it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Not much changed between day and night on the fourth plane. It was always overcast, but never truly dark. At night the clouds emanated a yellowish, sickly glow and a purple haze permeated from the acrid puddles that littered the ground. Despite all the literature warning against such excursions, Artemisia found herself on the demonic plane after sundown. Bats the size of stagecoaches swirled overhead. A few screamed down at Artemisia as she wrote her runes around the pentagram, but they did not swoop down to accost her. In each of the runes she placed one of the teeth. In the crown of each tooth, she placed a sprig of sage. The portal before her still swirled, it wouldn’t close until she banished it.   The marking she had made would prevent most demons from crossing. But she needed to go a step further and ensure that she would be the only one crossing. 
 
    Artemisia slung the pack off her shoulder and rummaged in its contents. She found a pair of pliers and grimaced, envisioning the pain she was about to feel. Running her tongue across her teeth she tried to pick a least favorite one. It was a difficult task, she prided herself on her luminescent and straight smile. Vanity would have to take the backseat to safety here. She tried to picture the roots of each tooth as she selected one behind her right lower canine. She grasped the tooth with the pliers and held the tool with both hands. Taking a deep breath, the witch steeled herself for what was to come. With all of her might she wrenched. She yelped in pain, the rest of the scream muffled as she clasped her hand over her face. A stray tear ran down her face and blood gushed in her mouth. With her tongue she felt the tooth. A sharp pain shot into her jaw when she touched the partial projection. She had broken off a large piece of it, exposing the nerve, but had not freed the root. 
 
    She ignored the pain and searched for the fragment on the ground. It wasn’t hard to locate, and thankfully it hadn’t gone far. Plucking it from the ground she observed the pearly white marred with blood and a scar from the pliers. Severing her emotional bond to that piece of her, she cast it into the pentagram. Drawing a rune in the center of it, Artemisia cast a simple spell. The shimmering fabric of the first plane became as flat as glass and opaque as a frozen lake in midwinter. Now only she could cross through the portal and it couldn’t be closed from the other side.  
 
    Returning to her pack, she found strips of willow bark. She placed one along her damaged gum and chewed on the other thoughtfully. It would do little to numb the pain but her stronger pain relievers would cloud her thinking. Shouldering her pack, she started off across the place she had captured Vahrun. It was a wide open plain and if it had a name, she did not know. She did know, however, that Vahrun made his home in the mountains in the distance. Rising from the bloody earth were row upon row of gnarled and rotten molars. Enamel chipped from their sheer walls created staircases and routes to climb. The demon world was a visceral one. With a wry smile, Artemisia noted the irony. 
 
    Each step she took filled her boots with warm, foul smelling fluid but at least it wasn’t cold. She was familiar with her immediate surroundings, but she would have to reference her guide to find the Tree of the Morning. Or bind a lesser demon to her. It took a lot of preparation to capture a demon on its home plane and she hadn’t thought of that angle before departing the first plane. She would have to find the tree using mundane means. In a glade to her left, reeds resembling the hollow bones of birds clattered and a pair of watchful eyes blinked into existence. 
 
    Artemisia felt the eyes on her and saw the creature in her peripherals but declined to give any indication of her awareness. The impossible sound of hooves on a hard road in the swampy mire of bile and gore alerted her to his approach. 
 
    As when dealing with mundane creatures and bandits, confidence was key. Artemisia turned casually but squared her shoulders back and met the creature’s gaze. It had inverted pupils, a long trailing beard and the curved horns of an ibex. Its body belonged to a man but was a shade of black that Artemisia had never seen. Its hands were the most horrific part of its countenance. They were bony and from wrist to finger their length rivaled the demon’s body. The creature bowed and spread its hands as if to take flight. The witch didn’t return the gesture. 
 
     The demon’s gray-green teeth chattered for a minute before his guttural throat managed to form words. They were shrill to the point of causing pain, but they were decipherable. 
 
    “Artemisia,” the demon said and bowed again. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” Artemisia demanded. 
 
    The demon made the god-awful chattering call again and the witch winced. “Vahrun bound me to this spot after you bound him. I think he expected you to return and I was to free him, instead you summoned him to your realm,” the demon said. 
 
    “I suppose you are to kill me then?” Artemisia said, fingering the knife at her belt. 
 
    “Those are not my instructions. If Vahrun dies in your home realm, I will be bound here for an eternity.” 
 
    “In that case, I will resume my journey,” Artemisia answered. Now, she bowed and turned to leave. 
 
    The demon squealed an unearthly cry and the witch felt a chill run down her spine. 
 
     “If you free me, I can help you navigate this plane in return for your generosity,” the demon cried out in desperation. 
 
    “You would trade one oath in for another?” Artemisia raised her eyebrow. 
 
     “I would choose the lesser of two evils, yes.” 
 
    “What is your name?” the witch demanded. 
 
     “Glautous,” the imp answered. 
 
    “Then swear to me, Glautous,” Artemisia said as she threw back her head.  
 
    She was fully ready to leave the sniveling creature, doubting that it was being honest. She assumed it would try to trick her into severing its bond with Vahrun and then it would kill her. Instead, it surprised her by uttering a spell in its native tongue, binding it to her for the duration of her stay on the fourth plane. Artemisia reviewed the oath in her mind, translating it as accurately as she could. The spell was quite artful and promised that the demon would aid her in return for his freedom until she chose to return home. Seeing no loopholes it could use to abandon her, or kill her, she pulled the ritual blade from her belt. 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused on the spells surrounding the creature and found a thread belonging to Vahrun. It was easy to locate since she already had bound the demon and his pattern was familiar to her. She grasped it in her hand and severed it with the knife. 
 
    Glautous fell down on all fours and thanked her profusely in the demonic tongue. Artemisia had to shake the black fingers off her boots and ankles, narrowly missing the demon’s face as he tried to plant a gracious kiss on the top of her foot.  
 
    “Where to first, milady?” Glautous asked as he straightened his back and rose from his knees. 
 
    “The home of Vahrun, then the Tree of the Morning,” Artemisa said.  
 
    The demon’s face remained impassive. Apparently, this quest wasn’t too tall of an order. 
 
    “We will have to contend with Vahrun’s sister and the Tree of the Morning will require a soul,” Glautous said as he started off towards the mountains. 
 
    “I am familiar with Vahrun’s sister, but the Tree, will any soul do?”  the witch asked warily. 
 
    Galutous chuckled, picking up the meaning of her words. “My soul will not do. If I asked something of the Tree, then perhaps it would. It is either your soul or a willing sacrifice. Unless you can outwit the Guardian.” 
 
    “And the likelihood of that?”  she asked. 
 
    “Extremely low.” 
 
    “My kind of odds,” Artemisia said amiably, though she felt anything but. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Glautous croaked. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Time passed differently in the demon world and Artemisia had difficulty determining just how long she had spent there. Mere hours in the demon plane could be an entire day on the first. Glautous told Artemisia that the Tooth Mountains were called the Spine of Hunger. She snorted at this. “Did the scenery of this plane predate the creation of humans?” 
 
    “The gods fashioned humans after the fourth plane. I believe their rationale was that the first plane was too beautiful not to have something hideous in it. They have a strange sense of humor,” Glautous commented. 
 
    Artemisia stiffened at the mention of human ugliness but compared to nature it was an accurate observation. She decided not to add further remarks to that conversation. 
 
    The demon and witch reached the base of one molar on the Spine of Hunger. Its surface was cracked and a large chunk was sloughing off. Many millennia of travelers had worn a stairway of sorts and several hand and footholds where the stairs tapered off into nonexistence. Artemisia reached out her hand and touched the tooth. It was surprisingly warm, and unsurprisingly sticky. The entire demon realm smelt of infection, but this was overwhelming. 
 
    “Stay close,” Glautous warned as he started up the mountain path. His spidery hands clicked nervously in front of him. A howl of keening wind ripped at Artemisia’s hair and she wondered, not for the first time, if this was a trap planned by Vahrun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Swain crinkled his nose. He wasn’t fond of the smell of cow shit, chickens, and compost. However, he knew a business venture when he saw one and he knew that the Cronley Farmstead was ripe for the picking. The garden next to the house had been harvested and now a cover crop of radishes and legumes served to prepare next season’s planting. Plant material, food scraps that weren’t given to the dogs, and manure were piled high, a pitchfork stuck at its base like a flag. Two young children were running in the yard, chasing the chickens or digging in the dirt while the other four were helping their mother and father with chores. 
 
    Willem Cronley spotted their visitor and shouted a greeting and trotted over. He wore a friendly grin, which darkened when he saw who it was. 
 
    “Swain,” he said curtly. 
 
    “Willem. Good to see your cattle have returned,” Swain noted. The primal part of his brain fell prey to a flashback and saliva welled in his mouth. 
 
    “To the point,” Willem urged. “I got work to do before the snows.” 
 
    “I have a proposition…” Swain began but Willem shook his head and started to walk off. “A gentleman would invite me inside to at least hear said proposition.” 
 
    “I never been called that in my life, but ‘ere. Come on in.” Willem resignedly led the businessman into his home.  
 
    Swain was shocked. The floorplan was completely open. A kitchen area merged with a living space and a hearth, and on the far side of the home were cots and blankets on the floor. Swain instantly began pondering how more Cronleys were brought into the world if they lived like this. They probably copulated in the field with the cows. 
 
    The Cronley residence was warm, maybe too warm, but undoubtedly it would grow cold in a few hours and the heat would be necessary. The smell of stew and straw mingled unpleasantly in the air. 
 
    “Pull up a chair,” Willem said offhandedly as he sat down at the table.  
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind offering me a drink…” Swain said as he joined the table. 
 
    “If I remember right, you wanted to offer me something. Not the other way around. I’ve had plenty of you businessmen knocking on my door, and I ain’t recalled inviting any of you,” Willem said heatedly. 
 
    “All right then. I won’t mince words as civilized folk do. I came to make an offer on your farm,” Swain said and pulled out a bank check from his coat pocket. On it was written five hundred in crisp lettering. 
 
    “Paper money isn’t no good. I only take things that I know have value. But my answer is the same as before. My family’s land is worth more than your money ever will be,” Willem said firmly and rose from his chair. He had received many offers lately and Swain had made the lowest. He didn’t even have to consult his wife on that decision. Not that Helen was a proponent for selling. 
 
    “Willem, I think you are making a mistake,” Swain said as he showed himself to the door. 
 
    “You Rameks are making a mistake every time you don’t watch your tongues,” Willem said. “Now get out of my house and go to hell.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Out in the late autumn air, Swain pulled his collar up over his scarf and stalked back to his house. He hadn’t bought a horse since he and Hugh had devoured the poor animals during their first transformation. Buying three of the animals every month would raise suspicion in the small town of Northgate. 
 
    Had Willem just refused his offer, Swain would have forgiven the farmer for his pride. The jab he made about his late son would not go unavenged. Swain would make another visit to the Cronley Farmstead as the next full moon rose.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Gripping the crown of the decaying molar, Artemisia felt the enamel beneath her hands begin to break and felt for a better handhold. She found one deep enough to slip her entire hand into and heaved herself onto a ledge on the Spine. Glautous stood waiting for her, another rise of slimy calcium above their heads. A warm breeze threatened to send them over the edge, but as they headed deeper on the tooth, the wind subsided. 
 
    “Vahrun’s home is just there.” Glautous pointed at an orifice on the side of the mountain. It was only another hundred feet above them, but this ascent would lack any of the well-worn stairs. A series of pockets wound their way to the home of the demons. 
 
    Her guide didn’t wait for her to catch her breath, but instead began nimbly navigating the route up the tooth. His long fingers found purchase on even the smoothest rock while Artemisia second and triple checked each hold. Should she choose a poor grip she would plummet nigh a thousand feet to her death. 
 
    The slimy texture of the enamel didn’t offer her much confidence, nevertheless within the next hour she found herself standing on a landing next to Glautous. 
 
    The wind whipped about them bearing hot, burning scent, though both had become accustomed to it. Artemisia in the hours or days she had spent on the fourth plane, and Glautous had endured a lifetime of the sulfurous smell. 
 
    “Verina will no doubt be asleep when we enter her home, but she is not one to slumber throughout all manner of noise. We must be quiet,” Glautous warned as his spindly fingers clasped around a doorknob shaped like the condyle of a femur. He pushed the door open without a creak and the two stole into the demon-dwelling. 
 
    The corridor they entered was smooth and white, though it lacked the slime of the surface outside. Flames set in lard lined the hallways into an area where coats and hats could be hung on protruding fingers, though Artemisia had never seen a demon clad in clothes. Holding a three-foot finger to his lips, Glautous snuck through the house. A chandelier of blinking eyeballs set the mood for one room, while another was adorned with a greeting rug that yawned a mouthful of angry teeth. She gingerly stepped over the orifice and tried to ignore the groping hands along the wall. Between cracks in the plaster she could see the glow of flames and peering eyeballs. She tried to imagine the gods piecing together a human with this macabre decoration as inspiration. It simply wasn’t possible. She was wandering through the halls of an abomination, nothing beautiful could be manufactured from this. The next hallway expanded and shrank as if it was breathing. The walls were rows of ribs and screaming souls howling from beyond these barricades. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Glautous whispered. 
 
    “A basin,” Artemisia answered just as quietly. 
 
    “Any bowl will do?” the demon continued and Artemisia resisted the urge to slap him.  
 
    “For scrying,” she insisted hoarsely. 
 
    “Ah,” Glautous said and took a right turn at a juncture as grotesque as the rest.  
 
    Artemisia grabbed him by the shoulder. “Where is Verina?” 
 
    “Hunting,” the demon answered and turned his back to the witch. 
 
    “Hunting what?”  the witch asked persistently. 
 
    “Us,” Glautous answered and attempted to move through the house again. 
 
    “What?!” Artemisia exclaimed, a little too loudly. 
 
    “Shh,” Glautous started. “As soon as we entered her abode, she detected us. We will have to face her before we leave this place, but it will be on her terms.” 
 
    “If this is a plot of Vahrun, I will slit your throat before Verina kills us both,” Artemisia hissed.  
 
    Glautous held his hand up for silence as the creaking of footsteps echoed through the walls and ceiling above them. “Verina does not move through this plane as a human would. She can pass through walls and hides in the intangibles.” At this, Glautous took off in the direction he had indicated earlier.  
 
    Artemisia followed him this time. No matter how quietly her footfalls were, Verina’s own padding steps made themselves known in between walls and through the floor. More than once Artemisia thought she saw the imprint of paws bulge through the floor. Now she was certain this was Vahrun’s plan all along. She was about to curse her luck when the floor bubbled and burst. Verina stood between her and Glautous in the hallway. She too was catlike in appearance, though she had eight legs, eight eyes, and four tails. She purred for a moment and the entire mountain range buzzed before she grinned broadly. 
 
    “Artemisia, where are my brothers?” she asked in her sultry voice. 
 
     “Glautous, find the basin. I will deal with Verina,” Artemisa shouted and doubled back through the tunnel. The cat-demon easily bounded after her, sank into the floor, and reappeared in front of her. 
 
    “Did you really think this would be so easy?”  the demon purred. 
 
    “If your siblings were an indication, you are lesser beings,” Artemisia challenged. 
 
    The cat-demon laughed, an uneasy sound. “For that comment, I will keep you alive for centuries.” 
 
    The witch knew she was outmatched by the demon on this plane, but that didn’t mean she was helpless. She unslung her pack and in one smooth movement had a burning torch of sage. Verina hissed angrily but didn’t hold her ground. With a yowl of displeasure, the cat turned and fled. 
 
    Pulling the witchdoctor-gifted-knife, Artemisia cut a hole into the wall. A shimmering mirror appeared in the cut and she watched as Glautous searched for the scrying basin. Artemisia stepped into the wall and was teleported right behind her demon guide. 
 
    “We need to be quick,” Artemisia said without warning.  
 
    Glautous turned an ugly face at the burning sage. “Keep that going for much longer and the very floor beneath your feet will dissolve and drop you right into the third plane,” he warned.  
 
    Artemisia snuffed out the sage, but still kept it in hand. “That may come in handy if we don’t want Verina to hunt us to the Tree of the Morning.” Artemisia began searching her pack for other useful herbs and artifacts. 
 
    “There are easier ways to banish a demon to a new plane other than dissolving the fabric of this realm,” Glautous said sternly. 
 
    “Find the basin and we won’t have to do either,” Artemisia snapped just as Verina yowled from the very air around them. 
 
    “I already did,” Glautous said with a flourish and a stone bowl appeared in his hands. “I am trying to find a way out.” 
 
    “WE’RE LOST?” Artemisia screamed. 
 
    “…Yes,” Glautous said sheepishly.  
 
    Artemisia struck him across the face. “Get. Us. Out. Of. Here.” 
 
    The walls reverberated with the sound of Verina’s laughter. The doorways on either end of the hallways gnashed open and closed with a plethora of teeth belonging to many creatures. 
 
    The wall flexed and split apart in a shower of blood as Verina stepped through. 
 
    Glautous fell prostrate on the ground and proclaimed, “Free me of her oath and I will help you kill her.” 
 
    “It won’t be that easy,” Artemisia growled.  
 
    “That’s what they all say.” Verina laughed easily. “But I will devour you both and free my brothers.” 
 
    Now it was Artemisia’s turn to laugh. “Their oaths do not end with my death. I would have to be a fool to not add insurances to each of my bonds. Should I die, Vahrun will sacrifice his own life force to resurrect me as long as his oath is unfulfilled.” 
 
    “What about Volker?” Verina seethed. 
 
    “He remains with me through no oath. He is my servant willingly as repayment for his failures,” Artemisia answered haughtily. 
 
    “What about my oath?” Glautous asked angrily. 
 
    The witch withdrew an opal consumed in amber from a pouch by her breast. “With this pendant I am able to alter any oath made to me. It was given to me by the god Nocti in my younger years and promises me safe keeping from demons… at least those foolish enough to swear fealty to me. Now, if you wish to see your brother dead, you will strike me down. If you are wise, you will allow me to leave your home and continue on my quest to the Tree of the Morning.” 
 
    Verina made a show of grinding her teeth and growling before stepping out of the way. “You may pass.” 
 
    “You swear you will remain here and not hunt us while we seek safe passage from your home?” Artemisia pressed. 
 
    “Yes,” Verina answered tersely before she realized her mistake. She had not sworn to the witch in the demon tongue, yet she had made a promise, nonetheless. Her eight eyes widened, as did Artemisia’s smile. 
 
    “Glautous, kill her,” the witch commanded.  
 
    Verina felt herself bound in place as the goat-demon tore her limb from limb. When the task was finished, Glautous returned to his master’s side. 
 
    Artemisia patted his hand lovingly. “Were you not so ugly you could be useful on the first plane. Alas, I do not love goat’s milk either so take me to this Tree and I shall release you.” 
 
    Glautous grumbled his agreement and fantasized about rending the witch into bite-sized pieces. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    The jail cell was empty, its last occupant had vomited all over the floor and himself the night before. Kerfield was cleaning the mess now. The sheriff was drinking his coffee idly despite the pervasive smell. 
 
    With a light knock, the door swung open to reveal Beatrice Axel, Secretary to the Mayor. She was a well-built woman with most of her weight hung around her hips and off her chest. Allegedly she kept the mayor warm at night as well as her daytime duties. Ruckstead was certain that she actually ran Northgate and the mayor was simply a figurehead. The mayor spent his days drinking, hunting, and rubbing shoulders with the rich, somebody had to stay in the office and make sure that the town’s coffers didn’t run dry. 
 
    “Beatrice,” the sheriff said with a smile. 
 
    “Wilder,” the woman answered. She was very pretty; her auburn hair cascaded down to her shoulders and her puckered lips matched her golden red tresses. 
 
    “Only my wife calls me that,” Ruckstead said sternly. 
 
    “Oh yes. I forget,” she said coyly and set a letter in front of him. “The mayor wants to see you.” 
 
    “James,” she said nicely as she turned to leave. “You missed a spot.” 
 
    Once the flirtatious secretary had exited James said, “She likes you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make her special,” Ruckstead harrumphed. James went back to work. Ruckstead opened the envelope and tossed it in the waste bin with one hand as he unfolded the letter with the other. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Ruckstead, 
 
      
 
    I wish to see you in my office to discuss this recent string of murders. It is quite unsettling, and I have been informed that you don’t even have a suspect yet? Please come at your earliest convenience. 
 
     
 
    Kind regards, 
 
      
 
    Mayor John Kerrick 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead snorted. “I have been summoned by the mayor himself.” 
 
    “What for?” Kerfield asked as he put some elbow grease into a particularly difficult stain. 
 
    “Hopefully to demand my resignation,” Ruckstead answered as he donned his hat. 
 
    “You don’t mean that, you’ll be the sheriff until you are old and gray,” James said and laughed at his own joke. 
 
    “Sheriffs don’t grow old. But I’m already turning gray.” Before the deputy could counter that argument, the sheriff headed out the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At Ramek Manor, Swain and Vahrun sat around the table drinking whiskey straight from the bottle now. Swain took a hearty pull and slid it across the wooden surface to Vahrun who snatched it up and tipped it back. 
 
    “What do you mean we can’t kidnap Mission anymore?” Swain said on the verge of slurring. 
 
     “She is still alive. Either she is taking longer to find the basin, or she has escaped my sister. She will fail at the Tree,” Vahrun explained and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. 
 
    “But how do you know? You haven’t left this house since yesterday,” Swain protested. 
 
    Vahrun pointed to his laurels and cloak. “You think I wear these accessories by choice?” 
 
    “Yes, they make quite the impression,” Swain answered honestly. 
 
     “These are my shackles, tools the witch used to bind me. I can feel their magic, but when she ceases to exist or becomes a slave to the Tree, the enchantments will fade,” Vahrun said and Swain nodded like he understood. 
 
    “So why can’t we kidnap Mission right now?”  the Ramek asked. 
 
    “The oath prevents me from causing Artemisia and her allies any harm,” Vahrun said with a sigh. 
 
    “What’s stopping me from luring him here and poisoning him?” Swain pressed. 
 
    “Other than the fact that he would flee at my mere presence, the oath would compel me to prevent you from causing him harm as well,” Vahrun explained and downed another pull of whiskey before passing the bottle across the table. 
 
    “This witch doesn’t mess around,” Swain said and took another pull. He eyed the swill in the bottom and polished it off. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” Vahrun mused. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mayor John Kerrick’s office was large and boasted a library full of classic fiction, legal tomes, and encyclopedias full of worldly facts. A large window allowed natural light to filter in and it fell across his desk, strewn with piles of paper. An ashtray full of cigar butts smoked in the center of the desk and it was obvious how the mayor spent his time.  
 
    Kerrick was seated in a large plush leather chair, while Ruckstead sat on a hard, wooden stool opposite him. He could have chosen a softer chair, but he preferred to display his discipline in front of the hedonistic man. 
 
    “About these murders,” Kerrick started. His stern words from the letter were not reflected in his current attitude. He was sheepish now, if not downright shy. 
 
    “Yes, currently unsolved and no suspects,” Ruckstead said firmly. 
 
    “Ah. Have you made any progress?” The mayor cut two cigars and handed one to Ruckstead. He accepted the feeble peace offering. 
 
    “Had I any information, you would be the first to know,” the sheriff assured him.  
 
    “But no suspects, I find that extremely odd,” Kerrick said as he puffed a ring of smoke past his mustached lips. 
 
    “You’ve seen my reports. Do you believe that a man is capable of such destruction?” Ruckstead said, taking a long drag. 
 
    “There are sick people in this world,” the mayor answered in all seriousness.  
 
    “And more and more of them come to Northgate with each passing month, buying up property and pushing the locals into poverty. Raven’s Barrow is full of farmers turned paupers and petty crime is at an all-time high,” Ruckstead retorted. 
 
    “Seems like your jail could house a few more tenants,” Kerrick rebutted. 
 
    “You are ignoring the obvious problem here. The businessmen, Kerrick, they need to go.” Sheriff Ruckstead made eye contact with the paunchy man in front of him, but the mayor couldn’t maintain his gaze. 
 
    “Our economy is better than ever thanks to them,” Kerrick blustered. “All of Northgate’s residents have benefited from their presence.” 
 
     “And none more so than you,” Ruckstead said and dropped his near full cigar in the ashtray. Standing, he tipped his hat to the mayor. “I have a murder to solve, so I bid you adieu.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    The Tree of the Morning was clearly a relic from a different plane, it was neither adorned with teeth or bones as Artemisia had expected. Its gray bark was smooth and unblemished, and insects buzzed between its foliage. The pinnately compound leaves were a deep mauve and catkins dangled from branches and dripped a sweet nectar that had a heady scent. Beneath it stood a regal, bull elk, his antlers covered with the corpses of those who had tried to take the snapdragon blossoms at the base of the Tree. The span of the antlers was easily twelve feet across.  
 
    “Who guarded the Tree before the elk?” Artemisia asked. She was having a hard time imagining herself as the next Guardian if she failed.  
 
    “The elk is the vessel for the soul of the Guardian,” Glautous explained. “Do you have a plan to defeat it before we approach?” 
 
    They stood a few hundred feet from the tree on a gentle hill streaked with blue venation. The Tree was positioned in a shallow depression that had this been the first plane would have provided shelter for the sapling tree centuries ago. 
 
    “No, I don’t have a plan,” Artemisia admitted. She assumed that the Guardian was demonic in nature, and her dagger would unwork any enchantments and she would be able to steal the seed pods. Yet, if the Tree required a soul, perhaps killing the Guardian would be a poor move on her part. The Tree of the Morning was a portal to the seventh plane, therefore it likely possessed magic more powerful than Artemisia could contend with. 
 
    She cursed silently under her breath. Undoubtedly, Vahrun had tricked her into this fool’s quest. She considered the possibility of letting the Guardian take her and forcing Vahrun to rescue her as part of his oath. But according to her demon guide and the literature, a soul freed from the Tree was bound for the seventh plane.   
 
    “You will need to create a diversion, and when the Guardian isn’t looking I will sneak in and steal the seeds,” Artemisia said pensively. She knew it wasn’t a good plan, but she had nothing better to offer. 
 
    “How mundane,” Glautous drawled. 
 
    “Are you afraid of the Guardian?” Artemisia teased. 
 
    “Yes,” Glautous admitted. 
 
     “I am too, but if you don’t do this your oath to me will be unfulfilled and the binding spell will destroy you,” Artemisia said.  
 
    With a withering glare, the demon rose and stole across the top of the rise before descending towards the Tree of the Morning. Artemisia gave him a head start before slipping down the slope after him. She was fairly certain that the Guardian would kill Glautous and it would be over in a matter of minutes. She didn’t have long to snag the pods. 
 
    Glautous reached the base of the tree and faced the Guardian. He felt sweat bead on his chest and back as the elk’s fuming eyes fell upon him. Around the tree were corpses in various stages of decay, all of them punctured by the tines or trampled underfoot. The bodies that still hung from the antlers moved occasionally or moaned. One of them, a wood nymph, reached out a hand towards Glautous as if pleading for help. The demon knew better, any corpses in this field or hanging from the elk had served as the Guardian, likely this nymph currently possessed the elk. No demons ever attempted to steal the blossoms beneath the tree, as immortality was innately gifted to demons and devils upon their birth. 
 
    The elk let out a bugling challenge and pawed the earth, tearing up great chunks of bleeding sod, lowered its head and charged. Glautous leapt out of the way and the antlers missed him by a mere hair. More agile than any earthbound creature, the elk spun, its tines leading the way. Glautous attempted to dodge again, but the Guardian predicted his feint and swung a hoof up and caught him in the chest. The elk pinned him to the earth and its eyes glowed triumphantly. Its breath smelled sickly of honey as it bent down and ran its tongue up the side of Glautous’ face. Its expression quickly changed when it realized that the demon was not a challenger to the Tree and his soul would not release it from its bonds. Its head shot up and it caught sight of the witch stooped beneath the tree, stealing the skull-shaped pods from the snapdragons. 
 
    Artemisia took none of the blossoms which could be turned into a tea-like draught of eternal life but took only the seed pods. Their macabre expressions made the mundane plant seem at home on the fourth plane. The witch’s thoughts were broken when she heard the sound of hooves thundering her way. She spun around and found herself face to face with the Guardian. The elk dropped its head, its antlers framed Artemisia’s body and with its forehead it butted her against the Tree. Artemisia gasped as her ribs cracked and her head slammed against the bark. 
 
    She slipped to the ground as consciousness threatened to leave her. 
 
    Glautous turned to march back up out of the bowl. His oath had been fulfilled now that the Guardian had defeated the witch. Artemisia was Vahrun’s problem now. He could imagine the smug look on the witch’s face when her nemesis was forced to trade his life for hers. 
 
    The demon stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the two figures approaching the Tree of the Morning. They were human, but they lacked the corporeal form of Artemisia. These were spirits. The man wore a felt hat and an overcoat. His spouse was the color of caramel, her long, thick hair hung down her back loosely, she wore a simple but elegant dress and was barefoot. While they had the careful and tidy appearances of those who had money, their hands betrayed the fact that they tended the land for a living. Their faces bore the tell-tale signs of long days out in the sun, crows-feet, laugh-lines, and tans. They were only a few years older than Artemisia.  
 
    The couple exchanged words before stepping between the Guardian and the witch. The woman placed her hand on the elk’s head, said something and the elk nodded. The man picked up Artemisia and carried her and her pilfered seeds away from the tree. The woman spread her arms wide and screamed as the elk gored her. As she hung limply from its horns, the form of the woodland faerie emerged from the elk’s mouth and ascended up the Tree and into the seventh plane. 
 
    Glautous felt the oath dissolve as if it had been a piece of clothing. He didn’t spare the witch a goodbye or even a parting glance. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Artemisia’s eyes fluttered open and she found herself looking into the face of her uncle Reed, Mission’s father. He had been dead for nearly sixteen years. Remembering where she was, it wasn’t as strange as if she had encountered him in the first realm. He was dressed exactly as he had been when he and Dolores died. Seeing the pouch of snapdragon pods on the ground, she recalled the Tree and the Guardian. She sat up abruptly and her head and ribs protested the movement. 
 
    “Where is Dolores?” Artemisia asked, though she knew the answer.  
 
    Reed smiled and pointed at the elk beneath the Tree. 
 
    “We need you to keep an eye on Mission for a little longer. He was always a trouble maker,” Reed said and laughed.  
 
    A tear rolled down Artemisia’s cheek when she saw her aunt’s body hanging from the antlers. 
 
    “You didn’t need to do that. You two should be together,” Artemisia argued as she wiped her cheek. 
 
    Reed and Dolores had brought Mission to her when he was six years old and had fallen ill with smallpox. Modern medicine couldn’t save him, and neither could her herbs, tinctures, or spells. Artemisia was only fifteen years old and at the time an accomplished witch but Mission was dying despite her best efforts. Reed and Dolores begged her to find a way and Artemisia set off across the planes in search of a being powerful enough to help.  
 
    The gods and goddesses had laughed at her request and told her that she needed to learn piety. So she sought out the next best thing, a demon. She worked on a spell and captured one who agreed to help her. She returned with her demon aide to the first plane and the demon worked a spell to save Mission, but the cost was steep. Healing Mission required his parents’ life force. Feeling duped, the witch had banished the demon from the first plane. Years later she had encountered him again, planning to kill him, but he had expressed the sincerest of apologies and Artemisia struck a different deal with him. However, there was no bringing Reed and Dolores back from the dead. Artemisia had been forced to raise Mission, though motherhood was not her vocation. 
 
    “The priorities of the dead are different from those of the living. Once you return to the first plane, I will sacrifice myself to the tree so Dolores can go to the seventh plane. I may be the Guardian for a millennia but I will see her again,” Reed said sagaciously. 
 
    “Your priorities shouldn’t be the living…” Artemisia retorted as she slowly stood. 
 
    “Northgate is not our concern, our son’s safety is.   The Rameks are a dangerous family and he has gotten too close to them. Now hurry, we need to get you back to your portal.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Artemisia cast a spell over the pentagram and the surface of the first realm became animated and began moving. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but she thought she could make out the inside of her cottage. She turned to Reed. “Thank you for saving me, Uncle.” 
 
    “You are most welcome,” he said. They embraced and then Artemisia stepped into the pentagram. Reed’s last words sounded like a threat to Artemisia. 
 
    “Don’t you dare let Vahrun take our son.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Vahrun’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he nearly dropped his glass of whiskey when he felt the witch call on him. With great annoyance he opened his eyes.  
 
    “She’s back,” he said, scooting his chair away from the table. 
 
    “She didn’t die?” De’lune asked incredulously.  
 
    While this was promising for Mission, it bode ill for her family. 
 
    Swain too, left the table, abandoning the plate that his daughter had just set for him. He grabbed his coat from its hook and put it on. 
 
    “Where are you going?” De’lune asked him. 
 
    “I am going to make sure that Artemisia is dead before Vahrun fulfills his oath. I won’t let her, or the sheriff, kill my son,” Swain said. 
 
    “Again,” Vahrun added sarcastically as he pushed the door open.  
 
    Swain did not grace him with a response but stepped out the door behind him into a light rain. The mountain tops were concealed by thick clouds that were dumping snow that could be measured in feet. It wouldn’t be long until the snow fell in town, too.  
 
    “I can’t let you kill Artemisia in front of me, my oath will compel me to kill you,” Vahrun warned. 
 
    “Murder is murder, and I am not trying to hang. But I assure you that Artemisia will,” Swain said.  
 
    “Clever!” Vahrun applauded. 
 
    The two went their separate ways as rain slicked down both of their jackets. Swain kept his head down and his coiffed hair was soon matted against his forehead. Mayor Kerrick lived on the north side of town, two blocks off the Main Road on Pilgrim’s Cross. By the time the Ramek had made it to the mayor’s home, his boots and pants were muddied to the knee.  
 
    The mayor’s home had a meager yard and a sizeable barn, overrun with creeping weeds which were so desiccated that they were impossible to identify. Their shoots began to blacken in the rain and their shriveled involucres had been trampled and crunched into nothing. The strap-like leaves of irises stood testimony beneath the eaves to a time when the ailing Mrs. Anne Kerrick had more time on her hands.  
 
    Lifting a copper knocker that had since turned green from oxidation, Swain brought it back down on the door until he heard movement from within the house. John Kerrick opened the door and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Master Ramek! What a surprise to see you.” He stepped aside to let the sopping man inside.  
 
    Swain left his jacket and boats in the coat room and stepped into an expansive sitting area lit by a modest hearth. A bookcase and four chairs were pushed against the east wall, while a sofa was set along the west wall. Anne Kerrick lay on it, taking shallow, wheezing breaths. A coffee table with a kettle of tea and two cups was set next to her. The unhealthy sheen of her skin, the blood caked to her lips and the rattle in her chest spelled tuberculosis.  
 
    “This used to be the hallway, but Dr. Stern couldn’t make it upstairs to the study, and keeping an ill woman in the kitchen was most inappropriate,” John Kerrick said. “And housing her in the servant’s quarters would have been unheard of.” 
 
    “So which door does Miss Beatrice use?” Swain said with a touch of dark humor. In truth, he was jealous of the tryst with the secretary. Since his wife Apolonia’s tragic death during childbirth, Swain had experienced no shortage of lovers, but none lasted more than a month or two. 
 
    “She uses the front door. But she has a key as to not disturb my old lady by knocking.” Kerrick made a show of hemming and hawing. Then he continued, “Asking a lady to come in through the back would be calling her a prostitute.” 
 
    “If the shoe fits, and in my experience, it always fits,” Swain said, and the mayor turned bright red. 
 
    “We can continue this schoolyard discussion in my study. I will have Bruna pour you a drink. Whiskey is your poison of choice if I remember right?” Mayor Kerrick supplied. 
 
    “That is correct.” Swain followed the mayor through a set of doors into a dining area set with a dark lacquered table set with fifteen chairs.  
 
    Kerrick requested two glasses of bourbon be brought up to the study by a pretty blonde girl with blue eyes. The girl, presumably Bruna, nodded and set to immediately. 
 
    The study was upstairs and was filled with several large bookcases, a liquor cabinet, and a large desk strewn with papers. Some of the papers were official town documents, and others were drawings the mayor had done while staring out his window.  Most of the artwork was of birds or the sun rising and setting over Northgate. Swain pursed his lips; the artwork was very good. He even caught sight of a rather lewd sketch of the soon-to-be late Missus Kerrick. 
 
    John Kerrick sat down audibly in a large, leather sofa, the hide of a piebald steer stretched across its surfaces and the horns of the creature and one of its companions used for the legs. The mayor indicated that Swain should take a seat in a magnificent chair made from moose paddles. It looked significantly less comfortable, but more stately.  
 
    “So, what is the meaning of this visit?” Mayor Kerrick asked jovially. “I find it hard to imagine that you have come to discuss my relationship with my secretary?” 
 
    “Indeed. My purpose is much more dire,” Swain said with a solemn expression.  
 
    “Does this have anything to do with Sheriff Ruckstead’s unsolved case?” Kerrick asked, his kind expression leaving his face. 
 
    “You are most perceptive,” Swain started. “I have heard rumor that the sheriff believes an animal is to blame.” 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny the details of any current investigations. But you are not far from the mark,” the mayor answered politically. 
 
    “You do not need to; I too think that we have a rogue animal wreaking havoc in our streets. But unlike the sheriff, I think this creature did not come to Northgate by any mundane means,” Swain said. 
 
    “The sheriff is notoriously against the belief of witchcraft and magic. Do tell, though.” Mayor Kerrick leaned forward in his chair. Just then Bruna came in with the whiskey. She handed each of them a glass and left.  
 
    Swain watched her leave out of the side of his eye before elaborating on his theory. 
 
    “You just said it. Witchcraft. We have a witch in our midst and the citizens of this town have fallen victim to her dark magic.” 
 
    “You believe Artemisia is behind this?” Kerrick asked, taking a long draught. 
 
    “Who else? The monster among us been summoned, only a devil-worshipper would be as bloodthirsty to call upon demons such as we have seen here,” Swain said, watching the mayor’s reaction. He appeared pensive, he hadn’t discarded the idea. 
 
    “She has been arrested before, but she always escapes. If we can’t hold her, what is the point of incarceration?” Mayor Kerrick asked. 
 
    “Holding a woman as powerful as she? That is tomfoolery. I believe that the laws of Northgate mandate the death penalty for witchcraft,” Swain said slyly. 
 
    “We would have to hold a trial…” the mayor said, tugging at his beard. 
 
    The hair on the back of Swain’s neck prickled. He stood to his feet and crossed the room to stand before the window. On the street below him, Hugh stalked. His hair was matted from the rain and blood ran from his jaws, while he dragged the corpse of a commoner behind him. Steam rose from the wolf’s back as the storm intensified. His entire body was covered in mud, and icicles hung from his chin as the rain shifted to sleet. 
 
    Swain motioned for the mayor to join him by the window. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a wolf like that?” he asked. Swain gauged the mayor’s terrified expression. He would do whatever Swain urged him to. The Ramek smiled. “Damn a trial. Northgate is long overdue for a hanging.” 
 
    The mayor blanched as the werewolf began devouring its victim. 
 
    “You are sure Artemisia is to blame for this?” Kerrick asked waveringly. 
 
    “Who else?” Swain asked, and the mayor didn’t challenge his assertion. 
 
    “I shall summon the sheriff then,” Kerrick said with a sigh and turned from the ghastly sight at his doorstep. 
 
    “You must have the warrant written and signed in order for it to be official and documented. I suggest you call your bed-warmer Beatrice over.” Swain smirked. 
 
    “Right, right. I’ll have it delivered to him tomorrow,” the mayor murmured. 
 
    “No tonight, after the party,” Swain said as he polished off his whiskey and turned to leave. 
 
    “What party?” Mayor Kerrick asked in surprise. 
 
    “The party you are having tonight, such short notice. I advise you add invitations to Beatrice’s to-do list.” The door swung shut behind the sound of Swain descending the stairs.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    A puddle formed underneath the chair Vahrun sat on, his cloak was soaked clean through. The elements of the first plane wouldn’t hinder a demon. It was said that the beings of the first plane were the only mortals, natural deaths didn’t come to the higher beings. One clever demon had disguised himself as a king and ruled across the sea for three hundred years and conquered most of the continent before his timely assassination. 
 
    Vahrun’s scrying bowl was placed on the table, filled with the seed pods from beneath the Tree of the Morning. 
 
    “You didn’t take any of the blossoms?”  he asked. 
 
    “Immortality does not appeal to me. Death gives life and each moment meaning. It’s poetic to perish.” Artemisia snorted. 
 
    “In that case, one day I hope to give your life meaning,” Vahrun said and he poured the botanical capsules on the floor and crushed them with a booted foot. 
 
    “You only ever needed the basin,” Artemisia said crossly and placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I’m surprised that the binding allowed me to dupe you.” Vahrun bit down on the meat on his thumb until blood filled his mouth. He spat into the bowl and allowed the wound to dribble until the bottom of the basin was an opaque layer of red.  
 
    “What is the name of the young man you seek?” Vahrun demanded. Suddenly he pushed the bowl a good foot in front of him and stared at Artemisia with fiery eyes. “Where is Volker? I would very much like to see my brother.” 
 
    “That is not up to me,” Artemisia answered. “When he wishes to see you, he will reveal himself. He is near, though.” 
 
    “I will not find the vulkodlak until I have seen my brother,” Vahrun said ostentatiously.  
 
    Immediately his spine began to tingle with a burning sensation that raced along each of his nerves. The sage crown dropped from his head and fastened around his throat while the cloak wrapped him like a constrictor. He writhed on the floor, the veins in his face and neck bulging while his lips purpled. Artemisia watched passively for a moment before waving her hand, and the enchanted garments returned to their positions and the pain subsided. Vahrun choked for a moment and retched an awful green fluid.  
 
    “You will clean that mess up, just as you will fulfill your oath.” Artemisia winced as the demon scooped up the ichor and held it up to his mouth. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and rose to sit in the chair. Artemisia slid the scrying bowl back to him and he placed his hands on either side of it. He shook his head as if clearing the trauma from his mind. 
 
    “My previous question, this boy’s name?”  He raised an eyebrow to accentuate his point. 
 
    “The vulkodlak is called Hugh,” Artemisia answered in a steely tone. 
 
    “That should be sufficient to locate him,” Vahrun said flexing his fingers. 
 
    “He will exude the only aura like his for many miles in any direction. Knowing he is a vulkodlak should be enough,” Artemisia hissed. 
 
    “Very well,” Vahrun said and placed his hands against the basin and closed his eyes. Steam rose from the blood and the smell of iron and sulfur filled the air. Spiders crawled from the corners of the cottage and spilled over the demon’s hands, past the lip of the bowl and into the now boiling blood. Artemisia ignored the arachnids, she was certain that most of them had not been natural beings.  
 
    Vahrun let go of the basin and the scent of heat began to subside. The blood stopped roiling and bubbling and turned a glassy black. An image formed in the middle and opened like a blooming flower. The vulkodlak Hugh was coated in blood and mud from head to toe, but he wasn’t finished hunting. He stood in the middle of Raven’s Barrow near Oyster Shell block.  
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, doesn’t Mission live…” Vahrun began before pointing to a window, “…right there?” 
 
    “Go kill that creature right now,” Artemisia commanded.  
 
    Vahrun felt the oath compel him, it was an odd sensation. Another will was overriding his own, and he could feel it deep in his bones. His very essence pleaded with him to obey the witch. 
 
    “That is not wise. The people of Northgate will see one horror consumed by another. When I leave this plane, it will be apparent who summoned me and you will face the wrath of the townsfolk,” Vahrun said, holding up a finger to stay Artemisia. He could see the rage in her eyes. 
 
    “Then you suggest we let the beast kill who it will, and find its den once it has been satisfied?” Artemisia asked incredulously. 
 
    “Precisely,” Vahrun said and smiled smugly.  
 
    “I agree, we will locate its den and slay it outside of the town. But we will not just wait idly. You will go and drive it from the town without revealing your true form. And you will do so now.” 
 
    The force Artemisia had used to command the demon left no room for question. He felt his limbs moving on their own accord as he scooted his chair from the table and stepped out into the sleet and hail.  
 
    Vahrun, no matter how compelled he was, would not be walking into town in the current weather. He headed to the stables, and Newt nickered at him gently and regarded him with a wary eye. Vahrun grabbed a fistful of mane and pulled himself onto the horse. He spurred Newt and in a flurry of mud they departed Artemisia’s homestead. 
 
    Artemisia’s horse was surefooted and navigated the washed-out road with ease. He neither slipped nor stumbled, and all the while he watched Vahrun with one large, brown eye. Vahrun began to wonder where Artemisia had found such a horse and whether or not he was truly just a horse. It wouldn’t have surprised him if the animal’s origin hadn’t been from a higher plane. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Beatrice Axel cowered in the alley that intersected Raven’s Barrow near the Oyster Shell block. A bundle of invitations to a last-minute party were clutched under her arm in a leather bag. The hulking wolf in the street was digging through an overturned carriage, devouring one of the invitation recipients. The horses were still tethered to the tug buckle and could not escape. One of the creatures’ eyes rolled wildly, a tibia sharply exposed while it struggled in the mud. The driver was crushed underneath the vehicle, drowning and suffocating at the same time as more rain and sleet turned the street into a slurry of freezing, cold mud. 
 
    Hugh threw his bloodstained maw into the air and let out a howl worthy of the underworld. He turned his snout up and took several deep breaths before turning his eye to the alley, his ravenous gaze locking onto the mayor’s secretary. Ignoring the horses, the vulkodlak loped over to Beatrice and stood mere feet before her, his putrid breath washing over her in waves. She trembled in fear and could only muster a tiny squeak, let alone a full-fledged scream. 
 
    She heard the sloshing gallop of someone riding down the street and prayed it would be Ruckstead, Kerfield, or anyone with a gun. The werewolf paid little heed to this new interloper and crouched down to spring. Beatrice closed her eyes in anticipation of the teeth, when she heard a disgruntled yip from Hugh. A white horse barreled into the side of the creature and knocked him from his feet. Astride the steed was a man of kingly magnificence whose cloak and crown of sage seemed unaffected by the ill weather. His horse wore no tack, and no reins directed the beast, yet the man had expert control of it. He raised both hands and spoke in a foreign tongue. The words were harsh sounding and sent chills running down Beatrice’s spine. The werewolf cowered, tail between its legs, but did not relent. It snapped its teeth and growled at the same time that it was whining. Her rescuer slide from the saddle and calmly approached the werewolf who began to tremble, much as Beatrice had only moments before. 
 
    Vahrun placed his palms on either side of the vulkodlak’s face and uttered a word of banishment. The monster let out a scream as it turned tail and fled. Newt snorted behind him and Vahrun felt Artemisia summoning him back through the horse. Swinging back onto the animal, Vahrun paid little heed to the woman in the alley, but she rushed up to him and gently grabbed his ankle. 
 
    “Sir, you can’t leave me here!”  she exclaimed. “What if it comes back?” 
 
    “I can assure you it will not,” Vahrun said, disregarding Beatrice. 
 
    “How can you be certain?”  she demanded, 
 
    “Milady, I approached it on foot and it fled at my mere touch. It will not be coming back anytime soon. Tonight, you can sleep in peace.” 
 
    “In that case, I should like to thank you,” Beatrice said, straightening up.  
 
    Vahrun saw that if he found humans attractive, that this one would be considered exceedingly so. A plan formed in his head. He had to do Artemisia’s bidding until the vulkodlak was dead, but after that he had no obligation to return to the demon realm. 
 
    Vahrun stooped and grasped Beatrice’s hand and raised it to his lips. “It is I who should be thanking you.” 
 
    Beatrice’s eyes fluttered for a moment, overcome by awe. “And why would you be thanking me? You saved my life.” 
 
    “And you graced me with your beauty, a far greater gift.” Vahrun grimaced once the words had left his mouth. Guile was his strong suit, but wooing was not. Nonetheless, Beatrice seemed pleased with the comment. 
 
    The witch’s spell sent a tremor of pain through Vahrun’s bones and he knew that she was watching him. If he didn’t return soon, she would shred him. 
 
    “Alas milady, I must be off,” Vahrun said and spurred Newt, leaving Beatrice standing in the mud and rain.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    “What is the purpose of this party?” Gertrude asked as Ruckstead pulled a heavy sheepskin duster on over his dress clothes. Gertrude had opted not to attend as there was no reason to drag a small child across town in a rainstorm. 
 
    “Mayor Kerrick is as fickle as a fiddle. I’m sure he is simply lonely, and his ailing wife offers little company. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of our guests mistake her for a cushioned bench and sit on her while they polish the mud from their boots,” Ruckstead said as he adjusted the bolo tie around his neck one last time. 
 
    His lewd comment earned him a playful smack from Gertrude. He turned and kissed her, cradling her face in both his hands. 
 
    “I’ll try not to be too late.” He donned his hat and stepped out into the rain. He saddled Wineae and started across town. When he arrived at the mayor’s home, he could hear the live band playing above the sound of the pouring rain. Lights were on in every room and laughter could be heard drifting from the open windows. A servant took Wineae and led her to the barn which was bigger than Ruckstead’s house. 
 
    Inside, Bruna took his jacket and meekly said, “Looking dapper, Mr. Sheriff.” 
 
    Ruckstead nodded and complimented her as well out of politeness. She was pretty, but the sheriff had no business handing out kind words to women who weren’t his wife. A slew of coats nearly obscured Missus Kerrick’s prone form lying beneath the hooks they hung from. 
 
    “You do clean up nice, Wilder,” Beatrice said when he entered the kitchen. She was pouring herself a glass of wine. 
 
    “For the last time, woman, it is Sheriff Ruckstead to you,” he growled. “My wife is just as good a shot as I am.” 
 
    Beatrice blanched and stammered, “E-enjoy your e-evening,” as she scurried up the stairs.  
 
    Ruckstead poured himself a glass of brandy and took a swig before he headed to the study where the rest of the party goers were undoubtedly fellating their own egos. 
 
    Swain caught sight of Ruckstead first, his eyes smoldering smugly. The Ramek wore an olive-green tailcoat, tan trousers and a yellow ascot. The glass of whiskey in his hand was nigh empty. Ruckstead mused whether or not another loose tongue would cost the Ramek family another member.  
 
    Swain was conversing with Kerrick and Will Maybury, the town treasurer. The sheriff wanted no part in whatever conversation was taking place. He spotted the attorney, Jackson Stromville, and decided that he would offer the most engaging conversation. The sheriff and attorney rarely agreed upon the implementation or interpretation of the law, but they both had the best interest of Northgate at heart. The attorney saw Northgate as the town and its infrastructure, while the sheriff believed that the town was its people.  
 
    “Sheriff Ruckstead,” Jackson said amicably, and shook Ruckstead’s hand. “I hear your office has been busy lately.” 
 
    “Probably just as busy as yours is handling the settlements of the farmers and the businessmen,” Ruckstead said and the attorney laughed. 
 
    “An endless stream of paperwork and bickering,” Jackson said. “The rules and regulations of this town will throttle any new growth.” 
 
    “Some would say that is a good thing,” Ruckstead mused. 
 
    “Growth is good for both the economy of this town and our salaries,” Jackson said and took a sip of red wine. 
 
    “It also draws in plenty of criminals,” Ruckstead retorted. 
 
    “From the looks of the guest list here, we have no shortage of them,” Jackson said disapprovingly. 
 
    “And to think, I assumed all lawyers were crooks,” Ruckstead said, grinning. 
 
    “Most of us are. I don’t believe that the Law Firm of Johnson, Johnson, and Ferg have defended an innocent man since their licensure,” Jackson said loudly, despite the men in question being only a stone’s throw away. The sheriff and attorney laughed heartily at this, though the statement was hardly humorous. 
 
    Mayor Kerrick trundled over to the pair, obviously drunk. “Sheriff Ruckstead, once the party concludes I would like to have a word with you.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Ruckstead answered.  
 
    The Mayor nodded and teetered off to rub shoulders with someone with a larger bank account than the two town officials. 
 
    “And he might be the worst of them all.” Jackson took another sip before continuing, “To hold a party while your wife is dying in the coatroom is a grievous moral offense.” 
 
    “Sadly, there are no laws against marital negligence.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The party dragged on until nearly midnight and finally most of the revelers had retired for the evening. Ruckstead was surprised when Beatrice showed herself to the door. Swain Ramek had a final conspiratorial word with the mayor before he too left. 
 
    “This word you requested,” Ruckstead asked of the mayor once they were finally alone.  
 
    The mayor’s face was red from the blush of alcohol and it took him a moment before he remembered what he had wished to say. “Yes, yes. After the last few days’ incidents, I believe we have a suspect for these crimes,” Kerrick said and Ruckstead’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “I am most curious to hear who you have pinpointed for the crimes committed.” 
 
    “Artemisia,” Kerrick managed to slur out. 
 
    “You cannot be serious. Today a werewolf molested the town and you have the audacity to accuse a simple herbalist,” Ruckstead fumed. 
 
    “We both know that she is a witch and her arts run deeper than salves and tinctures,” Mayor Kerrick answered and produced the signed warrant from his coat pocket. “You have no choice other than to arrest her or terminate your contract.” 
 
    Ruckstead scanned the document. “This is foolhardy. We can hardly try someone who has a penchant for escaping incarceration.” 
 
    “That is why we are not going to try her. The penalty for witchcraft is death. She will be hung or burned at the stake upon her arrest,” the mayor said in all severity. 
 
    “I beg of you to reconsider,” Ruckstead said and the mayor couldn’t match his stare. “Swain put you up to this.” 
 
    Kerrick didn’t confirm or deny the accusation. “This is a direct order. You must comply or you will be in contempt of the law and your punishment will be similar to the witch’s.” 
 
    “It is my duty to uphold the law,” Ruckstead said as he drew his revolver. “It is reluctantly that I do so now.” 
 
    The mayor’s eyes grew wide as the gun was leveled at his chest. He opened his mouth to protest but the sound of the gunpowder cut him off. A vermillion bloom blossomed on his chest as he sank in his chair. Ruckstead snatched the warrant from the side table and fed it to the hearth. He turned to leave and saw Bruna’s shocked face in the doorway. The sheriff brushed by her, left the house and found Wineae saddled in the barn. He rode off into the night as sleet continued to drive from the clouds. No good would come from his actions tonight, he was certain. Before he headed home to his wife, he had one more stop to make and it wasn’t to warn the witch Artemisia. 
 
    Swain Ramek was going to face justice tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    The lock on the Ramek Manor gate dropped to the ground after the bullet cleaved it in half and Sheriff Ruckstead rode through to the front door. He didn’t bother tying Wineae to the hitching rail, he wouldn’t be here long enough to worry about the animal wandering off. He kicked the door open and found Swain and De’lune in the kitchen, the daughter making her obviously drunk father another drink. 
 
    “Come to finish the job?” Swain slurred, his eyes unable to focus on the sheriff. “I hope Artemisia crafted another of her silver bullets for you.” 
 
    “De’lune, leave us,” Ruckstead commanded. 
 
    “No.” She straightened as she stood up. “You have caused our family enough strife already.” 
 
    “As if your rabid brother and father had not caused the strife of many more families. Can you be so selfish?” Ruckstead challenged her.  
 
    She collapsed inward but had no response. 
 
    “It is fine, leave us,” her father said, and she excused herself meekly. Swain continued, “I suppose this means that you will not be obeying the mayor’s orders?” 
 
    “The mayor is dead,” Ruckstead said blandly.  
 
    Swain guffawed loudly. “We are not as different as you would like to believe,” the Ramek said. “We both just want to protect the ones we love.” 
 
    “If I had a nickel for every time a criminal said that to me, I would be a rich man,” Ruckstead countered. 
 
    “Then maybe you should look in the mirror, I don’t believe that any decent man of the law would gun down a boy in the streets,” Swain growled and rose to his feet. 
 
     “I did not come here for a battle of wills or words,” Ruckstead said, drawing his pistol for a second time that night and discharging it right into Swain’s guts. De’lune screamed from somewhere in the house. Swain fell to the floor, gasping like a fish as he clutched his stomach. Ruckstead crossed the room and stood over the werewolf. 
 
    “I will not make any mistakes this time,” the sheriff promised the businessman as he grabbed a carving knife from its rack on the counter. Ruckstead crouched down and dragged the blade across Swain’s neck, a weak spray of blood spurting up to meet him. Swain convulsed for a moment and pressed his hands weakly against Ruckstead’s face before his head was separated from his torso after minutes of back and forth sawing. He stood back up and held the head aloft, staring into Swain’s dead eyes. 
 
    “Nobody will be returning from the dead this time.” Ruckstead grabbed the corpse by the collar and dragged it to the fireplace. He opened the door and tossed the head in and kicked the embers over the body. He added more wood to both the stove and the pyre before it. 
 
    He heard a frenzied screech as De’lune came running into the room. Ruckstead caught her around the waist and hoisted her off her feet. He carried her from the house as flames raced across the floor and licked at the walls. She struck his chest with her fists as she sank against his body, sobs wracking her small frame. 
 
    Despite the rain, the house went up in flames. Satisfied that there was nothing De’lune could do to save her father’s corpse for reanimation and its return as a vulkodlak, Ruckstead released her. 
 
    “I am sorry that you had to be involved in this. Hopefully your life will be better without the stain of your father and brother,” Ruckstead said as he swung his leg over Wineae’s saddle.  
 
    “You will pay for this!” De’lune screamed into the night as Ruckstead spurred Wineae back towards the gate. 
 
    “I’m sure I will,” Ruckstead murmured. Undoubtedly, Kerfield would be arresting him tomorrow and a trial would find him guilty of double homicide. He would admit to it and face the noose, but at least Gertrude and Benjamin would be living in a safe Northgate… free of demons and monsters who murdered with abandon. Ruckstead would have laughed had his mood been less dire. He had circumvented the law and was no better than the creatures he had murdered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Vahrun concluded his search for the vulkodlak and found it hiding in its lair beneath Mimbry Peak. Artemisia was preparing for the hunt, pulling on a knit hat, gloves, and an overcoat when there was a knock at the door. She opened it and welcomed Ruckstead in, who looked particularly wretched. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in years, heavy bags under his eyes and his hair and mustache disheveled. His face was drawn, and he looked at least ten years older. 
 
    “You look like hell. You should have stayed home,” Artemisia said tactlessly, though kindly.  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. Kerrick and Swain are dead,” Ruckstead said as he pulled a chair up to the table. 
 
    “How?” Artemisia demanded while she poured him a cup of ginger tea. 
 
    Ruckstesad took a long drink before answering. “I shot them.” 
 
    “Swain will return as another vulkodlak…” Artemisia started, but Ruckstead waved her off. 
 
    “I cut his head from his shoulders and burnt the body. If anything more than the frame of Ramek Manor is still standing, I will be shocked.” Ruckstead took another draught of the tea. 
 
    Artemisia nodded, as she mulled over the information. “Before we decided that you couldn’t kill Swain as you would be the suspect. What changed?” 
 
    “Kerrick had a warrant that ordered your hanging, stating that you were responsible for the werewolves. So I killed Kerrick and rode to the manor,” Ruckstead said miserably. “Bruna, Kerrick’s servant girl, saw me murder him, and De’lune was at the house when I killed Swain. My time is limited, and yours might be as well. Beatrice Axel wrote the warrant, she will know that foul play was involved.”  
 
    Artemisia grimaced. “That is a problem for another time. I can’t express my gratitude to you, but I will help prove your innocence once we defeat Hugh.” 
 
    “Once we kill Hugh, I will turn myself in. I am not innocent. And we will never be able to prove that the Rameks were the werewolves,” Ruckstead argued. 
 
    “Do not be brash, you have a wife and boy who need you,” Artemisia said and placed her hand on Ruckstead’s shoulder. 
 
    “No one needs a criminal sheriff, but alas, I mope too much. We have a werewolf to kill,” Ruckstead said as he finished his tea and stood up. 
 
    Artemisia started to say something else, but Vahrun stopped her. 
 
    “I agree with the sheriff, the sooner I can leave this disgusting plane of existence the better,” the demon growled. 
 
    Artemisia assented and they exited her cottage. Ruckstead climbed into Wineae’s saddle, and Artemisia swung into Newt’s saddle. With a sigh, Vahrun clambered up onto the horse’s rump behind the saddle. It was a long ride across town and everyone who caught sight of them exchanged hushed whispers. Those who had heard of Beatrice’s account of her rescue looked on at Vahrun in admiration. Those who had heard Bruna’s story of the murderous sheriff slammed their shutters and muttered unkind words. 
 
    They couldn’t cross Northgate quick enough, but they made it. As they began navigating the steppes towards the vulkodlak’s lair, the only green they saw belonged to the evergreens and lichens. In anticipation of winter, the perennial forbs, biennials, and deciduous trees had gone dormant. The annual grasses and weeds had completed their lifecycles and the seeds of the next generation lay dormant in wait for spring. Winter annuals like cheatgrass were a distant promise of the rejuvenation of spring.  
 
    “That way,” Vahrun said and pointed.  
 
    Neither Ruckstead nor Artemisia needed their guide to find the lair, they both vividly recalled their first outing as a team. 
 
    They found the den with the cedar tree perched above its mouth easily enough. Hugh would be somewhere within. 
 
    “I believe this is you,” Artemisia said and pushed Vahrun backwards and off Newt.  
 
    The horse pawed the ground in irritation and Vahrun sidestepped before the animal kicked him. He entered the cave and came out only a moment later holding the pelt of a man. Hugh’s naked, empty skin was a testimony to the eternity as a wolf that fate had promised him. 
 
    “He’s not here,” Vahrun said.  
 
    A growl reverberated from the trees and the vulkodlak leapt from behind a stand of desiccated fireweed. Vahrun ducked, but he miscalculated and the paws rolled him across the ground effortlessly. The wolf ignored the prone demon and sprang at Ruckstead. His eyes emanated hatred for the man who had already killed him once. In the span of a heartbeat, Ruckstead fired a shot straight into the werewolf’s forehead. The beast dropped in midair and rose a moment later. Its skull was fractured and opened like a flower, but the creature was far from dead. It picked itself back up from the ground and padded towards the sheriff. 
 
    Behind the vulkodlak, Vahrun emerged from his human shell. His disguise split from the top of the head to the feet and the demon crawled out. All three eyes blinked open at once as he spread his arms and charged at the werewolf. Vahrun snapped all four arms around the wolf and picked it up off the ground. The wolf wriggled against him as the growths of teeth pulled out chunks of hair and flesh. Hugh screamed in agony and sank his teeth in one of Vahrun’s multiple of arms. The demon chuckled, despite being one of the goddess’ mongrels a werewolf was still bound to the first plane and infinitely weak when compared to the higher beings. 
 
    Effortlessly, Vahrun flung the wolf against a tree which shook and dropped its needles in a rain of turpentine. Hugh shook his body and struggled to rise, but Vahrun was on him in an instant. His teeth sank into Hugh’s back and the sound of bones cracking was heard over the werewolve’s pained cry. Vahrun picked Hugh by his neck and cracked his spine again. He dropped the prone form of the vulkodlak on the ground and began feasting. 
 
    For the better part of an hour, Artemisia and Ruckstead watched in horror as Vahrun consumed Hugh while he was still alive. He started with the feet and tail and worked his way up until all that was left was the head. He popped it into his mouth as if it was nothing more than a grape and crushed it within his jaws. As he consumed Hugh’s life force, Vahrun felt Artemisia’s bond to him dissipate. His bones rejoiced as their shackles fell off and his will became his own once again. 
 
    “It is done, now banish him,” Ruckstead said hoarsely.  
 
    Artemisia wordlessly dropped from Newt’s saddle and scratched a pentagram on the forest floor. Immediately it glowed with green flames and Artemisia jumped back. From the symbol, Glautous emerged. Vahrun lunged for Ruckstead and snapped Wineae’s neck between his four hands. He plucked Ruckstead from the saddle and shoveled him into his hungry maw. The sheriff crunched all the way down as the demon gobbled him up. His feet spasmed one last time before he was completely swallowed. 
 
    Artemisia stared on in abject horror as the man she had grown to call a friend was devoured by the demon she had summoned. She yanked on Newt’s reins to flee from the scene, but Vahrun snatched her horse by the muzzle and held him tight. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Artemisia,” he started, bits of the sheriff still clinging to his teeth and snout. “You don’t deserve an end so easy. I will let you live so you can watch as I destroy Northgate. I want you to see as I ruin all those you hold dear. Bear witness to my power.” 
 
    With that, Vahrun and his servant Glautous left Artemisia standing agape outside the vulkodlak den. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
    Sniveling, De’lune darted through the forest near her home. She tripped over the roots of the ponderosa pines and skeletons of the past season’s forbs. Her eyes were blinded with tears and snot ran down her face. The sun was blocked from sight by coalescing clouds and the first true snow of the season began to fall. Fat flakes fell to the ground, their crystalline structure visible to the naked eye. Within minutes, the first blanket of winter had arrived. 
 
    For the first time in her life, De’lune felt truly alone. The emptiness in her chest could never be filled. She had killed her mother through her violent birth and her brother and father had both been slaughtered in front of her eyes. She had been cursed by the goddess. De’lune felt her knees weakened and found herself crying on the ground. Wearily she wiped her eyes and saw a single henbane plant before her. A plant this vibrantly green did not belong in the fall to winter landscape. Half of the plant’s stems were covered in basket like pods, while the rest still held cream colored blossoms with mauve venation. De’lune felt a tangible hum through the air and knew that this was a gift from the Goddess Mond.  
 
    Distraught, she plucked it up from the root and ate it whole. Seeds, flowers, leaves, stems, roots, all, much as Vahrun just consumed the sheriff. She choked it back as the trichomes tickled her throat and her eyes watered even further. She began slavering and held up her hands to stop the trees from falling down on her. Her arms and legs felt a burning sensation that settled into her trunk. She looked down at her limbs and as the minutes passed a purple rash spread across them. Perhaps the plant had been an abnormality and she had made a mortal mistake. Nonetheless, she would meet her family soon in the afterlife. As she stared at her hands in desperation a mouth formed on her hand, a perfect reflection of her own tongue and teeth. 
 
    The lips on her palm opened and uttered, “Let go.” They began to sing Mond’s praise and De’lune felt the call of the goddess. Giving herself over to her deity she felt her astral being separate from her body like strings pulled from a sweater as she was elevated into the pantheon. 
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    Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
    “Why did you summon me here?” Glautous asked of Vahrun as they marched down the mountain. 
 
    “Change of plans,” Vahrun said simply. His many mouths chattered angrily from seemingly impossible crevices. 
 
    “We aren’t killing the witch?”  the minion asked. 
 
    “No, we are, but not before I have my brother back and Mission bound for torment on the fourth plane,” Vahrun explained. Seamlessly he morphed into his human form. The crown of sage and cloak of nettles had long since dissolved and he was free. “Your current form won’t work. We need to fit in.” 
 
    “I have too much respect for myself to assume a human body.” Glautous folded his arms to illustrate his point. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” Vahrun said and snapped his fingers. Glautous fell to all fours, his long fingers binding together as goo flooded from all of his pores. His hands and feet became single hoofs at the end of extremely long and muscled legs, and his neck stretched until it resembled a stallion’s. His teeth clacked loudly together as his snout was stretched many times its original length. His eyes did cartwheels in their sockets before settling to stare at the demon balefully. The horse before Vahrun looked extremely healthy — keen eyes, powerful legs, and a well-proportioned face. 
 
    “You really have outdone yourself this time, Glautous.” Vahrun clapped and pulled himself astride the horse. With a gentle kick of his heels, the two demons were galloping towards Northgate.  
 
    The demon-horse navigated the rocky, tree strewn mountainside with ease. The scenery shifted from evergreens and dormant shrubs to sagebrush and bunchgrass as they approached the south end of Northgate. Vahrun worked a plan through his head. He knew that the sheriff and mayor were dead, leaving the town ripe for the taking. All he had to do was find the woman he had seen in the street earlier, and he would have his in. He regretted not asking her name.   
 
    With each of Glautous’ hoof beats, mud flecked his underbelly and Vahrun’s legs. Soon the dull thud and squelch of hooves in mud transitioned to the clip-clop of a cobblestone street. Vahrun surveyed the buildings — blacksmith, doctor’s office, butcher, apartments. What kind of work was the woman he had saved been in?
He spied the sheriff’s office and jail and cut a beeline for it. Chances were it was empty. Vahrun pulled on Glautous’ mane and the horse slowed to a stop. The demon easily slid from the back of his beast of burden and approached the sheriff’s office. He neglected to knock and pushed the door open and it slammed against the wall.  
 
    Much to his shock, he found that the jail office was very occupied by three persons. James Kerfield, Beatrice Axel, and the servant Bruna were gathered around the table. Beatrice’s eyes lit up immediately. 
 
    “This is the man I told you about!” she exclaimed. “He saved me from the giant wolf!” 
 
    Kerfield nodded noncommittally. The sight of the man before him sent chills running down his spine. “Yes, yes. Do you have anything to report?” 
 
    “No, I came in here by mistake,” Vahrun said and made to excuse himself. 
 
    “The big letters saying Sheriff didn’t give it away?” Kerfield said scathingly. 
 
    “Perhaps he came in to ask for directions,” Beatrice chastised him. “Luckily your murderous sheriff wasn’t in here or he might have wound up another victim.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that Ruckstead murdered anyone,” Kerfield spat through his teeth. 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” Bruna fumed and Kerfield looked at a loss for words.  
 
    “Your sheriff is dead,” Vahrun interjected. “Devoured by the witch’s beasts in the woods after he murdered Swain in the same cold blood as he slayed the mayor in.” 
 
    Beatrice and Bruna’s faces blanched at the thought of Ruckstead being a serial killer. Hugh, Kerrick, and Swain all died at his hands. Kerfield was more perceptive. 
 
    “Who said Sheriff Ruckstead killed the mayor?” Kerfield asked, suspicion creasing his brow. 
 
    “Small town. Word travels fast,” Vahrun said shrugging. “Especially when it is as scandalous as this.” 
 
    “Get out,” Deputy Kerfield growled. “All of you.” 
 
    “As you wish. I must find the inn,” Vahrun said and led the exodus.  
 
    Beatrice caught him by the arm when they were outside. “I know a great place,” she purred. 
 
    Vahrun winked. “That would be swell.” 
 
    A few minutes later, James Kerfield locked the door behind him and rode his nag to the Ruckstead home.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Beatrice took Vahrun to the Hanging Moose and purchased him a room above the saloon which was fortuitous as he had no currency on his person. He had left Glautous tied to a hitching post and hoped that the demon wouldn’t reveal his true form in his anger. However, the lesser demon had always proven himself subordinate.  
 
    Unknowingly, Beatrice bought the dwimmerlaik a whiskey neat and one for herself. 
 
    “I can’t believe I have never seen you before, exquisite specimen as you are,” Beatrice said and batted her eyelashes.  
 
    Vahrun tried to hide his repulsion. He took a gulp of his drink. Humans were such finicky creatures. Ruled by hormones and illogical desires. Demons were driven by their devious nature and adrenaline. They had little need for love, just conquering. Whether it be wills or realms. 
 
    “I am new to town,” Vahrun admitted. It was the truth and he found speaking with such honesty repugnant.  
 
    “What brings you to Northgate?” Beatrice asked, stirring her drink with a finger.  
 
    “I was just passing through, but this town has a certain allure to it…” The demon trailed off. 
 
    “What kind of work do you do? Any skills or trades? I am sure I can find you employment here,” Beatrice said, leaning closer. 
 
    “Actually, I used to work in government, and I hear you have need for a mayor,” Vahrun said raising one eyebrow. 
 
    Beatrice’s eyes lit up. “Indeed, we just lost ours.” 
 
    She bit her lip and Vahrun knew what he needed to do. Northgate would be his in a matter of time. All he needed was for this woman to set up a meeting with the other town officials and he could cast a number of spells over them. Beatrice was about as subtle as an axe and he figured there was one way to wrap her around his finger. 
 
    “Bartender,” Vahrun said, slapping his hand on the counter for attention. “If you could, please find an accommodation for my horse in the stable.” 
 
    Vahrun had no doubt that Glautous would not appreciate being tethered all night. The demon looked purposefully at Beatrice. She tossed another coin to the barman.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
    Feeling hollow, Artemisia found her way into Northgate. She hardly remembered the journey at all. If it weren’t for Newt, she may have never made it off Mimbry. She didn’t even feel the frigid air as it turned her cheeks the tell-tale red of windburn. Her eyes were as red as her face, though it was a result of tears and not the elements. She had already puked twice. Gertrude would have nothing of her husband to bury and Benjamin would never remember his father. Artemisia leaned from the saddle and heaved the contents of her stomach onto the ground one more time. Newt stopped and twisted his neck to watch the witch wipe the bile from her mouth and nose with the back of her hand. Artemisa dully made a clicking noise with her mouth and Newt continued down the mountain trail. 
 
    The gentle swaying gait of Newt lulled Artemisia into a peaceful state as they followed the path the demons had taken a half hour earlier. There was no urgency to her journey, she did not want to face the wife of the dead sheriff.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he’s dead?” Gertrude asked a dumbfounded Kerfield. 
 
    “A man came in the jail and told Beatrice, Bruna, and myself, just after Bruna accused him of murdering Mayor Kerrick. Then the stranger said he killed Swain Ramek as well,” Kerfield blabbered out.  
 
    Gertrude nodded. “He did kill them,” Gertrude said. 
 
    Kerfield’s mouth fell open just as the door swung open. Artemisia stood, her cloak mud-spattered and her eyes bloodshot red. She looked like hell. 
 
    “Come in,” Gertrude said, ushering the witch inside the house. She pulled out a chair, but Artemisia did not sit down. 
 
    “I am so sorry Gertrude,” she began, and the woman felt her blood run cold. Kerfield had been telling the truth. “Ruckstead was killed by a demon summoned to defeat the werewolves.” 
 
    “What do you mean, summoned? By who?” Kerfield shouted, but Gertrude held up a hand for silence.  
 
    “Put on some tea, James,” she commanded, and the deputy obeyed. 
 
    “But the wolves are dead?” Gertrude asked, her voice quaking.  
 
    “Yes…” Artemisia answered hollowly. 
 
    “And the demon?” Gertrude asked, though she knew the answer. Artemisia shook her head. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Somewhere in town,” Artemisia said slowly. 
 
    Kerfield, who had listened from the corner while waiting on the kettle to whistle piped up. “How do you plan on killing it?” 
 
    For this Artemisia had no answer. 
 
    “How do you usually kill a demon?” Gertrude pressed. 
 
    “By binding another demon,” Artemisia said, albeit reluctantly. 
 
    “There has to be another way…” a flabbergasted Kerfield said. 
 
    Artemisia nodded. “There are other ways, but Vahrun is clever. I will need to do research.” 
 
    “You didn’t research this before!” James exclaimed as he set down a cup of tea in front of each of the women. 
 
    “Enough, James,” Gertrude said as a tear rolled down her cheek. Her body shook subtly but it was only a matter of time before she fell into unabashed sobs. 
 
    “I should be going,” Artemisia said awkwardly. She rose and darted out the door, leaving her tea untouched. 
 
    Gertrude slumped in her chair, a heavy pain beginning to spread in her chest. It was as if her heart had been replaced with a stone. She felt her throat harden as she fought back the tears. Anxiously she drummed her fingers on the table, her nails clacking a staccato of grief. 
 
    “His legacy is going to be the murders of Kerrick and Swain,” she said forlornly. Her shoulders shook as tears ran freely down her face. She gasped out a sob and Kerfield placed a hand on her back, unsure of what to say.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
    Pillars of marble, streaked with ruby and topaz veins, held up a ceiling so high that its peak could not be seen with the naked eye. The air smelled crisp like apples and had a heady scent De’lune could not pinpoint. She laughed a flittering sound when she realized that she was in the court of her goddess. She heard a rustling behind her and turned to see the most striking woman she had ever beheld. Her garb was incredibly dark, to the point it shimmered as the light hit it and refracted a multitude of colors. Her skin was a tawny brown and her lips and eyes dark purple. Whenever she moved spores rained from her robe. Her cheeks were covered in slime molds that reached down her neck and disappeared beneath her collarbones. Her very presence reeked of power. Her fingernails were long and as stark and white as bleached bones. Her dark hair nearly reached the ground behind her despite being braided, and bright, orange chanterelles were woven into each knot. Entire vermin skeletons hung from her ear lobes, and De’lune was certain the tiny cadavers turned and danced of their own accord. Behind her two decaying stoats trotted along.  
 
    De’lune knew this was not the Goddess Mond, but still bowed out of respect. As the woman approached, De’lune picked up the scent of rich soil. The trail behind the woman bloomed with fungal growths despite the floor being solid marble. 
 
    “A pleasure to finally meet one of Mond’s children,” the goddess said in a high singsong voice that held a malevolent edge.  
 
    “And I am more than honored to be in the presence of a goddess, though I am loath to admit that I do not recognize you,” De’lune confessed. From what she knew of the gods and goddesses, saying such a thing could be cause for her to be devoured or taken as a servant for eons and eons to come. But in the Temple of Mond, she felt bold enough for honesty. 
 
    “I am Detrita, Goddess of Death and Decay, and ultimately, the Giver of Life,” the goddess said grandly, as the stoats behind her cackled. 
 
    “I do not understand how the Goddess of Death brings life, and I mean no disrespect,” De’lune added, fearing she might have said too much.  
 
    Detrita only laughed. “Everything comes in cycles, my dear. Your souls move to a higher plane, but your bodies remain on the first plane in order to feed the coming generations,” Detrita explained generously, though it raised more questions than it answered.  
 
    De’lune opened her mouth to ask more of the Goddess of Decay, but the deity held up a hand to stop her. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” She cocked her head and De’lune mimicked the gesture.  
 
    Sure enough, she heard a melodic tune from a lyre though no instruments were in sight. “Mond returns, she will be most pleased that you heeded her call.” 
 
    De’lune felt her knees grow weak and her stomach began a flurry of butterflies. She felt as giddy as a child. After everything she had lost, she was finally worthy to meet her goddess. The air shimmered into a conglomerate that shone brighter in intensity with each passing second. Almost imperceptibly, the iridescent air morphed into a beautiful woman with lustrous white hair, icicle eyes, and alabaster skin. Even her lips were nearly lacking in pigment, they had the same blue sheen as the veins under her forearms. A single sapphire was set between her eyebrows, adding color to her otherwise pure silhouette. Mond wore a simple, nigh translucent gown that was still opaque despite its lightness, embossed with diamonds at its collar. She wore no shoes but had a number of bangles around her ankles and wrists. Unlike Detrita, Mond wore her hair loose and it flowed wildly over her shoulders and added inches to her height. 
 
    Her eyes lit up when they settled on De’lune, who fell prostrate on the ground. The Goddess Mond chuckled, a deep gravelly laugh that wasn’t entirely unfeminine. It was a sound that belonged to a sow bear. 
 
    “Stand up,” Mond started. “All mothers are pleased to see one of their daughters.” 
 
    The goddess reached down and pulled De’lune to her feet and wrapped her in a warm embrace. Tears ran down the human girl’s face.  
 
    “I am not worthy of being called one of your daughters,” De’lune sniffled.  
 
    “That is hardly true,” Mond chided her.  
 
    “What have I done to be called a Daughter of Mond?” De’lune asked and wiped the moisture from her cheeks. She felt a wave of many different emotions at once and was overwhelmed.  
 
    “Believe,” Mond said and chuckled once more. 
 
    “Then I have one question, and I mean no disrespect,” De’lune said cautiously. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from me,” Mond assured her. 
 
    “Why did you not bless me as you did my father and brother?” De’lune asked in all sincerity.  
 
    Mond doubled over in a fit of laughter. De’lune shifted from one foot to the other in discomfort. Mond finally straightened, wiped a hair from her face and realized that De’lune had not been joking.  
 
    “My dear, those mongrels were your slaves. Werewolves do my bidding and carry out the will of my daughters. I would never burden one of my children with such a hideous existence. The wolves were your reward for your loyalty and servitude. Had the witch not interfered, it wouldn’t have been long before you discovered that you could control them during a full moon. You controlled the vulkodlak, your brother, with ease. I blessed you by cursing them,” Mond explained. 
 
    “They were my family,” De’lune protested. 
 
    “Did they ever believe in you? No. Your father doted on your brother and largely ignored you. You waited on them like a servant girl. They needed to feel your power,” Mond said sternly and De’lune knew that she was walking on thin ice. 
 
    “I am always appreciative of the goddess’ blessings. I wish I had only had the sight to see it for what it was,” De’lune said, expertly sidestepping Mond’s wrath.  
 
    The goddess’ expression lightened, and she smiled broadly. De’lune felt the crushing weight lift from her chest, replaced with relief. She needed to remember that she was dealing with goddesses and they were not to be trifled with. After living with werewolves, she had thought she had seen it all. Now she was learning just how wrong she was. Her brother and father were no doubt dangerous creatures, but now she was in the presence of two deities and either Mond or Detrita could have done away with the lycanthropes with a simple wave of their hand. 
 
    “You have much to learn, but when we send you back to the first plane… you will understand your power much better,” Mond said. 
 
    “What will I do with my abilities?” De’lune asked. 
 
    “Why, take vengeance of course,” Mond scoffed. 
 
    “On Sheriff Ruckstead?” De’lune inquired. 
 
    “Oh no, the demon Vahrun devoured him,” Mond said and smiled toothily. 
 
    “The Godkiller,” Detrita hissed. 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve that name, the only god he managed to keep dead was Ignio. You retrieved Messis from his maw and the others he’s taken have escaped the demi-world of his stomach,” Mond said before turning back to De’lune. “You will take vengeance on the heretic, Artemisia. The architect of your family’s demise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
    The morning sun rose and Vahrun extricated himself from the tangle of sheets and down pillows. Looking down at his naked human body he felt disgusted. He quickly pulled on his breeches. He glanced at the still sleeping form of Beatrice and felt hot anger well within him. He couldn’t believe the things he allowed her to do. If the fourth plane ever found out that he had lain with a human without exacting a price, he would be the laughing stock of demonkind. He reminded himself, Northgate was the prize. He would have control over the entire town. The human, Beatrice, would deliver it to him. He pulled on his undershirt and began searching for his stockings and jacket when Beatrice woke up. 
 
    “Where are you going so early?”  she asked groggily. 
 
    “Uh, breakfast,” Vahrun said and ran a hand through his hair. He attempted to veil his disgust at the disheveled creature before him.  
 
    “That sounds quite nice. The saloon downstairs serves bacon and eggs,” Beatrice said and sat up, the sheets falling around her. 
 
    “Yes, bacon and eggs,” Vahrun said and smiled. The thought of cooked food disgusted him. He needed to devour flesh and souls, not butchered animals and cracked eggs. The sheriff and vulkodlak had been filling morsels in their own rights, but Vahrun spent his time in the fourth realm hunting and feasting all day and night. 
 
    “If you give me a moment to freshen up, I can meet you downstairs,” Beatrice suggested.  
 
    Vahrun nodded, anything to be free of this awful woman, if just for a moment. 
 
    “Of course.” He dipped out of the doorframe. 
 
    The Hanging Moose only served bacon and eggs in the morning. The bacon was so blackened and crisp it broke apart like ash in his mouth and the eggs were saturated with pepper and smelled so sulfurous, even Vahrun gagged at the first bite. Beatrice came down and wolfed down her plate as if she had not seen food in three days. 
 
    “Gannet Helman makes the best bacon in all of Northgate,” the woman assured Vahrun. He found that hard to believe. Uncooked bacon would have been better than the abomination he had been forced to gulp down. 
 
    Vahrun turned to the barkeep. “A glass of whiskey.” 
 
    Beatrice raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Starting early?” 
 
    Vahrun ignored her, not all human interactions deserved a demonic reaction. She should feel graced and thankful that he was spending any time with her. He had been on this plane for too long. He needed to get home, but he needed revenge first. 
 
    His glass of whiskey was set in front of him and, he took a long draught and immediately spat it out. 
 
    “Glautous!” he exclaimed, realizing that if left unchecked his demon familiar would begin terrorizing the town of his own accord. 
 
    “What did you say?” Beatrice asked.  
 
    The bartender glared at Vahrun as he wiped up the mess. 
 
    “My horse,” Vahrun said and saw the queer look in Beatrice’s eye. “He gets antsy when he’s alone. He, um, cribs. Terrible habit, really.” 
 
    “Oh, in that case you should go get him. We can go to the town offices and you can meet some of the other officials. I am sure they will love you and be keen to have you as our mayor. At least in the interim,” Beatrice supplied.  
 
    Vahrun suppressed the urge to snort. Love was a human emotion only and as such their emotional folly was their own.  
 
    “Yes, I would most like to meet them,” Vahrun said as he finished his drink. He dismounted the barstool and began his search for Glautous. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vahrun found Glautous in the stables, munching on hay with a murderous look in his eye. Beatrice had left for work and had given Vahrun instructions to the town offices. 
 
    When the lesser demon saw Vahrun approach he pawed at the ground angrily and his eyes rolled until the whites showed. He spat out the hay he was chewing on. 
 
    “How long were you going to leave me here?”  he demanded. 
 
    “Just long enough,” Vahrun said absentmindedly as he opened the stable door. 
 
    Glautous took a deep breath and nickered as he pulled his lips back. “You stink, just like one of them. I trust you are enjoying your time here?” 
 
    “Not in the least bit,” Vahrun said as he swung his leg over Glautous’ back. 
 
    “I thought we were going to destroy this town, not go native,” Glautous said derisively.  
 
    With inhuman strength, Vahrun squeezed the creature’s neck. The demon-horse whinnied in alarm. 
 
    “There is more to destruction than reign and fire,” Vahrun said.  
 
    Glautous remained silent, if his master ever discovered that he had torn his sister to shreds at the witch’s bidding… his fate would be far worse than anything Vahrun had in mind for Northgate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vahrun found the town offices easily enough, but when he entered the scene was much different than Beatrice had anticipated. Jackson Stromville was vehemently protesting her hasty decision. 
 
    “He’s not even a local, nor has he been vetted,” the attorney argued. “This is an elected position. William will lawfully step up to be the interim mayor until an election can be held.” 
 
    “You haven’t even given Vahrun a chance,” Beatrice protested.  
 
    “It takes more than bedding you to be mayor,” Jackson seethed.  
 
    Vahrun raised an eyebrow, it might not make him mayor — but it had been enough for him to cast a spell on Beatrice. 
 
    “I agree with Jackson, we have procedures and protocol to follow. The town needs to mourn before any decision is announced,” Will said though in a much calmer tone than the attorney. 
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen,” Vahrun said congenially.  
 
    Both Jackson and William looked up in surprise, none of them had heard him enter. Beatrice, however, beamed. Vahrun tried to not look at her.  
 
    “This is Vahrun,” she said excitedly. “If you just give him a cha-” 
 
    She never got to finish her sentence, Vahrun snapped his fingers and time froze. None of these governmental beings believed in the witchcraft and voodoo that Artemisia had practiced and thus they were susceptible to the most simple conjurings. They bore no stones of protection, amulets of banishment, or dispelling herbs. No wonder they could only travel the first plane, such mundane creatures would never survive a higher level of being. Vahrun began casting his spell; when time resumed its steady march onward, he would be the Mayor of Northgate. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
    Frantically, Mission pounded on Artemisia’s door. She didn’t answer or make any commotion from within to indicate that she would let him in. Mission glared angrily and shook the handle, but it was locked. Smoke curled from the chimney lazily and it reminded Mission of the smoldering ruins he had found of the Ramek Manor. He had found the remains of Swain by the stove but had found no trace of De’lune. In a panic, he had hunted the woods around the manor for any sign of her like a mushroom forager carefully scanning the forest floor. 
 
    Mission heard a mewling and turned to see Volker. He sinuously moved between Mission’s feet and pawed at the door twice. He glared at the handle, stretched to reach it and mewed again. With a resigned harrumph, the cat wandered through the post-harvest garden, leaving tiny footprints through the dusting of snow. Mission followed him and saw Volker carefully leap into an open window and disappear into the house with a swish of his tail.  
 
    Mission grumbled under his breath before he too went through the window. He grabbed the trim above the orifice and pulled himself up high enough that he was able to move both feet into the house and place them on the floor. He slunk the rest of his body in and looked around for Artemisia. She was sitting at the table, a mug of something steaming in her hand, and a heavy blanket draped over her small frame. Her eyes were red and rimmed with heavy, gray bags. Mission curled his lip in disgust, no doubt she pitied herself for the sheriff’s death. The younger Corax had heard every rumor the town of Northgate could muster, however no one dared utter a word of the witch’s involvement. Mission didn’t feel any sympathy for her, she should know better than to tangle with demons. Bringing them to the first plane was a recipe for disaster. 
 
    “Where is De’lune?” Mission demanded angrily. 
 
    “Either burnt in the fire, at an inn, or freezing to death in the woods,” Artemisia said, her voice scratchy and haggard.  
 
    “She had no part in her family’s affairs,” Mission protested. “How can you be so cruel?” 
 
    “She knew that they were werewolves and was complicit,” Artemisia answered. 
 
    “And I’m sure that it wasn’t Hugh who slew the sheriff. Surely it was Vahrun, you lost control of him,” Mission accused her. Artemisia didn’t answer but stared into her drink. Mission continued, “That makes you complicit in the sheriff’s death.” 
 
    “If anything, I murdered him,” Artemisia spat out. The look of self-loathing in her eyes was replaced by white, hot rage. “Now I am responsible for the deaths of three innocents. Ruckstead and both of your parents.” 
 
     Mission knew the admission was supposed to hurt him as well, but he brushed it off. He knew Artemisia’s role in his parents’ death and also knew that they both would have willingly sacrificed themselves if it meant that he lived. She had done right by them. However, leaving De’lune to her devices was not moral or just. “Make that four now. If De’lune is dead, then her blood is on your hands.” 
 
    Exasperated, Artemisia threw her hands in the air, knocking her mug onto the floor where it shattered. 
 
    “The Rameks are a stain on this town. If the entire line is dead, then this world is a better place,” Artemisia hissed. Mission preferred her when she was moping.  
 
    “Where is Vahrun?” Mission asked, and he felt his heart sink. There was no way that the demon would leave the first plane without retrieving his brother and dragging Mission across the planes with him. And both of his quarries were in the same room right now. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Artemisia said, and she sounded wretched once again. 
 
     “You know that he is going to come for me and your cat, right?” Mission said scathingly. “Have you even tried to stop him?” 
 
     Artemisia vaguely gestured to the book open on the other side of the table. Mission snorted. 
 
    “I never knew you to be weak like this,” Mission said and instantly knew he had made a mistake. Artemisia stood to her whole height and stared Mission down. He shrank before her and backed up against the kitchen stove. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the choices I had to make.  You think I wanted to sacrifice your parents? Do not challenge me ever again,” Artemisia snarled, lacking any semblance of human tone. 
 
    Mission tried to retreat further but the stove had little give, and he was backed into a corner. Artemisia took a predacious step forward before faltering and sitting back into her chair. 
 
     “Get out of my house,” she said and pressed all eight fingers against her temples. Mission complied and exited the way he had come in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    “But why am I here?” De’lune asked naively as the goddesses took her on a tour through the Temple of Mond. 
 
    Mond and Detrita both laughed heartily. 
 
    “Has a mortal ever been summoned by the gods and not asked a similar question?” Detrita asked in her lilting, melodic voice. 
 
     “Never in my experience, though that doesn’t erase the question’s validity. Humans live but one lifetime and we live many. They have difficulty grasping the broader scope beyond a hundred years,” Mond said wisely. 
 
    De’lune tried to decipher which was the elder goddess. What had come first, the moon or death? Was it possible that one had existed before the other? On what scale did death occur? 
 
    De’lune’s existential reverie was cut short as Detrita responded to Mond’s line of thought. 
 
    “Which is why they will never possess true wisdom. Their sense of self clouds their minds,” Detrita said as mushrooms and fungi bloomed in her wake. Carrion beetles scuttled eagerly after her. Their orange and black chitinous shells reflected the many lights of the heavens that touched their soldiered carapaces. The two stoats still followed loyally behind Detrita. 
 
     “Now, Detrita, we must not insult our guest. She needs to feel welcome,” Mond chastised her.  
 
    De’lune tried to decipher the power play at hand, with no luck. Detrita acted subservient to Mond for the moment, but the Goddess of Death and Decay emanated more power than the Goddess of the Moon did. Did Death find celestial beings as well as mortals? De’lune’s steps nearly faltered when she realized the implications. Gods and goddesses could meet their end just as mortals, though it may take a millennia more. Earlier they had discussed the gods that the demon Vahrun had killed. Detrita was the embodiment of death and therefore had a stronger hold over the realms than any other deity. 
 
    “Detrita, do you have any worshippers? Any devout zealots?” De’lune asked before biting her tongue. “Of course, I mean no disrespect.” 
 
    “No being ever disrespects the Goddess Detrita knowingly,” Mond cautioned. 
 
    “It is quite all right,” Detrita said easily. “There are those who follow me into the afterlife and they are rewarded justly. They are the wisest of their kin, regardless of the plane they call home. Death and decay find all beings eventually. I do not need prayers, flocks, or congregations, as all must meet me in the end.” 
 
    De’lune said nothing and Mond laughed. 
 
    “She is not as dire as she seems. Her brother, Messis, is the God of Green and the Harvest, and her sons Mycorr and Hizae give life to the very foods that lend their energy to humans. Indeed, her sons’ work can be observed on every plane of existence,” Mond explained. 
 
    “The deities have children?” De’lune asked.  
 
    “Indeed, we are prone to the same inclinations as you humans are,” Detrita answered. “Mycorr, Hizae, introduce yourselves.” 
 
    It seemed as if the goddess had spoken to thin air, but behind her the two stoats shifted their shapes. They rose onto their hind legs and their paws shifted first as their toes and fingers elongated and then their faces shrank, though still retained their weaselly characteristics. Their bones popped and their hair fell out, replaced by kingly clothing of deep, coffee colors and hunter greens. Their garments were streaked with white filigree, like the roots of the fungi of their namesake. Or the fungi which earned its name from the godlings. Both Mycorr and Hizae had beady eyes and appeared to be no older than Mission. They bowed deeply, though the satire of the motion was obvious.  
 
    “It is my pleasure to bring your attention to Detrita’s sons, Mycorr, Hizae. Without them, the ecosystems of your plane would lack life and never flourish,” Mond said eloquently. 
 
    “The ‘whats’ of my plane?” De’lune asked quizzically. 
 
    “I forget that the seventh plane is far beyond the first, forget I said anything,” Mond said and laughed easily. 
 
    De’lune tried to forget what the goddess had said, but the word ecosystem was burned in her brain. 
 
    The sons of Detrita shared her earthy skin and dark eyes, fungi sprouted from their pores and their soil was embedded in their nails. They didn’t appear dirty, but natural. They were the very essence of life and nature. Detrita’s children said no word of greeting before they reverted to their stoat forms.  
 
    De’lune tried to process what she had just seen and heard. The Goddess of Death and Decay was intimately connected to the powers that brought life to the realms. Without Detrita, her sons, and brother, the gods and goddesses would have no one to rule over. No doubt the deities revered Detrita with the same respect that De’lune and her sisters of worship showed Mond. 
 
    Shaking her head, the last remaining Ramek remembered her initial question. 
 
     “Why am I here?” De’lune reiterated. They stopped at one last door, though every previous room had been the same expanse of marble columns, rubies and topaz.  
 
     “To determine if you deserve true power,” Mond said, regarding her devotee with a side eye.  
 
    “You called me here to test me?” De’lune said in shock. She had believed her goddess to be kind and doted on her loyal zealots. 
 
    “We are all tested, some more than others. I would not have called you if I did not think you would pass,” Mond assured her as she pushed the final door open. 
 
    De’lune could not have prepared herself for what was on the other side of the portal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Swain and Hugh were positioned on their knees, their hands bound behind their backs and their mouths gagged. After seeing both of their deaths, De’lune’s heart fluttered at the mere sight of her family. Their eyes begged her for release, but she knew that was not why the goddess Mond had called her. 
 
    Guardedly, De’lune looked over at her deity. Mond’s porcelain features revealed nothing. Instead she withdrew a long dagger with a pearlescent blade and a bleached, leather handgrip from within her shift which moments before had been too fragile to conceal such a weapon. 
 
    “You know what you need to do,” Mond assured her as she placed the weapon in De’lune’s hand. De’lune’s eyes widened, but she didn’t reject the blade. 
 
     “What happens to them if their souls are destroyed here?” De’lune asked. Mond only looked at her with a dire expression. Detrita laughed behind the Goddess of the Moon.  
 
    De’lune tightened her grip around the blade and remembered Mond’s words from earlier: Did they ever believe in you? No. Your father doted on your brother and largely ignored you. You waited on them like a servant girl. They needed to feel your power. 
 
    The youngest Ramek nodded as she looked at the desperate eyes of her family. They had treated her like dirt, they had never allowed her to blossom into her own woman. She had been nothing to them. 
 
    De’lune approached the prone figure of her brother and grasped him by the shoulder. He looked urgently into her eyes and found them blank. Hugh wriggled against his bonds and moaned against his gag, but it was all for naught. The blade easily split breastbone from rib and shredded his ethereal heart. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and his soul split into a million pieces as it was rendered into nothingess. 
 
    Turning to her father, De’lune’s heart hardened. Swain’s expression pleaded with her, but she was loyal only to the Goddess Mond. She leaned in close to him and whispered, “You should have believed in me, now you can feel my power.” 
 
    She rammed the sacrificial dagger into his chest and he convulsed for several seconds as his soul dissipated into the interplanal spaces. She would never have to see her brother or father again. De’lune had risen in power and felt the goddess coursing through her. She felt the metallic tang of anxiety in her mouth and knew that she desired revenge above all. The witch Artemisia needed to pay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    Rifling through paperwork in his office, Attorney Jackson Stromville had a glassy look in his eyes. He couldn’t remember a time that Mayor Vahrun Quartersmith had not been the elected official of Northgate. In fact, he couldn’t remember a better mayor even if he searched the town annals. However, he also couldn’t remember a single ordinance that the mayor had passed. 
 
    In the adjacent office, Treasurer William Maybury was having the same thoughts. Mayor Vahrun Quartersmith was no doubt adept at his job, perhaps even overqualified. The treasurer absentmindedly signed a few more documents and officially swore in the new mayor.  
 
    Down the hall, just past the foyer, Beatrice Axel prepared additional official documents to accompany Mayor Vahrun’s signing in. Usually such an event would be publicized and released in the newspaper, but this was a tumultuous time and certain steps could be sidestepped. Beatrice believed that she was doing the right thing for the Town of Northgate, and her being smitten by the new mayor had nothing to do with her actions. Once she had completed the last document, she took it down the hall to Jackson and William. The spells that had been cast on the three of them differed, though none of them were capable of questioning their loyalty to the new Mayor of Northgate. Both Jackson and William believed that the mayor had been in office for at least three months, while Beatrice was aware that he had not even spent a single day on the job. All the same, they were dead set on Vahrun presiding over their town. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Reclining in the desk chair, Vahrun kicked his feet up on the cluttered strewn surface. With one lazy foot, he kicked papers into the garbage bin. Just as many papers found their way down the gullet of the small, steel receptacle as scattered across the floor. 
 
    Spying the ash tray on the center of the desk, Vahrun leaned forward, plucked a butt from the pile of ash and popped it into his mouth. He chewed it for a moment with a pensive expression before he spat it on the floor. He rang a bell on his desk and Beatrice came in a moment later. 
 
    “Yes, master?”  she asked. Vahrun raised an eyebrow and she continued, rather flustered, “I mean, mayor.” 
 
    “Of course you did. Before the untimely deaths of Mayor Kerrick and Swain Ramek, did they happen to have a meeting?” Vahrun inquired as he picked up a pen off of the desk. He held it up between his index finger and thumb to twist it idly to examine its build. He had no inkling of its purpose. He let it fall to the desk and looked to Beatrice. 
 
    “Yes, they did, as a matter of fact…” The secretary trailed off. 
 
    “And what was the conclusion of their discussion?” Vahrun asked.  
 
    “To arrest and hang the witch Artemisia,” Beatrice answered. Her eyes twinkled in anticipation of her master’s pleasure. 
 
    Vahrun smiled and bared his teeth. A fitting end to the source of all his problems. Of course, he had to first find his brother and then steal Mission away to the fourth plane. His last act in this plane would end with a noose around Artemisia’s neck.  
 
    “And since our late sheriff has since retired, who is the new authority of the law?” Vahrun asked, his feet still propped on the desk. 
 
    “Deputy James Kerfield,” Beatrice answered and then reconsidered. “Sheriff James Kerfield. At least in the interim. No doubt the people will demand an election. But he comes from a good family and is a sensible young man.” 
 
    “In the meantime, then, I will need documentation that Artemisia has been sentenced to be hung,” Vahrun said. Not being experienced in the public proceedings of humans, he was beginning to catch on. Beatrice, Jackson, and William all spoke in such a rigid manner.  
 
    “There already is one, but the mayor had the only copy. It should be in his house or the sheriff’s office,” Beatrice answered. 
 
    “Do you know where the mayor lives? I have already been to the sheriff’s office, but I will need a guide if I am to wander the town,” Vahrun asked and Beatrice’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Oh yes, I don’t have any appointments this afternoon,” she said and hurriedly darted from the office to gather her briefcase. 
 
    Vahrun let his head collapse into his waiting hands and pressed his fingers against his temples. This woman would be the death of him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The demon and his secretary crossed town, Vahrun astride Glautous and Beatrice riding an actual horse. Beatrice’s steed surveyed both Vahrun and Glautous with a knowing eye. It detected that neither of them belonged on this plane. As such, it hung back several feet behind and would not respond to Beatrice’s urgent heels.  
 
    “He never behaves like this…” Beatrice said and made a clicking sound with her mouth. “If only my father could see me now, he would say, I told you to get a gelding.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little too familiar of a conversation for public officials to be having?” Vahrun asked drolly. 
 
    “As if our sortie in the Hanging Moose was not even more scandalous?” Beatrice rebutted. 
 
    “I had not been sworn in yet.” Vahrun sighed and wished he had cast a stronger spell on the woman. There was time yet. 
 
    “Turn here,” the secretary said as she struggled with her horse. Vahrun obeyed and halted Glautous while he waited for Beatrice’s further instructions. She dismounted and grabbed her horse’s reins and dragged him along as she marched alongside the demons. 
 
     “This is it,” she said and pointed. She handed her horse to a servant and Vahrun did the same. He was surprised that the servants still stayed at the manor, with the mayor being dead. 
 
    “How long will Mayor Kerrick’s slaves work at the property since he is deceased?” Vahrun asked as the horses were led away. 
 
    “Until Missus Kerrick passes. Or at least until John is in the ground,” Beatrice said rather cavalierly about a man she had once slept with. The two town officials entered the home and passed the barely breathing form of Kerrick’s wife. She would draw her last breath after the demon had exited the building. 
 
    Beatrice needed no introduction or tour of the building. She led Vahrun upstairs to the study. The demon wasn’t sure what he was looking for, he had seen more signed papers than he had ever needed to in his centuries long life in the span of a few days. He still couldn’t differentiate between the different forms or grasp the necessity for them. 
 
     Beatrice, having authored the warrant, began scanning the papers expertly. She did so methodically and expeditiously.  
 
    Vahrun lost interest in the warrant and began running his fingers along the spines of the many books that had belonged to the late mayor. 
 
    He wandered the room without purpose before settling into the moose paddle chair. He recalled the conversation with Ruckstead, who had seen the warrant. The sheriff had been too clever to have left it lying around. Surely the document had been destroyed. 
 
    “We can always write another one,” Vahrun said to the air. “We are wasting our time here.” 
 
    Despite the fact that he was talking more to himself, Beatrice answered. 
 
    “It won’t take me long at all to replicate it.” She began sidling over to Vahrun. He groaned inwardly as she straddled him. She grasped his face with both hands and leaned in, her tongue finding its way between his teeth. Vahrun returned the kiss and fought the urge to shove the woman off him as she fumbled with his belt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    Fat snowflakes slowly floated to the ground, despite the blue skies that were visible. Gertrude rode a mare named Lily. It was the horse she had ridden when she recruited Mission to help her save Ruckstead and Artemisia. The other horse was a young gelding named Ransom, who would eventually be Benjamin’s when he was old enough to ride. Gertrude left Ransom in the paddock this morning before she set out. Already the young boy was exuberant when it was time to feed the horses and Ransom would lean down so Benjamin could pet his nose. 
 
    Pulling her fur-lined hood closer around her face, Gertrude urged Lily to a quicker pace. Just because the sky was blue did not mean it wasn’t cold. It seemed like days when the sun shone it was the coldest and overcast days insulated the air just a little better. Lily obeyed and in minutes they were speeding through the forest. The snow accumulated on the pine branches, but very little of it reached the ground, at least for now. In another month the forest floor would be a thick blanket of snow several feet deep. Gertrude reined in Lily as they neared the witch’s cottage. The sheriff’s widow slid from the saddle and let Lily into the paddock with Newt. The two horses nickered when they spotted each other. It brought a smile to her face, as Ruckstead had never known the stallion who had sired Ransom. Hopefully this visit wouldn’t yield another surprise colt. 
 
    Gertrude knocked on the door and this time Artemisia answered. The witch still looked miserable, though some color had come back to her face, an improvement as her complexion was naturally pale and she had looked especially corpselike.  
 
    “Come in,” Artemisia said hoarsely. She pulled up a chair for Gertrude. “Would you care for some tea?” 
 
    “If you have some brewed,” Gertrude said politely. 
 
    Artemisia obliged, tea had been her sole source of sustenance since Vahrun had eaten Ruckstead. The witch set down a cup in front of Gertrude and poured herself another. She sat down and awkwardly regarded Gertrude. 
 
    “I am so very sorry. I never meant for things to happen how they did…” the witch said as tears budded in her eyes. 
 
    “I did not come for your apologies. Ruckstead came to you for help and you offered what you could. The werewolves are dead, you did what he asked,” Gertrude said. 
 
    “Then why have you come?” Artemisia asked, though it wasn’t rudely. 
 
    “I have come to ask you for help,” Gertrude asked. “I need to kill the demon Vahrun.” 
 
    “What about Benjamin? He needs his mother now more than ever,” Artemisia asked miserably. 
 
    “I have hired a nanny. Once his father is avenged, I will see to his needs and never leave his side until he is old enough to ask me to,” Gertrude said icily. “Now, will you help me kill Vahrun?” 
 
    Artemisia shook her head. “I am trying to figure that out. I have read every book I have. I would have to bind a more powerful demon or trick him into swearing another oath. I would have to travel to the fifth or sixth planes to find a demon that is lesser to only a god.” 
 
    “And that is not possible?” Gertrude asked.  
 
    “I would have to trick one of them into the oath or trap them and bribe them into it. That is beyond me. There is a reason why I only hunt for demons on the fourth plane,” Artemisia said. 
 
    “Could we petition a god?” Gertrude pressed. 
 
    “I have tried and been sent away by the entire pantheon of the seventh plane. Even if we found one willing to help, the seventh plane calls Vahrun the Godkiller. He and his siblings have killed several of the highest beings.” 
 
    “What about his siblings?” Gertrude asked. “Can you bind one of them?” 
 
    “His sister, Verina, I defeated in my last demonic foray. His brother,” Artemisia said and glanced at Volker who was snoozing by the fireplace, “is right there.” 
 
    “The cat is a demon,” Gertrude said in disbelief. “Why didn’t you use him to kill the werewolves?” 
 
    Gertrude tried to keep the tone in her voice neutral, but by the look on Artemisia’s face, she had done a poor job.  
 
    “He has been bound on this plane in that form for sixteen years. His powers have waned and the vulkodlak had been returned with the blessing of the Goddess Mond. Hugh would have been more than a match for him.  And if he fled the cat’s body the poor animal would have been driven mad,” Artemisia explained. 
 
    “So, he cannot defeat his brother?” Gertrude asked. She found Artemisia’s explanation rather weak. 
 
    “It is all right if you do not trust my judgment. But I can’t ask Volker to take on his brother and end his self-imposed banishment. Besides, Vahrun would recognize his brother’s human form. He would need to occupy another body that had access to Vahrun,” Artemisia said defensively.  
 
    “Vahrun has taken up residence as the Mayor of Northgate. I cannot sit by idly.” Getrude had a fire in her eyes. “I can ask him, if you allow it.” 
 
     Artemisia nodded and glanced back over at the cat. Volker shook his head, stretched, yawned as wide as his jaws would allow and cantered over to Getrude. He jumped up onto her lap and stared into her eyes deeper than any mundane creature could. 
 
    “Your brother killed my husband and is now ruling over Northgate,” Gertrude said as evenly as she could. She felt utterly ridiculously speaking to an animal like this. “Will you help me kill him?” 
 
    True to cat form, Volker leapt from her lap and yawned and stretched once more. Pensively, he rubbed behind one of his ears and licked his paw before repeating the gesture. Gertrude looked to Artemisia for guidance, but the witch only shrugged. 
 
    “Volker does not belong to me. He is his own being,” Artemisia supplied.  
 
    Gertrude stood to leave, but the wind began howling interminably loud and the trees to moan as their tops whipped in the gale. Gertrude turned back to Volker. A mist began pouring from the mouth and ears of the cat, pooling on the ground and condensing into a viscous puddle of silver. Soon a puddle five feet across in any direction began to boil and bubble while the cat the demon had been possessing shrieked in terror and hid behind the stove. Its body shook from tip to tail, its eyes wide in obvious confusion. 
 
    The demonic liquid began to rise and take shape. It morphed and stretched at its boundaries before it settled, and the liquid condensed further into a solid as the figure grew hair, eyes, and teeth. Volker stood before the witch and the widow in his true form. He had five eyes, and two mouths and noses. His four ears swiveled independently. Like his brother he had four arms and walked like a man. 
 
    “I will help you, Gertrude,” Volker said, each mouth speaking a different part of the sentence. The intonations as the different tongues pronounced the different syllables sent chills running down Gertrude’s spine. “Perhaps this can be my penance for turning Mission into an orphan.” 
 
    “Great. When do we start?” Gertrude asked, feeling courageous for even facing the demon. 
 
    “As soon as possible, but Artemisia is right. I will need to inhabit a body that can get close to my brother. We will need an elaborate ruse as I have grown weak and Vahrun has grown stronger in my absence from the demon realm,” Volker answered. 
 
    “So, whose body and mind do we sacrifice to defeat Vahrun?” Artemisia asked. From the dark look in Gertrude’s eyes, she already had a host in mind. 
 
    “I can only think of one we will be able to lure here to possess,” Gertrude said, and her lip trembled. Artemisia already knew who she was referring to. 
 
    “James Kerfield?” 
 
    At the mention of the victim’s name, Gertrude let her face fall into her hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Will he be driven mad, no matter how long the demon is in his body?” Gertrude asked once she had recovered from her premeditated guilt. 
 
    “Will it be irreparable? Perhaps. He may resume some sense of himself, but he will never be the same,” Volker answered.  
 
     “Can we ask for his permission? He is sworn to uphold the law…” Gertrude asked, though she knew the futility. 
 
     “Would you sacrifice your sanity to stop Vahrun?” Artemisia said pointedly. “It may not be fair, but it is better than dooming the entire town to the demon’s whims.” 
 
    “Whatever is to be done, must be done soon. Now that Vahrun is no longer bound by oath to Artemisia, he will seek his revenge. First, he will either take Mission or come here to bring me back to the fourth plane. We do not have the luxury of time,” Volker said. 
 
    The witch and widow had a wordless exchange, the looks in their eyes stating that they would take whatever measure necessary. And with that, the fate of Deputy James Kerfield was sealed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    De’lune sat near a pond outside Mond’s temple. Large blackfish that scintillated yellow when the sun struck them swam fleetingly near the surface. A frog as white as snow was perched on a lily, while underwing moths and night-witches fluttered across the water. De’lune absentmindedly touched the water, her fingers barely breaking the tension as she reveled in the cool sensation. The fish darted over to her, eagerly nibbling her fingers with gentle mouths before they discovered that she was not feeding them and their interest waned.  
 
    Fairy rings of little brown mushrooms sprouted to her left, and De’lune knew that the goddesses were near. She straightened the front of her dress and moved to stand up when she felt a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “There is no need for you to grovel each time you greet us,” Mond said gently in her rough voice. “You are a daughter of mine and deserve the same respect I command.” 
 
    The barefooted Goddess of the Moon easily reclined next to the pond, her feet dipping below the water to tangle with the elodea and algae. Detrita remained standing, no doubt because her presence would cause the pond to foul. De’lune pushed the image of belly-up fish and frog skeletons from her mind.  Then again, the grass behind Detrita had greened where the fungi bloomed earlier. De’lune recalled what Mond had said, that Detrita, Mycorr, and Hizae enriched the ecosystems of her plane. Mond’s temple and gardens were a bounty, and perhaps it was due to the presence of the Goddess of Death and Decay. Detrita’s presence could still mean ill for Mond, or so De’lune fretted. 
 
    “As it were, De’lune,” Mond said. “It is time for you to return and test your powers.” 
 
    “Test my powers?”  the Ramek asked. 
 
    “Your body has been discovered, you must destroy the humans who have it,” Mond answered. “Simply ask and I will smite them.” 
 
    De’lune nodded. “Can I come back here when I have done what is needed?” 
 
    As she asked that, she felt the pull of her physical body and her ethereal form responded. She grew thin, like fog blown in the wind and her essence was wisped from the Garden of Mond. The last thing she heard from the seventh plane was, “All of my children dance in the moon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    De’lune blinked blearily and felt the very human ache of her bones and the hunger in her stomach. She had been gone from her body for days and the neglect it had received was obvious. Her throat burned from the parch of thirst. She tried to sit up and realized that she was bound spread eagle over a rock. Around her, figures dressed in animal furs and feathers danced gleefully. She saw one wearing a bear skull and claws, another with a beaked face and feathered arms, and as she glanced around she recognized her peril. She had heard rumors and legends of the First People who inhabited the Windgall and Corpinia Ranges since her arrival in Northgate. They would kidnap and sacrifice humans to their gods in order to achieve union with their animal spirit. Ruefully, De’lune wondered if their god was familiar with Mond or Detrita.  One of the First People danced over to her, grabbed her by the face, ran his tongue from her collarbone to her ear, and whispered something incoherent. He was dressed in a pelt made from the skin of many lizards and snakes and his eyes glowed avaricious and yellow from behind the mask.  Behind his ghastly visage, the moon waxed gibbous in the late afternoon. Its nearly full and yellow form smiled down at De’lune. 
 
    “Mond, help me,” De’lune whispered. Without warning, the tethers around her wrists and ankles slackened and fell away. Instinct rather than reason driving her, De’lune pushed herself from the block and grabbed the lizard-man by the neck and lifted him from his feet. She clenched her fist and effortlessly crushed the man’s windpipe. She hurled his corpse into his comrades, who tumbled to the ground. Stepping from the sacrificial stone, her skin glowed with the same light as the moon and her eyes were the color of opals. Raising her hands, she drew the remaining humans to her.  
 
    Like the guiding force of the moon to the tides, they were dragged across the ground to her feet. De’lune breathed on them and mushrooms began to grow rapidly from their mouths, ears, eyes, and nostrils while other growths burst from their skin. De’lune had pledged no loyalty to the Goddess of Death, yet still Detrita offered her aid. For some reason this terrified De’lune. The divine powers fled her body once they were no longer needed, and De’lune felt weak and hungry. She darted off into the forest, searching for water and food. Despite that she was starving, the thought of eating human flesh turned her stomach. 
 
    She found a stream easily enough and greedily slurped at his burbling flow, while frost licked at its edges. There would be much less plant forage to find this close to winter. In a bind she could eat acorns, but she had no pot to boil them in to leach their tannins, and they would make her ill. Ill was better than dead, though. If she could find burdock or a field of sego lilies, she would have enough sustenance to make the return journey to town.  
 
    She had fled her home, at the south end of town when she discovered the henbane, growing as a testament to Mond. But that did not mean that the First People had not carried her north from the Coprinia foothills to the Windgalls. She needed to find high ground and study the peaks. The sun dipping westward would do little to help her navigate without any landmarks. It was nearly nightfall and she had little desire to be caught out in freezing temperatures. She would need to move quick if she was to survive.  
 
    After walking a quarter mile, De’lune found a hillock devoid of any trees. She saw the town of Northgate in the near distance, settled in the valley behind the Windgalls and Coprinia Mountains. Turning around, she saw Mimbry, Northgate, and Horned Peak staring back at her. She laughed and whirled around as gleefully as the dance of the First People. As she moved across the clearing, she nearly tripped when she spotted a single white flower with three petals, each holding a single spot of purple. She stooped and held it delicately in her hands. She glanced up at the rising moon in appreciation. 
 
    Raking her hands across the soil she found the first bulb and held it aloft. She didn’t bother to wipe the dirt free from it before popping it into her mouth. She felt saliva well in her mouth and wondered how many days it had been since she had ascended planes. She found a second and third bulb and didn’t stop until she had her fill. 
 
    Rocking back on her heels, De’lune carefully considered her plan. She had no home, she would need an ally. There was only one that she could think of. She started towards Northgate with purpose, her destination:  The Oyster Block of Raven’s Barrow. Mission would certainly offer her shelter, but she would have to be silent on her divine quest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    Mission set a kettle of water to boil on the stove. He had enough water for a cup of coffee and a bowl of oatmeal. Next to the kettle an egg, a woman down the hall had given him, sizzled. Mission survived on traded favors and the wares his cousin had given him. Most residents in Northgate would have believed him a pauper, but the amount of coins he had ferreted in a hole in the wall behind his bed was astounding. He was saving up to buy a horse and even supplies to leave Northgate and head south. It was still dark outside, but Mission often rose before the sun and went to bed long after it had set. In fact, he rarely slept, the civilized population never understood that the urchins, prostitutes, and unsavories made the most of their time when the town slumbered. 
 
    In a few more hours the sun would rise, and Mission would leave his apartment with sunken and bloodshot eyes. Carefully he scraped the egg with a fork to flip it over. A furious knocking broke his concentration and he cursed as the yolk ran across the skillet. He crossed the tiny floorplan of his dwelling and swung the door open, ready to give his visitor a piece of his mind. His jaw dropped when he saw a dirty and shivering De’lune. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning light filtered in through the drapes drawn across the window of Kerrick’s townhouse. Its new residents Vahrun and Beatrice lay strewn across the bed underneath the many layers of blankets and furs piled atop them. What the servants thought of these two, neither knew. They supposed that the help did what they were hired to do and serving was just that. With both Kerricks in the ground, nobody would be paying them unless the house was occupied. There was nobody to settle the affairs either and it would be a while before the Town Attorney turned his eye that direction. Looters from Raven’s Barrow could clear the house of all valuables during that time.  
 
    Indeed, the help was already pocketing small pieces of jewelry. Bruna had a splendid set of pearl earrings and a matching necklace. As soon as she had hocked it, she would begin looking for an apartment of her own. She could barely pursue a husband while she was making a home for a different family, though she had little qualms that the new mayor and Beatrice would become any more than what they were. 
 
    Rising from the bed, Vahrun pushed the furs to the ground and stretched. He found his breeches and socks and pulled them on before he found his tunic and tucked it in. Beatrice groggily reached for the blankets and shivered a little when she found there were none within reach. 
 
    “What are you doing up so early?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    Vahrun snorted. In the fourth plane he never slept, nor did he pretend to. With Beatrice hanging on his every move, he had to lie in bed for hours on end and lie still to fool her. If he stirred too much she would ask, what are you thinking about?  
 
    Vahrun decided to grace her with an answer. “I have town business to attend to.” 
 
    “Kerrick never rose this early and certainly never attended to business,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “And perhaps that is why Northgate is in the sorry state of affairs it is,” Vahrun said and smiled to himself. He knew it would strike a cord as Beatrice did all the mayor’s work. 
 
     Beatrice said bolt upright at this. “Was that supposed to be hurtful?” 
 
     Vahrun considered pushing it a little further, but decided he had no time for petty arguments. He waved his hand and exerted his spell a little further and the human was once again coerced completely. 
 
    “Do you need any help with your work today?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “No, go back to bed.” Vahrun frowned.  
 
    Beatrice most certainly could not attend the matters at hand with him. Her being present in the witch’s cottage would be a chance for Artemisia to break the spell. And Vahrun needed his servants. In fact, once he kidnapped Volker, he would be returning to the fourth plane so his sister could keep an eye on their errant brother.  
 
    Then he would return to find the youngest Corax and ensure that Artemisia paid for her meddling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    Gertrude dismounted and knocked on the door of the jail twice. She heard Kerfield shuffle from within and the portico opened quickly.  
 
    “Good morning, you know that you don’t have to knock,” James said pleasantly. His eyes and skin were drawn, however. “Nobody has to knock, this is a public space.” 
 
    “Politeness deems it appropriate,” Gertrude said amiably. Her brain was reeling from the dastardly nature of her plan. “I am not here for a nice visit. I need your help.” 
 
    “With?” Deputy, now interim Sheriff, James asked.  
 
    “Artemisia. I think she knows more about my husband’s death than she has let on,” Gertrude said firmly. 
 
    “With all due respect, I would rather not,” Kerfield said and blushed. “The witch gave Ruckstead enough problems and I would rather not start my career off on a bad foot with her.” 
 
    “Thank you for your candor, I will be off then,” Gertrude said and made for the door. 
 
    Kerfield blew out a long sigh and held up his hand. “Give me a minute to saddle my horse.” 
 
    Once on the road, Kerfield turned to Gertrude and asked, “So how have you been getting on?” 
 
    It was a classic Kerfield question, full of awkwardness. Gertrude regarded him out of the corner of her eye for a moment as their horses’ hooves clopped on the cobblestone street. 
 
    “Not good, James, not good.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the ride was endured in silence. Kerfield thought it had been because of his blunt question, but it was due to Gertrude’s troubled conscience. She knocked on the witch’s door but heard no answer. The seconds ticked by and when she had just about lost her nerve and given up hope, Artemisia came out of the woods, a wicker basket full of dirty roots in her hand. 
 
    “I am sorry if I kept you waiting. This is the last harvest I will be able to make before the ground freezes solid. November is just around the corner,” she said casually.  
 
    Gertrude admired her guile. Kerfield just tipped his hat in greeting. Artemisia made a motion for Gertrude to step aside as she grabbed the doorknob. Artemisia twisted the handle and let the door swing inward, though she stepped out of the way. Volker the cat stepped forward and eyed Kerfield up and down for a moment. 
 
    “This one,” Artemisia said, her voice full of regret. 
 
    James Kerfield turned to the witch and stared at the finger pointed at him. “What is going on?” 
 
    He never did get an answer as the demon’s essence had already begun pouring from the cat’s eyes, mouth, and nose and entered into the young sheriff. Kerfield’s body seized and convulsed while he frothed at the mouth. No noise left his body, but his face flushed purple and he mimed a gagging motion before it abruptly stopped. 
 
    He straightened, popped his neck, and smiled a toothy grin. It bore none of the awkward shyness that marked Kerfield. Now, he was a picture of confidence. The biggest difference was that his eyes were now green. The cat that the demon had been inhabiting began to quiver furiously, yowling at the top of its lungs. Artemisia dropped the roots, a little more dirt wouldn’t harm them, and plucked the cat off the ground. Instantly it became a flurry of claws and teeth. Artemisia held him firmly at arm’s length and carried him over to the root cellar.  She grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck and opened the door with her free hand and cast the scrabbling animal inside. She clanged the door shut and looked at the deep rake marks across her hands and wrists.  
 
    “Will James be like that?” Gertrude asked in shock. 
 
    “No, I won’t be in his body for that long,” Volker answered. Already he could feel James squirming within him, trying to find a way out or a way to push the demon out. The cat was much easier to possess, it hardly struggled and the two had many conversations together. With any luck he would be able to return to his cat form once Vahrun was dead.  
 
    Animals were simple and easy to coexist with, but humans were a different matter. The cat was shocked at the loss of its constant companion upon depossession, humans were disturbed that the inner sanctum of their mind had been invaded. They would struggle and burn themselves out and hide meekly in one corner as if afraid to touch another being with their psyche. Once released, they suffered from paranoia and the disorders that sprang from it. 
 
    “That in mind, you two need to journey into town and track down Vahrun. I will join you shortly,” Artemisia said. She began sorting through her salves for one made of arnica to apply to the scratches. 
 
    “You won’t be coming with us?” Gertrude asked. 
 
    “We don’t have a plan yet, but I am working on one. I will join you shortly.” 
 
    Gertrude and Volker-Kerfield left the cabin and rode into town. If they had lingered for five more minutes, they would have spotted Vahrun heading north on the Main Road.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    Artemisia looked up, startled, when she heard her door swing open. She regained her composure just as the human version of Vahrun walked in. 
 
    “Come to pay your respects?” Artemisia asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Only to collect a wayward brother,” Vahrun snarled and backhanded the witch. Artemisia collapsed to the ground, her cheek smarting painfully. She spat out blood and rose to her feet. With a shaky hand, she moved the hair out of her face. 
 
    “He will not be returning with you. It would behoove you to leave this plane,” Artemisia said as calmly as she could. The obsidian and jade necklace around her neck would protect her from any demonic enchantments or curses, but nonetheless, Vahrun could kill her with his bare hands. 
 
    “Willingly or not, he will come. He has been away from the fourth plane for too long. His powers have weakened, he is no threat to me,” Vahrun said as he stormed about the cottage, tearing books from shelves and flinging glass against the wall. His concept of what size a hiding place a cat could fit in was askew.  
 
    Artemisia eyed the candle on the table and the dried sage hanging in the windowsill. If she was quick, she could banish him from her home. She lunged for the candle, but Vahrun was quicker. He caught her by the wrist and twisted it back towards her until it popped. Artemisia let out a stifled cry as he continued to bend it and force her to the floor. He let go of her and she collapsed the rest of the way to the ground. He kicked her in the ribs with his full force, and this time she did not rise. He made a hacking noise in the back of his throat and spat in her face. He went back to razing her home and in his fury he kicked the bookcase, which slid to reveal the cellar. A pitiful mewling came back to him and he grinned sadistically. 
 
    “Don’t worry brother, I am here,” he said as he rushed down the steps into the dark. He emerged holding a whining gray cat by the scruff of its neck. He gingerly set the beast on the table and stared into its frightened eyes. “What has she done to you, Volker?” 
 
    The tenderness he treated the cat with stood in stark contrast to the beating Artemisia had just received. Vahrun gently ran his hand from the creature’s head to the base of his spine and it began purring, though the fear never left its expression.  
 
    “Volker, we can go home now,” Vahrun pleaded with the cat. Still, it did not recognize him. “Home, not this blasted plane. Remember how powerful we were? You, Verina, and I can hunt the gods again. Don’t tell me that you don’t miss that?” 
 
    In answer, the cat purred a little deeper and this seemed to please Vahrun. Artemisia, however, was about to spoil his happiness. 
 
    “Verina is dead,” she hissed from the floor. She cradled her hand and made no move to get up from her prone position. 
 
    Vahrun snapped his gaze onto her and shrieked in anger, “What do you mean dead?” 
 
    “As a doornail,” Artemisia said stoically. “Your friend, Glautous, tore her apart in front of my very eyes.” 
 
    Vahrun visibly shook with rage. “This cannot be!”
“Go ask him yourself.” Artemisia jerked her chin towards the door. 
 
    Turning back to the cat, Vahrun seethed. “Brother, I tried to coax you…” 
 
    He placed his palm on the cat’s face and made a gesture as if to pull something from it, but nothing came. Confused, he tried again and again. Realization dawned on him and he turned to the witch. 
 
    “You have hidden him elsewhere, this is just a cat,” Vahrun snarled and Artemisia nodded smugly. Vahrun picked up the feline by its throat and shook it viciously until its spine snapped in many different places. He continued to shake the limp body long after it had died. He grabbed its stomach with his hand and tore past its flesh into its intestines. He pulled it apart like an accordion and tossed it onto Artemisa. 
 
    “I will deal with Glautous first, then I will find Mission and take him home with me. Once I have seen that he has suffered I will return for my brother,” Vahrun threatened and stormed from the cabin. 
 
    The witch limped to her feet as she heard Vahrun transmogrify into his demon-self outside her door. His heavy footsteps disappeared down the trail towards town. Artemisia grabbed her damaged hand with her left and pulled until the bones popped back into place. She gasped in pain and her vision swam, but she had no time to set a splint or find her bone-set salve. She had to warn Mission. 
 
    She hobbled over to the stable, her ribs protesting with each step. She had no time to saddle Newt, nor did she think she would be able to lift the heavy tack. She stood on one of the fence rails and whistled.   The white stallion came trotting over. She swung her leg over his back and clucked her tongue in a command for speed and he began galloping as smoothly as possible, to not jar her recently garnered injuries. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    Vahrun crossed through Northgate without any regards for who saw him in his demonic state. His hulking form barreled towards the stables at the Mayor’s Mansion. He found the stable boy attending Glautous, picked the servant up by the back of his shirt and bit the boy’s head clean off. The blood showered the demon horse, who nickered excitably in response.  
 
    “You stupid sonofabitch,” Vahrun growled, his voice reverberating off the wood framed building.  
 
    The whites of the horse’s eyes rolled when Glautous realized that Vahrun’s anger was towards him. He backed up into the corner of the stall. He reared, his hooves lashing out towards the three eyed demon cat. Glautous was trapped in the form of a horse from a spell woven by Vahrun, and thus he couldn’t escape. There were few demons in the fourth plane pantheon who could have challenged Vahrun or his siblings, and Glautous was not one of them. 
 
    Vahrun easily caught one of the hooves in his hand and squeezed until the bone cracked. Glautous squealed in pain and Vahrun grabbed the other foreleg with both of his upper arms and splintered the bone. He let Glautous fall to the ground, prostrate as if bowing. The horse stumbled but couldn’t get back to his feet. Pressing all four of his hands against the sides of Glautous’ head, Vahrun held him tight and lifted him off the ground. He pressed his face against Glautous’ and stared,   looking him dead in the eyes. 
 
    “You thought you could kill my sister without any punishment?” Vahrun laughed, teetering on the edge of sanity. Glautous nickered in answer, but that was all he could do bound to his current body. Vahrun continued, “I know it was due to the witch’s trickery, but you would have done well to have told me.” 
 
    Vahrun pressed his hands against the horse’s head and Glautous screamed in agony as his skull imploded on his brain. Vahrun was coated in the gore, but he wasn’t done. He ripped what was left of the head free from the body and shoved one arm down the esophagus. He groped around within the body cavity until he found the heart and wrenched it free of its cage. As he devoured it, he resumed his human form, completely clean of any offal. 
 
    During this entire display, Vahrun had been completely unaware of a spectator. Beatrice now stood shaking in the doorway to the stables, a rewritten warrant clutched in her shaking hand. She continued to watch in abject horror as her newest lover ate the heart of a horse. Turning on her heel silently, she headed to the town offices. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The apartment was never meant to support more than one person, and now Mission and De’lune both sat on his bed. She was on his pillow, one leg curled beneath her while the other draped to the ground.  Mission rested against the footboard. She had bathed and once again looked beautiful, though she still shivered.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Mission asked offhandedly. At first, he had been too tentative to ask, and she had not said. Only that she needed help. But his curiosity had grown, and he couldn’t repress it any longer. 
 
    “I got lost in the woods after Ruckstead murdered my father and burned my home,” De’lune said while her teeth chattered. She took another swig of coffee. “I was scared and didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    Mission reached out and awkwardly took her hand. He almost let it go when he remembered that she was a Ramek and likely played a role in the werewolf fiasco. Artemisia would not forgive him sheltering the enemy. But this was none of the witch’s business. 
 
    “You can stay here as long as you need,” Mission assured her.  
 
    De’lune smiled and nodded shyly. Timidly, she set down the coffee, reached up and moved a wisp of hair from in front of her eye. Mission felt his stomach clench. The cataract was gone. 
 
    “What happened? Your eye is healed…” he said warily. 
 
    “I was lost in the woods for days, Mission. The only reason I survived is because The Goddess smiled upon me. She gave me more blessings than just my life,” De’lune said sweetly. “It is because of Mond that I am alive.” 
 
    Mission held his tongue, the gods and goddesses rarely bestowed gifts without requesting payment. The mortals played their games and they did not pity them. The thought was fleeting for Mission, he was completely enamored by this girl. He squeezed the hand he was still holding and felt his heart flutter when she held on just as tightly. 
 
    She cocked her head to one side as if listening to someone, even though the apartments were utterly silent.  
 
    “Someone comes, we need to leave,” De’lune said with a start. 
 
    “How do you know that? Who?” Mission pressed. 
 
    “Someone dangerous, we need to leave now,” De’lune said as she got off the bed and pulled Mission after her. 
 
    “Vahrun?” Mission asked, a sudden quickness in his step. 
 
    “Yes,” De’lune said curtly as she pushed the door open. 
 
    “How do you know about him?” Mission said, pulling her back. 
 
    “My father met him, and I remembered from our visit to the second plane,” De’lune said exasperatedly. Alarm bells rang in Mission’s head. Artemisia would want to know that Swain and the demon had been in cahoots. De’lune whirled back around. “Mission, we need to hide.” 
 
    Snapping back to the present, Mission thought of the nearest place they could go. “Down the hall, my neighbor never locks her door.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The door to Mission’s apartment was kicked off its hinges as Vahrun made his way in. His eyes glowed with bloodlust. The door lay in splintered ruins, no doubt the landlord would charge Mission for a better replacement. Vahrun’s eyes scanned the entire apartment in a matter of seconds. He ripped the stove away from the wall and flung it across the room before moving towards the bed. He could see the fresh imprint of two bodies, yet Mission and his friend were nowhere to be seen. Grabbing the bed by the frame, Vahrun flipped it behind him. The bed frame broke asunder just as the door had. Vahrun’s eyes alighted on the hole in the wall and the glitter of coins. He could smell the tang of precious metals in the air. Vahrun snaked his hand within and pulled out a small fortune. Greedily he popped one of the coins into his mouth and chewed it slowly. Demons didn’t only feed on flesh, and the currency of man was just as delightful as blood. One by one, dollar by dollar, he consumed all of Mission’s savings. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two rooms down the hall, Mission and De’lune hid in an apartment empty of its resident. They sat in silence with bated breath, as Vahrun ransacked Mission’s apartment. He would be back, and so would Ms. McCreary and she would not be happy to find two vagrants in her home. They needed to find a better hide-out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    Out of breath, Beatrice Axel raced into the town offices to find William and Jackson forging the documents to prove that Vahrun had been elected mayor. Their eyes were glossy, and their hands moved quickly. 
 
    “Sirs,” Beatrice began. “I have to tell you something about our new mayor.” 
 
    Neither of them looked up. 
 
    “He is doing a fine job isn’t he?” the attorney said casually. 
 
    “No! He’s not a human. I just saw him eat his horse!” Beatrice exclaimed. 
 
    This did not elicit a reaction from either man.  
 
    “We need to do something!” Beatrice shouted. The trauma she had witnessed had broken any spell Vahrun had put on her, but her colleagues were deeply entrenched in the demon’s dark magic.  
 
    “The citizens of Northgate elected him. Any action we would take to unseat him would be a grave misconduct,” William Maybury said and slid the resolution that swore Vahrun into office to the secretary. 
 
    Beatrice backpedaled slowly and left the building. She glanced down at the warrant still in her hand. With a sigh, she realized that there was only one woman who could help her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Newt snorted and pawed at the ground as Artemisia rushed into the Oyster Block apartments, her feet clattering up the steps. Each movement brought new pain to her wrist and ribs, but it didn’t slow her down. Covered in cat’s blood she found the door to Mission’s apartment in ruins. The room was in a similar state, and her mind reeled. Vahrun had already found Mission. 
 
    She sank down to the ground and pulled the knucklebones from a pouch at her hip. She scattered the bones and ran her hand a few inches over them, attempting to divine Mission’s presence in the higher planes. She sat back on her heels with a frown. Rarely did the bones give a clear answer. From the same pouch, she pulled a deck of cards bound by a leather thong. She pulled three cards and laid them face up. Once again, the Empress stared back at her. The second card was the Page of Cups, and the last was The Moon. Her face creased again, and she drew two more cards. The first was the Ten of Cups and the second was the Ten of Swords.  
 
    The last card disturbed her the most, the image of the man falling face down with a decade of blades in his back was never a good omen. She attempted to decode the cards, she was the Empress, and every time she dealt the woman appeared. The Page of Cups was Mission, but the Moon befuddled her. The Ten of Cups was usually a card indicating celebration and love, which Artemisia had pulled numerous times for engaged proletariat couples who wished to see their future. The Ten of Swords was clearly a warning, but if it was for Mission or herself was hard to decipher. She scooped up the cards and knucklebones and stood to her feet. Whatever the cards had told her, they had not indicated that Mission had been kidnapped. On the contrary, he seemed to be involved in some kind of romance.  
 
    Artemisia recalled the last conversation she had with Mission when she was still in her catatonic, self-pitying state after the sheriff’s demise. Now the third card made sense. One of the Rameks was still alive. 
 
    Artemisia hurried down the stairs, she would scry for Mission in her basin. Now that she knew what to look for it should prove a simple task. When she made her way down the stairs, she found someone waiting for her. Beatrice stood next to Newt and looked extremely nervous. The witch’s eyes narrowed when she saw the parchment the woman was holding. Artemisia had never received a document from the town that had boded well for her. 
 
    “Beatrice,” Artemisia said curtly, much in the same way that she had greeted Ruckstead when he came seeking her help. 
 
    “Artemisia,” the secretary said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “I need your help.” 
 
    “I have problems of my own, Beatrice,” Artemisia said scathingly. “And you can put that warrant away. An actual lawman is required for an arrest.” 
 
    “I can only imagine what problems an herbalist such as you would have, but my problem belongs to all of Northgate,” Beatrice said as diplomatically as she could. 
 
    The fact that the woman called her an herbalist instead of a witch was enough reason for Artemisia to hear her out. 
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
    “Our current mayor, Vahrun, is no mayor at all…” Beatrice began, and Artemisia snorted. 
 
    “I am well aware,” Artemisia said, dismissing the woman. She moved to mount Newt, but Beatrice grabbed her by her broken wrist. Artemisia snatched it back from her and stared daggers at her. 
 
    “Vahrun has a plan for you,” Beatrice said and handed Artemisia the order for her execution. The witch scanned it quickly and handed it back. 
 
    “That is of little consequence right now,” Artemisia said as she pulled herself onto Newt. A thought occurred to her at that moment. “How close are you to our current mayor?”
Beatrice turned red and stammered, “Fairly close.” 
 
    “As close as you were with our last?” Artemisia smirked. 
 
    “Regrettably so,” Beatrice answered, clearly chagrined. Beatrice’s reputation proceeded her and evidently, the woman had a type. Not that Artemisia was prone to judgment. 
 
    “Good,” Artemisia said and spurred Newt forward. “Keep up the ruse. I will need an inside woman.” 
 
    Beatrice watched as Artemisia rode north. The secretary looked down at the warrant in her hand and tore it in half, folded the pieces, and tore it in half again. She let the scraps flutter to the ground where the ink bled from the mud and water that saturated the street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    Gertrude sat in her husband’s chair at the jail, while Kerfield-Volker poured over maps of the parcels and plats of Northgate. 
 
    “The town offices are here?” he asked and pointed to the parcel that Gertrude had just pointed out. 
 
     “Yes,” Gertrude said patiently. 
 
     “And the mayor’s mansion is right here?” Kerfield-Volker pointed to another parcel. 
 
    Gertrude leaned over the table to see it better. “Yes, how did you know?” 
 
    “He told me,” the possessed deputy answered. 
 
    I did not, Kerfield protested within the bowers of his own skull. 
 
    It’s easier for her that I don’t tell her that I ravaged your brain to find it. You could have just supplied the information, Volker retorted. The demon felt a vicious mental jab as Kerfield tried to push Volker from his body. That will do you no good. I am firmly lodged. Only a witch or shaman can banish me. 
 
     Kerfield settled into silence in the farthest corner of his body that he could find. 
 
    “What is Artemisia’s plan?” Gertrude asked.  
 
    “I am not sure. But I am formulating one of my own,” Kerfield-Volker answered. 
 
    “Pray tell,” Gertrude said, totally unnerved by the newfound mannerisms of the young man she had known so well. 
 
    “Demons cannot travel planes without an invitation from a resident of the realm they are traveling to, save being sent by a higher being, namely a divine spirit. This can be done with purpose or unintentionally. Many doors are opened accidentally by humans, which allows numerous demons to flood through. These doors are harder to find than when one is summoned. I will open a hidden portal, cast Vahrun into it, and close it behind him,” Kerfield-Volker explained. 
 
    “He ate my husband, I want him dead,” Gertrude said evenly. 
 
    “My dear, not even Artemisia could challenge a demon directly. One would need the assistance of an oathbound demon or a god or goddess,” Kerfield-Volker said casually.  
 
    “You are bound by oath, why can’t you kill him?” 
 
    With a noise of exasperation, Kerfield-Volker slammed his palm on the table. “I have been weakened tremendously by my tenancy of this plane. Even on the fourth plane I would be no match for Vahrun.” 
 
    Gertrude settled back in her chair and crossed her arms. Dealing with demons was just as big a pain in the ass as she had imagined. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-seven 
 
      
 
    The herbs, sage, lavender, and mint were strong in the air as Artemisia poured a tiny droplet of anise oil into a basin to divine Mission’s location. She was only searching the first realm, and not pulling past or future events so she didn’t need the protection of the plants, but a little caution went a long way. The glassy surface in the bowl rippled before revealing the blackened frame and ashen remains of the Ramek Manor. 
 
    “Dammit, Mission,” Artemisia said as she scanned the area. She willed her astral traveler from her body and into the image. She didn’t truly project herself, but simply lingered outside her physical form and steered the reflection in the bowl. For this she didn’t need any flight potion or herbs. She explored the Ramek property, her traveler’s feet never touching the snow dusted earth. Much of the house was in ruins and would not be a suitable refuge with the near freezing temperatures. As she continued her search, she found a rogue footprint. It clearly belonged to a young man, or a woman with sasquatchine proportions. She followed it for several hundred meters, until it disappeared into a copse of beech trees and gorse.  Artemisia’s ethereal form easily passed through the brambles and trunks. When she emerged on the other side, she found an outbuilding. It appeared to be servant quarters, though to her knowledge the only slave in the Ramek household had been De’lune. It must have been constructed by the previous owners. 
 
    Artemisia stood before the doorway and listened for life within. If she crossed the threshold into the building, Mission would surely detect another presence. He had a touch of magic about him, though the he-witch was not as refined, powerful, or resourceful as his cousin. Depending on what relation the priestess De’lune had with the Goddess Mond, she may have the capability of trapping Artemisia’s traveler there. Thinking back on her residency as a worshipper of Mond, Artemisia decided that the goddess would surely warn De’lune that their sanctuary had been violated. Artemisia heard hushed whispers within, the rustle of clothes, and clandestine promises. She grimaced and returned to her body. 
 
    The witch shuddered as her astral traveler wedged itself back into her physical body. It was akin to a snail sliding back into its shell. Artemisia cracked her neck and began to ponder what interest the goddess had in the Ramek family. Artemisia had seen plenty of prodigal daughters of the goddess sacrificed as penance for their disloyalty while she served Mond. However, it had been years since she had turned her back on the Moon. The goddess did have a long memory. Perhaps the wolves of Northgate and the priestess were her punishment for blasphemy. Artemisia mulled over these thoughts before she withdrew the tarot cards for a second time that day. Her wrist and ribs ached, but she had more pressing matters at hand. She fumbled with the deck and dealt four cards. The first was the Empress, the second the Moon, the third was Death, and the last was the Tower. She interpreted the reading quickly. She and the priestess would duel, yielding chaos and death. Mission would not be pleased. Regardless of the outcome, he would have at least one body to bury. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite the sense of foreboding that his cousin was feeling, Mission was immensely pleased at the moment. The servant quarters were little more than a single room with cots and a kitchenette, but to him it was a palace. De’lune’s silvery hair cascaded across his chest and stomach, a few strands even tickled his nose. One of her hands was placed in the cleft of his hip, while his palm was flat against her lower back. Her breathing was rhythmic and slowed with each passing minute. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-eight 
 
      
 
    “I think we should wait for Artemisia,” Gertrude said as Kerfield-Volker drew the pentagram in the dirt outside the jail. At each of the five points flames flared but with a wave of his hand the portal melted into the mud. 
 
    “Duly noted. Don’t step in that,” Kerfield-Volker said. 
 
    “I thought you respected her? Why are you going behind her back now?” Gertrude pressed. She didn’t entirely trust the demon.  
 
    “I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my days as a cat, living in the woodwitch’s cabin. This form is torture,” Kerfield-Volker said as he ground his teeth. 
 
    You can say that again, Kerfield muttered under his breath. 
 
    Silence, Volker hissed and Kerfield once again retreated from the demon’s foul presence. 
 
    “How do we lure Vahrun in now?” Gertrude asked. 
 
    “There is no ‘we’. Occupying this body will only fool him for so long. You need to bring him here. Something under the guise of your beloved late husband,” Kerfield-Volker said.  
 
    “And what makes you think he will follow me here?” Gertrude challenged him. 
 
    “He devoured your husband, he has a particularly sick sense of humor. As long as he knows that your late spouse was Ruckstead, he will come,” the demon assured her. 
 
    “So be it,” Gertrude said as she swung into Lily’s saddle. 
 
    It wasn’t a long ride to the town offices, but to Gertrude it felt like an eternity. Her stomach was in knots and her palms sweaty. She was utterly terrified to face the beast that had eaten her husband alive. Yet despite her insurmountable fear, she pressed on.  
 
    When she reached the mayor’s office, she tied Lily to the hitching post and strode inside. She found Beatrice sitting at the reception desk. 
 
    “I need to see Mayor Vahrun,” Gertrude said coolly. She noted the secretary’s pallid complexion. 
 
    “And may I ask what pretense this visit is under?” Beatrice asked. She attempted to sound professional, but her voice caught one too many times. 
 
    “I am the sheriff’s widow. I should not have to request the mayor’s condolences. Yet here I am,” Gertrude said, her demeanor turning icy.  
 
    Beatrice’s hands trembled on the desk, it was both a combination of fear of Gertrude and a reluctance to face her demon lover. 
 
    Luck was on Beatrice’s side for she did not have to leave her desk. Vahrun had heard the exchange and casually descended the stairs, his boots thudding on each step. Gertrude straightened when she saw him and set her jaw. She felt her pulse quicken and she tried to ignore the sweat beading on her forehead. 
 
    “You must be the Lady Ruckstead,” Vahrun purred. He eyed the woman up and down with a predacious gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Indeed I am. My husband has been dead for many days, yet I have received no flowers, letters, or severance packages. I am well aware of the benefits I am entitled, having been married to a public servant,” Gertrude said and Vahrun was taken aback momentarily. He quickly regained his composure. 
 
    “Benefits you were entitled to, should he have died in good standing with the town. I’m afraid that is not the case. I believe the double homicide case is pending investigation. Did your husband admit to you that he killed both Mayor Kerrick and Swain Ramek before he turned the gun on himself?” Vahrun, the master manipulator said in a most cordial tone.  
 
    Gertrude was even quicker on her feet. “That is why I am here. I will be receiving my benefits in exchange for my sworn statement of Sheriff Wilder Ruckstead’s guilt prior to his death. If you would accompany me to the jail, I believe that Interim Sheriff Kerfield must witness this account,” Gertrude said and Vahrun did his best to conceal his broad grin. 
 
    “Regrettably, I no longer have a horse. I will meet you at the jail as quickly as I can,” Vahrun said. Neither he nor Gertrude noticed the expression on poor Beatrice’s face.  
 
    Gertrude was determined to make sure the demon arrived at the jail as promised. “I will walk. I don’t believe we have ever met. This will be a good opportunity to chew the fat before we get down to brass tacks.” 
 
    “Of course,” Vahrun said and nodded. His mouth was beginning to salivate. The thought of consuming an entire family was nearly overwhelming.  
 
    The demon and widow stepped outside the office and Gertrude deftly untied Lily from the post. She led the horse with the reins and walked alongside the mayor. 
 
    “I am expecting my full benefits of a widow of a public servant, regardless of my husband’s actions, in exchange for my account of the murders and his admission of guilt,” Gertrude said in a steely tone. 
 
    Vahrun chuckled. “Whatever happened to chewing the fat?” 
 
    “Ah yes, my apologies.” Gertrude ducked her head. The gesture was to hide her grinding teeth with a show of embarrassment. If she had clenched her jaw any harder, she surely would have cracked her molars.  “Where do you hail from?” 
 
    “Erm. The south,” Vahrun said, realizing that he knew literally nothing about the geography of the first plane. 
 
    Gertrude laughed easily. “There is a lot of land to the south. But keep your secrets. We are almost to the jail.” 
 
    The jail loomed closer and Gertrude felt her heartbeat quicken and was certain that the demon could hear it. Vahrun licked his lips. 
 
    They approached the door of the jail and Gertrude made sure that neither she nor Lily stood on the cloaked portal. 
 
    “Be a gentleman and open the door for me,” Gertrude demanded and Vahrun rolled his eyes right at her. Nonetheless, he did what he was told and was tackled into the street by Kerfield-Volker. Vahrun tried to roll to the side when he saw his assailant, and as a result they landed to the right of the pentagram. They kicked and squabbled in the mud which was quickly stained with blood. Kerfield-Volker slammed his fist into Vahrun’s eye socket and the demon mayor’s head slammed back and cracked against the street. The sheriff wound up for another swing but Vahrun caught his fist and forced him back as he rose to his feet. Kerfield-Volker dropped into a crouch and swept the mayor’s feet out from underneath him.  
 
    The mayor nearly fell, but he windmilled his arms and caught himself in the nick of time. In the same movement that he landed on his feet he sprang in a catlike gesture and tackled his brother across the unseen portal. When both of the demons crossed its surface, its greedy mouth opened wide and the flames ringed its roiling surface. The meeting point of the two planes looked like hands, reaching into the void for a victim or a lover. The wispy tendrils whipped back and forth like fingers on a groping hand.  
 
    The two demons landed safely on the other side, but the damage was done. Vahrun knew. His eyes flashed red hot with rage and he grabbed his brother around the neck and lifted him from the ground. Vahrun shed his human form and the distance between the ground and Kerfield-Volker’s feet increased. 
 
    “It’s one betrayal after the other with you,” Vahrun growled and placed one of his four arms on Kerfield-Volker’s face. He pulled his hand away and a grayish substance was stretched from Kerfield’s nose, mouth, and eyes. When the last of it had been extricated from the deputy’s body it snapped into Vahrun’s hand and began bubbling, taking the shape of the two-faced cat demon. Vahrun cast aside Kerfield’s body which rolled through the mud many times before coming to a stop.  
 
    Volker had barely assumed his true form when Vahrun cast him into the portal. Vahrun watched as his brother’s arm flailed before the fourth plane enveloped him. 
 
    “I will deal with you later,” Vahrun assured him from across planes. Snapping his fingers, he dispelled the door between realms. He turned to Gertrude. “Tell the witch I will make her a deal. If she trades her own life for Mission’s I will call it fair. With her life and my brother back, I have no more quarrels. But if she makes this more difficult than it needs to be I will take them both and make Volker torture them until they are both begging for death. He will strip the flesh from their bones and feast on it before their naked eyes.” 
 
    “I don’t negotiate with agents of evil,” Gertrude said firmly, though she had no idea what Vahrun would do to her in this moment if she did not cooperate. 
 
    “Ironic, isn’t that what your brethren call Artemisia? A wielder of dark magic and evil? You humans are all hypocrites,” Vahrun said as he warped back into his human form. He brushed his hair back with a bloodstained hand and wiped the mud from the epaulets of his jacket. “As much as I regret to be going, I have town business to attend to. Some of which will assure that you don’t see a dime for your husband’s service. His soul was most delicious.” 
 
    Vahrun spun on his heel and departed, leaving Gertrude flabbergasted, tears streaming down her face. The widow turned to Kerfield’s prone, gasping form. His forehead was pressed into the mud while his knees propped his torso up, both his hands wrapped around his stomach. He writhed like that for a minute, muttering to himself in half sentences. Gertrude walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I am so sorry James,” she sobbed.  
 
    He rolled away from her and smacked her outreached hand out of the air. “Get away from me!” he shrieked, crab-walking through the mud as quickly as he could. “Get away! Get away!” 
 
    “James,” Gertrude said firmly but gently. 
 
    James skittered to his feet. “You used me! I trusted you and you tricked me! Lied to me! You let that thing inside me!” 
 
    He turned on his heel and fled down the alley. His retreating form sent mud flying into the air as he staggered from one side of the road to the next. He moved like a drunk, constantly twisting and stumbling as he battled the voices that echoed in his head. Gertrude sank down to the street and cradled her face in her hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-nine 
 
      
 
    Artemisia rubbed a salve of bone-set on her wrist and ribs while her splint soaked in a bowl of water. She wandered over to the basin and pulled out the leather. Satisfied that it was saturated enough to mold to her hand she withdrew it and began the clumsy task of binding the willow branches to her wrist. She heard hooves and an unexpected visitor came to her doorstep. She nearly jumped out of her seat when the stranger didn’t knock. She made to chastise them, but when she saw Gertrude’s tear-stricken face, she pulled up a chair instead. 
 
    “What happened?” the witch asked. She listened intently while Gertrude recounted the events and did not interrupt or voice her displeasure. 
 
    At the conclusion of the tale, Artemisia tapped her finger against her lips and pursed them in deep thought.  
 
    “We can still defeat Vahrun. We don’t have time to summon Volker back, but there is someone else who can help us. If she will,” Artemisia mused. 
 
    “A goddess can defeat a demon, if she channels her powers through a zealot,” Artemisia continued cryptically. “Go saddle Newt if you would please.” 
 
    Gertrude nodded and exited the cottage. 
 
    When the door had closed Artemisia pressed the fingers of her good hand against her eyelids until she saw spots. “Dammit, Volker.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The widow and the witch rode south towards the Ramek Manor. Rather than follow the road where Vahrun could spot them, they traversed the countryside. Gertrude shifted uneasily in Lily’s saddle. 
 
    “Yes?” Artemisia asked. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that James blamed me before he ran off. I feel so guilty,” Gertrude sniffled. 
 
    “Guilt is a normal emotional response, it does not mean that you did not do your best or what you thought was right. Making a decision for the best of all of Northgate will undoubtedly leave some out in the cold,” Artemisia said as she pulled her blonde hair up into a messy bun. 
 
    “I was choosing vengeance, not righteousness,” Gertrude argued. 
 
    “Choosing what is best for you will also leave some out in the cold, but in the end, it is your life. You need to do right by yourself,” Artemisia answered just as easily as before. She had struggled with the choices she had made in her early life and since then had reconciled them by herself.  
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” Gertrude started. 
 
    Artemisia turned in the saddle to face her companion. “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you ever married?” Gertrude asked and Artemisia laughed heartily. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why? If you don’t mind my asking…” Gertrude trailed off. 
 
    Artemisia chuckled a little before answering. “The company of men does not interest me.” 
 
    “Whose company does interest you, then?” Gertrude said before she hastily added, “If I’m not asking too much.” 
 
    “My own,” Artemisia said. The answer was harsh, but the witch was smiling.  
 
    Gertrude decided that she had asked too many questions.  
 
    “There,” Artemisia said as she pointed to the open gate of the Ramek property. They cut over to the road and entered the estate. “The outbuilding is this way.” 
 
    “You are certain she will help?” Gertrude asked. 
 
    “I am certain that she won’t. But that doesn’t mean we can’t try. I have placed wards and protections on us should she decide to attack,” Artemisia said without any humor. 
 
    They navigated a game trail, or disused human trail and came around the grove of trees and thorns. Artemisia slid from Newt’s saddle and patted him on his neck as she approached the ramshackle building. She didn’t bother knocking but pulled the door open. She spotted Mission and De’lune snuggled in a cot on the far side of the room. The expressions on their faces were similar to the one a rat wears when he gets caught pilfering a cupboard by a cat. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Artemisia said when Mission moved to stand.  
 
    “What are you doing here?”  he growled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not here for you. I will deal with our demon problem while you frolic. I am here for her,” Artemisia said.  
 
    Just then, Gertrude stepped into the doorframe. De’lune’s eyes grew wide with shock, but Mission had her back. 
 
    “You summoned Vahrun. He is your problem,” Mission said obstinately.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have needed to summon him if she had done the decent thing and killed her father and brother. We are all at fault here,” Artemisia said, though it didn’t sound diplomatic.  
 
    Gertrude began to wonder if the witch had ever had to beg for anything in her life or if she had just demanded it and it came. 
 
    From her position on the cot De’lune heard the whisper of the wind in the brittle grass outside. 
 
    Listen to her, this is your chance to get close. Once the demon is gone… kill the witch, Mond breathed through the air. 
 
    “Speak your mind and do it quickly,” De’lune said tersely. 
 
    “I am not powerful enough to send Vahrun to the place I have in mind for him… but you are,” Artemisia teased. 
 
    “And where exactly do you have in mind?” De’lune said as she felt the tickle of the goddess in the back of her mind. 
 
    “Mond’s Temple. The goddess will make short work of him,” Artemisia said, breaking into a grin. 
 
    De’lune stiffened when she heard the goddess cackle with laughter in the wind.  
 
    “How do you plan on doing that?” De’lune asked. 
 
    Artemisia’s smile widened wolfishly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Late that night in the witching hour Artemisia met with Beatrice in a dark alley behind Raven’s Barrow. She wore a heavy cloak, riding boots, and gloves lined with fox fur. Beatrice was similarly dressed, though she had not made her own stitches, found her own dead animals and bartered for their skins in order to help their souls cross over, or bought them herself. Much of Beatrice’s wardrobe had been pilfered from the late Missus Kerrick. 
 
    In hushed tones, Artemisia told the secretary of her plan. She finished with, “Make sure he doesn’t leave that house tomorrow. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, I can,” Beatrice said gulping back her terror. 
 
    “Good, tomorrow morning we rid this town of our devil mayor.” Artemisia smiled before she disappeared into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty 
 
      
 
    In the predawn light Artemisia, Mission, De’lune, and Gertrude moved quickly. They had seven torches of sage, dripping oil, and ready to be lit arranged around a circle, drawn around the Mayor’s Mansion. The circle was nearly perfect, each of the torches placed equidistant to each other. The three casters, Artemisia, Mission, and De’lune cut their hands with a ceremonial dagger. They stacked their hands and let the blood mingle as it ran in rivulets over their flesh until it dripped on the ground. The magic within their lifeforce sizzled and steamed when it hit the frostbitten soil. Without a word they moved to their respective positions around the circle while Gertrude lit the torches. Each one roared to life with little coaxing and sent an acrid smell wafting into the air. She heard the ominous chanting of her peers, though she wasn’t sure what language they spoke. She was certain it was from a distant plane. 
 
    As she made her way around the circle, she saw each of the casters. Their hands were stained red and lifted in the air while their eyes were a milky pale and their mouths moved mechanically. The Coraxes weren’t nearly as terrifying as De’lune. The last Ramek’s hair was frizzy with static and the very air crackled around her. Her skin glowed as bright as the harvest moon had nigh two months ago. With the last torch lit, Gertrude retreated from the circle. As rapt as she was by the ritual, she saw a familiar figure walking down the street. She groaned at the prospect of a coming confrontation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Beatrice had not slept at all that night, instead she had watched Vahrun. His eyes had been closed, but he had not twitched, snored, or repositioned himself. She was certain that he had only been pretending to be in reverie. She wondered what he was thinking about. More than likely it was about massacring the inhabitants of Northgate. But why the mayor ruse? After the way he had butchered his horse he didn’t need any stealth or trickery to slaughter the town. Unless it was a sick game he gained pleasure from. 
 
    On the opposite side of the bed, Vahrun wondered how long Beatrice was going to stare at him. It had been hours since they had made love, yet she was still awake. The very phrase disgusted him. It wasn’t nearly visceral enough to describe the foul act. He thought about eating the woman right then and there. Just to be done with her. If she stared at him with those infatuated doe eyes one more time… 
 
    That was when he smelled the unmistakable smell of turpines burning in the air. Sage. An evil-spirit’s archnemesis. He sat bolt upright in bed. 
 
    He felt Beatrice’s hand on his stomach, gently pushing him back down. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked coyly as she moved her fingers closer to his waist. 
 
    Snatching her fingers, he tossed her hand away. “Get off me. Something is burning.” 
 
    Without bothering to put his clothes on, he marched over to the window and saw Mission standing betwixt two torches of sage. 
 
     Uttering the foulest of curses, Vahrun turned to flee the room. Mission was safe between the two torches, but he needed to escape the house. Whatever mischief the witch was planning, Vahrun did not want to find out its purpose. When he was mere strides from the door, Beatrice cut him off. She had her hands on her hips and a resolute look on her face. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she demanded. 
 
    “Leaving.” Vahrun reached for her shoulder to throw her out of the way but her leg snapped up and her knee connected with his groin. Vahrun grunted and dropped to the ground, feeling the most human he possibly could at that moment. Beatrice stomped on his face, his head bounced off the floor and he lay there, dazed. Beatrice hurried and gathered her clothes, pulling them on before she darted for the door. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Vahrun said as he regained his senses. He flew across the room and tackled her onto the bed. His skin bubbled and split as his third eye and fangs were revealed.  
 
    Beatrice screamed.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kerfield stormed over to Gertrude. He kept twitching and looking over his shoulder as if he had been followed. 
 
    “I understand why you did it,” he started as he looked over his shoulder. “But I need to hear you apologize.” 
 
    “I can’t, James.” Gertrude had tears in her eyes. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness.” 
 
    “I know how important Ruckstead was to you. But he was already dead, and you turned me into a pawn in your game for revenge. I can’t stop hearing that creature’s voice in my head. The least you can do is apologize to me,” James pleaded. “I need to hear you say it.” 
 
    Gertrude looked back at the house and the strange shimmer that was beginning to cast itself on the walls, lawn, and roofing. The spell was almost over. “James, I don’t think you should be here right now. You shouldn’t have to see what happens next.” 
 
    “Fuck!” James shouted and stamped his foot on the ground. “You are just as bad as the witch! You have cursed me! Not Artemisia and not the demon!” He frantically tapped the side of his head with one finger. “You are responsible for the things I hear. You alone.” 
 
    Before Gertrude could get in another word, he was gone. She turned her attention back to the house and heard an otherworldly humming, like a chorus of millions upon millions of cicadas. Chills ran down her spine as the seventh plane bled into the first.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vahrun struck Beatrice across the face as the vibrations on the seventh plane began to thrum louder and louder around them. He was in full demon form and the force of his blow sent blood gushing from the woman’s mouth. She screamed and screamed, beyond the point of being coherent. He swore and covered her mouth with one of his hands. 
 
    “If you think that the witch is going to save you, you are wrong,” Vahrun seethed. “You are collateral damage in destroying me. Just watch.” 
 
    As if on cue, the thrumming stopped, and the very air was replaced with the crisp scent of apples and the headiness of the divine. 
 
    “Our death warrants are signed,” Vahrun said as the wall crumbled around him to reveal pillars of marble streaked with red and gold. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a mighty whoosh, the entire Mayor’s Mansion disappeared and all that was left was the foundation and weeds. Gertrude ran to Artemisia’s side. 
 
    “Where is Beatrice?” she asked when she didn’t spot the secretary.  
 
    “At the temple of Mond. We can only pray that the goddess has mercy on her,” Artemisia said, though she didn’t look at Gertrude. Instead her eyes were fixed on De’lune’s. The priestess’ expression revealed the one thought on her mind. Death and Chaos. To Gertrude, Artemisia said, “You may want to stand back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-one 
 
      
 
    Vahrun smiled when he saw Mond seated on her throne. The goddess returned the gesture and rose to her feet. A ball of water coalesced in her hand and she shot a blast at the demon with the force of a tsunami. Vahrun was swept across the court as he slipped against the slick floor. He smacked into a pillar and felt the air forced from his lungs. He leapt to his feet and cleared the gap between himself and Mond with three strides. He batted her to the ground and grabbed a fistful of her hair.  
 
    Mond viciously aimed a kick at his kneecap and the demon buckled and fell but did not relinquish his grip on the goddess. His maw loomed open as he lunged for her face. She shot out an arm to stop him and it disappeared down his gullet. His jaws snapped shut and warm ichor flowed into his mouth. He shook his head like a dog, but the flesh of a goddess was stronger than that of man. Mond was pulled from her feet and whipped to and fro, but she was far from defeated. She limberly caught Vahrun around the neck with one leg and stopped her body from swinging. Quick as a viper she brought her other foot around and squeezed the demon’s throat until his eyes bulged. With her free hand she punched him in the nose until he relinquished his grip. 
 
    Mond withdrew her hand and gouged the demon’s third eye. Vahrun gasped in pain and grabbed the goddess with all four arms and lifted her from his shoulders. He held her aloft and smashed her into the cold marble floor thrice until she stopped moving. Vahrun stooped over her body and opened his mouth wide, his hands twitching as they prepared to stuff the goddess into his mouth. 
 
    “Now is not her time,” Detrita’s singsong voice said loudly and clearly. Mushrooms bloomed in her wake and her sons Mycorr and Hizae ran along behind her in the form of stoats. Their bodies constantly shifted from fully alive to green with decay and bloat, but it didn’t do anything to lessen their exuberance.  
 
    “This is between myself and Mond. Not you,” Vahrun argued. 
 
    “You should have learned your lesson when you devoured my brother Messis. No one finds death’s door unless bidden by me. I traded you the lives of my most loyal followers as a token of good faith that you would not cross me again. Do not take my kindness for granted,” Detrita warned. 
 
    “The Goddess of Death and Decay is ever so kind,” Vahrun sneered. 
 
    Detrita snorted and snapped her fingers. Fungal blooms appeared across Vahrun’s body. Slime molds pulsed and radiated outward to suffocate every patch of bare skin while toadstools popped from his thighs and arms. Spores spilled from his mouth as hyphae spread throughout his brain. He staggered to the ground and pawed at it weakly. 
 
    “Come here, girl,” Detrita said and Beatrice meekly came to her side. Detrita pulled a knife from her belt. It was made from a single piece of bone; a condyle made the pommel. “The honor is yours if you want it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Beatrice croaked out, but she shook her head. 
 
    “Very well then.” Detrita crossed the gap between herself and the demon and slipped the blade between his ribs. He uttered one last gasp and shuddered before death took him.  
 
    “My sons, make sure there isn’t a shred of soul left in that body,” Detrita commanded and the weasels morphed into a more human form and began consuming the corpse of the demon. “Who sent Vahrun here?” 
 
    “Artemisia,” Beatrice said, the name coming out of her mouth slowly as if it were sticky. 
 
    Detrita smiled with admiration. “She is most resourceful.” 
 
    In the corner, the Goddess Mond began to stir. 
 
    “We’ll see if she survives this,” Detrita murmured. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Artemisia leapt out of the way before a blast of turgid saltwater struck her in the middle of the chest. She didn’t move quickly enough, and she felt one of her wards crumple beneath the divine attack. Her mind was reeling. De’lune was more powerful than any other priestess she had ever encountered, Mond clearly had a bone to pick. 
 
    In the sky above them, the moon rose level with the sun and blocked it from the sky. A blanket of darkness descended and De’lune glowed stark white. The air crackled as lightning raced from her fingertips. 
 
    The witch was completely out of tricks. A bolt of lightning struck her square in the chest and her amulet of obsidian and jade shattered, leaving welts and cuts across her collarbones. That had been her most powerful defense charm. The priestess De’lune would make short work of her. Artemisia felt another elemental blast and was forced to the ground. She lay there prostrate, gasping for air. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw De’lune’s feet approaching. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Easy, Mission heard a voice whisper in his ear as he walked stiffly up behind De’lune. The priestess was completely enthralled in her quest for vengeance and she didn’t even hear him. Mission let a tear roll down his cheek as he realized what he was about to do. He pulled a knife from his belt and looked down when he discovered that its feel wasn’t familiar to him. The knife in his hand stared back at him, stark white. 
 
    He didn’t bother to question its origins, De’lune’s hands were raised and divine power crackled between her hands as she prepared for the killing blow. Mission reached out and grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back, baring her neck. He drew the bone dagger across her throat. De’lune dropped to her knees, gurgling, clutching her throat as her life left her. Mission let go of her head and she collapsed on one side. As she breathed her last, her left eye clouded over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Artemisia got shakily to her feet. She stared down at the mushrooms that bloomed from the clean slit across De’lune’s throat. The dagger that Mission had held only a moment before was inexplicably gone. 
 
    “Thank you,” Artemisia said. 
 
    Mission blew out a ragged breath. “I couldn’t let her kill you.” 
 
    The witch let a wry smile play at her lips. The Empress, the Moon, Death, and the Tower. Her interpretation of the cards couldn’t have been a little more literal. The Moon and Death. Mond and Detrita. What she could have done to earn Detrita’s favor was a mystery to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-two 
 
      
 
     Gertrude rushed to the jail after witnessing the showdown between the priestess and the witch. She would have stayed to make sure that Artemisia was all right, but she had Mission to look after her. James Kerfield had no one. 
 
    The sheriff’s widow pushed back the door of the jail and stopped dead in her tracks. Her eyes were locked on the pair of feet swinging in the air in front of her. She didn’t have the heart to look up at James’s face. A sob wracked its way free of her body as she sank against the door jamb. Her entire body quivered as she held her hand tight against her mouth.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Coraxes walked back to Artemisia’s cabin, Mission supporting his sister as she managed to limp along.  
 
    “I am sorry about De’lune, I know what she meant to you,” Artemisia said. They had left the priestesses body where it had lain, for the power of Detrita’s blade had expeditiously rotted her past the point of recognition. The sky above them raged with lightning and snow, no doubt reflecting the anger of Mond.  
 
    “I was of little consequence to her,” Mission said pathetically before smiling. “If she had given a damn about me, she would have never tried to kill you. Gods and goddesses or no.” 
 
    Artemisia laughed even though it sent pain lancing through every part of her body. A tea of arnica and bone-set was in order. Perhaps even a little henbane wine to share with her cousin to celebrate their victory over werewolves, demons, and priestesses. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How could you?!” Mond screamed at the top of her lungs, spittle flying from her cosmic lips and speckling across Detrita’s face. The Goddess of Decay showed little emotion in the face of this onslaught.  
 
    “It wasn’t her time. Just as it wasn’t yours,” Detrita said nonchalantly. She put a hand on Mond’s chest and steadily pushed the goddess out to arm’s length. 
 
    “But it was De’lune’s? You know that was a dirty trick…” Mond said irately. 
 
    “The hands of Fate have many tricks. I simply serve them. Death comes to all, gods, demons, humans all the same. Those who seek to cheat it find it first,” Detrita said and turned away from the Goddess of the Moon.  
 
    “This is why you came here? To make sure that I did not foil the Fates’ plan,” Mond accused her fellow goddess. 
 
    “I certainly wasn’t here because I enjoy your company,” Detrita said evenly. “And the woman Beatrice, her time will not come for many years. Treat her right while she is in your service. Her return to the first plane is foretold, but she will never see Northgate again.” 
 
    With that final warning, the Goddess of Death and Decay left the Temple of the Moon with her two sons in tow. Beatrice, who had been present for the whole exchange, looked uneasily at Mond. 
 
    “You heard her, I can’t do anything cruel to you or I will face the fury of Death. Would you like a tour?” Mond asked Beatrice. Her voice changed from a grated growl to a heavenly, sweet sound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The town of Northgate carried on as if the demon Vahrun had never been the Mayor. The disappearance of Kerrick’s home only made the rich more wary around Artemisia and Mission, though the poor and working class lauded them as heroes. Attorney Jackson Stromville and Treasurer William Maybury had been cured of the demon’s curse and now toiled to organize an election without Beatrice Axel around to see that the town ran smoothly. Her abduction by the gods was a mystery that no one wished to dwell on. 
 
    To the south of the town, a modest proceeding was occurring. Kerfield’s body was being laid to rest in the soil behind the Ruckstead home. The only people in attendance were Gertrude, Benjamin, the nanny, Artemisia, Mission, and the Cronley family. Next to the headstone marking James Kerfield’s place of resting and date of birth and death was a matching one for Wilder Ruckstead. The soil before the sheriff’s headstone was untouched as no body lay beneath the tangle of roots and topsoil.  
 
    A pale striped cat of immense size came trotting from the countryside and wound its way sinuously around Artemisia’s feet. She plucked him from the ground and held him close to her chest. 
 
    “I knew you’d find your way back,” she whispered in his tufted ears.
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Among the marble pillars streaked with precious jewels, the Goddess Mond sat upon her throne. She wore a sheer fabric that seemed to glow with the power of her deity, the moon and all her children. Her pale legs were crossed and her head rested on the palm of her left hand which was supported by the arm of her cathedra. Her hall was empty save for a single servant, bestowed upon her by the Goddess Detrita. 
 
         Beatrice Axel, a lowly woman of the first plane, attended to the divine woman, holding a plate of succulent fruits found across all biomes of the human realm, and many that were completely alien to the human. In a similar fashion, several years had passed since Beatrice had first become stranded. 
 
         The great stone doors creaked open though no human hand had pushed them and Mond had not bid them swing to welcome some new visitor. 
 
         Two stoats came bounding in, their bodies contorting between life and death. Bleeding tooth fungi bloomed in their wake and the bones of many rodents fell from their fur as they approached the throne. Their very presence fouled the air. Without remorse or sense of decorum, they clambered up the goddess’ skirts to whisper in her ear. One took the left, and the other the right. They took turns, ushering half sentences and warnings to the Goddess of the Moon. They paid Beatrice Axel no heed, and before a minute had passed they leapt from the throne. Exchanging chortles with each other, they skittered from the room while nipping at each other's necks. The godlings, Mycorr and Hizae, departed and the fungi wilted behind them whilst the bones turned to ash. 
 
         Mond turned a lazy eye towards her servant. “Detrita is arranging your return to the first plane with the Fates.” 
 
         “I get to go home?” Beatrice’s heart leapt into her throat as tears threatened to overtake her eyes. 
 
         “Not home,” Mond chuckled. “Remember, the Fates decreed that you shall never return to Northgate. You shall be a gypsy, a vagabond.” 
 
         Beatrice hung her head. “When do I get to go back?” 
 
         “It won’t be handed to you. You must earn it, and the journey will be dangerous. The Fates have decided that you must return through the Underworld,” Mond said as she plucked a strange fruit from the platter. 
 
         “Is that the fourth plane?” Beatrice asked referring to the demonic realm. Mond nearly choked on her snack. 
 
         “No, this is the Temporal World, above us is the Liminal World, and beneath us is the Underworld,” Mond explained. “Each is comprised of seven planes and ruled by a different fate. Detrita has a union with the Ruler of the Underworld and to him you must prove yourself worthy of return.” 
 
         “Prove myself?” Beatrice asked. 
 
         Mond’s reply was cryptic. “Good luck.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The pillars began to let off a pale red light and the sound of a lute whistling a mellow tune filled the air. Mond rose from her throne and a look of pure delight filled her face. Her teeth glowed radiantly as if chipped from diamonds themselves, her pale eyes glowed like the midday sky, and her skin was emitting a softer light than the rest of her divine dwelling. Underwing moths fluttered from the ceiling to braid her hair into a thick rope that they draped over her shoulder. Foxes, raccoons, and deer pranced from unseen corners of her hall to follow in her wake. 
 
         “Come, Beatrice,” the goddess nearly sang.  
 
    After three years, Beatrice knew that this unforeseen attitude was a result of the winter solstice. In the summer solstice, when the days began to wane, Mond’s wrath grew and she sought an outlet for her rage on wicked men and heretic women. 
 
         Beatrice ghosted up to her side, joining Mond’s retinue of nocturnal animals. With her bare hands Mond drew a geometric shape in the air and opened a gateway to the first realm. Stars shimmered in the middle of the temple on the seventh plane and Beatrice felt her heart leap into her throat. Her home. For all the splendor of the realm of the gods, she missed the first plane dearly. Mond had told her that she had never left earth, that the planes were interwoven, not stacked, which was why travel between them was possible. The goddess had also warned her that until Detrita declared that it was her time, she could not return. Detrita served the Fates, and the Fates were careless for the whims and desires of the gods. Much as the gods were for those of the humans. 
 
         Beneath the shimmering stars a bonfire raged in the middle of a usually busy city street. It seemed as if the entire residents had taken to the streets. Rimming the fire were vendors; flagons of beer and ale, wine glasses could be heard clinking from five planes apart, and the general merriment was palpable. 
 
         “Why this town?” Beatrice asked before she stepped through the portal with Mond. 
 
         “Because the port town of Hollandale dedicates their entire Winter Solstice Festivities to me. It would be wrong not to show them the attention and favor of their deity,” Mond said before she gestured to the first plane again. “There are more than one thousand souls down there awaiting my blessing. What better way to reward them for their devotion than to appear to them?” 
 
         “You’ll make it known that you are the Goddess Mond?” Beatrice asked, somewhat skeptical. 
 
         “No, but my mere interaction will have them speaking of their collective rapture for weeks, if not years,” Mond said, her smile never fading. “Enough of this, we have a party to attend.” 
 
         Mond reached her hand out and took Beatrice’s and clasped it tight as they stepped into the revelry of the first plane city of Hollandale. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The air of the first plane was brisk and redolent of smells both pleasant and full, unlike the seventh plane which always smelled of ripening fruits, healthy soil, and fine wine. Beatrice’s throat tightened with the euphoria of being home. As soon as the thought crossed her mind her stomach clenched. This was not her home. Northgate was her home. A home she could never return to. Despite the celebration raging around her she felt bitter. Next to her, the goddess beamed. It wasn’t a mere expression either, her entire being was illuminated with light. Her feet barely touched the ground. Her usual transparent clothes were replaced with something more modest. She wore a white blouse and a skirt befitting a milkmaid, but without a doubt she was the most beautiful soul at the solstice ceremony.  
 
         Her eyes glowed as if she was actually interested in each conversation she had, whether it was with aristocracy or a commoner. In fact, Mond seemed to have a stronger affinity with those in rags than she did with those whose wealth was evident on their fingers, necks, and earlobes. One woman, who was clearly blind and hunched with age, Mond bent over and kissed her cheek, stooping several feet to do so. Immediately years shed from the woman and the cataracts unclouded from her eyes. The joy on the crone’s face was worth the pain Beatrice felt returning to the first plane. 
 
         Wherever Mond drifted, she drew a crowd. Men and women both vied for her attention. When she left, a few would trail after her before pausing and staring glassy eyed at her departure while the rest would gush over her appearance. 
 
         Beatrice felt tears tug at her eyes; to feel such human emotions again and share them with others of her kind would be a reprieve. The goddess’ moods were unpredictable and had no explanation via the human psyche. Mond was a different creature entirely and the heartstrings of humans meant little to her. As such, Beatrice had toiled in her service for years with little reward. Yet now, Mond was lavishing her favor and kindness on a city that merely served the idea of Mond, while Beatrice actually tended to the goddess, hand and foot. 
 
         “What is it?” Mond asked of Beatrice, sensing her unhappiness. 
 
         “Nothing,” Beatrice lied, blinking back tears. Mond’s joy was contagious and the Town Secretary of Northgate felt her despair ebb for a moment. 
 
         “Good, I would hate for my night to be eclipsed by your misery!” Mond beamed, though it lacked sincerity. She was having too good a time to concern herself with Beatrice, not that she had for the last three years. 
 
         “Indeed,” Beatrice said drolly, though the goddess had already parted the crowd to entertain another throng of Hollandalers. She continued cynically, “The Goddess Mond shows all of her servants mercy and is both kind and generous.” 
 
         Beatrice pursed her lips as she observed the magnetism of a god among mortals. She brushed the tears from her cheeks and wandered off to find a barrel of wine or beer. She patted her pockets and found them to be jingling with coin. Perhaps Mond was more generous than she gave her credit for. 
 
         The once-secretary made eyes with a man serving ale in horns that rivalled her forearm in length. She sidled over to the street vendors stall only to see that he was much less attractive when she was within earshot. In the half light of the party, he had appeared to be quite the catch. However, that could have been the divine glamour of Mond wearing off as the distance between them increased. Nonetheless, Beatrice craved his wares. 
 
         “How much?” she asked, no trace of sensuality or sexuality lacing her voice. 
 
         “For a woman as beautiful as you are? It is free.” He handed her a horn brimming with a frothy head. 
 
         “Really, I should pay you for this,” Beatrice argued, despite that her former life saw her taking advantage of every boon her beauty granted her. 
 
         “No it wouldn’t be fair, your physical graces rival that even of Mond’s,” he said and Beatrice couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
         “Well she is right over there,” the secretary said as she turned and pointed. The bartender’s jaw fell agape and drool threatened to spill from his mandibles as a look of enamorment came over him. Beatrice laughed and shook her head. He clearly couldn’t take any payment now. The Northgatian woman felt the thrill of alcohol after the first sip passed her lips and she drained the horn quickly. This was the first time she had tasted booze since her incarceration in the seventh realm. She finished the rest of her drink in three gulps. She tossed the horn to the ground and felt the buzz of the evening overtake her. Mond was dancing in a crowd of street urchins and gestured for her servant to join her. Beatrice was unable to resist. She turned and looked at the dissolved interplanal door behind her and saw the sun crest over the horizon and a magnificent gold overtake the city of Hollandale.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Dawn is nearly upon us,” Mond whispered into Beatrice’s ear as she sidled next to her servant. The goddess’ gleam was beginning to wane as the sun’s glow began to overtake the cityscape. The Hollandale roisterers look ragged and their eyes were bloodshot and their skin slack. Yet, they had experienced the time of their lives in the preceding hours. Beatrice sighed, she felt whole on the first plane while she felt ephemeral in Mond’s temple. Mond saw this and in a rare bout of compassion she said, “You will be returning soon, do not fret.” 
 
         “But not going home,” Beatrice murmured. 
 
         Mond shook her head as a portal to the seventh plane opened behind her. “Never. But it is time to make your last leap across the planes.” 
 
         The goddess placed her hand on Beatrice’s back and directed her through the shimmering gateway and followed behind her. After crossing Beatrice felt less whole and lighter, despite the sinking weight in her stomach. 
 
         The change in Mond’s attitude was palpable as well. 
 
         “The night is over as is my sympathy. I hunger and need wine,” Mond commanded and Beatrice scoffed internally. The appetite of the gods were anything but holy. After a night of indulgence, Mond still needed more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Time passed, though unless it was a full moon, Beatrice had no way of knowing how many days had transpired. It could have been minutes or weeks, before Detrita came. 
 
         Mond straightened on her throne and brushed Beatrice away, who had been fanning her with a palm frond. The air in the hall grew cold and clammy and the stench of decay and aroma of moist soil rose from the marble floor. Detrita came rising from the floor as if she was climbing from the surf, the weight of the water doing little to hinder her, though in this case, it was the marble floor that rippled around her. Spores rained from her robe and left dark streaks on the pearlescent floor. Detrita’s tawny skin was scuffed with dirt. Her fingernails were the same bone-white as the last time Mond had seen the Goddess of Decay. This time Detrita wore a necklace of carrion beetle carapaces and the hyphae of some unseen mushrooms were worked around her head in an elaborate tiara that housed the skulls of dead birds. The very power that she exuded put Mond’s Winter Solstice display to shame. Mycorr and Hizae followed along in their human form. They wore stately clothes and their skin reflected the same earthen brown as their mothers and their brown eyes were full of expression. Their hair was tousled and dirty and their faces were full of mischief. On their hands they wore rings fashioned like lichen. 
 
         “Mond,” Detrita said pleasantly and the Goddess of the Moon merely growled in response. “You can’t still be pining over the loss of the Ramek girl?” 
 
         “My grudges are as consistent as the path of the moon,” Mond said icily. 
 
         “All things must come to an end,” Detrita said and the palm frond Beatrice was still holding wilted as if to accentuate her point.  
 
         “You certainly make sure of that,” Mond said and she sat even straighter in her high-backed chair and crossed one leg over the other. 
 
         “I do no such thing, I only make sure that the dead have a place to go,” Detrita said coolly. “But that is not why I have come. I am here for your ward.” 
 
         “Then take her,” Mond said and gestured to Beatrice, who swallowed audibly. 
 
         “It’s not that simple, Nipor has foretold that she must journey through the depths of the Underworld before she can return to the first plane of the Temporal World,” Detrita answered. “Mycorr will be her guide.” 
 
         “Then let her be on her way, she has spent enough time here. She needs to go home,” Mond grated. 
 
         “She needs to find her home,” Detrita corrected, but turned her attention from the goddess. “Come here child, the journey of a lifetime awaits.” 
 
         Beatrice obeyed, though her legs felt like lead and her heart was hammering away in her chest as if it was competing in a foot race. 
 
         “You’ve already met him, but this is Mycorr,” Detrita said and her son stepped forward and took Beatrice’s hand in his and kissed it.  
 
         “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Again,” Beatrice said and Mycorr smiled wryly, but said nothing. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
         “He will show you,” Detrita said as the marble around her started to soften and swirl as if liquefying, despite the footing being solid beneath Mycorr and Beatrice. Detrita turned and the hem of her robe sank beneath the floor and she began descending steadily, as if taking the stairs. Once the Goddess of Decay and Hizae had left, the floor rippled one last time before appearing solid once more. 
 
         “How do we get to the Underworld?” Beatrice asked Mycorr, even though she suspected he wouldn’t answer. 
 
         “You will see, a gate is not far away,” he answered in a voice as melodic as his mothers. His, however, held a masculine quality. 
 
         Beatrice sighed, tired already of the cryptic answers. 
 
    Mond provided an explanation. “It’s my pond,” she growled in agitation.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Beatrice rarely visited the pond, but she had seen it before and had marveled at the blackfish that seemed to glow gold when the light struck them or the many other oddities such as pale frogs, nocturnal insects who fluttered and skimmed along the surface at all times of the day, and the lilies and irises with stark white flowers and black venation. Strap-like leaves mirrored the crisp luminosity of a full moon with just a touch of yellow, while others mimicked the orange of the blood moon. 
 
         “Why would Mond be upset that we are using the pond as a gateway?” Beatrice asked innocently and Mycorr smirked. 
 
         “It doesn’t bode well for the oddities and creatures she has lured and bred here,” he answered without giving anything away. Mycorr sat down on the grass and mushrooms began sprouting around him, and the grass around him became a more vibrant green. The godling untied the laces of his boots, pulled off his stockings and rolled his pant legs up before pushing back off the ground and wading into the pond. It was rather shallow and came up to his hips at the deepest point. Mud swirled around his feet as he drew sigils in the benthic, dislodging algae, aquatic vegetation, and small mussels. Once he had made seven of the runes, they began to emit a sanguine light. Steam rose from the otherwise still surface and the moths that frolicked by its surface were singed to a chalky ash that floated in the air. The frogs and toads skin began bubbling and boiling before each of the animals’ skin tore apart in a tiny explosion of gore. Beatrice flinched as part of a liver struck her face. The scales of the fish floated to the surface while their pink bodies bobbed up a moment later. The plants twisted and curled in epinasty before withering into the crunchy skeletons they would have left in winter on the first plane. The water began to boil as it was converted into a gas and the mud at the bottom of the pond bubbled and popped until all that was left in the pool was Mycorr and a staircase cut from obsidian. 
 
         “No mortal has ever been to the Underwold via invitation from one of the highest beings,” Mycorr said and extended his arm to gesture that Beatrice should descend the steps before him. Beatrice obeyed and stepped down into the dry pond bottom. 
 
         “I thought I had to prove myself worthy of returning to my home plane?” Beatrice said dismissively.  
 
         Mycorr snorted. “Humans and beasts are the pawns of the gods, while the gods are the pawns of the Fates. Do not let Mond or the other gods deceive you. Detrita and Messis are the only gods who have travelled from the Temporal World without inciting the wrath of the Fates.” 
 
         “Will you be punished for guiding me through the Underworld?” Beatrice asked, hesitating at the mouth of the stairs. 
 
         “On the contrary, my father will be pleased to have me visit. I can only hope that his familiars and guards remember my face,” Mycorr said with a snarky grin. 
 
         Beatrice groaned, if she ever made it back to the first plane she would never petition creatures as fickle as the gods ever again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Beatrice descended, she had no idea what to expect of the Underworld. Depending on the reader’s interpretation of various sacred texts, it was a place of punishment, reward, or another journey that the dead made before they could finally rest. She felt the heat from the stairs in the soles of her feet and her hand as she ran it along a wall chipped from a single piece of rock. Mycorr followed behind her patiently, lingered back two steps or so as she followed the meandering path from Mond’s temple into the underworld. 
 
         After what felt like hundreds of feet, the stairs flattened out into a cavern filled with stalactites and stalagmites of gargantuan proportions. At the end of the cavern a brilliant light was shining and the smell of food filled the air. Beatrice picked up her pace but felt a hand on her shoulder. 
 
         “This is the first plane of the Underworld and serves to welcome new souls. It makes the transition into death easier. You mustn’t eat the food,” Mycorr warned. 
 
         “I understand,” Beatrice said, though her stomach grumbled. 
 
         “If you don’t, you will,” Mycorr said and brushed by Beatrice, though not rudely. “It’s called the Feast of the Damned for a reason.” 
 
         Beatrice thought she heard him chuckle, but wasn’t sure. They crested the mouth of the cave and Beatrice’s mouth watered and every fiber of her being trembled. All of the foods that were familiar to her were spread across massive banquet tables, brimming from cornucopias, and carried in processions by small cat-like creatures who catered to the recently departed humans. Casks of wine, barrels of whiskey, and mugs of ale were passed around haphazardly, and more was plenty to come. 
 
         “Don’t eat anything,” Mycorr said to reinforce his warning.  
 
         “Is this one of your father’s guardians? A feast?” Beatrice asked out of genuine curiosity. 
 
         “No, he is, though,” Mycorr answered and pointed to a scaled creature perched on a plateau above them. It was easily forty feet long, had the body of a lizard, the wings of a bat, and the head of a goat. Its yellow eyes alighted on Mycorr and it stretched and yawned, letting out a bleating noise before flapping its wings twice and rising into the air. It landed heavily between the feast and the two intruders. 
 
         “Capraega,” Mycorr said and bowed. Beatrice followed his example. 
 
         “You reek of lesser beings. Such as your mother,” the goat-creature snorted. 
 
         “And if Nipor heard you slander her so, he would tear your tongue from your skull and banish you to the Temporal Plane to languish in penance for an eternity,” Mycorr warned. 
 
         Capraega harrumphed. “You godlings are always so arrogant.” 
 
         “Fatelings especially so,” Mycorr said in a steely tone. “Get out of our way, Capraega. My father has already decried that Beatrice will travel the underworld and return home.” 
 
         “This journey isn’t hers alone. Nipor is testing you, Mycorr,” Capraega said while regarding the human with one eye. “The sooner you leave this plane, the better. The other custodians are not as generous as I.” 
 
         Without waiting for a response, he leapt from the ground and flew back to his roost. 
 
         “If I had a silver coin for every time I heard a celestial being refer to themselves as generous…” Beatrice mused. 
 
         “You’d still be sick of it and gladly sacrifice the money to not hear it,” Mycorr laughed. 
 
         Beatrice looked around and took in all the glorious food laid about her. She saw grapes, bananas, and other exotic fruits dispersed between roast pig, turkey, and beef. Loaves of bread the size of her torso were pulled apart by fist sized chunks while butters, reductions, and every imaginable topping were being poured from pitchers. Beatrice’s eyes fell on steamed asparagus and immediately felt her knees weaken. Her favorite food within reach after years of eating nothing. She couldn’t remember the taste of food, but she knew that she needed to sate her hunger now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Under further inspection, the asparagus was wrapped with bacon and lightly peppered, while next to it a spread of sliced tomatoes topped with bean sprouts tempted Beatrice. She looked around nervously, seeing the other humans around her eating ravenously, laughing with each other and having a merry time. Why couldn’t she indulge with them? 
 
         Mycorr hadn’t noticed her straying eyes. What would one bite do? Surely it couldn’t hurt nearly as much as her aching stomach did right now. Her palms began to sweat as she reached out a shaky hand for the asparagus. Despite the presence of empty, clean, stacked plates she forwent all manners and etiquette. She would shovel the food directly into her mouth before Mycorr caught her. Her hand hovered over the asparagus for a moment before she stole a look behind her. On the mesa, Capraega watched her with a lazy eye. Smoke rose from his nostrils. His eyes glimmered dangerously. 
 
         “Why shouldn’t I feast?” Beatrice asked Mycorr. He whirled around and saw her outstretched hand over the table. Her resolve showed in her face. 
 
         “If you consume the food of the Underworld you can never leave,” came his severe answer. 
 
         “It’s been so long since I’ve had real food or my fill. One bite can’t hurt. Just one,” she begged. Tears welled in her eyes and a single droplet cascaded down her cheek and dripped onto the table. From his roost, Capraega stirred. 
 
         “If you ever wish to go home, you cannot even let the food touch your lips.” Mycorr’s face was tense but he made no move to stop the woman. 
 
         “But not Northgate,” she whimpered and her hand drifted closer to the platter. “Why even return if I can’t go back to the place I love?” 
 
         “The Fates have foretold your return, you cannot defy them even if you wanted to. You will return, but if you falter now your sojourn will be laden with even more pain,” Mycorr answered and Beatrice deflated.  
 
    She went to follow him, when behind her the flutter of wings roared over the sound of the souls feasting and Capraega landed heavily behind her. 
 
         “YOU MUST EAT!” he boomed. 
 
         Mycorr reached out and snatched Beatrice’s hand and yanked her away from the denizen of the underworld as his legs propelled him forward. The thought of food was banished from Beatrice’s mind as fear enveloped her. The thundering sounds of Capraega’s feet behind her mirrored her own frantic heartbeat as her feet slammed into the ground.  
 
         The sounds of the lost souls behind her gorging themselves disappeared as her breathing intensified. She didn’t feel the human burn of her muscles crying out or the ache in her lungs as she would have on the first plane of the Temporal World. Instead, all she felt was the frantic need to outpace the demon-goat. She didn’t spare a glance behind her, knowing it would spell her doom. But she could feel the hot air of his breath bearing down on her neck and snorting in anger. Each of his heavy footsteps shook the very fabric of the plane, despite it not deterring the merrymakers from their feast. Beatrice’s mouth still watered, though her throat had begun to go dry from adrenaline and the rest of her mucus membranes would soon feel the parch. 
 
         Mycorr’s grip tightened as his immortal legs reached heights that Beatrice could only imagine. Her hair streamed behind her as Capraega nipped at her blonde tresses. She almost felt like laughing as the wind whipped past her face and threatened to push tears from her eyes.  
 
         The son of Detrita shot Beatrice a look as if she wasn’t pulling her weight, which she was not. The young god yanked her firmly, nearly throwing her past him as if she weighed no more than a pebble and Capraega’s outstretched hand snatched nothing but air.  
 
    Mycorr and Beatrice passed the lines of feasting humans and the tables adorned with food and entered a widely spaced forest. Each of the trees shot hundreds of feet in the air and caterpillars the size of dogs crept up their trunks and bright yellow slugs meandered around their roots. The sunlight filtered in through the canopy and bathed the landscape in ethereal light that gave a faerie-like quality to the woods. Compared to the dark boughs that covered the foothills of the Coprinia and Windgall ranges, this was absolutely magical, not that Beatrice needed more magic in her life. Mycorr stooped at the base of a tree once they had put enough of a gap between them and the angry guardian, though for Beatrice it was too close for comfort. Capraega was bearing down on them from forty meters away. 
 
         “What are you doing?!” she exclaimed. “He’s right there!” 
 
         Mycorr didn’t answer her, but instead plunged his hands into the earth between two of the roots of a great tree and buried himself up to his forearms. Sweat beaded on his brow and he groaned as the ground stretched open as he flexed his shoulders and arms. A slit appeared in the ground and a swirling opaque substance rose from the gap he created. 
 
         “Jump in,” he said through gritted teeth and Beatrice took one look at the portal before staring back at the angry beast chasing them. She didn’t take her eyes off Capraega but sidestepped into the portal and took a leap of faith. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Beatrice fell many feet before she landed heavily in something wet. She found herself treading water when her feet didn’t touch the bottom of the mire, except it wasn’t water. It was much thicker, and lukewarm. She paddled over to something floating and held onto it. It had the consistency of fat and was just as slimy. It sank a little when she grabbed it but was still buoyant enough to prevent her from sinking. A moment later Mycorr fell from the sky as well, which was a hazy purple, like a sunset through a veil of thick smoke. 
 
         The godling sank below the surface before popping up again, spluttering the thick fluid from his mouth. He swam over to Beatrice but did not grab a hold of her flotation device. 
 
         “Where are we? And is the guardian here just as foul?” she asked. 
 
         “We are not where I intended to go. I have not travelled the Underworld in many years,” he supplied, though he sidestepped her second question. Beatrice raised an eyebrow. He continued, “Fouler.” 
 
         “Where do we go now?” she asked, rather than wallow in the despair she felt in her gut. 
 
         “That way,” Mycorr said and pointed. He began swimming easily in the direction he indicated. Beatrice, having been raised in Northgate, was not a strong swimmer and moved from one island of safety to the next. Some of the objects she grabbed had little substance and broke apart in blebs when she seized them, and others were hard, white, and streaked with red or brown. Everything on this plane seemed oddly familiar, though she couldn’t place a finger on where she had experienced something similar. Wisps of fog swirled around bringing a myriad of smells, some of them pleasant and others not so much. 
 
         As they sloshed by for minutes, Beatrice felt fatigue grow in her arms when she noticed a thick black line on the horizon. It looked like a high cliff, pockmarked with many small clefts that would serve as handholds. She felt her heart sink when she thought of the climb ahead. She paddled behind Mycorr dutifully as he reached the ledge that would be their salvation from the lake. Beatrice reached the cliff and began trailing behind Mycorr. Her grip was tentative and she didn’t trust that she would not fall into the stew behind her. She clung to the wall that loomed above her, even though its zenith was only fifteen feet higher. She felt her heart leap from her belly into her throat as her esophagus constricted with fear. Sensing her trepidation, Mycorr looked down and extended a hand. Beatrice shook her head as she gulped. She didn’t trust her own footing enough to allow Mycorr to place her weight as well as his on his own slimy holds. 
 
         “It’s not that high, come on,” he ordered. 
 
         Taking a deep breath, Beatrice lifted herself up a little higher and began searching for another cleft to place a hand in. 
 
         “Trust your feet,” Mycorr said, though Beatrice did not find it helpful.  
 
    Beatrice toiled and sweated as she struggled with each grip, inching higher and higher until finally she felt the top and heaved herself onto a lip a mere eight feet wide. The other side of the cliff was many times the height that she had just climbed and not as sheer, but Beatrice felt every muscle in her body clench. At the base of the cliff she could see a faint orange glow. 
 
         “Must we go down that?” she asked Mycorr pleadingly. 
 
         “I’m afraid we must, look across.” Mycorr pointed across the great lake. The cliff surrounded the entire body of water, and steam rose from its surface. Now Beatrice knew where she had seen a similar sight. 
 
         “This is a cauldron,” she said hollowly. 
 
         “How astute of you,” Mycorr said dryly. 
 
         “And the chefs?” Beatrice inquired. Mycorr pointed again, though this time to the sky. Two-headed ravens the size of ships sailed through the sky, each with four feet instead of two. Their forelimbs held ladles and wooden spoons that were covered with bony knobs or eyes.  
 
         “Who is this feast for?” Beatrice asked, her curiosity momentarily overwhelming her fear. 
 
         “You just visited it,” Mycorr said. “This is the kitchen for the Welcoming Party of the First Plane of the Underworld.” 
 
         “Is this then the second plane?” Beatrice asked, thinking back on the asparagus which she had nearly consumed. Her thoughts switched to traversing the Underworld and if she had to navigate all seven peaks. 
 
         “No, we are between planes. We are in the fiber that binds the Underworld together.” 
 
         “Capraega cannot follow us here?” Beatrice asked as she stared at the bubbling surface of the stew, expecting the goat-demon to emerge at any moment.  
 
         “No, he is bound to his plane by the Fates. He must use spells or petition them in order to leave the first plane. He is tasked with welcoming the recently deceased,” Mycorr said, his eyes began searching for routes to down-climb from. “And he has no reason to come after us and step behind the curtain. We are safe here.” 
 
         “Then they are friendly?” the ex-secretary asked of the two-faced ravens. 
 
         “Safe from Capraega. They will eat us if given a chance,” the stoat-god said.  
 
         “What are they?” 
 
         “Children of Nipor. My half-siblings,” Mycorr said and swung a leg down off the ledge. “Follow me.” 
 
         Beatrice shook her head in a silent ‘no’. 
 
         “Yes,” Mycorr said steadily. His tone was firm but not harsh. His eyes glowed fiercely though and betrayed the levelness of his voice. 
 
         “I can’t. I am afraid of heights,” Beatrice protested. 
 
    Mycorr didn’t grace her with a response, but instead his skin rippled as his snout stretched and his teeth grew. Fur sprouted from every inch of his body and in mere seconds he was a weasel many times larger than normal. Fungal shelfs grew from his flanks and his breath reeked of decaying meat. Before Beatrice could run he swiped her up with a paw and gingerly snagged her up by the nape of her shirt. With her feet dangling over the precipice, Mycorr began carefully navigating the side of the cauldron. Beatrice tried not to scream out, and it helped that her blouse was wrapped tight around her chest and behind her shoulders, constricting her breathing. She covered her mouth with one hand and her eyes with the other. She felt herself drop several feet and heard Mycorr’s paws scrabbling for a moment before she was yanked back upwards as his feet found purchase. At this Beatrice did yelp. 
 
         She heard the familiar clucking of ravens above her and was concerned that they had been discovered, but she couldn’t take her hands off her eyes. Feathered wings rustled above her, but she felt no talons dig into her and Mycorr’s pace didn’t change. 
 
         The stoat’s legs bunched and its head bobbed for a moment, shaking Beatrice fretfully as Mycorr gauged the distance to the ground. Satisfied it wasn’t high enough to cause him injury, he kicked against the wall and sailed through the air as Beatrice screamed before he landed easily on the ground. He dropped her in an unceremonious pile as he shifted back to his humanoid form. 
 
         “You need to be quieter,” he admonished her with a grin. The expression was wiped from his face when a four-legged raven alighted on the ground behind him. Its beady eyes glowed with a hungry satisfaction as two heads cocked in unison. The devil-bird hopped forward and let out a raucous call, which was answered many times from above. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The raven took another reproachful bounce towards the pair of interplanal travelers. Mycorr put his hands up in a gesture of surrender, but the bird still regarded him warily. It let out a hideous croak and two more of the beasts landed. Its companions flanked Mycorr, though none of them paid Beatrice any heed. The heads of one of the creatures nipped at Mycorr, who deftly dodged. 
 
         “Half-siblings are still family,” Mycorr said in good humor. 
 
         The six heads fell into a chorus of laughter. The first to land addressed the Son of Detrita. 
 
         “You are a half-breed, a mongrel. You should have been cast aside at birth,” the creature hissed, its pink wormlike tongue flapping in its mouth. 
 
         “As it were, Father is quite fond of my brother and I. He will not be pleased if you harm me. I am on a mission sanctioned by the Fates,” Mycorr warned, though he sounded less than sure. 
 
         “She is free to go, we have no quarrel with her,” the ringleader said before pointing a knobby and clawed finger at Mycorr. “But you are under no such protection.” 
 
         The raven lunged forward and scooped up Mycorr in its forelegs and held him tight. The devil-bird lifted its hostage to eye-level. 
 
         “If our father does love you as much as you say, then he will prevent us from doing any harm to you,” the raven threatened. Its dominant head spoke, while the other simply stared at Mycorr and made croaking and clicking sounds. 
 
         “You’ll want to go that way,” Mycorr said and jerked his head in the direction Beatrice should go. The bird holding him took off into the air. The second followed it, while the third waved to Beatrice before following its kin. 
 
         Feeling vulnerable, Beatrice watched as the forms of the ravens and Mycorr disappeared into the fog overhead. She couldn’t see the sky, nor could she see a cavern roof, and the ground expanded into the distance with no visible horizon. She wasn’t sure if she was above or below ground, or in some terrible inbetween. She found the direction her guide had pointed her in and sighed; it was impossible to differentiate it from any other direction she could face. In the distance she could see large objects lit by orange and red that flickered at their bases. She assumed that these were more cauldrons and that she would be seeing many more of the ravens that bore her chaperone skyward. 
 
         She considered attempting to rescue him, but she had no idea where the birds had gone once they had flown upwards. She would just get more lost. She hoped that Mycorr had the favor of his father. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tears and snot ran down Beatrice’s face as she realized she was lost. She was certain she had walked as straight as possible, yet there were no landmarks and she could have been going in circles. Bird footprints littered the ground along with the offal of mammals.  
 
         In capitulation, Beatrice collapsed on the ground and her ribcage heaved in misery. She had lost her guide. She was trapped in the Underworld with nothing to comfort her other than the Fates’ cryptic prophesy. After a bout of tears lasting no more than five minutes, Beatrice sat up and wiped her eyes. Shakily she got up to her feet. She had held her pity-party and now it was over. She pointed her toes in the direction she had been going and tried to keep as straight a path as possible. As she carried on, she became aware of the sound of feathers and crooked feet some paces behind her. Having already heard the custodians of the dead assure Mycorr that she was not going to be harmed, she used all the will she could muster not to look back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Landing in the nest with a brittle thump, Mycorr rolled to face his assailants. Three of his half-siblings perched in a semicircle around him, peering down from the mockery of a birds nest they had constructed. Bones and all manner of poisonous plants were woven together, yet no eggs were cradled among the boughs. Mycorr knew that its sole purpose was to keep the raven’s play things from escaping. 
 
         “I beg of you to reconsider…” he started before ducking the lashing beak of one of the birds. He dodged the first head but the second darted in and its sharp bill plucked Mycorr’s eye from the socket. Another bird came in and jabbed his kidneys and he collapsed in pain, holding his left hand up to keep the blood from oozing from the empty eye socket. Another fierce jab and he heard two of his ribs crack. He felt a clawed foot pin him to the ground and a moment later his knee ignited in pain as his patella was torn from his skin. Mycorr screamed and the birds alighted into the air, their laughter floating down to his writhing form below. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whether it had been hours, days, or seconds, Mycorr couldn’t tell. He remained in the devil-raven’s nest, his arms tightly wrapped around his belly as he convulsed in the fetal position. He had been confident that his father would have prevented his siblings from doing him any harm... One of his legs stuck out lamely, while the other was pulled close to his chest. He had been abandoned. 
 
         Rustling feathers heralded the flight of his raven siblings. The nest creaked and bobbed upon its roost as his tormentors returned. They stank of grease and char.  
 
         “No sign of father yet?” one of the raven’s teased and its second head chuckled as if its other personality had made a great joke. 
 
         Mycorr didn’t deign to answer. Instead he shut his eyes and focused on blocking out the pain. He felt a rough shove from one of the talons and he was pushed uncomfortably against the bracken of the nest. 
 
         “I don’t think he’d mind if we ate him and just rid our father of him,” another bird chimed in. It hopped across the nest and bent an examining eye over Mycorr’s face. When Mycorr paid it no heed, the raven leaned in closer until its eyeball was pressed against the godling’s face. Mycorr still didn’t give the rise the creature wished so it pressed harder and the twigs beneath him cracked and snapped.  
 
         “We should do it piece by piece,” one of them cawed. 
 
         “I want his liver,” another slavered. 
 
         “Maybe that is where we should start?” 
 
         Mycorr felt claws tighten around his torso as he was lifted from the ground, his chest facing outwards. Mycorr stared at four faces and one of the ravens ran its tongue along its beak, a gesture that no bird should be able to do. The ravens squabbled for a moment, nipping at each other’s necks, rearing up on their hind legs, and beating their wings. The bird holding Mycorr grew tired and said, “Fine, I will have the first bite.” 
 
         Snaking one of its heads around its beak pressed against Mycorr’s ribs before he felt his cartilage pop and his spine was thrown out of place as the bird delved deeper, searching for his liver. 
 
         Realizing that Nipor wasn’t going to save him, Mycorr was filled with rage rather than pain. The bird holding him squawked in alarm and dropped him. Mycorr let out an ‘oomph’ as he dusted himself off and stood shakily to his feet. Thin white tendrils of hyphae ran from his open ribcage to the raven’s mouth, which still held a dark brown piece of liver. Its eyes grew wide as its feathers began to slough and the hyphae pulsed, siphoning the bird’s life force to heal Mycorr. The nude corvid’s skin grew taut and gaunt as its eyes bugged from its head and its pink tongue was rendered brittle and bleached before turning to ash. The demon’s footing became rickety before it collapsed on the ground and weakly tried to rise. Mycorr released his enemy before it had died in earnest, but it was too far for any chance of recovery. Carrion beetles began to swarm from every nook and cranny of the nest before covering the raven who croaked out in protest, which simply opened up another orifice for the insects to invade. 
 
         Cracking his neck, Mycorr turned to the other ravens. They balked and scuttled away from him, becoming entangled in each other, falling in a pile of wings and legs. After consuming the soul of his half-sibling Mycorr was completely restored, though he had several nasty bruises along his back and ribs and beneath his now full eye socket.  
 
         Mycorr held up a hand for them to stop struggling. “A tit for tat. Our brother has suffered for his hubris, but you don’t need to as long as you pledge your allegiance to me and offer your services the next time I find myself here.” 
 
         “We swear, we swear!” the birds said, each head attempting to talk over the one next to it. 
 
         “However, I can’t stand talking animals,” Mycorr said and snapped his fingers. The ravens’ tongues were replaced with fungal blooms. The mycelium of the mushrooms travelled to the once demonic birds’ brains and wove their way in deep. The creatures stared at Mycorr with considerable less intelligence than they had before. He climbed onto one of their backs. 
 
         “If you don’t mind, I have a ward to find.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The shiny metal badge stood in stark contrast to the muck that it rested in. Beatrice stooped to pick it up from the mire and wiped the dirt from it so she could read the letters embossed upon its surface. She almost dropped it when she saw the seal of Northgate on it and Sheriff. Recovering from her shock she turned her gaze to the fire in front of her where the four-armed, two-headed ravens were feeding it kindling, while above it a giant cauldron bubbled. 
 
         Swallowing hard, Beatrice hoped that she had interpreted this sign right. With a hesitant step she approached the pyre and felt that it gave off no warmth. Or at least any heat that she could detect. Wavering, she placed one foot into the pyre and still the conflagration did not singe her flesh. Another uneasy step, like a toddler learning to walk, and she was wreathed in flames. Gaining confidence, she strode into the center of the fire and realized that she might have made a mistake as her clothes and skin began to disintegrate. She tried to scream but no sound came out. A moment later her surroundings had morphed completely and she was no longer standing among ashes and smoke. Instead, she was standing beneath a starlit sky though each of the constellations were blinking eyes, not distant suns. The ground was soft and covered in healthy green grasses. She looked around in amazement and wondered what realm she was in. It clearly wasn’t her home plane. She spun around and came face to face with someone familiar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead’s mustache was just as impeccable as it had been in life and his grey eyes burned with the same intensity, though in death they were full of sadness. He wore the clothes he had died in, but they showed no signs of Vahrun’s teeth, dirt, or any wear. 
 
         “Wilder,” Beatrice said in relief and raised an eyebrow coyly. Old habits die hard. 
 
         Ruckstead only sighed in response to her addressing him by his first name. “So you have died too.” 
 
         “I am not dead, I am returning to earth,” Beatrice said. 
 
         “Then you have not come from Northgate?” Ruckstead asked hollowly. 
 
         “No, I have come from the Halls of Mond,” Beatrice answered. 
 
         The sheriff snorted. “Just as devious as you were in life.” 
 
         “I am not dead, Wilder,” Beatrice said evenly. “I allied myself with Artemisia to defeat Vahrun and became collateral damage.” 
 
         “Then Vahrun is dead?” Ruckstead asked. 
 
         “His soul was shredded by Detrita’s sons. He no longer exists. How did you know I was lost?” Beatrice asked, thinking of the badge she still held. She handed it over to Ruckstead. 
 
         “I didn’t know it was you, but I could detect that you were from Northgate and I wished to hear news of Gertrude and Benjamin,” Ruckstead said, accepting the badge as he hung his head. 
 
         “Your wife and son are healthy and safe,” Beatrice said to comfort the sheriff. “Mond allowed me to watch the comings and goings of Northgate. The Rameks are all dead and a new mayor and sheriff have been elected. Artemisia still resides in the woods and sells her herbs and salves to the townsfolk in peace. She hasn’t been harassed by the law in some time.” 
 
         “Then Kerfield is not the sheriff?” Ruckstead asked and Beatrice hesitated. She did not want to reveal Gertrude’s role in the young deputy’s demise. She hemmed and hawed for a moment before she found the right words. 
 
         “His body is behind your house, he too was…collateral damage,” Beatrice said. “I am surprised you have not detected his crossing over.” 
 
         “Thank you for the news,” Ruckstead said solemnly. “When you return to Northgate, would you mind bearing a message to Gertrude for me?” 
 
         Beatrice shook her head. “I cannot go back to my home. The Fates have condemned me to the life of a wanderer.” 
 
         “No one’s fate is written in stone,” Ruckstead assured her. 
 
         “The gods seem to think differently,” Beatrice said, fighting back tears. 
 
         “I wouldn’t be so certain. I must search out James, but before I do so…I can take you to Nipor and you can plead your case,” Ruckstead said. 
 
         Beatrice nodded, but her heart clenched at the thought of facing the ruler of the Underworld, especially after having left his son to be consumed by his brothers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead led Beatrice to the Hall of Nipor unmolested. No evil beings attacked them, no gods attempted to thwart their travels. 
 
         “Is this plane so desolate that nothing is around to hinder us?” Beatrice asked and Ruckstead snorted. 
 
         “The third plane of the Underworld is the resting place of the dead. We desire peace. The only ghosts who haunt the living are lost and confused,” Ruckstead explained at the doors to a great hall which could have housed the entirety of Northgate. “But I must be going, I need to find Kerfield. Good luck on your journey and tell my wife that I love her if you should ever find yourself in Northgate.” 
 
         Ruckstead tipped his hat and was gone. Like a wisp on the wind his essence was taken elsewhere. Alone again, Beatrice turned to the doors which swung open silently in greeting. Within the hall were great braziers full of purple flames and the souls of gods, demons, and men tended to them with coals. Pillars larger than the ponderosa pines that surrounded Northgate held the ceiling out of Beatrice’s sight. A rug woven with rich colors and exquisite craftsmanship lined the length of the temple and at the end was a single throne. A staircase led from its base twenty feet into the air where an immense being rested. 
 
         Nipor, Lord of the Underworld, stood a staggering twelve feet tall and dwarfed the goddess’ Detrita and Mond. Beatrice felt small indeed before one of the Fates. Nipor had dark skin, though it was not like the sunkissed skin of the migrant workers Beatrice had seen. It was black like the night sky and scintillated in the light of the fires in the hall. Two servants, one human and one not, held platters brimming with food as Nipor neatly devoured one item after the other. Beatrice spied an entire turkey disappear down his gullet followed by a pheasant or duck. She felt her mouth water when he delicately selected a stalk of buttered asparagus.  
 
    Beatrice began moving down the hall towards Nipor. He followed her with his gaze the entire time, but said nothing. He continued to feast. As she got closer, Beatrice noticed the food less and less as her attention was stolen by the countenance of the Fate before her. His features were hard; a hooked nose, heavy brows, and a jawline that was closer to being called a muzzle. A moment later his face shifted and was completely wolfish before morphing back into the heavily browed man with a hooked nose, and a strong jaw. Another second later and another face regarded Beatrice. She counted fourteen transformations before she was at the foot of his throne and staring at the wolfen face. It shifted to resemble a human and stayed. 
 
         “Beatrice,” he boomed. “I am pleased that you have passed the Fates’ test.” 
 
         Rising to his feet, he descended the steps. 
 
         “Does that mean I get to go home now?” Beatrice asked, struggling to keep her voice from breaking or catching. She was unsuccessful at many junctures. 
 
         “You are free to return to the First Temporal Plane and find whatever home you may, but you will never return to Northgate,” Nipor answered. “I am sorry, but the first plane is one of many journeys you will take. The time spent there will seem superficial as time passes.” 
 
         “I beg of you to let me visit Northgate, if not to just pass through!” Beatrice pleaded. Twin trails of tears raced down her cheeks. “Please.” 
 
         Nipor’s brow furrowed. “We have chosen your path. To ask for another is to doubt our wisdom.” 
 
         His voice was full of anger but Beatrice was not done. As far as she was concerned she was immune from the perils of the Underworld—at least until she found herself back on the First Temporal Plane. 
 
         “My life has been ripped from me! It is cruelty to send me back and call it mercy,” Beatrice spat, though she sniffled and it broke her façade of stoicism. 
 
         “I never said that it was mercy or kindness. It is your fate. Wallowing in self-pity will get you nowhere. Out of my generosity I will send you somewhere you are familiar with.”  
 
         Beatrice resisted the urge to stamp her foot or cross her arms. She knew the difference between being demanding and throwing a tantrum. Instead, she took a deep breath, wiped the tears from her face and asked, “Is there another trial I must face or can I go now?” 
 
         Nipor smiled, though it wasn’t a gentle expression. “You have done enough.” 
 
         He clapped her on the back roughly and the entire Hall of Nipor dissolved around her. It was replaced with a bustling street, carts, carriages, and humans milling about and the smell of the ocean in her nostrils. The buildings were all blanched with the salt that filled the very air and Beatrice felt her hair already growing frizzy and kinky from the humidity. She smelled the fresh aroma of food coming from a nearby pub and her mouth welled with saliva and it was all she could do to keep it from cascading down her chin. She looked down at her garb and found that she was wearing a pair of breeches, knee high boots, and a sheepskin jacket. Many of the residents around her were dressed similarly, or were wearing floor length skirts and shawls. 
 
         Beatrice spotted a street vendor selling ale and wine in the horns of oxen and realized where she was at. An elderly woman with an extreme hunchback, two bright hazel eyes, and fewer wrinkles than she deserved stopped in front of Beatrice. 
 
         “Mond’s blessing to you!” the old woman exclaimed and clasped Beatrice’s hand in both of hers. 
 
         Beatrice swore with such profanity that she would have been fired from the town’s offices in Northgate. She was in the Mond worshipping port city of Hollandale. 
 
         The crone’s eyes darkened at the foul words coming from Beatrice’s mouth and she turned and hurried off. With a sigh, Beatrice turned and looked for the source of the smell of food. She saw a sign swinging on a post that read The Sloshed Seal Pub. It sounded like just the kind of place she wanted to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Two shots of whiskey and whatever ale you have on tap,” Beatrice said as she sidled up to the bar and tried to decipher the chalk scrawl on the blackboard behind it. Realizing that she didn’t have any money she thrust her hands into the pockets of her jackets and found she had ample coin. 
 
         “Anything to eat, ma’am?” the bartender asked her. He was very young, probably no older than twenty and could have been considered handsome if he wasn’t missing two teeth and if the swelling from a black eye had gone down. 
 
         “I’ll have your specials,” Beatrice said when she couldn’t make a choice between her options. 
 
         Confused, the young man said, “There’s three of ‘em.” 
 
         “And I will have all three, now how about those shots?” Beatrice smiled demurely. She didn’t have to tiptoe around the ire of the gods or play at the devices of the Fates. She was back in her element. She ran a hand through her hair, working at the rats and gnarls that had already showed up with the moisture that weighed the air down.  
 
    The barman deftly poured her two shots and slid the glasses across the lacquered wood surface and Beatrice thanked him. She downed both of them in the span of seconds and didn’t even blink as the whiskey burned her thoat. She could have cried for joy, or laughed with hysterics, but she maintained her composure. In fact, she was marinating on Ruckstead’s words: No one’s fate is written in stone. She had spent enough time with Mond to know how fickle the gods were and a reasonable conjecture was that the Fates were just so inclined. 
 
         Her reverie was broken by a glass of ale and three plates full of mundane human food. The first plate had a charred fillet of some kind of fish and herb seasoned potatoes. The second was a slice of chicken breast paired with a beet salad. The last was pork and asparagus. She dove in with reckless abandon, only pausing to wipe her mouth with a napkin or cleanse her palate with hops infused liquid. She felt a hand on her back and whirled around with a clenched fist. As unbecoming as it would be for a woman to strike someone, Beatrice had her boundaries.  
 
         “Mycorr,” she said in astonishment. 
 
         He pulled a stool up next to her. His face was bruised, but other than that he looked no worse for wear.  
 
         “Beatrice,” he said amiably. 
 
         “I thought I would never see you again. I am glad you escaped,” she said and pushed the plate of half eaten chicken towards him but he declined. 
 
         “Your food holds no promise for me. I am, however, a fan of whiskey,” Mycorr said with a grin. 
 
         “In that case,” Beatrice started before politely garnering the attention of the bartender. “Four more shots of whiskey.” 
 
         Four shots and three courses later, Beatrice turned to Mycorr. “I didn’t think you needed to accompany me any further than the Underworld?” 
 
         The bartender shot them a strange look and moved to the far end of the bar to converse with other patrons.  
 
         “Indeed. But I have grown rather attached to you and would like to help you in your quest. I believe we have similar motives,” Mycorr said without giving anything away. 
 
         “It seems that my mission in life is to wander until I die,” Beatrice said morosely. 
 
         “If you adhered to the Fates’ wishes. But this is your life, and if you desire Northgate… then the Fates be damned,” Mycorr said and hailed the bartender for two more shots.  
 
         “As if I could contend with their wills,” Beatrice said derisively. 
 
         “You may not be able to, and neither can I… but we can petition those more powerful than us,” Mycorr replied cryptically.  
 
         “Detrita?” 
 
         “No, she will not help us because of her union with my father. Though undoubtedly she will be angry with him due to the treatment I suffered at the hands of my siblings. The power she achieves through him, though, is too much for her to discard easily. Mond will not help us either for fear of angering my mother. But D’rij is as volatile as the tides he commands. If any god will lend their ear to us, it will be him. We just have to find him,” Mycorr said between pulls of whiskey.  
 
         “That is good and all, but what do you have to gain from this?” Beatrice asked suspiciously. Mycorr was half god and half Fate, by all rights he was more fickle than his parentage. 
 
         “Revenge,” he started. “My father left me to be tortured by my siblings and did nothing.” 
 
         “And where are your siblings now?” Beatrice asked warily. 
 
         “One is dead, and the other two are my slaves should I ever return,” Mycorr said casually and Beatrice made a mental note to never cross him. 
 
         “Good. I’m glad you are safe,” Beatrice said into her ale before looking up. “And how do we find D’rij?” 
 
         “We go out to sea. The easiest portal to navigate is in the Kirean Archipelago,” Mycorr said and polished off his last shot. 
 
         Beatrice turned green at the very thought of being adrift on the ocean. 
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Gertrude Ruckstead woke with a sigh as the cabinet door slammed thrice in a row and Benjamin came to in a fit of screaming. It had been nearly six months since the ghost of James Kerfield had grown restless and began tormenting the Ruckstead family. His spirit had been fairly benign for nearly four years. Now he had grown malevolent and Gertrude had not been able to sleep from dusk ‘til dawn in many moons. Rising from her bed, the widow went to her son’s room and sat down next to his shivering form. 
 
         “It’s just James,” she whispered as she ran her hand through Benjamin’s thick hair. He was almost seven years old. He’d started school last year. He enjoyed playing kickball with his peers and excelled in his studies, but his teacher had recently grown worried about the dark circles under his eyes and his lack of appetite. 
 
         “I know,” he whimpered. “He talks to me.” 
 
         “What does he say?” Gertrude said sweetly. 
 
         Benjamin rolled over to look at his mother. His hair was a mess and his eyes were wild. “He says… you killed him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Benjamin had long since walked to school, but Gertrude still found herself sitting in the rocking chair nigh catatonic. Her eyes were glossed over and she clutched a glass of rum in her fist. She had skipped breakfast, coffee, tea, and had even neglected to go to work. Since Benjamin began school she had been able to work for herself and not rely on Wilder’s benefits package. She kept the books for the local farrier and occasionally cooked for them to ease the tax burden from the new town administration. Johan Kander would not mind if she missed one day. At least, that was what she told herself. 
 
         Gertrude glanced down at the rum in her hand, she hadn’t touched it yet. Thinking it would help her despondency she had poured it nearly to the brim. She set it on the end table next to her and rose. She had moped long enough. The rum would be waiting for her when she came back. 
 
         She stepped into the wintry air, out the front door and onto a well worn path that took her to the barn. She saddled Lily; Benjamin had taken Ransom to school. The horse went everywhere with the boy, despite Benjamin not being able to put more than the reins on. The old gelding would hang his head low so Benjamin could slide the tack over the horse’s head. To get onto Ransom, Benjamin had to stand on the tallest fence rail and swing his little leg over the withers. 
 
         Lily and Gertrude took off, northbound. The snow in the ditches was easily three feet high, but there had been enough travel on the road to keep it hard packed down and Lily was able to move easily. When they turned off the Main Road the horse had to slog through the deep snow, but it was much easier for the beast than it would have been for Gertrude. 
 
         When the widow reached Artemisia’s cabin smoke was curling from the chimney and the garden beds couldn’t be differentiated from the blanket of snow that coated the ground. Gertrude let Lily into Newt’s paddock and knocked at the door. Artemisia answered quickly and ushered her inside. 
 
         “I don’t get many guests this time of year, everyone else uses Mission as the go-between,” Artemisia said as she poured Gertrude a cup of ginger tea and set a second bowl of mushroom and onion soup. 
 
         “Can’t I come because I enjoy your company?” Gertrude asked in an attempt to sound innocent. 
 
         Artemisia set her with a stern eye. “You have not been out in many months, dare I say a year?” 
 
         Gertrude cast her gaze at the table bashfully. 
 
         “No use in feeling guilty. I am quite all right by myself. But if you have business you should state it. You look troubled,” Artemisia said sagely.  
 
         “Kerfield has taken to disturbing Benjamin and myself in the middle of the night. Ben confided in me last night that James talks to him and says that I killed him. I am afraid that he will only grow more malicious,” Gertrude said and her voice caught in her throat.  
 
    Volker jumped into her lap and began purring in an attempt to comfort her. 
 
         “The sage, chamomile, and fennel have not helped?” Artemisia asked. 
 
         “As you said, the intent is more important than the herbs themselves. I do not think that I have it in me to dispel Kerfield’s ghost,” Gertrude said miserably. “Can you banish him from my home?” 
 
         “If I do that he may become lost amongst the planes. There are many destinations for tormented spirits. If he is not ready to cross over he will remain lost forever. Can you condemn him to that?” Artemisia asked. 
 
         Gertrude shook her head. Artemisia rarely had easy solutions, such was life. 
 
         The witch continued, “I can search the Underworld for a guide to help him cross, but if he will not go… that is his decision,” Artemisia said.  
 
         “Will it be that simple?” Gertrude asked. 
 
         Artemisia smiled tersely. “Summoning beings across the planes always has repercussions.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “We can take you out to the Kirean Isles, for a small fee,” a suntanned sailor with thick hair and a crooked smile said. “Five hundred shilling will get you there.” 
 
         Mycorr grabbed Beatrice by the arm and guided her away from the seaman.  
 
         “That was a good price!” Beatrice protested and tried to pull free of Mycorr’s grip. 
 
         “The dinghy that he inevitably owns would never make it more than three days from shore,” Mycorr said, his voice dripping condescension. 
 
         “I didn’t even have a chance to ask him what kind of vessel he had!” Beatrice said angrily as they walked further down the wharf. Slave boys wearing nothing but wide legged pants showed off the scars on their backs as they scraped the barnacles from the prow of impressive ships. 
 
         “He reeked of fish, more so than most sailors. And I have never met an honest fisherman,” Mycorr replied coolly. “Never ask a captain whether or not he can get you to where you need. The answer will always be yes, but the results will vary.” 
 
         Mycorr didn’t wait for Beatrice to answer, but instead grabbed a young urchin who was walking by him with a metal chisel in one hand and a bucket in the other. 
 
         “Lad, could you point us in the direction of a schooner that will take us to the Kirean Archipelago and back safely,” Mycorr asked pleasantly. 
 
         “For a fair price, you’ll want Captain Yaro who sails the Obesus Porcer. It’s a merchant vessel, but for a few coin he’ll take on passengers. He goes that a way often,” the dirty youth said pointing to the vessel in question. Mycorr handed him a token with the profile of Detrita stamped on one of its faces. The boy thanked him profusely and hurried after his tasks. 
 
         “What did you pay him with?” Beatrice asked. 
 
         “A charm that will help him avoid death once. He can trade it with his slaver for freedom or use it to prolong his own life. Either way, the coin is worth more than his life or that of anyone else who bears it,” Mycorr answered slyly. 
 
         “Do you have more of those?” Beatrice asked. 
 
         “Yes, but I only hand them out to those I pity,” Mycorr supplied. 
 
         “And you don’t pity me?” Beatrice said, not sure whether to be proud or angry that he wouldn’t give her a token. 
 
         “Not enough for the blessing of Detrita,” Mycorr said and flashed a grin. 
 
         “There’s the Porcer,” Beatrice said and pointed to a schooner with the name painted in large letters and a figurehead on the bow that depicted a heavy set pig giggling as waves lapped at its feet. Beatrice’s face scrunched. “I thought ships would have fair maidens, birds, or horses on them for speed or safety.” 
 
         “If you are a greedy merchant swine are more symbolic of wealth,” Mycorr said and made his way towards the ship. The crew was busy overseeing the slaves who loaded crates and sacks of goods aboard, maneuvering around each other on the gangplank as they came and went. Goats and pigs were carried up also, undoubtedly they would never see their destination. 
 
         A man with a ledger and crooked teeth stopped Beatrice and Mycorr as they approached the ship. 
 
         “The Obesus is not a passenger vessel. Unless you have some business being aboard, you should turn around,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
         “We were told-” Beatrice started but Mycorr interjected. 
 
         “Captain Yaro will be more than interested in our offer,” Mycorr assured the man. 
 
         “Unless either of you will fetch a pretty penny at the next port, he is not interested,” the man said through gritted teeth. 
 
         “The offer is not for you. If Captain Yaro will not hear us, we will take our riches elsewhere,” Mycorr said stubbornly and turned to go. 
 
         “Wait,” the bookkeeper started, “I will call for him.” 
 
         The man hurried off, leaving Beatrice and Mycorr waiting for Captain Yaro. 
 
         They didn’t have to stand there for long before Yaro was headed down the gangplank. He wore an elaborate yellow jacket and a wide-brimmed hat that boasted pheasant feathers. He strode purposefully towards the pair before stopping and bowing while pulling his hat off with a flamboyant flourish. 
 
         “I have been informed that you wish to procure a position upon my vessel?” Captain Yaro said with a broad grin. 
 
         “Not exactly. We wish to charter it,” Mycorr answered and was met with a dubious stare. 
 
         “The cargo on this ship is worth with more than the two of you can earn in a year,” Captain Yaro said derisively as he turned to leave. 
 
         “I wouldn’t count on it,” Mycorr said and the captain stopped out of curiosity. 
 
         “What could you possibly carry on yourselves that is worth a full shipment?” Yaro seethed.  
 
    Mycorr didn’t answer, but instead pulled a coin from his pocket and flipped it at the sailor, who caught it deftly. Yaro turned it over in his hands before he turned ghostly white. It was different from the coin Mycorr had given the boy, though its source was the same. 
 
         “This isn’t real,” he said, though he lacked conviction. 
 
         “The token is real, and will summon Detrita’s minions unless you take us to the Kirean Archipelago. The choice is yours,” Mycorr said. “If you do not believe me, you can trust the Fates and find out for yourself.” 
 
         “Only a fool would deal with Detrita or D’rij willingly, no sane man would carry these coins,” the captain spat. 
 
         Beatrice smiled. “It is certainly a fool’s errand we are on.” 
 
         Grinding his teeth in frustration, Captain Yaro accepted the vagrants. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The ship pitched violently with each wave, despite the calm appearance of the Phemeral Ocean and the bluebird skies. Beatrice emptied the contents of her belly over the rail for the umpteenth time that day. Captain Yaro’s crew had not been pleased with the additions of Beatrice and Mycorr, and they were even less pleased at the prospect of a detour. 
 
         Beatrice didn’t know whether or not Yaro had told his men of the curse Mycorr had placed upon him, but the ravens were a telltale sign of death. The black carrion birds followed the ship doggedly, despite its distance from the shore, and perched on the rigging, hopped across the deck and croaked at the sailors as if warning them of their demise. 
 
         One of the crew members sidled up to Beatrice. His arms were corded with muscles and veins popped up along their tanned length and she was reminded of the migrant workers back home. 
 
         “How much did you pay Yaro to take you to the isles?” he asked. 
 
         “Worried you won’t get your cut?” Beatrice asked scathingly as she wiped bile from her lips. 
 
         “Never said no such thing,” the sailor said stubbornly. 
 
         “We aren’t paying him,” Beatrice said adamantly. 
 
         The sailor snorted and pushed off the railing. “Everyone pays.” 
 
         Had Beatrice a smart comment to return to the sailor she never got a chance to say it as more vomit spewed from her lips and peppered the water below. She watched the fish, some larger than she thought possible, as they followed her chum trail. For the past three days all she could smell was the acrid scent of stomach acid in her nose. She missed the first day they had set out when she could smell salt, fish, and sweat. Mycorr had sworn that she would acclimate, but she was just as green as she had been the first time she lurched over the ocean. 
 
         Beatrice straightened and brushed her hair from her face, not that it would do any good. With the humidity in the air and the brine that coated her, it was constantly kinking and twisting of its own accord. The crew bustled around pulling at ropes, adjusting the sails, and scrubbing the decks. To Beatrice it reminded her of the town offices in Northgate. Everyone had their own job to do to ensure that everything was functioning properly. Beatrice felt her stomach tighten as she thought of her hometown nestled in the mountains. Out on the open ocean, she could see for miles and felt utterly naked. She needed the Coprinia and Windgall Ranges ringing her in to feel truly comfortable. The limitless expanse of the ocean made her feel tiny and inconsequential. Her own desperate journey to return home seemed small in the greater scheme of things. She was one person amid oceans, mountains, gods, and Fates. What did her desires matter? 
 
         She was pulled from her existential crisis when Mycorr approached her. With his dark skin and wild hair he fit right in with the sailors, though he emanated a power that no human ever could. 
 
         “You cannot still be ill?” he asked her incredulously. 
 
         Beatrice didn’t answer but instead nodded her head in the affirmative. 
 
         “You humans are strange,” Mycorr said as he stared out into the endless blue and Beatrice puked again. He continued, “It’s all in your head. Stop looking at the ocean and find the horizon.” 
 
         “It’s harder than you make it seem,” Beatrice said ruefully. Her stomach was completely empty and all she could muster past her lips was yellowish bile while she convulsed in pain. 
 
         “You are just married to your own difficulties. Once you get past your own discomfort, you will find it easy,” Mycorr answered. 
 
         “You’ve clearly never been sick,” Beatrice replied bitterly. 
 
         “No, I have not,” Mycorr admitted before he left her at the rail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Benjamin woke in the middle of the night as a chill overtook him despite the blankets and furs piled high on his bed. Dawn was still several hours away but he found himself wide awake. He stared at his window and shivered, although the curtains were drawn. Benjamin rolled over and tried to let sleep take him, but heard the rocking chair in the corner of his room creak to life. 
 
         “Ben,” James Kerfield demanded. “Don’t go back to sleep.” 
 
         The boy didn’t answer, but instead screwed his eyes shut tighter. He tried to ignore the cold feeling creeping up his spine and settling at the base of his skull. The ghost said his name again. He pulled his blankets over his head and curled into a ball. 
 
         Benjamin felt the covers being pulled back and a cold hand touched his face gently. 
 
         “I am here, you can’t hide from me,” Kerfield whispered. Benjamin still didn’t answer. “Do you know why I am here?” 
 
         The prone form beneath the blankets didn’t reply or move and James Kerfield sighed heavily. 
 
         “Your mother killed me, Benjamin,” Kerfield growled. “She didn’t give a damn about me. I’m dead, Benjamin. Deader than a doornail. Can you believe your mother is a murderer? You should. You could be next. Do you want your mother to kill you like she did me? You don’t, do you? If you keep ignoring me like this she will.” 
 
         With that, the presence left his room like a wisp of smoke. The cold dissipated from the room, but Benjamin didn’t sleep another wink that night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When dawn came, Artemisia was reading from a book titled Spirits and Ghosts: How to Ensure your Loved Ones Cross Over. It was probably the most holistic or empathetic book in her collection. She had been reading since sundown and her eyes were red and ringed with dark bags, and she had found little useful information. She was already aware that she couldn’t cross over into the Underworld to find a guide for herself, and Detrita or her sons were the best bet if she was going to search the seventh plane for aid.  
 
    She wracked her brain, thinking of a soul she could summon or at least commune with, but her Aunt Dolores and Uncle Reed were basking in the glory of the seventh plane and not in the Underworld. Their love for Mission had trapped them in the Temporal Realm and as such they would make poor guides. The witch mulled over the possibilities before the most obvious came to her mind. Ruckstead. He knew Kerfield personally, and would be vested in removing the ghost from his wife and child’s home. With any luck he would have crossed over and she could find him easily enough. Calling a ghost was far less risky than summoning a demon. 
 
         Artemisia closed the book and felt a lump in her chest. Gertrude may not be ready to face her husband’s ghost and Ruckstead might try to stay in the first plane. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was the best that Artemisia had. She closed her eyes and debated a nap while Volker mewled from the corner. Her eyes snapped back open after only a moment’s turmoil. She had work to do, and sleep was a luxury. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Captain Yaro stared out at the horizon at the ship that was barely a speck, but close enough to be certain that it was indeed a vessel. He brought his eye glass up to his face, even though he didn’t need it. It was always better to double check your assumptions. The ship was flying no colors to be a naval vessel, and the Obesus Porcer was too far from any established trade route for it to be a merchant. 
 
         He collapsed the telescope and placed it in one of his many jacket pockets. Turning to his first mate, Carnegie Kilron, he said, “Put the men on the oars. We need leagues between us and those pirates.” 
 
         “Yessir,” Carnegie said before moving quickly to obey his captain’s orders. They were still carrying all of their cargo, and after a pit-stop at the Kirean Isles the Porcer still had its contractual duties to fulfill, none of which would be completed if the pirates misappropriated all of their goods. Not that merchant vessels were often left afloat after a raid by rogue sailors. 
 
         Yaro pressed his fingertips into his temples and blew out a long sigh. Beatrice Axel and her strange companion would be the death of him. And most of his crew. 
 
         He growled audibly and saw a flash of red when he saw Mycorr sitting above deck, munching on an apple. Apparently the young man thought he was above doing any of the actual work. Then a dangerous thought crossed the captain’s mind as he fingered the token in his pocket. He crossed the deck quickly and Mycorr looked up lazily. 
 
         “Yes, Captain?” he asked. 
 
         “I suppose you think this is some kind of game?” Yaro said. 
 
         “The nature of many of life’s riddles are simply games. You’d need to be more specific.” Mycorr tossed the core of the apple overboard.  
 
         “The ship on the horizon is something you conjured, is it not?” Yaro demanded. 
 
         “Are you accusing me of being some kind of wizard or warlock, summoning some illusion?” 
 
         “I am not so feeble minded,” the captain started, which earned him a snicker from Mycorr. “I am asking if they have been sent by your goddess.” 
 
         “I do not worship Detrita, though she dotes on me. But those, my liege, are pirates. I suggest you set sail before they are upon us,” Mycorr said pensively, seconds before the first oar slap was heard. It would be many hours before such a sound faded. 
 
         “We mean to outrun them,” Yaro sneered. 
 
         “Let’s hope fate is on your side then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead was near the point of surrender. He had searched both day and night for Kerfield but had found no sign of his old protégé. Having already passed over, Ruckstead had no option but to remain on the third plane of the Underworld. 
 
         Just as those thoughts crossed his mind he felt a tug on his body and his surroundings blurred. Whatever intangible force had a hold of him it was familiar. When his vision finally stopped swimming he beheld a welcome sight. Artemisia’s brown eyes blinked dolefully and he stepped forward before feeling his body freeze. 
 
         “What’s happening?” he asked in confusion. Artemisia held up a hand before scuffing the chalk circle at his feet. 
 
         “I had to make sure I called you successfully before opening the portal. Summoning beings across the realms is more difficult than travelling across our planes,” Artemisia said. And indeed her skin looked haggard and she had dark circles under her eyes. Her hair lacked its usual golden luster. 
 
         Ruckstead entered the First Temporal Plane but his body still felt as ethereal as it did in the Underworld. 
 
         “I am still dead then?” he asked. 
 
          Artemisia nodded. “Indeed, I am not powerful enough to resurrect spirits and grant them their earthly bodies. I could bind your spirit to an animal or totem, but that would hardly be living.” 
 
         “Not that I have a body to return to,” Ruckstead said wearily. “I’m all too aware of my untimely end. It was better than facing the gallows for treason and murder though. At least Gertrude and Benjamin did not have to see it. How have they fared?” 
 
         “That’s why I called. They have been well, though it has been hard on them. The ghost of James Kerfield haunts them,” Artemisia answered slowly. 
 
         Ruckstead inhaled sharply. “Beatrice said he died in the battle against Vahrun.” 
 
         “More or less. So she is dead as well then?” Artemisia asked. 
 
         “Not wholly. She was returning to the Temporal Realm and I found her while she was travelling the Underworld. The Fates have ruled that she will never return to Northgate. Now tell me about James,” Ruckstead finished sternly. 
 
         “He… killed himself,” Artemisia reluctantly said as she recounted the events. Ruckstead’s countenance grew grave. 
 
         “And he blames Gertrude?” 
 
         “So it would seem.  She and I are not without guilt, but we did our best. We knew the consequences and we condemned him nonetheless.” Artemisia sounded wretched. 
 
         “James was a man of the law. He knew that the safety of the citizens of Northgate was above his own. Laying down his life, whether willingly or not, should have been an honor,” Ruckstead said and Artemisia was reminded why they had clashed before the Ramek family had terrorized the town. Ruckstead’s sense of duty was bulletproof and his entire mantra was bound to that. He couldn’t perceive of another person not understanding nor subscribing to his philosophy on that matter. It should have been Kerfield’s choice if he wanted to allow himself to be possessed by Volker. 
 
         “Not everything is so black and white,” Artemisia countered and the ghost laughed. 
 
         “Once again, our differences plague us but we will have to set them aside for now. How will my return help my family and Kerfield?” Ruckstead asked. 
 
         “He needs a guide to the Underworld. Without your help, he will remain lost on this plane for eternity,” Artemisia said.  
 
         “Peaceably or otherwise?” Ruckstead asked. 
 
         “Whatever it takes. With any luck he won’t be violent.” 
 
         “If I remember right, together we never had much of that.” The ghost laughed, a mirthless noise. 
 
         “Hopefully we will have more than we had in the past,” the witch said glumly. “I will need to get your family out of their house before you make contact with James. If things take a turn for the worse they could be harmed.” 
 
         “Then you should probably get moving,” Ruckstead said. His usually dire carriage was lessened somewhat by the joy at the prospect of seeing his wife again. Then his countenance darkened. “I have never seen a spirit when I was alive. Will Gertrude be able to see me?” 
 
         “Outside of this cottage? No. I have placed enchantments here so that I can see any transplanar beings or spells. I can give Gertrude an amulet or ring so she can see you, but the reunion would be best saved ‘til after James Kerfield has crossed over,” Artemisia answered. 
 
         “I am anxious to see my wife. The sooner I help Kerfield, the better,” Ruckstead said and Artemisia nodded. She rose from her seat and pulled on a thick jacket and gloves. A moment later, the door closed and Ruckstead broke into a grin from ear to ear. He was back home. It wouldn’t be for long, but he was home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The knock at the door surprised Gertrude. She was cleaning the shards of a broken plate off the floor but rose and left the pile of ceramic as it lay. Benjamin had sworn that Kerfield threw the plate at him; under normal circumstances the child would have been punished for lying.  
 
         With a sigh, Gertrude opened the door and found a disheveled Artemisia staring back at her. The witch’s hair was a mess, her eyes dark and her skin drawn. 
 
         “Artemisia,” Gertrude said. “Always a pleasure. Come in.” 
 
         “I am afraid I can’t. I have business to attend to. But you and Benjamin should find a different place to stay for the next few days. I think I have found a solution to your woes,” Artemisia said. 
 
         “Of course, will our house stay on this plane?” Gertrude said with a weak smile. 
 
         “It will stay put on its foundation. I assure you.” Artemisia turned to leave but changed her mind. “You should take any valuables or heirlooms with you.” 
 
         “What have you brought across the planes this time?” Gertrude asked wanly. The question sounded more tired than accusatory, but it still stung like a slap. 
 
         “Just an old friend.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Thunder rumbled in the distance as a white light cracked the horizon. The sky turned the same violent green as the ocean and frothy waves washed over the deck of the Obesus Porcer. The sails were furled tight against the yard to prevent them from whipping in the wind which seemed to be coming from all directions. 
 
         Beatrice shrieked as Captain Yaro dragged her across the deck by a fistful of her hair. Beatrice kicked and scrambled, trying to keep up with the man while holding him by the wrist with one hand, the other attempting to pry his fingers from her locks.  
 
         As he approached the taffrail he roughly pulled her to her feet and held her above the roiling water. The entire crew stood and watched the spectacle, despite the fact that the wellbeing of their ship was at stake. 
 
         “Mycorr!” Yaro yelled. “Call off your curse. I won’t take you or this witch any further!” 
 
         The young godling remained calm, and spoke slowly despite the rain that pelted his face. “An experienced seaman like yourself should be well versed in the ways of the sea. It would be an utter embarrassment for a captain of such a vessel to call a seasonal storm more than what it was due to superstition.” 
 
         “I’d be a fool to call unwelcome cargo like yourselves, a storm, and pirates a mere coincidence!” the captain seethed and the crew clamored in agreement. 
 
         “Throw Beatrice overboard and I won’t need the help of any goddess to sink this vessel and claim the souls of everyone aboard,” Mycorr warned. 
 
         Yaro vaulted forward as if to toss Beatrice over, but held her fast. He turned a steely gaze over to Mycorr. “If that is true, then you are the demon I accuse you to be.” 
 
         “Let Beatrice go and turn your attention to this ship before it is rendered flotsam and jetsam in these waves. If you deliver us to the Kirean Archipelago unharmed, I will only kill you… your crew will be spared.” Mycorr’s face revealed no emotion other than confidence, despite being outnumbered thirty to one. 
 
         Yaro pushed Beatrice towards Mycorr and let go of her. As he stormed off he yelled at his crew, “Back to work!” 
 
         Beatrice wiped the hair from her face and the deluge hid the tears that streaked her cheeks. Her lower lip trembled enough to give away her fear. 
 
         “You should have stabbed him,” Mycorr said plainly.  
 
         “With what?” she exclaimed and anger immediately washed away her fear. 
 
         “Check your pockets,” Mycorr said as he turned to go below decks.  
 
    Beatrice obeyed and pulled out a bone handled dagger with a small blade perfect for slipping between ribs. 
 
         “How was I supposed to know?” she exclaimed. 
 
         Mycorr turned and held a trapdoor open that led to the galley and crew rooms. “My father abandoned me, I won’t leave you to fend for yourself. I know how it feels.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a soul in the galley as the cook was on deck working with the rest of the crew to keep the ship above the waves. The chef was more of a quartermaster than anything else, and divvied up rations to the sailors. All of the food was preserved to keep it from spoiling and the fruits were pickled, while the meat was packed in barrels with salt. Stale bread and potatoes were stored on the floor, and the ship’s cat snoozed peacefully as it waited for rats to attempt to swipe a meal. Sometimes there was fresh fish and the crew would eat in earnest, but most of the time they ate their rations in small circles when their shift ended. Tankards full of ale supplied all the liquid for the men, and Beatrice had long since grown tired of it. Back in Northgate she had rather liked beer and ales, but after having nothing else to drink she craved plain water. 
 
         “This food really is awful,” Mycorr said with an upturned nose as he continued through the galley and into the crew room. 
 
         “It’s little more than sustenance. If you come to Northgate, I will show you real food,” Beatrice said. Now that she was out of the rain her eyes were puffy and red and snot threatened to drip from her nose. 
 
         The door to the galley swung shut behind them. 
 
         “Mundane food holds little promise to a god,” Mycorr said lazily as he crawled into his hammock. 
 
         “Then what do the gods eat?” Beatrice asked as she made her way to her own makeshift bed. 
 
         “The hopes and dreams of mortals.” Mycorr laughed heartily at his own joke. “Sleep well. When the pirates find us we will have to survive their onslaught, jump ship, and convince them to bring us to the isles.” 
 
         “So you did summon them?” Beatrice asked. 
 
         “Not hardly. I just know a good opportunity when I see it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Beatrice opened her eyes to the sound of lapping waves. Judging by the peaceful sound the storm had abated. Beatrice stretched and twisted in the hammock, her back popping twice. She heard the clamor of feet on the wooden boards above her when she felt the ship shudder as an impact rocked its length. Her teeth clattered in her jaw and she was nearly thrown to the floor. 
 
         Mycorr appeared next to her, offered a hand, and pulled her to her feet. His eyes were wild and his face was split by a grin. 
 
         “Rise and shine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The two ships thrashed against each other as the pirates used grappling hooks to bring their vessel abreast the Obesus. When they were within reach they swung from ropes attached to the main mast to swing over or haphazardly tossed gangplanks across the chasm and deftly ran across despite the bucking motion of the ocean.  When Beatrice and Mycorr made it above deck they found it hard to differentiate between the pirates and the sailors. Their clothes were brine crusted and sweat stained and many of them were barefoot. Their blackened, calloused feet gripped the deck as they engaged in swordplay and gunfights. 
 
         Beatrice ducked as a hatchet buried itself in the molding of the captain’s quarters behind her. She swore vehemently. She needed to find a gun. Before her father had succumbed to infection after a broken leg he had taught her how to handle all manner of firearms. She wasn’t half bad with a bow either. 
 
         Crossing the gangplank from the pirate ship over to the Porcer was a man the likes of whom Beatrice had never seen before. His eyes were bloodshot red and yellow with jaundice, and his skin was so dark it reminded her of oil. He wore his hair in dreadlocks and tied it back in a thick ponytail with the skin of sea snakes. Through his nose, the quill of a porcupine or similar animal ran and jewelry made of silver and gold dangled from his ears. In his lower lip was a large clay plate with a symbol that Beatrice had seen in Mond’s temple. It was a sign of D’rij, a sea turtle made of many smaller patterns. He had a bandana tied at his neck and wore a maroon doublet, a stark white sash, and white trousers. He went barefoot as did his peers. He didn’t carry any weapons, but emanated an aura of danger more so than any of the other pirates. As he stepped foot on the merchant vessel he lifted his hand and tiny crabs, numbering in the millions, began flooding from every knot or whorl in the wood, seethed over the feet of the merchants and worked their way upwards, tearing out tiny bits of flesh. 
 
         Beatrice pointed to the man and Mycorr beamed. “A sea priest! We are in luck.” 
 
         “I need a pistol,” Beatrice said and tried to ignore the godling’s optimism. Mycorr didn’t see fit to answer her but instead closed the distance between him and one of the sailors loyal to Yaro and his ship and placed his hand on the back of his neck. The man convulsed for a minute as his skin turned green and sloughed from his skeleton and his musculature was rendered to mush. His eyes rolled from their sockets and his teeth clattered across the deck. As the connective tissue between his joints dissolved, he collapsed in a pile of bones and liquefied gore. Mycorr stooped and picked up the gun he had been wielding and handed it to Beatrice. 
 
         “My fair lady,” he said sardonically.  
 
    Under normal circumstances she would have scrunched her face and refused. But she had bedded the demon Vahrun, served Mond, and travelled the Underworld—a little slime no longer deterred her. 
 
         She fired a single shot into one of the merchants nearest to her and began scanning the crowd for Yaro. For the stunt he pulled, Beatrice figured a gut wound would be fitting. She plucked the powder horn from her gun donor’s corpse and poured it down the muzzle, tore a piece of cloth from her sleeve and stuffed it down next with her finger, with a lead ball on top. She began priming the gun when she heard the familiar click of a hammer being pulled back near her head.  
 
         “Don’t know why such a pretty lady would know how to handle such a dirty weapon,” the pirate drawled. Beatrice didn’t answer but instead fixed her haze on Mycorr, who was similarly held up. 
 
         The secretary lifted her hands in the air and held the gun loosely, her fingers nowhere near the trigger or hammer. 
 
         “Thanks, lass,” the man said showing off his grimy teeth as he took the weapon. “Now who’s your captain?” 
 
         “Ugly green jacket. You’d be better off to kill him now,” Beatrice said through gritted teeth. The merchants were losing the fight as the rogues hemmed them in around the main mast. 
 
         “Don’t be hasty. We only send those who D’rij calls to the sea,” the pirate said with another leer.  
 
    Beatrice fought back the urge to shudder. 
 
         The sea priest wound his way towards Beatrice and Mycorr. He looked them over briefly before addressing the men who held them captive. 
 
         “Bind their hands, and put them with the rest. Jeremy, bring me the shells,” he ordered.  
 
    The man who had Beatrice at gunpoint let his barrel drop and scurried across the gangplank. Beatrice was roughly tied and pushed to the center of the ship, where Yaro and Carnegie shot her dirty looks as if this was all her doing. Mycorr avoided the stared onslaught of daggers, undoubtedly because of the fear he had placed in the men. Beatrice watched as Jeremy crossed back over to the Porcer, holding three turtle plastrons. Behind him, a man with a salt and pepper beard and a trifold hat strode purposefully. 
 
         In Jeremy’s free hand he held a brazier of coals with a single metal rod placed across it. The entire length of the rod was red hot. He reverently handed the shells to the sea-priest who laid them flat against the deck. He stooped down on his knees and spread the shells out equidistant from each other. He beckoned for the brazier and took the rod with his bare hands. He began chanting in a foreign language and his eyes rolled into the back of his head until only the whites were showing. His entire body was wracked with convulsions for a moment and Beatrice was certain he would begin frothing at the mouth. He regained his composure as quickly as it had left him and placed the tip of the metal rod in the center of the first shell and pressed. As he applied pressure, smoke furled and an acrid stink filled the air. A moment later, a resounded crack echoed across the timber of the silent ship as the shell was torn asunder. He did this two more times before gingerly placing the rod back on the basin. He leaned forward and studied the first shell. He surveyed it for what felt like an eternity before raising his eyes towards the hostages. He pointed at Carnegie. 
 
         “D’rij will rejoice in his pain.” 
 
         Two pirates stepped forward and hauled the first mate’s writhing and struggling body away from the prisoners. 
 
         The seer stared at the second shell for only a moment before pointing to Yaro. “He carries Detrita’s curse. We must keep him alive.” 
 
         Likewise, Yaro was hauled away from the rest of his crew. The plastromancer stared at the last shell and sucked in a sharp breath between his teeth. He levelled a stare at the Northgate woman that went deeper than the surface. 
 
         “Beatrice has a long journey ahead of her. Treat her well,” he said ominously.  
 
    The pirates looked behind the seer at the man with the greying beard, presumably the captain, who nodded. They cut Beatrice’s bonds and she stepped away from the merchants. 
 
         As he rose the seer said, “Kill the rest of them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that is a good idea,” Mycorr said, bringing his tied hands up in front of him as if to stay the blade that was pointed at his chest. 
 
         The seer snorted. “Death calls when it chooses. D’rij has asked for your soul. He will have it.” 
 
         “I think that you-” Beatrice started but the captain held his hand up in a motion for silence. 
 
         “D’rij has spared you, he can just as easily discard you. The waves call us all home,” he said in a voice that embodied the ocean and its turbulent nature. 
 
         Mycorr was undeterred. “Kill the rest of them, surely, it won’t hurt anyone. But you should keep me alive.” 
 
         “Kill him,” Yaro growled and the plastromancer struck him across the face. 
 
         “Do not speak. You are cursed. If we could kill you and the curse died we would. But that is not the nature of such things. We would inherit your burden,” the seer said, equally as heated. 
 
         “Why should we spare you?” the captain asked suspiciously. 
 
         “Because I gifted the ill-will of Detrita upon the good Captain Yaro,” Mycorr said beamingly.  
 
         “All right, kill him. This man is a liar,” the captain said in exasperation. “No mortal has Death’s blessing.” 
 
         “No!” Beatrice exclaimed. “If you kill him, Detrita’s wrath will rain down upon us.” 
 
         “Kill her too then,” the captain spat. 
 
         “D’rij does not bid it. Do her no harm,” the sea priest said and stood inches from the captain’s face. “The Lord of the Tides has given her his blessing. Perhaps her companion has such favor with the Goddess of Death.” 
 
         “It’s not just Detrita and D’rij,” Beatrice said. “I served in Mond’s court for years under Detrita’s direction. I understand that the Goddess of the Moon still influences D’rij’s moods with each passing day.” 
 
         The plastromancer sneered at the captain. “The next time you disregard my interpretations, you may as well damn the entire crew.” 
 
         “If any of this is true, then let them prove it,” The captain said as his face turned the color of beets. Mycorr stepped forward and the crew parted as he made his way towards the taffrail. He placed both of his rope-bound hands against the rail and crumbled it as easily as if it had been chalky limestone. As the wood crumbled, white threadlike growth of hyphae dissipated from his palms.  
 
         “A poorly maintained ship is not a herald of divine powers,” the captain said derisively. 
 
         “I could demonstrate this on the mast of your own ship… or I could press my palms against your own flesh and see what happens?” Mycorr said with a devious expression. “My father may not care about my fate, but my mother is more than invested in my well-being.”
     “Your parentage matters little to me,” the captain snarled. 
 
         
     “But doesn’t it?” Mycorr asked and as he raised his eyebrow the crew of the Obesus Porcer began convulsing and choking out vomit. Their teeth rattled from their skulls, their skin turned green and melted from their bodies and fell in a series of plop plop plops whilst their skeletons brittled and broke. 
 
         A few of the pirates turned their stomach as they leaned out over the sea after watching the macabre display. The captain and the sea priest remained unmoved, along with the vilest members of their crew. They stared at all that was left of the Obesus crew: Yaro, Carnegie, Beatrice, and Mycorr. 
 
         “If your mother is Detrita, then who is your father?” the plastromancer asked. 
 
         “I have no father, but I was sired by none other than Nipor himself,” Mycorr said as his eyes flashed dangerously. 
 
         The seapriest smiled broadly. “Then welcome aboard the Mare Helvella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead crossed Northgate in the quiet of the night. He was half tempted to stop in the sheriff’s office but he had bigger fish to fry. Had he been corporeal the snow would have crunched underfoot and the chill air would have raised gooseflesh across his arms. The full moon bore down overhead. Wilder Ruckstead recalled the last time he had seen a full moon while he had been alive. He chortled a little bit at the thought of Artemisia and himself dying of hypothermia while foxglove, henbane, and monkshood coursed in their veins before Gertrude and Mission had rescued them. 
 
         His astral pace quickened as he neared his house. He could have laughed with childlike merriment when he found himself on the threshold of his abode. Gertrude’s garden was perfectly manicured, the winter cover crop had been harvested and the soil was covered with a fine layer of snow. When springtime came the food refuse in a barrel secured from varmints would be stirred into the dirt as compost. The delicate tracks of skunks made many rings around the waste before the animals had realized that no spoils were available to them. In fact, Ruckstead saw a bouncing black and white tail disappearing into the night. He fought the urge to knock on the door, such a human gesture was not fitting of a three years deceased spirit. Instead he melded across the wood and entered his home of many years. His skin crawled when he detected the pervasive presence of his old deputy. 
 
         “James Kerfield,” he spoke aloud and waited as the ethereal spirit solidified into a visible ghost before him. While Ruckstead’s spirit was the picture of health, James was not. He had a thick purple bruise ringing his neck and his eyes were recessed in dark, oily pits. His hair and clothes were disheveled and his overall appearance was as if he had just been pulled from the ground. 
 
         “Sheriff Ruckstead,” James said bitterly. “I suppose you are here to banish me from your wife’s home.” 
 
         “I have been searching the Underworld for you. The dead do not belong here,” Ruckstead said as he pulled up a chair and sat down. He felt a sickness in his stomach as he realized he would never have another meal with his wife and son at this very table. 
 
         “And what gave you the idea to look here? Artemisia? She is just as guilty as your wife,” James said angrily. 
 
         “They did what they thought was right to protect Northgate. Something that you should have been doing,” Ruckstead said firmly. 
 
         “They put a demon inside me!” Kerfield screamed and a gale of wind to match in decibels roared outside. 
 
         “Their means were questionable, I will admit. But as a lawman you should have done everything in your power to have killed Vahrun. The citizens of Northgate were your responsibility,” Ruckstead said without raising the tone of his voice or moving from his chair. 
 
         “Is that why you killed Kerrick?” Kerfield asked. 
 
         Ruckstead didn’t answer. 
 
         “So it’s true. You murdered him to protect that witch,” Kerfield said. “You know, I used to look up to you and felt like you and Gertrude were my second family. And this is how I end up treated.” 
 
         “James…” Ruckstead started but was interrupted. 
 
         “They could have asked! Instead, they kidnapped me for their perverse plan. I deserved to at least have a choice,” James said and his eyes began to water. 
 
         “What would you have said? You wouldn’t have given them permission,” Ruckstead said. “Come with me to the Underworld. Your pains will never heal if you dwell on them here. We all make mistakes, it’s time to move past them. Tormenting my family will not bring you peace.” 
 
         “It might not bring you peace, but their suffering is enough for me,” James said scathingly, though it lacked conviction. 
 
         “And once they are gone from this place, your spirit will linger until you fade into nothingness. Come with me now and you will have a chance for a life after life. You are bound to this place and cannot find your way over to the other side without a guide. Another spirit is not going to come and offer you a second chance. Take my offer, or lose the opportunity forever,” Ruckstead warned. 
 
         Kerfield collapsed on the ground in a fit of sobs. He wrapped his arms around his legs and put his head against his knees. He looked so childlike in that moment that Ruckstead rose to his feet, crossed over to his old protégé and sat down next to him. Ruckstead wrapped his arm over Kerfield’s shoulders. 
 
         “I had so much more living to do,” James wept. 
 
         “Dying is not the end, unless you choose to stay here. When you cross over you will find that death isn’t so different from the world you just left,” Ruckstead said and felt a sympathetic tear roll down his cheek.  
 
         “What if I’m scared?” Kerfield sniffled. 
 
         “That is why I am here.” 
 
         Together the two ghosts slowly began to dissipate as they left the first plane and departed to the Underworld. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Captain Johan Davies manned the helm while the sea priest, Morchella Verpa, stood at his right. The Mare Helvella was steered in the direction of the Kirean Isles. Captain Johan had been reluctant when Beatrice and Mycorr told him that they needed to travel to the isles to pay homage to D’rij, but Morchella had been adamant that it had been a sign from the sea god that they had found the two travelers. At Morchella’s behest, the pirates had traded in raiding for a pilgrimage. 
 
         “What do we do with the first mate?” Johan asked. Currently both Yaro and Carnegie were bound to the mizzenmast, while Beatrice and Mycorr were free to roam. 
 
         “Once we reach the Kireans we will sacrifice him for protection before we journey to D’rij’s Temple,” Morchella answered.  
 
         “And you believe this is wise?” Johan asked. “I think our unwelcomed guests are lying about their purpose. And the gods rarely suffer the wills of mortals.” 
 
         “But Mycorr is not a mortal,” Morchella countered. 
 
         “The gods suffer the wills of other gods even more rarely,” the captain countered and the priest laughed heartily.  
 
         “The only thing that will endanger us in the isles is your lack of faith,” Morchella said with a grin. 
 
         “I hope you are right,” Johan said and clapped the priest on the shoulder. “Is there any chance that there are prevailing winds in the forecast to speed up this detour?” 
 
         “For a man who doesn’t believe you ask a lot from the gods,” Morchella said as he withdrew tobacco and a pipe from a pocket in his jacket.  
 
         “That is why I leave the asking to you,” Captain Johan said.  
 
    After the priest had packed and sparked his pipe, Johan felt like it was a good idea to have a smoke as well. The two sat puffing on their pipes while the crew scurried about like rats—scuttering across the rigging or stealing below deck for a snack. 
 
         Morchella ashed his pipe in his hand, crumbled the embers against his palm and held his hand aloft. The gentle wind wisped the ash away until all that was left was a grey streak across his palm. He put the pipe back in its pocket and reached into another pocket. From it, the priest pulled out a flat, perfectly round rock that was as opalescent as the moon inching across the midday sky.  
 
         “Did Mond really give that to you?” Johan asked, having heard the story of how the priest discovered his lucky rock plenty of times. 
 
         “I worshipped Mond before I ever found D’rij. But she recognized that the sea was my true home and sent me to the temple of her lover. She gave me this as a token should I ever need her help. My people are not seafarers,” Morchella said. He and Johan had met in their late twenties and now were well into their fifties. The priest stooped and placed the rock on the deck between his feet. 
 
         “I should like to see where you hail from,” Johan said. 
 
         “You would have to sail for many months to even reach the shore. Besides, a civilized man like yourself would stick out like a sore thumb,” Morchella replied while he fished in one of his pockets and pulled out a vial of white sand. He closed his fist around the sand and held it up to his lips. His cheeks puffed for a moment before they hollowed as he blew the sand out of his hand in a northwesterly direction. The sand disappeared as it was pulled to the horizon and a steady breeze picked up behind them, Morchella’s dreads whipped around his face, and Johan had to grab his hat before it flew into the sea.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They will kill you if you don’t take it,” Captain Yaro told Carnegie as he urged the man to take the token from his hand. They sat bolt upright, tied to the mast with their feet sticking straight out in front of them. 
 
         Not for the first time, Carnegie refused it. 
 
         “If I take it, then they will kill you,” he hissed. 
 
         Captain Yaro swore under his breath. “That is the point. I am a captain without a crew or a ship. I deserve to die.” 
 
         A silence settled over the duo as the image of the Obesus Porcer sinking beneath the waves after the crew of the Mare had taken everything and anything of value filled their minds.  
 
         “I won’t take it,” Carnegie said stiffly and Yaro swore again. As the wind picked up, so did Carnegie’s impending death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Ruckstead felt guilty about leaving Kerfield in the Underworld when he was summoned back to Artemisia’s cabin but his desire to see the love of his life overwhelmed his feelings of duty to his old deputy. Kerfield was feasting when Artemisia had called Ruckstead back, and the color was finally returning to the young ghost’s face.  
 
         The deceased sheriff paced back and forth; had he been alive and weighing the one hundred eighty pounds he had, he would have worn a trail in Artemisia’s floor. 
 
         “She will be here soon,” Artemisia said with a smirk. 
 
         “I know. It’s been three years, I can’t wait. How do I look?” he asked and the witch laughed. She had never seen the sheriff with such boyish nerves before. 
 
         “Very dapper,” she answered. 
 
         “Did you tell her I was here?” Ruckstead asked. 
 
         “I did not want to spoil the surprise,” Artemisia said. 
 
         Ruckstead didn’t answer, but began pacing even quicker. He stopped dead in his tracks when there was a knock upon the door. 
 
         “Will she be able to see me?” he whispered. 
 
         Artemisia nodded as she went to attend to the door. She swung it open and Gertrude’s eyes went wide when she saw inside the cabin. 
 
         “I’ll give you some privacy,” Artemisia said as she ducked out the door. 
 
         “Wilder!” Gertrude squealed as she ran towards his embrace. She paused when she was within arm’s reach and gently pressed one hand to his chest as if she expected it to go through, but the enchantments Artemisia placed in the cottage allowed Gertrude to feel a whole body instead of an ethereal chill where her husband stood. Wilder lifted her off her feet in a bear hug that was just as passionate as it had been on their wedding day. They fervently pressed their lips together in a kiss and stayed that way for several long moments before he put her back down on her feet. 
 
         “Gertrude, you are as beautiful as the first time I saw you.” Tears glistened in his eyes and the couple laughed, a sad, weary sound.  
 
         “I have missed you terribly,” she choked out. 
 
         “I’m afraid I can’t stay,” he murmured into her hair as he hugged her again. 
 
         “I know. Will you wait for me?” she asked. 
 
    Ruckstead’s chest tightened and he found it hard to even think about leaving Gertrude again. 
 
         “For as long as it takes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         When Artemisia came back inside Gertrude was sitting alone. Twin trails of tears streaked her cheeks, but she looked truly happy. She had gotten the goodbye that Vahrun had robbed from her. 
 
         “I can’t thank you enough,” Gertrude said with a contented sigh. 
 
         “It was the least I could do,” Artemisia said. “But you should hurry home. Benjamin is waiting for you.” 
 
         Gertrude nodded and gave Artemisia a gentle hug before leaving the cottage. Her home suddenly felt very empty and Artemisia smiled and poured herself a cup of tea as Volker came strutting from his napping nook by the fireplace. All of her debts had been repaid and the witch basked in the sudden peace she felt. She was alone, just how she preferred. She smiled as she took her first sip of tea and stretched her feet out in front of her. 
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    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    The Kirean Archipelago grew on the horizon as the Mare Helvella sped towards the isles. Beatrice felt well rested. She had been given the sea priest’s quarters while he slept below deck with the rest of the crew. Mycorr was not given a proper bed to sleep on and spent his nights in a hammock. Yaro and Carnegie were still tied to the mast and were stinking and hungry. 
 
         Beatrice and Mycorr were summoned to the captain’s quarters to eat with Johan and Morchella. The captain’s room was actually comprised of a study, a sleeping area, and a dining room. The study boasted an impressive library of books in mint condition. Astounded, Beatrice asked which ones he had read, to which he replied, “All of them.” 
 
         They sat down to a lunch of smoked and salted lamb, fresh caught fish, pickled asparagus and beets, lemon rinds, and stale bread. Beatrice’s mouth watered when she saw the green stalks. To accompany the food red wine was served in a less than judicious serving. 
 
         “What is your true intention of travelling to the Kireans?” Captain Johan asked seconds after the first bite. He was clearly not a man to mince words. 
 
         “You don’t trust us,” Beatrice said and smiled with her lips tight. 
 
         “I would be a fool to do so,” Johan said. It wasn’t in good nature, though the statement also didn’t feel callous. 
 
         Beatrice and Mycorr exchanged a glance before they decided to tell the truth through their unspoken communication. 
 
         “We seek a favor from the gods, and my mother is out due to her relationship with Nipor. Beatrice is not likely to find any goodwill with Mond after her three years of servitude,” Mycorr provided. “The Lord of the Tides is the most volatile and ambitious god I know of. If any has the gumption to challenge Nipor, it is him.” 
 
         “Challenge Nipor?” Morchella said, jaw agape. He placed a hand in front of his lips lest he appeared uncouth. 
 
         “He has slighted me and cursed Beatrice with a life of wandering—though his siblings played a part in that,” Mycorr answered. 
 
         “You say that D’rij is ambitious… I believe that you are even more so,” Johan said pensively. 
 
         “I have dealt with demons, served a goddess, and wandered the planes of the Underworld,” Beatrice began. “I have little to fear from one of the Fates.” 
 
         “What were you in life before you were touched by the divine?” Morchella answered. 
 
         “I was the Secretary of the Town of Northgate,” she answered boldly, knowing just how ridiculous it sounded. 
 
         Morchella and Johan split into broad grins. 
 
         “You may just be the craziest woman I have ever met,” the captain beamed. 
 
         “Given your likely dealings with prostitutes, that is not flattering,” Beatrice said with a flirtatious smile.  
 
    The trio of humans fell into laughter and Mycorr remained unmoved. Mortals were strange.  
 
         The group continued to talk and eat. Beatrice wolfed down the asparagus like it was her last meal. The fish was unlike the brook and brown trout that she had caught in mountain streams, but she savored it just the same. 
 
         “So how will you sacrifice Carnegie?” Mycorr asked. 
 
    The table grew silent for a moment. The question itself was not awkward but its timing was.  
 
    Johan continued to munch on his food for a minute before answering. “Pro’ly keel haul him.” 
 
         The Captain looked over to Morchella who nodded, “That would please D’rij.” 
 
         “Keel haul?” Beatrice asked. 
 
         “Tie him up and drag him beneath the boat,” Captain Johan said.  
 
         “How many times?” Beatrice asked and Johan nearly snorted his wine out his nose. 
 
         “Very few people survive being dragged once. The ones who do have bled enough to call all manner of sharks and fishes. Takes the whole crew to drag them out of the water,” Morchella answered solemnly. “But D’rij will be pleased.” 
 
         “Where do all these creatures come from? The sea seems so still,” Beatrice asked innocently. She had seen a few birds snipping at the surface, albatrosses and seagulls, and the schools of fish which they feasted on. 
 
         Morchella smiled darkly. “They follow the ship, multitudes, right beneath the waves. They seek our refuse, our waste, and anyone who may be cast aboard. The oceans are a deeper and more mysterious place than any you could have ever experienced.” 
 
         Beatrice fought the urge to shudder and the hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood on end as an icy chill ran down her spine. She combatted it with another taste of asparagus. 
 
          “And you aren’t concerned about them ever assaulting the ship?” she asked, feigning curiosity rather than concern. 
 
         “There are plenty of tales, but D’rij protects us,” Morchella answered.  
 
    This time it was Mycorr’s turn to try to keep his composure and not spit up his drink. If only the zealots understood the indifference of their gods. If anything, it was Morchella’s own power that kept the Mare Helvella afloat, not D’rij’s generosity. 
 
         The godling’s reverie was interrupted when the call of ‘land ho!’ was heard from the crow’s nest. 
 
         “D’rij awaits,” Morchella said as he rose from the table and departed from the captain’s quarters.  
 
    Beatrice felt a lump form in her throat when she realized that she was about to watch the pirates torture Carnegie. The second mate of the sunken Porcer’s time was running short. 
 
         The sea birds overhead began squawking raucously as they too sensed the coming feast. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Rough hands grabbed Carnegie as he was untied from the mast and dragged towards the prow of the ship. He kicked and screamed and even bit down on one of their hands. That earned him a boot to the face, and for a moment he was compliant as his thoughts swam and blood oozed from his nose and lip. 
 
         He shook his head clear and dug his ankles into the deck, but the hard wooden boards did not give and his ankles held no purchase. He heard Yaro yelling his name from where the captain was still tied, but Carnegie didn’t really register what was going on around him. His thoughts became a blur once he realized that his death was inevitable. 
 
         Carnegie cried out in pain as one of his arms was pulled out so roughly it popped from its socket as a knot was looped around his wrist. He resisted less when his other appendage was grabbed but nonetheless it hurt the same. He was held by just the ropes, his arms outstretched as he struggled to keep his feet. 
 
        Through blurry eyes, Carnegie spotted Morchella walking towards him holding some wriggly creature. The dark man was speaking a language that sounded like all consonants, and when he stood face to face with the merchant he grabbed his face and squeezed until Carnegie’s mouth popped open. 
 
         When the sea priest forced the creature into Carnegie’s mouth and it writhed down his throat, fighting the bile that was rising, he knew what it was. An eel. The sea serpent thrashed in his belly and he retched several times, but the creature was still lodged in his gut. Morchella didn’t move and was coated in bile from his sternum to his boots, but he placed his hand on Carnegie’s forehead and the only word the merchant could make out was D’rij. When the sea priest released him, he felt his body pulled backwards by the ropes and cast into the sea. The cold salt water enveloped his body and a sudden clarity returned to his brain after the kick he received. He was pulled through the water as his wrists screamed in agony. He came to a sudden stop when his body slammed into the barnacle laden ship. It was only a moment before he was moving again, the warty sea creatures digging trenches in his skin as his blood mingled with sea water. The sting alone was enough to make him scream in a flurry of bubbles. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From the poopdeck, Beatrice winced as she watched the pirates running along the taffrail opposite each other, holding the ropes tied to Carnegie. Every so often they would be jerked back as the merchant’s body became lodged on some unseen obstacle. It was only a matter of minutes before she spotted the dark fins moving amid the waves. 
 
         The sea creatures swam lazy circles around the ship, much like wolves in the timber waiting to take down a moose. They sinuously carved through the water and Beatrice could only imagine the long serpentine bodies that were just out of sight. She wondered how many beasts there were, was it one large creature made of many coils? Or many with just as numerous mouths? 
 
         As the minutes went by the billow of blood widened its range and the fins disappeared beneath the ship. The ropes held by the pirates went taut. The men strained to keep a hold. Captain Johan would not be pleased if any resources went overboard. Without warning the rope on the port side went slack and the men reeled it up. It still held one of Carnegie’s hands, though it was severed beneath the elbow. The sailors on the other side of the ship struggled as the monsters pulled at the rest of the merchant’s body before they fell on their backs, still clutching the rope. The fins thrashed amid the waters for a brief moment before being swallowed by the waves. 
 
         Mycorr drifted to Beatrice’s side. “Humans are just as savage as the gods they worship.” 
 
         “So it would seem,” she mused. “Where is the archipelago? I thought we were close.” 
 
         Pointing, Mycorr indicated to a group of dark slivers on the horizon. Over the course of a millennia the black volcanic basalt had been tempered by the waves and the islands were barely visible on the horizon. 
 
         “That is it? I do not see any temple dedicated to the Lord of the Tides,” Beatrice said doubtfully.  
 
    Mycorr made a show of sighing. He took in a deep breath until his chest swelled and then blew it out slowly. “He is the Sea God, not the God of Forests, Plains, or staggering Mountains. I can assure you, his temple is there.” 
 
         Beatrice thought to argue, but then she saw Morchella standing at the prow of the ship. His arms were outstretched and shaking with verified ecstasy. Beatrice felt her stomach turn. She had experienced Detrita, Nipor, and Mond—none had been cruel enough to have been appeased by human sacrifices. She could only imagine what kind of divine appetite belonged to D’rij. 
 
         Captain Johan made his way across the deck to the two interlopers. He easily ascended the stairs and stood to face the godling and secretary.  
 
         “I hope that you know what you are getting yourself into,” he warned them. 
 
         “We can handle ourselves,” Mycorr assured him. 
 
         “You have never seen real sea monsters. The finfolk who serve D’rij will just as likely lead you to his temple, or kidnap you and marry you on the sea floor,” Johan said as he pulled pensively at his beard. 
 
         “You sound like you have some experience,” Beatrice said. 
 
         “Before I was a pirate my daughter was kidnapped by the fishmen. It feels like it was a lifetime ago. I was just a blacksmith. I beat my wife to death because I thought she had sold our daughter off or murdered her. I fled to the seas rather than face the gallows. Eventually I found my daughter, but she was not the same…” the captain trailed off. 
 
         Mycorr and Beatrice didn’t have to ask whether or not his daughter was still alive. From the look in his empty eyes they knew the answer. 
 
         Johan shifted his focus and the dread was wiped from his face. “The tender is nearly ready. The Mare has dropped anchor. The two of you will be accompanied by Morchella to the isles. We will wait for his return.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    The oars dipped into the ocean rhythmically but it did little to lull Beatrice’s frantic mind. She kept imagining dark shapes moving beneath the small boat and horrible creatures surfacing from the depths to pull her from the boat and into the cold water. Her stomach was in knots, but her companions seemed unaffected. Morchella looked thrilled while Mycorr appeared placid.  
 
    The dark plateaus of land began to jut taller and taller as the distance between the trio and the Kireans shrank. Beatrice noticed a water ravaged stairway cut into one of the islands. The briny ocean had impossibly dug pock marks into the rock, but the stairs remained. Morchella moored the ship expertly on a jut of basalt that looked too slick to hold anything, but the knot looked strong and Beatrice knew she could never imitate it even if the sea priest directed her over or under with each pass of the rope. 
 
         Beatrice felt her panic mounting as she took the first step from the boat. It wobbled beneath her but soon she was clinging to soaking wet rock, praying that she didn’t fall. She kept her body close to the stairs and couldn’t help but feel awkward. Her fear propelled her upwards and she tested each handhold multiple times before trusting it. Morchella and Mycorr easily climbed the stairs upright behind her. It was rather unfair, though. Mycorr was not mortal, and Morchella was accustomed to the sea. She was a secretary from a town miles from any roost a seabird dared to go.  
 
    Once she had cleared the stairs and reached flat land she stood up and was amazed by the sheer flatness of the rock. It was riddled with tunnels filled to the brim with sloshing water. Out of curiosity she wandered to the edge of one and saw that it was deeper than the tallest mountains were tall. The orifice was near twenty feet across and along its depth were crystalline huts carved into the stone walls. Many colored seaweeds grew in cultivated beds and starfish and mollusks clung to the architecture like grasshoppers and cicadas did in Northgate. She gasped in astonishment and Morchella ghosted up to her side. He muttered something in his native language in awe. 
 
         Beatrice didn’t bother asking what he said, for the hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stood on end. The first plop behind her had been unsettling. The second, third, and fourth were equally terrifying. But the multitude of yellow eyes blinking back at her from the pool she stared in froze the blood in her veins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From the pools, dozens of the finfolk poured. Their eyes were large and yellow and devoid of a pupil larger than a pinprick. Sagittal and occipital fins framed faces which were not far from human. Their mouths were wide and froglike. Flat webbed feet made movement on land awkward and they had a shuffling, bowlegged gait, but closed the gap to surround the priest and his cargo quickly. The finfolks’ skin was scaled and banded a dark murky color while their bellies were a sickly pale. Among their number were both male and female, neither more or less hideous than the next. 
 
         “The Children of D’rij, cast out by his then lover, Mond, for their ugliness,” Mycorr said and smiled confidently. A chorus of croaking rebuked his cruel words and Beatrice felt a stab of pity in her chest. Her own time among the gods had been less than pleasant.  
 
         “Seems that the gods and the Fates are less than stellar parents,” Beatrice drawled and a look of hurt flashed across Mycorr’s face. The finfolk began laughing harshly, and their strange eyes glowed with hatred. Perhaps Beatrice had been wrong to feel pity. 
 
         “What do we do?” Beatrice asked. 
 
         “I should let them eat you for your crude words, and then rot them from the insides out. But I promised I wouldn’t abandon you. We must treat with them,” Mycorr said. “I suggest we leave that to the priest.” 
 
         Before Morchella could speak, one of the frogmen lunged forward, snatched Beatrice by the hair and dragged her backwards. She jammed an elbow into her assailant who released her with a watery cough. Another dove in for Beatrice but Mycorr intervened, the sole of his boot smashing into the creature’s face. 
 
         “We seek an audience with the Lord of the Tides,” Morchella said, raising his hands into the air before the finfolk descended to tear them limb from limb. 
 
         The fishmen stopped and stared unblinkingly for many minutes. Slowly they began uttering strange gurgling sounds to one another in muted whispers. Beatrice was certain the creatures would devour them anyways, or murder them in an attempt to make them their spouses in the depths. With each passing second she felt her heart climbing higher into her throat. 
 
         At last, one of them stepped forward. 
 
         He motioned with one of his webbed hands and the ring around the humans moved to let them go. They followed their guide across a landscape riddled with pools. Yellow eyes peered back at them and Beatrice wondered how many of the fishfolk the island chains supported and whether or not Captain Johan had ventured out this far and found his daughter. Or if she was still here, unbeknownst to him. 
 
         The sun rose higher in the sky until it began its ultimate descent. The island couldn’t have been more than five miles across, but the finfolk had a slow, awkward gait. When they reached the center of the island five of the creatures stood around the largest pool, which gave off steam. The finfolk began a keening call as the water began to roil and froth. It began to spill over the black rock, and something enormous emerged. The creature had large oily hands banded with black and tipped with claws. The beast had huge green eyes, and a wide mouth full of knobby teeth. It heaved its massive weight onto dry land. For some reason Beatrice believed it had a feminine quality about it as its skin began to ripple. The transformation occurred much in the same way as Mycorr shed his weasel skin and became a man. In a matter of moments, a woman stood before them with dark hair, wreathed in a dress of kelp and shell necklaces. Her frame was full and her face was beautiful despite the leer it wore. 
 
         “Exidia,” Morchella breathed as he fell prostrate. 
 
         Beatrice looked at Mycorr who whispered, “The eldest daughter of D’rij.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    “Mycorr, it’s been so long,” Exidia croaked out. She stepped forward and helped Morchella back to his feet. “What brings you to the first realm?” 
 
         “We seek an audience with your father,” Mycorr answered. 
 
         Exidia made a show of sucking on her teeth and stepped backward into the pool. “You could have travelled across the seventh plane to find him much easier.” 
 
         “We didn’t want to attract the attention of the gods, especially not my mother. And we both know how neglected the first plane is,” Mycorr explained. 
 
         “Whatever your subterfuge, I want no part in it.” Exidia sank to her waist in the water. 
 
         “Our audience isn’t with you, it is with your father,” Beatrice fumed. A vision of her life as a gypsy flashed across her mind. The finfolk around her bristled. 
 
         The Daughter of the Waves paused and stepped back onto dry land. “With an attitude like that, I am sure he will take more than a liking to you.” 
 
         Exidia looked between Morchella, Mycorr, and Beatrice. She grinned broadly and greatly resembled the frog creature she had just been. 
 
         “Only she goes.” 
 
         Morchella’s disappointment was palpable. Mycorr may have been relieved, and Beatrice’s heart hammered loud enough to be heard by the crew aboard the Mare Helvella.  
 
         “What do you say?” Exidia asked. 
 
         Through the lump in her throat Beatrice managed to say, “I’ll go.” 
 
         Exidia took Beatrice by the hand and pulled her closer to the pool.  
 
    Mycorr caught her by the hand. “Be careful,” he whispered before letting go. 
 
         Beatrice nodded as she moved closer to the pool, whose surface began to shimmer. Exidia dipped beneath the water and Beatrice was yanked face first. She expected to sink, but found herself standing on a marble floor. She groaned. The divine had a very staid sense of decoration. Looking up, she saw that the ceiling was a myriad of sea creatures more beautiful than she could have ever imagined.  Their sinuous bodies moved among the waves as the smallest fish hid from larger fish, who in turn hid from octopi, sharks, and dolphins. Eels darted among the coral and Beatrice wondered whether the ocean was above her, or if she was standing upside down and what she saw was below her.  
 
    Exidia clucked her tongue and brought her attention back to the present. At the end of the hall D’rij sat on a throne, a three-headed sea lion barking viciously next to him. Its leash was wrapped around the god’s huge hand and the muscles in his forearm were slack despite the creature lunging against its restraints. D’rij’s eyes were as green-blue as the seas and his skin had been touched by the sun. He had a reddish beard that reached his naval and wore a crown of precious jewels. 
 
         “Father, you have a guest,” Exidia lilted. 
 
         “Few mortals have ever had direct contact with three of the divine,” D’rij boomed. 
 
         “And I am sure that even fewer have ever gained their favor,” Beatrice said.  
 
    D’rij laughed heartily. “You have spoken correctly,” he said. “What petition do you bring me?” 
 
         “I wish to return to my home, though the Fates have promised me otherwise,” Beatrice answered.  
 
    Exidia hissed in displeasure. “None can go against the Fates,” she warned her father. 
 
         “Yet here is this mortal defying the gods and the Fates, do you mean to say I am lesser?” D’rij asked and Exidia let her gaze fall to her feet. D’rij turned to Beatrice. “You expect me to challenge all three of the Fates?” 
 
         “Only Nipor. Mycorr and I both have a bone to pick with him,” Beatrice answered. 
 
         “The difference between a human and a god is the same as the difference between a god and a Fate. I will need a bargaining chip if I am to be successful,” D’rij mused. 
 
         “And what would a Fate find valuable?” Beatrice asked warily. From her experience, the gods demanded much and gave little. She was certain that D’rij would be no different. 
 
         “The soul of his son.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Beatrice argued. 
 
         “If you wish to return home to Northgate you will do as I ask,” D’rij said sternly. “You must decide or Exidia will escort you back to the first plane and you can die after a lifetime of bohemian tragedy.” 
 
         Beatrice stiffened. “Without his help you will stand no chance again Nipor.” 
 
         D’rij bolted to his feet. “If I am not powerful enough then why did you ask me?” 
 
         “If you are powerful enough then why demand a bargaining chip?” Beatrice said, straightening. She hoped that her legs were not shaking visibly. 
 
         “I need to see that you are worthy of my favor. If you cannot do one thing for me, why would I risk my existence for you? My devout ask for my blessings every day and each time I deny them. What makes you different? Do you want to return home or not?” D’rij asked and Beatrice felt her resolve crumble. 
 
         “How do I steal the soul of a godling?” Beatrice asked as her eyes began to water. 
 
         “Leave that to Exidia. All you need to do is kill him. After you do that, you must order Captain Johan to take the Mare Helvella back to its berth. From there, you must return to Northgate alone,” D’rij said. He pulled a dagger from his belt and handed it to Beatrice. “Slit his throat, and I will defeat Nipor.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    Beatrice felt a flutter in her stomach as Exidia took her back to the first plane. She would be going home. Would Northgate even be the same? Would anyone remember her? 
 
         She brushed these thoughts from her mind and gripped the dagger even tighter. Its hilt was a jewel encrusted shark, the blade protruding from its gaping jaws. It was a beautiful weapon and Beatrice regretted that she had to kill her friend with it. In fact, Mycorr may be her only friend left. She hadn’t had many in Northgate on account of her being a workaholic, and her vices made her a liability to married women who wished to keep their husbands. It had bothered her very little, but now she had a friend. For a moment longer, at least. 
 
         Guided by Exidia in her frog form, Beatrice emerged from the pool and saw the expectant faces of Morchella and Mycorr. Her next breath caught in her chest. 
 
         “How did it go?” Morchella asked feverishly.  
 
         “Not well,” Beatrice said and a look of sadness crossed Mycorr’s face. 
 
         He reached out and put his hand on her shoulder. He started to say something, but Beatrice caught the look in Exidia’s eye. It had to be now. She lashed out and the blade cut deeply and cleanly across Mycorr’s throat. An effervescent blue blood spurted from his neck and he collapsed on his knees, his hands pressed against the wound. His dark eyes emanated fury at the betrayal but there was little he could do. Exidia lunged forward and swallowed Mycorr up in her massive jaws and held him tight. His squirming hands and feet could be seen pressing against her sagging throat from the inside. Exidia nodded gravely to Beatrice and hopped back into her pool. 
 
         Morchella’s jaw was agape, but he resumed his composure quickly. With a raised eyebrow he said, “You lie well. A deal struck with the divine is better than you could have hoped for. No matter the cost.” 
 
         “I am not so sure,” Beatrice sobbed. 
 
         “Let us return to the Mare,” Morchella said and directed Beatrice towards the edge of the island they had moored on. Around them, the yellow eyes of the finfolk watched relentlessly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once aboard the pirate ship, Beatrice had finally dried her eyes. Her puffy red cheeks stood as a testament to others of the fact that she had been crying. She sat alone, none of the crew tried to speak with her and Captain Johan would not even look at her. 
 
         The estranged Captain Yaro approached her, though. 
 
         “Your treachery has cost us both. I hope you have learned something from this,” he said direly. 
 
         “I have achieved my end,” Beatrice said scathingly. “You have nothing.” 
 
         “Not quite, I still have this.” He withdrew Detrita’s token from his pocket but as he did so, it turned to ash. The remnants of the curse floated on the breeze. 
 
         “He really is dead,” Beatrice said as her throat caught on another ragged sob. 
 
         Watching the ash wisp away in the wind, Yaro said, “Of that, I wouldn’t be certain.” 
 
         He had held up his end of the bargain, by taking Beatrice to the Kirean Isles and leaving with her alive. Wherever Mycorr was, he must have deemed the job satisfactory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    “We will take you both to port,” Morchella said with a broad grin. Apparently his proximity with D’rij and meeting the eldest daughter had been enough to please him. Beatrice would have thought he would be disappointed. 
 
         Yaro didn’t answer but stared wrathfully at the man who had sacrificed his first mate. Beatrice solemnly nodded and the sea priest left the two of them alone. Not that there was much companionship between the merchant and the secretary to begin with. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Exidia plodded across D’rij’s temple, her wriggling cargo making it difficult for her to move fluidly. She stopped at her father’s feet, opened her wide mouth and roughly shoved Mycorr out with her fat tongue. 
 
         Saliva laden and covered in blood, Mycorr rolled onto his knees and wiped the mucus from his face. His throat had stopped bleeding, though a rough scab of iridescent blue was forming over the wound and caking itself to his tunic. 
 
         Holding his throat he said hoarsely, “That was a cruel trick you pulled on Beatrice. You know humans are ruled by their emotions.” 
 
         “I had to make sure that she was worthy of favor,” D’rij snorted. 
 
         “Surely there was a better way,” Mycorr said. He glanced over in disgust at Exidia who had morphed into her human form. 
 
         “But this one most amused me,” D’rij said, “and you are asking me to kill a Fate. That’s a tall order.” 
 
         “Whoever said kill?” Mycorr said as his eyes narrowed. 
 
         “You don’t have to. I can sense it. We cannot simply ask Nipor politely to let Beatrice back in Northgate.  We must force him to and besting him in combat will only incur his wrath. We must kill him,” D’rij explained. 
 
         “You are right, but we will never have the element of surprise. He will sense us as soon as we enter the Underworld,” Mycorr said. 
 
         “You are so unimaginative for your parentage. The sea sends more men to Nipor than anything else on the first plane. It is a quick journey from here to his hall.” D’rij had a wild look in his eye and Mycorr began to wonder if he had made the right decision in helping Beatrice. 
 
         “Before we leave, let me summon my minions,” Mycorr said as he hastily drew a shape on the floor. The mark blazed red for a moment before becoming a plane of thin glass as opaque as the night sky. From it emerged four taloned feet, and enough heads to match. Mycorr’s demon-bird half-siblings emerged. Their feathers were riddled with hyphae and their eyes bulged with pale mushrooms. Both of the birds opened their dual heads to croak out something incomprehensible, but their beaks were full of slime molds and no sound came out. 
 
         “Who are these undesirable creatures?” D’rij sneered. 
 
         “They had been my siblings before I dug my roots into their brains. These are my slaves and our rides into the Underworld,” Mycorr boasted. 
 
         D’rij clapped his hands together loudly. “Perhaps I spoke too soon. You are quite imaginative.” 
 
         The two gods climbed astride the zombie ravens and D’rij led Mycorr to a twenty-foot mirror. As they neared it their reflections faded and the Underworld became visible. The birds’ beaks broke the glass like the surface of a pond as they stepped through. True to D’rij’s word, the temple of Nipor was barely a stone’s throw away. 
 
         “You weren’t kidding,” Mycorr said but D’rij dismissed the comment.  
 
    The four-footed corvids nearly galloped to the front of the hall and a blast of water cast the great doors wide open. Mycorr suppressed a grin when he saw his father stand up abruptly, spilling a platter full of food from his lap. His faces shifted between all fourteen iterations in less than a second, each one flashing with rage. He stood to his whole height and dwarfed both of his assailants. From the walls, souls of his faithful oozed to accost Mycorr and D’rij. They pulled feathers from the ravens as their hands clambered for the gods astride the demons. Mycorr spurred his heels into his mount which took to the air. D’rij was less successful and was taken to the ground by the spirits. However, the souls of the dead were no match for a god and they were torn asunder. Their shrouds littered the air like shreds of fog. By the time the Lord of the Tides had defeated his opponents Nipor was upon him. The Fate hurled D’rij across the room and the beams rained down dust and beetles. Before Nipor could do any more, he felt four clawed feet dig into his back and lift him into the air. He twisted his way out of the grasp of the zombie and as he fell the second intercepted him and dug one of its beaks into his flesh. Nipor snapped the creature’s neck just as the second beak took his eye. In a similar fashion he crushed the vertebrae and fell to the ground with his dead son. 
 
         Brushing himself off Nipor surveyed the scene. Mycorr and D’rij were both on the ground while the last devil bird circled overhead. 
 
         Boisterous crowing came from outside the temple and Mycorr’s blood ran cold. The rest of his half-siblings were on their way. Mycorr took a step forward and felt water trickle into his boots. He looked down and saw that the temple was full of ankle deep water and it was rising. He swore under his breath. Water beetles the size of dogs moved through the water with large paddle-like limbs as they made a beeline for Nipor. The Fate couldn’t avoid them and they climbed up his legs and dug their probosci into his legs. Their bodies emitted a faint blue glow as they consumed his divine blood. With a roar he tore them from his thighs and calves two at a time, but there was always another to take its place. 
 
         Light streamed into the temple as two-headed ravens began clawing their way in. Mycorr’s lone servant flew upwards to try to keep them at bay, but just as with the water beetles… there were too many of them. They flocked their fallen brother and tore into his flesh. Their beaks dug deep and greedily slurped at the blood and gore available. They realized the presence of the fungal tendrils creeping their way down their throats, into their eyes, and up their nostrils all too late. Mycorr’s zombie retinue grow tenfold in a matter of seconds. 
 
         As Nipor fought with the beetles, wading his way towards D’rij, he completely discounted the presence of his half-son. Mycorr’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he exercised his dominion over his siblings. All at once, the ravens descended upon their father, their blunt beaks breaking bone and tearing flesh with exuberance. Nipor screamed as the foundation of the temple shook. He was completely clouded by a shroud of black feathers as his shrieks faded into blood-laden gurgles, which faded into nothingness. When the demonic birds flew up to the rafters to await Mycorr’s next demand, the body of the Fate was revealed. All that was left was a bloody pile of gristle which was already host to a plethora of mushroom species. 
 
         “Good work,” D’rij panted. Blood oozed from his forehead but already he was beginning to heal. The same couldn’t be said for Nipor. 
 
         Mycorr made to reply but his words were cut short when the temple began to let off an ethereal light and two more beings stood in their midst. The Fates of the Temporal and Liminal Worlds materialized as if called by the death of their cohort. Lacuna, the ruler of the Temporal Planes, was the embodiment of earth. She wore earthy hues touched with green and boughs of holly woven into her flaxen hair. Eria, of the Liminal World, was as intangible as the place she represented. She was nearly ethereal and everything about her was golden. Their faces shifted just as Nipor’s had and they towered over Mycorr and D’rij. 
 
         “Nothing lasts forever,” Eria crooned as she surveyed the meat pile that was Nipor. 
 
         “Not even us,” Lacuna said before turning her attention to Mycorr. “Yet the balance must be maintained.” 
 
         Mycorr felt his throat dry as he realized the implications. He said nothing as the Fates set their combined gaze upon him. 
 
         Eria placed her hand on his forehead and said, “You will take his place. Mycorr, Caretaker of the Underworld and the Dead.” 
 
         “We look forward to seeing your full potential,” Lacuna said. She and her sister faded into nothing and disappeared back to their charged worlds as mysteriously as they had arrived. 
 
         Mycorr felt no different, except that D’rij’s eyes were boring holes into his flesh. He decided that his first act as a Fate should be to bestow favor on the god who had helped his rise to his divine position. 
 
         “I suppose you will be asking for a favor,” Mycorr said, smiling so wide his face could barely contain it. 
 
         “Indeed. I wish to see Mond one last time,” D’rij said and Mycorr scowled. 
 
         “I won’t force her to do anything she doesn’t desire.” 
 
         “Neither would I. I only ask to see her,” the Lord of the Tides said solemnly. 
 
         “Then you should return to your halls. I shall see to it that she pays you a visit,” Mycorr said.  
 
    D’rij bowed deeply before departing. 
 
         Now that he was without audience other than his soulless siblings, Mycorr spread his arms wide and laughed with merriment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Beatrice stepped foot on the shore and smelled the city smells of Hollandale. As promised, she would return to Northgate alone. Yaro had slunk away as soon as the Mare had made port. She was alone as she had been all her life, though she wasn’t lonely. 
 
         Casting a guilt-ridden glance over her shoulder, she watched as the full moon set over the ocean. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    A single day’s ride from Northgate, Beatrice tossed and turned in her bedroll beneath a ponderosa. She had attempted to purchase a horse but had been given one for free, along with all the provisions she would need for the road. The kindness of so many strangers had made her uncomfortable and she hoped her reception in her hometown would be just as warm. 
 
         When sleep finally took her she found it wasn’t as peaceful as she had expected. She was familiar with her surroundings. She was in the Hall of Nipor. Beatrice hoped desperately that the Fate was not reneging on his deal. Yet, when she looked up at the throne she saw a familiar face. Mycorr was beaming, and she saw none of the wrath she had expected. 
 
         “Beatrice!” he said cordially. “I trust that you are thrilled at the prospect of being a resident of Northgate once again?” 
 
         “You are not angry with me?” she asked in astonishment. 
 
         “You are a mere mortal and you played the game of the deities just as well as any higher being could. You are a goddess made of flesh. I am proud of you for achieving what you have. And it didn’t work out so bad for me in the end,” Mycorr said with a wink. He continued before Beatrice could speak. “With the gift you have been given, I hope you don’t settle for the life you had. You can do so much more.” 
 
         With that, her dream dissolved into morning light. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Beatrice rode into Northgate, rough from the road and looking truly ragged. Nonetheless, she headed straight for the town offices. She tied her horse to the hitching post out front and was confronted by her old desk. No one was sitting at it but Jackson Stromville stood at its end, sorting papers. He looked up, startled, and regained his composure a moment later. 
 
         “I thought I had seen the last of you!” he said and embraced her in a hug. “Our last secretary just left town without explanation. Your expertise would be greatly appreciated.” 
 
         She didn’t answer immediately as she had spied an ad on the front of the Northgate Courant for an election. Beatrice smiled and said a quick prayer to Mycorr. 
 
         “In the interim I would love to,” Beatrice said. “But I am thinking of running for mayor.” 
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