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      “Azile, have you seen my keys?” 

      “Your cheese? What are you talking about?” The most powerful woman in the known universe was in the kitchen making me a sandwich. She looked over as I rummaged around in a drawer of a small table near the door.

      “My keys, woman. I’m looking for them.” 

      She paused, “Are you having a stroke?”

      “No, I’m just trying to inject some normalcy into my life. Ever since you read the Harry Potter series to the kids I feel like we’re living at Hogwarts. Alianna and MJ were racing around on brooms earlier, and I don’t think I’m equipped to deal with life on a Quidditch pitch.” 

      She smiled, more to herself than to me. “Check that bottom drawer.” She was headed out with what looked like a turkey and bacon sandwich, thick as the Order of the Phoenix.

      I opened up the drawer and of course, my Jeep key was there. Not gonna lie, being married to a witch had its perks. I wondered for a moment how it would work if I had her conjure the vehicle up for me; would that be too much? I wasn’t sure how I’d react to seeing my prized possession, fire engine red and all gassed up, parked on the grass of our front yard. Not well, probably; too many memories. I placed the key in my pocket, thanked her for the sandwich, and proceeded to sit down at the table.

      “We need to talk.” She was standing behind me, absently running her hand through my hair as I ate. 

      I stopped eating at those words. I was thinking back upon the entirety of my unnaturally long life, wondering if, at any point, the outcome of the impending conversation had been favorable for me. I had no illusions; I’m sure the end result was a godsend for all the women who had said those words, broken up with me, and run as far away as possible. For me, not so much.

      The last bite I had chewed and attempted to swallow was firmly lodged in my throat; if I could choke out before she had a chance to drop whatever she needed to say on me, it would be for the best. “Uh-huh,” I managed through my tightened airway.

      “It’s not like that.” She must have felt how I had braced myself in preparation for whatever she was going to say. “There’s nothing bad.” 

      “Not bad for you, or not bad for me? Big difference.” 

      She grabbed my hair and shook gently. “I need to go to England.” 

      “What? Why?”

      “It’s a witch thing; you wouldn’t understand.” 

      “Seriously? That’s the line you’re going to use on me?”

      “I thought a Jeep idiom would make you feel more comfortable.” 

      “It doesn’t.” The upshot of the damning words hadn’t yet improved. “Are you going alone?” 

      “I am.” 

      “Can I ask what for?” 

      “I’ve been summoned. Beyond that, there’s nothing I can tell you.” 

      “Because you don’t know or because you don’t want to?” 

      She shrugged and moved her hands to my shoulders. “A little of both.” 

      “How long?” The general apprehension which had made my heart labor began to spread to my limbs, giving me pins and needles; still couldn't swallow.

      “Three months. At the most.” 

      “What? You’re seriously going to leave me unsupervised for that long? Don’t you think that’s a bit irresponsible?”

      “I figured with you caring for the kids you’d be less inclined to find trouble.” 

      “How little you know me.”

      “Did you tell him?” Alianna had come in from whatever she was doing, taming dragons was my guess. 

      “Seriously? You told the kids before you told me?” 

      “They’re more...reasonable.”

      She had me there.

      “How’s he taking it?” Ali asked. 

      “Not well,” Azile responded.

      “Mother...you cannot leave us with father; he beats us mercilessly.” MJ had followed close behind his sister and was talking in a distinctive British accent, sounding a bit like Oliver Twist. 

      “I blame you for this!” I was pointing my finger at Azile. 

      “Me? For what?” 

      “Yeah you! For using those accents when you read to them.”

      “Maybe if you didn’t beat him mercilessly, he wouldn’t have anything to complain about. The accent may be my fault, the unrelenting attempts at humor would be all yours, my dear.”

      “Attempt, mother?” MJ asked still in his accent, though it tailed off when Ali elbowed him.

      I didn’t like this, but I knew there wasn’t much I could do about it. “When?”

      “Tomorrow.” 

      I stood up quickly. “Day after today, tomorrow? Were you even planning on telling me? Or were you just going to leave a note taped to the fridge?” 

      “I just found out yesterday. The children know because they could sense the echoes of the message and asked me what it meant.” 

      “How dangerous is this, Azile?” I was looking straight into her eyes, for all the good that would do. If she wanted to hide something from me she had a plethora of means to do so.

      “I don’t know much yet.” She looked away slightly. 

      “’Uprising' is what I caught,” MJ said, he’d snagged my forgotten sandwich and took a huge bite.

      “It’s not polite to eavesdrop,” Azile admonished. 

      “I wasn’t! I was minding my own business when it blasted into my head. It was almost as shrill as Ali’s voice.”

      “Hey!” She elbowed him again, he dropped the sandwich.

      Squirrel waddled her fat ass over and happily began to munch on it. Squirrel was a three-year-old skunk that we’d adopted after its mother had been killed, we assumed by coyotes. We’d raised her for a year then released her into the wild; after four months of foraging for whatever skunks forage for she’d come back, realizing that human-home life was preferable to living in the wild. She became our personal food Roomba. Didn’t matter at what time or where in the house it happened, if food found the floor, Squirrel was on it as fast as her widening body would allow. She was no Oggie, but I enjoyed her company. She was much more affectionate than I would have ever given a skunk credit for, and she kept Sebastian (Azile’s familiar and a Guardian to the gates of Hell) at bay. Wasn’t much more a man could ask for.

      “Speak, boy,” I told him in what I knew was mediocre Cockney. “Or the beatings shall commence.” 

      He looked to his mother for help. 

      “I told you your mouth would get you in trouble,” Ali said taking a step away from him as if spilling beans was catchy.

      “To your room,” Azile said coolly.

      MJ’s mouth opened in preparation to say something, but did I mention that Azile was the most powerful woman in the known universe? I suppose I meant to say powerful person, but in fairness, I already consider women to be the stronger of the genders; why mention we lesser beings? Instead of disputing her authority, he folded his arms across his chest, hovered a few inches off the ground then glided over and up the stairs, presumably to his room.

      “Yeah, I’m never going to get used to that,” I said. “You do realize that sending him to his room isn’t going to keep him from telling me; that boy can keep a secret about as well as Squirrel can forego a meal.” 

      Our skunk was sitting on her haunches, happily munching away; she paused to look at me as if to say, don’t drag me into this.

      “Sorry,” I told her. She seemed content with that apology and went back to eating.

      “I’ve placed a charm in the refrigerator; within reason you should be able to ask for a meal and it will be there.” 

      “Do not throw me off the scent with promises of food, woman. I will not be thwarted quite so easily.” 

      “Mom said there’d be deep-fried cheeseburgers,” Ali said. 

      “Wait, what?” I swiveled my head so fast that it took my eyes another second to catch up. 

      “Just once a month! If I gave you free rein on those you’d look like Squirrel by the time I got back. No offense,” she told the skunk, who had begun licking the floor beneath the gobbled sandwich; she didn’t look up from it.

      “Ali, what are the chances you can get around your mom’s food governor?” 

      “Let’s see, shall we.” She gave a mischievous smile, interlaced her fingers then turned them to pop her knuckles in preparation for some work.

      “I’m not even gone yet. Can you wait until the door closes before you turn the house upside down?” 

      “Depends on the girl-child’s success.” I headed outside to pout. I sat on the porch, my feet resting on the stairs. Squirrel had come out and sat next to me, I absently pet her, realizing now that Azile had indeed thrown me off course. The woman was good at bending all reality to her will, but again, to be fair, it wasn’t like I was going to be building rockets any time soon, or even birdhouses. How much satisfaction can you get in leading a former crayon eater down your path and into the trap? 

      I tried to be in a decent mood for the remainder of the day but I have limitations, bunches of them. It’s a well-documented fact that I don’t do well without my spouse around. Last year she’d taken the kids on a weekend trip to a town not that far from us to get them some “normal” socialization; (apparently I’m a bad influence, but that’s not the point.) When they got back, Azile spent the better part of the day looking for me. I’d gotten black-out drunk and had supposedly wandered off into the woods. She found me some four miles away in a cave, snoring. The weird part was the cave didn’t exist before she’d left, and for the life of me I had no idea where my clothes had gone; all I was wearing was my boots.

      “Should I ask?” she’d asked, pulling a blanket from the saddlebag of her mare.

      “You can ask. Can’t tell you anything. One second I was sipping a drink, next thing I know I’m in a cave and you’re giving me a blanket.” 

      She looked to the heavens. “Maker promised Poena was through with you.”

      “Maybe he did, but I don’t remember hearing that from her.”

      “She wouldn’t dare.”

      “She wouldn’t go behind Maker’s back? Are you sure about that? Just look at our home, you’re called the Red Witch for fuck’s sake. And Ali and MJ are constantly doing stuff they know they shouldn’t be. I once heard MJ say, ‘Damn the consequences!’ right before he leaped off the roof.”

      We’d left that episode there, I had, anyway; I don’t think Azile did, though. I had to imagine Poena had a few sleepless nights after my wife got through with her. Demigod versus the most powerful wielder of magic to ever roam the planet? I would have paid good money to watch that pay-per-view event.

      That night before Azile headed to England was magical, but not in any way that used actual magic, unless you count the use of my magic wand. Sorry. I’m a middle school student at heart and I love a good double entendre. I loved that woman with all the parts of my heart she’d been able to rejuvenate after a fair portion had withered and died with the passing of Tracy. We didn’t talk much about my previous life, and I was fine with that. I had my reasons and so did Azile. I think she harbored some jealousy at the fact that, even after all these years, this home, these irreplaceable kids, I carried an eternal flame deep within.

      Ali, MJ, myself, and Squirrel stood on the porch and watched as Azile headed out; the only bright side was that Sebastian was going with her, well, not really with her, apparently he had to travel to the underworld and would meet back up with her in England. Sounded fishy to me. I figured it had more to do with not being on a ship in the middle of the ocean than any official Guardian business. The cat and I did have an understanding; we both understood that we should stay away from each other as much as was prudent. But, yeah, that’s an exaggeration; he was okay as far as cats go. It was just weird to be around any animal that spoke. For instance, I went to pet him one day while he was sunning on the large windowsill and he’d seen me coming.

      “Michael, I would prefer you not touch me. I am deep in reflective meditation.”

      I mean what the fuck do you do with that? I certainly couldn’t squish his face and tell him he’s the cutesy-wootsiest thing I’ve ever seen. Although his supreme irritation would have been satisfying, my torn-to-shreds hand, not so much.

      Squirrel pawed my leg. That was my cue to pick her up; she’d trained me well.

      “I thought she’d never leave,” MJ said. He wheeled away quickly and ran into the house and up the stairs.

      “Um, Ali? What’s he got going on?”

      “Dad, have you ever heard the term ‘plausible deniability?’”

      “Can you maybe at least make sure he doesn’t open a wormhole or something?”

      I was seeing more and more of her mother in her features; what she had not mastered yet was the ability to be unreadable. I had not expected to see shock register on her face when I said wormhole. Just how close to the truth was I? She booked it up the stairs, my hope was that she would make it before quantum physics was stretched to its breaking point in MJ’s bedroom.

      “What do you think, Squirrel? Want to get something to eat?” I had her right up to my face, she gave my nose a quick lick. “I figured. Now listen, I want you to stay close in case we’re hurtled along the space-time continuum, okay?” She licked my nose again as we headed for the kitchen. “You are a cute little shit.” I gave her a light hug and caught a lick on the side of my face. After making a sandwich I sat at the table and placed her upon it. We shared that pb&j; it was more of Squirrel’s favorite than my own, but I was gathering allies to weather the coming storm. Ali and MJ were both twelve; they were confident, independent little people and had already shown signs of immense power. Azile had said that it was likely that once they hit those most fantastic puberty years, their powers would expand exponentially. That thought terrified me. They were good kids, well-behaved, and had a great set of values instilled in them, but then I thought of myself at that age. What incredibly dangerous and stupid stuff would I have done, given the opportunities they’ve got? The trouble they could produce with little effort was staggering.

      The milk in my glass sloshed around as the house was jostled. “Do I wait until my name is called?” I asked Squirrel.

      “Dad!” Ali called down.

      “Leave me some,” I told the skunk as I got up quickly to check. She shook her tail in a rough approximation of a wag; I knew that meant she was happy; there was little chance I was going to come back to anything.

      Ali was in the hallway, pointing toward MJ’s room, she had a hand over her mouth doing her best to hide a wide grin. Smoke was pouring from his room. I looked back at Ali; she just waved me on.

      “What the fu….” I stepped in, doing my best to clear the smoke away. MJ was standing in the middle of the room, completely covered in soot. All I could see were his eyes and sometimes his teeth when he tried to blow the ash from his mouth. “Are you alright?” I was checking him for injuries.

      He nodded. “I’m yep. Fine,” finally stammered out.

      “Want to tell me what’s going on?” I asked, watching his face for the truth.

      “Brainchild over there thought it would be a good idea to try and spy on mom. I told him it wasn’t.”

      “Wait, you can do that?” I didn’t like the idea of that at all. It wasn’t that I had anything to hide, but who wants to live under the pressure of invisible surveillance at any point? What happens in the bathroom stays in the bathroom.

      “I…I saw mom then she saw me…then…then poof.”

      “MJ, the house shook. That was hardly a poof.”

      “I told him not to do it,” Ali blurted, doing her best not to break out into a laugh.

      “Not helping,” I told her; she shrugged in response. I ushered him into the bathroom to clean up. “Okay head in, toss your clothes out. I’ll either get them clean or bury them in the backyard.”

      I waited outside the door.

      “Umm, Dad, there’s a problem.” His voice was quavering as he said the words.

      “What’s the matter, sport?” I asked.

      “It…it won’t come off!” He opened the door a fraction of an inch. “Where’s Ali?”

      His sister was doing her best to peer around me.

      “Could you go and check on Squirrel? He’s on the table.”

      She wasn’t thrilled to be sent away.

      “Okay, just me and you, buddy.”

      He opened the door enough to let me in. I was staring at his skinny ‘tween frame standing there in only his boxers. He looked like an overused pipe cleaner, a scrappy chimney sweep that really got into his job. I grabbed a face towel, got it wet and rubbed it on his arm. Kid wasn’t kidding; there wasn’t even a smudge of black on it. I took a look at my hands, nothing there either, even after touching him.

      “I, umm, think your mother might be teaching you a lesson.” That was my hope anyway. “It should wear off…eventually.”

      “How long?” he asked with pleading eyes made all the more affecting because that was all I could see with any clarity.

      I was thinking back to all of Azile’s discipline when it came to the kids; she was the strictest when it came to their abilities. In that, she did not yield, citing that they needed to be taught hard lessons when using something so dangerous.

      “I think you’re looking at a solid twenty-four hours as soot-man.”

      He broke out in a silent cry, the tears left no streaks.

      “Don’t worry, kiddo. We’re not going anywhere and nobody is coming over. And we’ve got the magi-fridge; we don’t even need Uber eats.”

      “Who?”

      “Nothing, nothing.”

      “Dad, someone’s coming!” Ali shouted up.

      Azile had protections and charms in place; no one stumbled mistakenly into chateau Talbot. On occasion, a wayward traveler would pass nearby completely unaware they were doing so, but they would also have the unrelenting feeling they were lost and needed to be away from this strange area on their path. But that was a rarity; someone approaching this close to Azile’s departure was far too coincidental for my liking. I ran into my bedroom and grabbed my M-16, which considering who I lived with was unneeded, still, old habits don’t die.

      “Who is it?” I asked, bounding down the stairs. “Oh, real nice, Squirrel.” She was sitting up, cleaning her paws after finishing off our meal. “We talked about this.”

      “Don’t know yet, but they’re coming in from the east.”

      I looked at the threat board, which had been specifically designed for those not magically inclined, so basically just me. It was a map of the area and showed a blinking red light where an intruder was. Azile and the kids had internal systems. I don’t believe myself to be an egotistical man, perhaps I can come off as arrogant at times, or perhaps I am arrogant. It had taken me a minute to come to terms with the fact that, though once upon a time I’d been damn near a force of nature when let loose upon the world, now I was the lowest rung in my own household—in terms of raw power, anyway. And although I in no way wanted to be a vampire again, to be completely cut off from it all felt weird. Physically, it had been a lot like suffering through alcohol withdrawals: sweats, shakes, aching of bones, it had not been pretty. After the relief, hell, the euphoria of regaining my soul had worn off, I suffered through a bout of depression. There were more than a few dark days to work through; I wasn’t sure what it all meant. And the man that came out the other side? I wasn’t sure I knew him. I assumed he was a lot like the man who had been there at the beginning of the zombie apocalypse, but then again, not so much. It would be impossible to have gone through all I had and not be fundamentally shifted, soul or no soul.

      “The person is getting closer.” Ali shook me out of my morose genuflecting.

      “You’re sure it’s a person?”

      “I guess. I mean, we can use the term loosely.”

      Soot boy came flying down the stairs. He’d had the presence of mind to change his clothes, but he could do nothing about his exposed hands and face. He was heading for the door.

      “Hey, hey! Where are you going?” I quickly followed.

      “It’s Uncle Mathieu!” And then he was out.

      “How’s he know?” I asked Ali.

      “Oh. He can do this thing where he sends his spirit out now.”

      “Like astral projection?”

      “Sort of, but with extra. He can kind of physically manipulate things in that state.”

      “That little shit! Has he been the one stealing my snacks when I sit down to enjoy them?”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think he can actually eat.”

      My head turned to Squirrel. “It’s you, isn’t it?” She turned to show me her ass, letting me know she wasn’t going to listen to any more of my accusations. She jumped down onto the seat of my chair and then the floor before she waddled away. “Fuck, we need to put her on a diet. She rocks back and forth like a crab boat in a stormy sea.”

      “Maybe if you didn’t give her cupcakes, just saying.”

      “Have you seen that face?” We were out of the house and following Soot Boy into the thick of the woods. Couldn’t see the man yet, but we heard his booming laughter; safe to say Sootie had found him.

      I loved that man, and it was always good to see him, but an unannounced visit just as Azile had departed was unlikely to be strictly friendly. Looked like the babysitter was getting a babysitter.

      As we approached I saw that he had a small horse pulling a small cart and on that cart sat a glorious wooden keg. Sootie was sitting atop Mathieu’s broad shoulders, telling his mount to giddy-up. Mathieu’s face split into a grin mimicking my own as I moved quickly to get to him. We embraced in a hug.

      “Always good to see you!” My words were muffled as they were slightly pressed into his leather jacket.

      “You as well, brother.” We stayed like that for a bit. “Okay Michael, I know I’m not an expert on social norms, but I do believe this hug has gone on longer than is acceptable; certainly longer than comfortable.”

      “Help me, Mathieu,” I said. “Can the children hear me? Doesn’t matter. You’re here now, you have to help me. They make me do their bidding like I’m some puppet on strings. It’s been hell.”

      “I think that is normal.” He had his hands on my side and was trying to push me away, I clung harder. “Michael.”

      “Yeah, yeah, sorry.” I let go.

      “I come bearing beer,” he said proudly as he pointed to the cart.

      “What kind?” I nearly began to drool.

      “It is a semi-bitter IPA I call Beeil Dich!”

      “Hurry up?” Ali asked.

      “What?” I asked, I noticed that Mathieu’s face colored a bit.

      “Hurry up,” Ali repeated. “That’s what it means in English.”

      “You speak German?” Mathieu licked his lips, I detected a note of nervousness.

      “Among other languages,” Ali said proudly.

      “What gives?” I asked. “And why an IPA? Sure. I’ll drink it, but it’s far from my favorite of your brews.”

      He sighed. “This is not my fault.”

      I didn’t say anything; silence always prods the guilty to speak.

      “Azile reached out early yesterday. She thought now might be a good time to visit.”

      “She really doesn’t trust me.”

      “Can you blame her?” Ali asked.

      “No one needs your logic, girl,” I told her. “You’re grounded.”

      “She’s worried, Mike, because of, well, the last time.” He seemed embarrassed to bring it up. I wasn’t sure why he would feel that way, I was the naked one. He continued: “Also that maybe Poena is still active in your life.” He shrugged. “She thought it would help if I were here.”

      “Lana’s okay with this?”

      “She took the kids to a nearby village to visit with some of her relatives.”

      “And you didn’t go?”

      I was given a thousand-word smirk. “It should come as no great shock that I’m not overly welcome within the walls. Oh, they feign courtesy with words, but their actions are more telling. The last time I was there I was made to sit at a different table from my wife, food had been brought out to me raw, and the looks? I know violence isn’t the answer, but there are more than a few whose throats I would have laid bare. Suffice to say I prefer to be here.”

      “Yeah, but an IPA?” I shook my head and put my arm around his shoulder as we headed back.

      “How long has your wife been gone?” he asked.

      “Few hours.”

      Mathieu’s eyes traveled up and to the boy still perched atop him. “And why does MJ look like he hasn’t bathed in a month?”

      “Boobytrapped. He tried to spy on his mother.”

      Mathieu got a kick out of that, he laughed the entire way back to the house. MJ was not nearly as amused.
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      The night was a blur, we all stayed up much longer than we should have and drank way more than we should have. Wait, that last part is mine, I drank way more than I should have. I woke up with a hangover that made me contemplate never drinking again, and even though that thought lasted only for a minute or two, it was still a frightening time.

      “Here.” Ali had come into my room with a glass of water. I sat up and took it as she drew the curtains back. I was expecting a stab of light to jolt through my eyeballs and pick its way through my tender brain, but to my relief, it was pouring buckets out, and besides a heavy cloud cover, it was foggy as well.

      “Thanks,” I told her not realizing how badly I’d wanted that cool liquid.

      “MJ is lightening up.” She sat on the corner of the bed.

      “Wow, mom must be going easy on him; could be she feels a little guilty for leaving.”

      “Dad, I need to tell you something.”

      “Is this about that Spencer Crabley? Don’t worry, you can do better than him. That’s one gross kid.” Spencer was one of the kids from a neighboring town and the only reason I knew his name was that every time I saw him, he was second knuckle deep, mining his nostril for nuggets; what he did with them I didn’t want to know.

      “Ew? Spencer? No dad. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Wouldn’t we both like to know.” Now I was worried. If Azile had left at the exact moment my little girl was becoming more of a woman, neither one of us was going to be happy with my version of the birds and bees. I didn’t even know where to begin this conversation, but in typical Talbot fashion, I gave it a go. “When a young girl begins to blossom into—”

      “Hold it right there, dad. Where are you going with this?” She eyed me suspiciously. “This is serious.”

      “I know it is honey, but it’s nothing to be concerned about; it’s a natural process that happens to every woman.”

      “Dad, stop.”

      “And I’m honored that you came to me, that you feel comfortable talking about it with me. I know it’s probably not easy.”

      “Dad, no, like seriously stop talking. You’re only going to embarrass both of us.”

      “So, this isn’t a birds and bees type of thing?”

      “Gawd no.” She rolled her eyes. “Mom went over all of that last year in gory detail; I’ve never been so uncomfortable in my life, and that was with her. With you? Good grief, dad!” She shuddered. “Learned more than I wanted to, in fact.”

      “Yeah, your mother can be thorough. The last time I broke my arm she made me watch her repair all the damage I’d done; I guess she thought that by educating me I’d be less likely to injure myself again. I wonder if she realizes how short my retention span is.”

      “Yeah...speaking of that; you’ve got to promise you won’t get mad.”

      “Ali, you can’t start with that. It means you already know you did something wrong, and so do I. You can’t bargain your way out of trouble before I know what you did. But as far as discipline goes, we both know your mother would be a lot harder on you than I will, so you might as well spill it before she finds out.”

      “Sh….oot.” She quickly veered off from the swear. She was twelve, I knew she swore, but as of yet not in front of myself or Azile. “So...I could be in trouble, but less than with mom. So what if I say nothing? Then I wouldn’t be in trouble at all.”

      Ali was having this running dialog as I watched. The girl absolutely hated being in trouble or scolded. Her brother, however, seemed to have taken that as a challenge; if his sister didn’t get into trouble, then he could double dip into the pool of problems.

      “I think, father, that I will allow you to find out on your own.” And with that, she stood and began to leave the room.

      “Ali, wait. Is it dangerous? Or time sensitive?”

      “What I did?” She was stalling. “What I did? No, that was not exactly dangerous.” She was thinking about it. “Maybe time sensitive? ...or...yeah, it’s nothing. Forget it.” She was heading for the door.

      “Alianna, hold it. You’re going to need to come back here and tell me what is going on.”

      Unlike MJ, who wouldn’t necessarily lie, but was the master of deception by omission, Ali generally felt compelled to come immaculately clean whenever she was asked.

      “Dad, you’re going to get mad.”

      “That very well may be the case, Ali bean, but it in no way detracts from how much I love you. We all make mistakes, and sometimes we need to atone for them.”

      “What I did was not a mistake,” she said defiantly.

      “Ali, I’m not going to argue particulars with you, we both know you’d win. What’s going on?”

      She looked up and to the left, her tongue firmly clenched in her teeth as she gave it more thought. “Okay, I will tell you, but you can’t react until I have finished what I am going to tell you. Okay?”

      Now it was my turn to ask a question. “Alright, so before I agree to that I want to make sure you’re not going to tell me ninety-five percent of it and then wait until I’m on my deathbed to reveal the final five.”

      “Whoa, that is an excellent idea. I’ll have to remember that.”

      “I’m not trying to give you pointers on how to skirt around the rules. If you promise to tell me everything, I promise to wait until the end to react.”

      I saw the woman behind the girl, she had a pensive expression on her face. “Last night I went out.”

      Not going to lie, the beating of my heart began to accelerate. I was trying to stay calm and Ali was watching me intently for any hint that I was going to renege on our deal. If this was about the Nugget Nibbler, there was going to be carnage. I strained to ask this question without it sounding strained.

      “To see Spencer?”

      “Why are you obsessing, dad? I didn’t go out to meet anyone. I went up to River Rock.”

      I sucked in a breath of air. River Rock was an enormous glacial offering, a solid mass of stone some twenty feet by fifteen across and nearly ten feet high with an amazingly flat surface. It sat back a few paces from a significant drop-off that looked down upon an expansive valley and a decent sized river. Azile, the kids and myself had spent more than one afternoon on that rock having a picnic and enjoying the view. It was a little over a mile from the house and just out of range of Azile’s protection.

      “After I went to bed?”

      “Yes.” Her eyes were downcast as she said this. 

      “May I ask why you not only left the house but went that far, knowing it was away from your mom’s protection?”

      “You may,” she offered.

      “Ali, I think I just did.”

      “I went to practice.”

      “What, like the drums?” I asked, that’s literally how thick I can be. That made perfect sense in my mind, my kid wanting to cash in on her dreams of being a Rock Goddess, dragged her drum kit out into the wilds so that she could play without fear of waking her inebriated father. Away from her inebriated father. That hurts to write. I’d been five and a half sheets to the wind last night; she could have stayed at home and beat those drums until the spirit of Keith Moon crashed the party and I wouldn’t have ever known. Stop diverging from the hard truth, Talbot. You got blinding drunk and your little girl went out. Anything could have happened to her and you wouldn’t have known shit about it, couldn’t have done shit about it. That was a sobering thought.

      “Not drums, the craft.”

      “Okay, that makes more sense.” I thought about it, “Wait, no. That doesn’t make more sense. Why would you go that far to do what you could have easily done here? Were you showing off for Spencer?”

      “Dad!” She stood, her balled fists down by her side as she stomped a foot down to each word. “I DON’T LIKE SPENCER!”

      I was going to say something along the lines of, I think the lady doth protest too much, but that was only more deflection from my night of inept parenting.

      “I’m sorry, Ali, I am. I feel like an ass that I drank so much that I wasn’t there for you if you needed me.”

      She saw the genuine hurt and came over to hug me. “It’s alright, dad; it’s not the first time I’ve snuck out.”

      I tightened up, no way she didn’t feel that. “Um, what?” I asked putting her at arm’s length.

      “Oops. I don’t love that I inherited that part of you...I don’t always think before I speak.”

      “Okay, we’ll deal with that later. What kind of practice?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Okay, then why do you need to sneak out to do it?”

      “Seriously?” she asked again.

      “Just how dangerous is this stuff you’re doing? And you really shouldn’t be doing it without your mother around; what if something goes wrong?”

      She remained silent, trying to rectify the issue of having talked herself into trouble.

      “I’m careful, and I sneak out because if I so much as weave a spell to pick up spilled liquid, mom knows about it.”

      “Okay, so let me get this straight. You snuck out last night (and presumably other nights) to practice spells that may be of marginal safety. Is that fair to say?”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Then why are you telling me now? Did something happen last night?”

      She nodded.

      “In for a dime in for a dollar,” I said.

      “What does that mean?”

      I guess that was a valid question; we didn’t have much use for money in our lives anymore. “You’ve already told me some, might as well tell me everything.”

      “I’m scared, dad.”

      “Of what I’m going to say or do?”

      “No. There were...shadow people.”

      A ripple of fear formed at the base of my skull and raced down the entirety of my spine, trapping my voice.

      “Watchers?” I croaked out, but it was unlikely she would know. “How many and what were they doing?”

      “Hundreds, maybe thousands. I watched for a while, but the more that went past, the more unease I felt. I’ve been waiting for you to get up to tell you what I saw, even trying to think of some better way to let you know than me sneaking out.”

      “Were they traveling?”

      She nodded, “Heading downriver.”

      “Is Mathieu awake?”

      “Yes, he’s making breakfast.”

      “Don’t tell your mother this, but if I’d never met her I’d have probably married Mathieu.”

      “Ew dad, you’re so gross.” She was smiling, I pulled her in for a hug, and I kissed the top of her head. “So I’m not in trouble?” she asked hopefully.

      “Oh, you are, I just don’t know for what or what to do about it yet. The sneaking out is bad enough, but practicing things you shouldn’t be without supervision, that scares me. We’ll talk about it later. I want to grab some food and head out to River Rock. Tell your brother to get ready.”

      She nodded. “Okay. I love you, dad.”

      “I love you too, doesn’t mean there isn’t punishment coming down the pipeline.”

      “I know.”

      “But that didn’t hurt your cause, either.”

      She smiled as she headed out of the room. “Yo, dirtbag, dad says to get up!” she yelled.

      Mathieu was in the kitchen, the smells of breakfast were sweet ambrosia to my throbbing head and squirming stomach. Squirrel was seated at the table waiting patiently.

      “Hey,” I said looking over his shoulder at the pan where he was frying sausage links.

      “Can you get me some maple syrup?” he asked.

      I went to the fridge. “Did you put the skunk at the table?”

      He turned to see. “Not me.”

      I got the syrup and then went over to say hi to our dubious pet; she chittered excitedly as I stroked her back.

      “You up for a little adventure today?” I asked.

      “Are you talking to Squirrel or me?” Mathieu asked.

      “I suppose we could bring her, but I was talking to you.”

      Mathieu paused what he was doing, with a question he had every right to ask. “Is it the kind of adventure that’ll make Lana angry?”

      “I don’t know enough to say specifically.”

      “What do you know?”

      “I know that Watchers are involved; I suspect.”

      His relaxed stance immediately tensed. “So that’s a yes, then. Does this have something to do with Ali?”

      “My daughter?”

      “She snuck out last night; I followed to make sure she would be safe. She was drawing from the source with power I would not think someone so young capable of.”

      “You saw what she was doing?”

      “I was too far away to say for sure, but I could feel currents of energy being drawn to her. She was at River Rock.” 

      “She saw them there. Hundreds maybe thousands moving downstream.”

      “And you want to go to River Rock now? The likelihood of them still being there is nil. Nope, my mistake. You want to track them down river.”

      We’d known about Watchers for a good long while. It was difficult to say whether or not they were harbingers of death, that is, they didn’t physically cause damage or bring evil; they just tended to assemble moments before a disaster happened. They apparently enjoyed the ensuing chaos, thrived off of it perhaps, like a crowd gathering to watch a hurricane from a barely safe distance. Or who knows? Maybe it was their penance; forever forced to watch destruction. It was just as viable as anything else.

      “You realize that it is unlikely you’ll be able to see them,” Mathieu said.

      I’d not even thought of that. Now that I was a mere mortal, there were entire vistas of our world I wore blinders to. Might have been a non-issue if I hadn’t been surrounded by magical beings who were affected by the unseen.

      “That’s why you’re coming,” I told him hoping he didn’t see my cover-up of how much that bothered me. “I have concerns, brother. There’s a lot of coincidence happening.”

      “Are you sure about this? Our two options are to leave the kids here by themselves or bring them on this journey.”

      “You know the power they are capable of. Besides Azile, there aren’t many people with more ability to defend themselves. Plus their Godfather, also a bad ass, is going to be with us as soon as he says yes.”

      “Are you going regardless of what I say?”

      “Oh, Mathieu, I love when you joke like that! That sense of humor is what makes you so lovable.”

      “Then that’s what I’ll tell Lana when we invariably get into trouble and I’m found out. I needed to go and keep tabs on the Talbots, another reason why I’m so lovable. Hard to argue with that.”

      “We should probably take the beer with us.”

      “You called it swill with every tankard you downed. I didn’t know whether to be insulted or honored.”

      “I feel completely justified in calling it swill, but it gets a pass because it’s beer.”

      “That’s illogical.”

      “Okay, Spock.”

      MJ came into the kitchen, most of the soot gone from his face, but his hands were still a little dark with the reminder. “Hey dad, unc.” He stretched and sat at the table.

      “Long night?” I asked.

      He gave me a sidelong glance.

      “Spill it,” I told him. Didn’t even matter whether I suspected something or not, the boy was constantly finding new and unique ways to get into trouble; it almost seemed to find him. I could ask that question at any random time and be justified in it.

      “I can’t,” he looked away as Ali came into the room.

      “Did everyone but me know that Ali snuck out?”

      “You know?” Ali and MJ asked at the same time, MJ to me, Ali to her brother.

      “I felt a disturbance in the fierce,” MJ shrugged.

      “Force,” I said. MJ shrugged.

      “You felt it from your room?” Ali looked alarmed. “If you could then…”

      “Mom can,” he finished her sentence. “You are so screwed.”

      “Sh…oot.” She gave me a furtive look. “Could you tell what I was doing?” she asked. I got the distinct impression she was hoping he could not.

      I paid attention to that; she was more nervous about what she had been practicing than she was about the act of using magic unsupervised.

      “I’ve got a pretty good idea, and I don’t think you should be doing that,” he told her. Mathieu was next to the table, holding the pan with the sausages, listening intently to the exchange. MJ grabbed some links straight from the pan; apparently his uncle couldn’t listen and hand out food at the same time.

      “What were you doing?” I asked Ali.

      “So screwed,” MJ said, biting into a sausage. “Gonna make that thing I made last week look like a card trick.”

      “Wait, what? What did you do last week?” I spun to look at him.

      “Nope,” he shook a link at me, “this is about Ali. Don’t get distracted, dad.”

      “We’re not done with what you did,” I told MJ. Not that it mattered, by the time I swung back around to him he’d have done something else to eclipse the previous transgression. “Ali?”

      “It was nothing. Just some simple...um, divining,” she answered.

      “You secretively left the house in the middle of the night and felt the need to confess it this morning. I don’t need to climb a tree and shimmy out on a limb to know it wasn’t just some crystal gazing or tarot flipping.”

      She didn’t meet my eyes as she chomped on some toast, a classic stalling maneuver as she thought of a more or less truthful answer that would appease me. Ali made sure to continually eat, tiny bites, over-chewed, shoveling it in like this might be her last meal for a while. When she noticed that there was no more food to fill her mouth, she stood and asked if she could be excused. Which in itself was funny, because that wasn’t even a rule at our house. MJ and I both looked at her strangely.

      “Sit,” I told her.

      “But the watchers! We’ll never be able to find them if we don’t go now,” she argued weakly.

      “I’m less worried about them than you.” Which I meant, and I was plenty worried about the watchers.

      “Okay.” She settled slowly back down into her seat. “You know how sometimes I get like, an intuition about certain things?”

      There was truth to that, the girl was as close to precognizant as I’d ever witnessed. More times than not she would show up when I needed her before I ever asked. She could finish sentences and only stopped doing it when Azile told her it could be considered rude. Small stuff, as far as I knew. I think most people at random points during their lives could tap into this phenomenon for a flash; she just seemed more in tune with the flow of time than most. I attributed that to her bloodline.

      “Yes...” I answered her question tentatively, a little wriggling worm was sloshing around in my stomach, progressively messing with my meal.

      “So I, sort of, maybe, kind of, possibly….”

      “Ali.” I wasn’t willing to wait for the entire litany of quantifying words she could come up with, although any other time I may have let her continue; I was genuinely curious how many she had, and maybe then I wouldn’t have to find out the truth.

      She sighed then launched. “I can step into the future, okay?”

      “What?” Tough to tell which of the three males asked it first.

      “What does that even mean?” I asked.

      MJ’s eyes had got huge, he obviously knew something I didn’t. “You…you can’t!” I don’t think he was arguing that it was an impossibility but rather a thing you weren’t supposed to do. “That’s why I felt like that!”

      My gaze shifted back and forth. As twins, they’d always been close and in tune with each other, and right this very moment I could tell they were having a full conversation without saying a word aloud.

      “Dad, tell her!” MJ was upset. Not much got to the kid, at least not on the surface, and right now he was all raw emotion. “Tell her she can't do that!”

      “I’m not even sure what you two are saying she does.”

      “She doesn’t just see the future—” he started.

      “MJ stop!” She looked fierce, like her mother. I swear the light in the kitchen got dimmer.

      He rolled right on. “She goes into the future!”

      I was still confused.

      “Brat! I will hurt you!” Ali stood.

      “I don’t care! I had dreams last night you were lost, and I was never going to see you again!” Tears brimmed in his eyes. Even Squirrel had stopped eating because of his outburst.

      Pieces of the puzzle, although not locking into each other, were beginning to move closer to their respective spots. “You go into the future?” I asked.

      She sighed and slumped bonelessly; there was no covering this up. With her head down, peering into her lap, she spoke. “Yeah. I found a way to go into the future.”

      “Not see it, but actually travel?” Mathieu asked.

      She nodded, her chin touching her chest as she did so. I was trying to see the overall harm in this. She said “future,” not “past,” so it wasn’t like she could affect anything, right?

      “Everything, Ali. Let’s have it all out now, no omission, no half-truths.”

      She took a moment to compose herself. “When I go to then I can’t come back to now.”

      She might as well have been trying to teach me the periodic table. I couldn’t just look at it and memorize because it all seemed so much deeper; I could never figure out how molecules were named. Sure, it had something to do with the copious amounts of weed I smoked, O-Chem was right after lunch, but still, not understanding is not understanding.

      “What she’s not telling you, dad, is that if she went a year into the future, she’d be gone. It would take us a year to catch up to her,” MJ explained.

      I could feel a headache coming on as I tried to wrap my head around that. “Gone like vanished gone?” I asked, MJ nodded his head. “How do you know that?” Now it was his turn to clam up.

      “How far have you gone?” Mathieu asked.

      “It couldn’t have been too far,” I reasoned out. “I’m sure I would have noticed that her chores weren’t being done.” That one fell flat, the gravity of the situation too heavy to allow it the ability to float.

      “It’s not dangerous,” she said.

      Which immediately meant it was.

      “It’s peaceful there, like the setting of a stage. I can see everything, but it is a static image.”

      “Dad, what she’s not telling you is that this stage she sees,” he used air quotes, “is the most likely scenario to happen, but there’s unlimited potential others, right? And if this reality, the stage the rest of us are sitting on while she’s out divining,” he tapped his fork on the table, “shifts, even a little, our realities would no longer be in line with each other.”

      “She could never come back,” Mathieu summed. “And we’d never catch up. Our realities would diverge further and further apart with every minute that goes by.”

      “No!” I shouted. I don’t think I meant the outburst, but the shock of what I was beginning to realize forced it out. “Ali, if your brother knows all this, you must as well. You are absolutely forbidden from doing that ever again.” I couldn’t understand any allure other than curiosity which, for a twelve-year-old, would be paramount, I concluded. Practically, the risk made zero sense. You couldn’t tell anyone what you saw because by the time there were people to talk to, they would be living it in real-time. If I was correctly understanding how this worked, anyway. The thought that I could lose my daughter into the abyss of time was beyond terrifying and it was a very real possibility as one that had profound knowledge of alternate realities, it was a clear and present truth.

      She was crying now. I very rarely got upset with them, especially her. “Just promise you won’t do it anymore.” She nodded as tears fell from her face. “Okay. Go get ready, we’re going to leave.”

      Ali left like she’d been shot from a t-shirt cannon. MJ looked over at me slack jawed.

      “That’s it, dad?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t do it again,” he mimicked my voice. “She’s not in trouble? She should definitely be in trouble.”

      Tough to tell if it was concern that made him say it, or if he felt a little punishment headed her way was long overdue.

      “I think she learned her lesson,” I told him.

      “I float Squirrel into the air, and you made me cut enough firewood for three seasons.”

      “To be fair, you were flying her around like a drone through an obstacle course.”

      “Dad, she loved it! She even had her paws out in front of her like those superhero movies.”

      He was right, Squirrel had seemed to enjoy herself. She’d chittered at me relentlessly when I’d caught them and put a stop to it. I didn’t think there was any reason to fly an animal around that could quite literally crop dust.

      “Just go pack a bag, lightly. We’ll be leaving in ten minutes.”

      “Unreal,” he muttered as he walked out.

      “You sure about this?” Mathieu asked as he grabbed the dishes.

      “Something’s up and I think it would be for the best to get out in front of it instead of sitting back and waiting.”

      “Hmm. And what makes you think we can change anything? Much like your daughter, it would appear the Watchers have an innate ability to see the future. If they’re on their way, seems to me the outcome is preordained.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      “And still we’re going?”

      “Even if it’s only some sort of isolated catastrophe, we could help with the aftermath, but what if this is merely the opening act in a long, drawn-out, bloody war? We’d know and could act accordingly.”

      “I don’t think Azile would subscribe to this as a good course of action.”

      “Then it’s a good thing she’s not here.” I clapped his shoulder and went to grab my things. I had a pouch added onto my backpack specifically with Squirrel in mind. I even made sure that it was adjustable because, well, she liked to eat. Didn’t know if I was going to need it, though. Mathieu had debated whether to bring Helen, his donkey, and a small cart with us or leave her here, penned up in the barn.

      “How long do you think we’ll be gone?” he asked as we made sure she was going to have enough food and water for days.

      “It won’t be that long.” I knew from experience you didn’t generally see watchers until they were gathering, close to where they wanted to watch. It was as if they came from far away, traveling too fast towards the oncoming disaster to be seen, but once they began to close in, they slowed to the point that in-tune beings could sense and sometimes see them. “Couple, three days at the most.”

      “Helen won’t mind the rest, will you girl?” She bobbed her head up and down as he kissed her ear.

      And we were off, our fellowship of the rin….nope, different story. But it was a quest, though we were only five, including the skunk. Perhaps it was destiny and we would find five swords, maybe five jewels, or knowing me and my lead-up to a fantasy story it would be five magical kazoos, but who gives a shit about the kazoo? The bastard child of the reed instrument family. Didn’t matter. We were together, purposeful, magically ordained.

      Alianna was quiet for the first bit of our trip; she didn’t even look over at River Rock as we passed, I wonder if she knew that most criminals returned to the scene of their crime. I caught MJ scowling at her for a while, and I don’t think it had anything to do with the fact that he was still angry about her not getting into trouble; they had their own thing, quite separate from their thing with their mother and I. Ali going missing would be a dagger to the heart of us all, but the two of them were linked in ways I couldn’t even imagine. It would be like half of yourself dying; I pondered that. Yeah, maybe I did know a little something about that.

      By the second mile, the day had begun to brighten and Ali had seemed to shake off the worst of how she felt. In contrast, MJ had become even more sullen. That he was staying so hyper-focused should have thrown up red flags for me; it indicated just how dangerous Ali’s actions had been. By the time we stopped for lunch, we were as close to normal as we could ever be considered. We ate, talked, and joked around. That abruptly changed when MJ caught sight of a lone watcher which he pointed out to the rest of us. I said nothing as I saw something, like the shade thrown from a shadow, if that’s even possible. All I knew for certain was I hadn’t seen nothing. I should have said something, that much I knew. I was trying to convince myself it was merely a vestigial sighting, or perhaps I knew what I was looking for, anticipated seeing it so my mind decided I should see it kind of thing. An elaborately imagined mirage.
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      Azile was hesitant to leave her home. She knew Michael, for all his faults, would never let harm befall their children, not if he could control his compelled urges and stay present. He was, in his own way, an excellent father. Perhaps he leaned more toward friend than parent, but only by a little, and she loved him more for it. How many times had she entered the home to find all three in the middle of a mock battle replete with couch cushion forts as the children tried to stop the advance of a menacing tickle monster? Still, he had the tendencies of a child himself; it was best she’d asked Mathieu to assist in his watchtower duties. She was worried. She could sense something was happening. What that was, she did not know. But she could feel the ripples of it in the air as it approached. It was like an ocean liner forcing the water out of the way; the resultant wake might capsize any smaller vessel in its path. She had to stay ahead of it.

      The summons had been a surprise, the message cryptic, as if the Coven was concerned it could be intercepted. And she still had so much going on at home. Poena was hiding in the shadows, still playing with her favorite toy, right under the nose of the Maker. One day she was going to teach that bitch a lesson—when she had the chance—and then there was Ali and MJ. Those two needed constant mentoring as their powers began to bloom above and beyond the normal supervision of pre-teens, which was considerable. The magic she’d handed down to them mixed with that of Michael’s vampire blood made them incredibly unique and powerful. She was tending ground that had never been cultivated before. Some spells she taught them worked perfectly, some not at all, and even more frightening, some worked in ways that she had not been prepared for. As Ali began her pubescent changes, her powers were growing exponentially, and Azile could see that her daughter wanted to push the boundaries of what she could—and should not—do.

      If she could have, she would have brought them to England for formal training, but these children were anomalous; once they were found out for what they were, they’d never have been allowed to leave. They’d either be destroyed outright, magically torn apart, or imprisoned and studied for the rest of their natural lives. It simply wasn’t worth the risk; she and Michael would both have died attempting to stop it. How she was going to hide them from the world forever, though, was beyond her comprehension. She was confident that the magic worked within the confines of their home and land could not be detected, but once the children began to travel it would not go unnoticed. She wondered, and not for the first time, if this emergency was merely a ploy, a way for them to get her out of the way as a squad of murderous necromancers hunted her family down. She calmed herself in the knowledge that as long as they stayed on the land, all would be well, they could not be found.
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      “What a beautiful day,” I said looking up at the cobalt blue sky. We were walking along a ridge, a gentle slope leading down into a wide valley where what looked like a good-sized herd of buffalo grazed. I had a sour thought, wondering when mankind would forget all about how we had once slaughtered them by the thousands and left them merely to rot under the sun and would repeat the process.

      Mathieu tapped me on my shoulder, I turned toward him as he pointed back the way we had come. There was a thick, black line of enormous thunderclouds roiling towards us.

      “We should seek some shelter,” I said. Mathieu nodded. 

      “Mom taught us how to make one,” MJ said. “We don’t need to stop until it’s almost on top of us.”

      “Make a shelter?” I asked. “With what?” I was thinking traditional refuge, frame, canvas, furs, or maybe just a nice pop-up. Not sure why my first inclination wasn’t mana, or whatever they called it.

      “You live with three sorcerers and you have to ask?” Mathieu smiled.

      “Your mother was a cur,” I told him, he smiled wider.

      We went a little further, had maybe covered ten or twelve miles total and I was beginning to feel it. Sure there are perks to being mortal, but I missed the benefits of immortality. My fucking feet were killing me; I hadn’t done a hike like this as a bona fide human in dozens of decades.

      “Hey guys, I think we should set camp up here. Squirrel is exhausted.”

      Mathieu looked at my papoose. “She seems fine to me. We should probably go another four or five miles.”

      “Did I say your mother was a cur? I meant bitch.”

      He clapped my shoulder as he took his pack off. “Missed you, brother.”

      “How could you not.” I took my Squirrel carrier off and pulled her out so she could run around, eat and take care of some business. “Away from me,” I shooed her as she began to squat. I wish I could have taken a picture of the face she’d given me, nose wrinkled and eyes squinted, furious in a cute skunk kind of way, but at least she listened. I don’t generally get that type of response. The next thing I did was pull off my boots; my feet sighed, yeah, you heard that right. I wiggled my toes and rubbed each of them in turn.

      “Hey, you two, help me gather some stones so we can build a fire circle,” Mathieu said to the twins.

      Within my general vicinity was a small rock about the size of my fist, I grabbed it and started the ring, secure in the knowledge that I’d helped. MJ was first back, his back arched as he rested three good-sized stones on his stomach, he dropped them to my side and then began to form a circle around me.

      “Nice, real nice,” I told him.

      “I’m just trying to figure out if you’ll be smart enough to move before we start the fire.” He booked it away, laughing like a loon as he did so.

      I could take a hint. I knew who the weak link in the group was, but I’d never hold that against Squirrel. I gave her a pat on the head and some dried blueberries. I went to put my boots back on to help, only to notice that not only had my feet swelled, but on the heel of my left foot I had a piece of skin the size of a silver dollar flopping around. I sometimes wonder why my brain misfires the way it does. The boots were brand new; why I thought breaking them in on an extended outing was beyond me. I knew better—or I should have.

      “Oooh,” Ali winced as she dropped her rocks and took a look at the massive blister. “I think I can fix that.”

      “Think?” I asked. “I don’t want webbed feet or something. It’ll be all right.”

      “By tomorrow?” Mathieu was looking now. “Doubtful.”

      He was right, tomorrow it would be worse. I’d be hobbling around the entire day, slowing us down.

      “How sure are you?” I asked my daughter.

      “It’s just first aid, dad. Mom taught us some years ago.” MJ had joined the party.

      “Let them see if they can help; I’ll get the fire going.” Mathieu was kind enough to move the rocks from around me. “And the storm is going to be upon us soon enough, they’ll need to work on the shelter or we’re going to get soaked.”

      Ali rubbed her hands together, got a few words of encouragement from her brother then put one hand on my toes and one on my ankle. The jolt she sent through me could be compared to being tased, unfortunately, I knew that feeling all too well.

      “Shit, Ali!” I gasped out once my spasming muscles finally relaxed.

      “Sorry, sorry, used a little too much juice.”

      “You should have seen your face, dad!” MJ mimicked, throwing his head back, clenching his mouth, closing his eyes, and making his neck bulge.

      “Should be better now,” Ali said, though it wasn’t with a convincing tone. She was looking at me funny; I didn’t think anything about it at the moment as I was fighting through the pain.

      If I was supposed to feel better, she was sadly mistaken. The blister burned like someone had held a piece of hot metal to it. I was afraid to look and see, suspecting my foot was blackening from the heat. This didn’t seem right. I was taking in shallow breaths to the point Mathieu had stopped building the tinder for the fire to check on me.

      Ali sat back to look at her handiwork. “Holy sh…oot it worked!”

      I did not like it at all that she had been so unsure of herself that she was celebrating now.

      Once it felt like my blood was no longer boiling I took a look, surprised to see that the flesh and muscle had not melted away and I was not staring at bone. Where the flap of painful skin had been was now a dulled red patch and adhered as it should be. I touched the spot tenderly at first, then with more vigor; it was damn near good as new.

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      “So I’m not in trouble anymore?” she asked.

      “You can’t unrob a bank,” I told her, not sure if she got the reference; I said no more.

      Mathieu had got the fire going. We both watched as a line of torrential rain headed our way. The kids had joined hands, muttered some words in Latin and then let go. I was fairly convinced I’d seen a horror movie start in similar fashion.

      “Can we eat now? I’m starving.” MJ had set out his bedroll and was sitting atop it.

      I was about to ask them if they’d done anything regarding the weather when I realized my face was not getting buffeted by the wind. I reached my hand out in an attempt to feel the invisible barrier; I encountered nothing. I took another step, and with my arm outstretched I could feel the cold upon my hand as a biting wind took a chunk. “Well that’s pretty cool. And it’ll stop the rain?”

      “Yup. Can we eat now?”

      “And it will let the smoke out?” I asked, there was zero sense in not getting wet only to suffocate from carbon monoxide poisoning.

      “Geez dad, how dumb do you think we are?” MJ asked rolling his eyes, but if he thought I missed the look between them then the added murmuring to fix that problem he was wrong.

      We ate a good meal of dried beef and eggs that I had cooked up in a small pan I’d brought along. Talked some; I was fascinated by the rain rolling across a ceiling I could not see and subsequently falling away. As it got later, I stretched and yawned, Squirrel was curled up by the fire, her face buried in her tail. She looked comfortable. I was eager to be as well and get some sleep.

      “I’ll take first watch,” Mathieu volunteered. It wasn’t even something I’d thought about.

      Living with Azile had made me feel as safe as someone could be. I was no longer continually in prowl-mode, waiting to extinguish anything that threatened me and mine. It had taken a long time to find that peace, and I was in no rush to lose it. I thought about asking Mathieu if he thought a watch was necessary, but he’d already made that clear enough by offering to do it. Our reason for being here should have been enough to convince me there was danger.

      “Okay,” I told him. “Wake me in a couple of hours.”

      He nodded.
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      Salem Massachusetts, which had once been a thriving tourist destination due to its past dark history, had survived reasonably intact after the zombies, and it may have been for that reason it was one of the larger townships along the Eastern Seaboard. Superstition had not completely faded from the human collective, but those tried and convicted witches were generally regarded as a myth brought on by oppression and religious fervor. Azile thought about changing that stance as she passed the hand-painted town sign signifying that no witches had been burned today. It was unlikely that any of those poor souls, unjustly executed, had been witches, but that the inhabitants of this new city made jest about it rankled her.

      “You have more important things to do than teach lessons,” she said softly. She drew unwanted leers from a good many men as she rode into town. Her bright riding dress, fiery hair, and lithe form coupled with the white steed made her stand out. The town was not so large that visitors weren’t noticed.

      A young man in his early twenties who had been standing outside of a tavern with four of his friends approached. “Can I help you, m’lady?” Azile smiled; he was handsome, and the assured way he walked towards her told her that he was very aware of this fact. He had long blond hair pulled back and tied off. He was as tall as her horse, which put him just north of six feet. His smile, which looked practiced, perfectly displayed his white teeth and made his deep blue eyes sparkle.

      “No thank you, I am heading to the docks.” Azile kept moving.

      He looked momentarily confused that his charm and smile had not disarmed the woman, and he felt disappointed. She had beauty he had not seen the likes of in all of his years. He would have stood there dumbfounded for longer, if not for the jeering of his friends spurring him on. He chased after her.

      “It would be an honor to escort you, my lady. The docks are a rough place for one such as yourself.”

      He grabbed at the side of her reins. Dally, her horse, whinnied and turned her head at the rough treatment.

      Azile wrenched the leather straps free from the man and looked down at him coolly. “One as myself? Just what type is that, then?”

      He froze when he saw the fire in her eyes, his mouth went dry and he was having difficulty speaking.

      “It would be for the best, Hayden Nadler, if you went about your affairs without further bothering me.”

      One of Hayden’s friends made a catcall, another shouted along the lines of “Once you’ve had her you’ll need to give us the details.” Hayden recovered quickly, his reputation as a lady’s man was at stake, and he would not let that go quite so easily.

      “So you know of me,” he gave a sly smile, one which Azile figured the local girls found exceedingly charming, but which she spotted as a practiced insincerity. He had stepped in front of her path. 

      “Enough to know I want nothing to do with you. Now if you could please move aside.”

      “One kiss and I will.”

      “I will give you this one chance because your youth makes you bold though you are ignorant of how the world works. I am married to a man for whom I would quite literally move the moon and the stars for.”

      “But then where is this man? One who would set you off alone in such a place does not deserve such gifts from you. Why is he not by your side?” Hayden had taken hold of the horse’s bridle; Azile arched an eyebrow.

      Dally had been trained as a warhorse. She could easily break the man’s arm or worse, if Azile gave the command.

      “One night with me and you will forget all about him. Wouldn’t you like to see what it’s like to be with a real man? I can make that happen.” He thumped his chest.

      Azile couldn’t contain herself and burst out into a short laugh. Whatever lust Hayden had been feeling quickly evaporated, leaving behind blazing anger and embarrassment as his friends continued to goad him on. He yanked down on the bridle; Dally didn’t need a command to realize aggression and the need to defend herself. She pulled her head away from Hayden and then swung it into his chest, sending him sprawling away and into the dirt. He stood and pulled a blade from the scabbard attached to his belt. There was murderous intent in his eyes; whether for the horse, the woman, or both he could not reason out. People in the street had quieted as the scene unfolded.

      “Stop!” A barrel-chested man with a large beard and an even larger mustache came running out from the general store. “Hayden! Stop, you fool!”

      Some semblance of sense returned to the young man, but only enough to acknowledge the newcomer. He was still going to make the woman pay for having humiliated him in front of his friends.

      “She has insulted me, father!” Hayden stalked a step closer. Dally was watching; she chuffed and scraped her front hoof on the ground.

      “I knew you were stupid, boy, but I did not know to what degree!” The shopkeeper ran up and in between Hayden and Azile and turned to face her. “I apologize, Mistress Azile. My name is Denfer. Unfortunately, my son here sometimes takes after myself when I was younger, quick to anger and slow to realize the error of his ways.” 

      A murmuring began among those that had been watching, and many began to silently drift away. Most had never laid eyes upon the woman, but none were ignorant of the name.

      “You damned fool.” Denfer had spun to look at Hayden. “That horse is quite capable of killing you all on its own, but you figure that’s not dead enough! You let your wee pecker do the thinking to the point of getting tangled up with the Red Witch! And if that isn’t bad enough, should you have somehow survived this encounter, her husband, the warrior Michael Talbot, would surely come to hunt you down!”

      Hayden’s face blanched, the blade fell to the ground. “She’s...that’s the Red Witch?”

      Denfer nodded. Azile smiled as she fingered the fringe of her red shawl.

      “I’m…I’m sorry,” he stammered, his eyes never traveling up to meet hers.

      “Insufficient,” Azile said.

      “Mistress?” Denfer asked.

      “His regret stems from fear alone. If I were not who I am, or my horse not capable of smashing his malformed brain into the dirt, if not for the threat of having his fate dealt by my husband, what would he have done?”

      “Ma’am?” Hayden asked, his eyes still downcast.

      “If I were an average woman, less able to defend myself, perhaps upon a weaker mount, what would you have done once I had spurned your advances, boy?” The last word boomed forth from her mouth.

      Hayden trembled.

      “You meant violence, and not just the threat of it. I have seen enough of the world to know when someone plans on wielding brutality. So what would have happened? Would you have stabbed my magnificent beast? Or perhaps myself?”

      “He would have done no such thing,” Denfer defended.

      “Oh, I believe he already has. He knows it, his friends know it. I believe in your heart you know it as well. His good looks have warped his brain into believing that he is entitled to anything he wishes, and if it is not given willingly, he will take it by force.”

      “Mistress, he is my only child,” Denfer said.

      “What passes for the law in this place?”

      “I am the constable,” Denfer offered.

      “Ah, that’s convenient. So not only does your boy do whatever he pleases, but his father is in a position to make sure he suffers no consequences.”

      “That’s not the way of it,” Denfer assured her. The people that had been leaving stopped to watch, and by now a substantial crowd had formed. Though they kept a respectful distance, they were close enough to hear all that was said.

      “Does anyone here disagree with what the constable has to say?” Azile asked. The crowd shifted and murmured, yet none said anything. As a prosperous shopkeeper and the hand of the law, Denfer was a powerful man within the town and none dared to dispute him.

      “I told you,” Denfer said defiantly, “my boy is guilty of no crime.”

      “Is that so? Hayden, do you have anything to say for yourself?” Azile asked. As she peered at the boy she murmured a few words.

      Hayden shook his head; words began to tumble out of his mouth before he could clamp his hand to stop them. “I stole old man Granger’s gold coins.” His eyes registered shock when he realized he’d spoken aloud. “I broke John Simmon’s arm because I saw him talking to a girl I liked. Shut up!” he berated himself. His hands were pressed tightly over his mouth, his face red as he tried to stop speaking.

      “I believe you have more to say,” Azile said as Hayden nodded reluctantly.

      “What is this witchcraft?” Denfer looked from Azile to his son. “You are forcing him to say these things.”

      “I am only compelling him to confess his sins. I’ve put no words into his mouth nor deeds into his heart.”

      “I killed a man!” Hayden shouted before collapsing to his knees. 

      “What?” Denfer asked. The man might be able to turn a blind eye to some lesser transgressions, but murder was of a different magnitude.

      “He was a drifter. Jonesy, me and Taylor came across him. We checked to see if he had anything worth stealing. He resisted, so we started punching him. When he fell I crushed his head with a large stone!” He was wailing, unable to believe he was saying this. Azile watched as two of Hayden’s friends took off from the edge of the crowd.

      “Looks like you have some work to do, Constable. I’ll leave you to it.” Azile clicked her tongue and Dally began to walk towards the docks. The shocked crowd parted as she approached, creating a slipstream of people running nearly to the planks. She boarded the ship, the Blue Streak, without further incident.
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      I don’t know how long I’d been asleep when I felt an urgent nudge. I had been dreaming about riding a motorcycle while some undisclosed monster chased me in a minivan. The funny thing was I was more fearful of crashing on the bike than I was of my pursuer.

      “Yeah, I’m up,” I may have said the words, but I was still more firmly rooted in dreamworld than I was in the waking one.

      “Something’s out there,” Mathieu said low, which changed my state drastically as I ripped myself free from the grips of slumber.

      “Any idea?” I could just barely see him, the coals of the fire were dying down. I’d been asleep for a while.

      “No, but it’s big.”

      I wanted to ask him how he knew; within our protective bubble, not much in the way of sound got in. But I agreed with him when I heard a deep bass growl that pushed enough air to vibrate my chest. I grabbed my rifle before waking the kids.

      “Mom, I did my chores,” MJ mumbled.

      “What’s going on?” Ali saw how tense Mathieu and I were.

      “Don’t know yet,” I told her.

      Waited another ten minutes, nothing happened. MJ had gone back to sleep, if he had ever even woken up.

      “Moved on?” I asked. It was close enough that it was highly unlikely it hadn’t seen us. The only explanation that made sense was that it didn’t like its odds of a successful attack. That’s always a comforting thought; that something is out there and wants to eat you. It was bizarre to me how many creatures I’d encountered during my extended life that had wanted to devour my flesh. Most people go the entirety of their existence without having to worry about that. Lucky bastards. After half an hour of us sitting still like angry statues, I told Ali and Mathieu I would take the next watch.

      I was bleary-eyed a few hours later as the sun began its journey skyward. The weather broke not long after. Puddles had formed; the ground was sopped, too saturated to allow any more liquid in. My eye was caught by something that didn’t fit in. It looked like cannonballs stacked in the shape of a pyramid. The spheres weren’t quite as round as projectiles should be, but they were close. The color was off as well, these were brown as opposed to black. As for size...bigger than a softball...maybe the size of candlepin bowling balls.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked as I stood and walked out of our enclosure and into the bracing wind. It was the smell that hit me first. “Shit,” I said, not swearing but rather putting a name to the item.

      “That is one hell of a huge rabbit,” Mathieu startled me.

      “Really? Killer rabbit?” I cocked my head to the side.

      “No, not really. Whatever did that is a meat eater.”

      “You can say that again,” I said dryly. There was no need to tell how he knew. Mathieu’s sense of smell was much more powerful than mine, and I was not getting any undertones of greenery from the offal. Definitely smelled like bad meat to me. “I’m sure I would remember seeing something like this on a National Geographic special regarding the land animals of North America, but who knows? Maybe the episode was on after a serious bong session. So tell me, my friend, is there any known animal in these parts that could make something like that?”

      Mathieu shook his head. “As far as I know, there’s no animal in North America or elsewhere that has refuse that looks like that.”

      “Elephant?” I asked.

      “A meat-eating elephant? What kind of horrors do you want to conjure up this morning?”

      “We’ll table that one,” I said. I was walking around the immediate perimeter of the impromptu poo pyramid looking for prints, but the ground here was rock and as hard as Azile’s stare that time when I told her that cape made her look fat. I was joking, she was not. Got to tell you, getting pinned up against a wall by invisible weaves of air is not as much fun as it sounds. I walked off the small shelf of slate, figuring that in the muddy fields that surrounded us I’d be able to detect a print. No such luck, which made me look skyward and increased my concern tenfold. The death you could see coming was bad enough, but having to worry about it swooping down upon you added a whole new dimension. I voiced my concern to Mathieu.

      “There’s no way,” he said. Tough to pile droppings like that from the air, and the wingspan would be that of a small jet. We would have heard it swooping in.

      “Even still, I think we should remember to look up from time to time.” This was not, as far as I knew, an innate instinct within humans, the urge to scan the skies for predation, I mean. I suppose at one point in our evolution we needed to be wary of avian enemies, but not so much anymore. Worst that most humans had to worry about from birds was getting shit on by pigeons, and it’s never the size of a cannonball.

      Our traveling was slowed by the rain, which had made the road (and I use that term loosely) a muddy mess, but it was still better than the boot-sucking ground upon either side of that ribbon of routeway. We hadn’t gone more than four miles when my stomach warned that it was nearing lunchtime. What can I say? As a two-hundred-year-old, I’d become set in my ways.

      “Do you smell that?” Mathieu asked.

      “By the way your nose is wrinkling, I’m going to assume it’s bad, so until I eat, I don’t want to hear any more about it, because thankfully I can’t.”

      “Dad, did you fart?” MJ was waving his hand in front of his face. “I thought you promised mom no more crop dusting?”

      “I do not fart in front of your mother!”

      “Oh that’s right...you blame it on Squirrel,” Ali said.

      I could hear the skunk chittering in the papoose; apparently she’d been offended by my words and deeds. “Squirrel, your greatest gift and singular defense in this world is to literally stink up a joint so badly that nothing wants to come near you. You can take one for the team from time to time.” She continued her protest. “I’ll get you more blueberries,” I promised, which seemed to work as an appeasement.

      “But Uncle Mathieu is correct; something doesn’t smell right.” Ali had her nose up.

      “What’s it smell like?” I asked.

      “Disease,” Mathieu was peering intently at a spot through the woods.

      “Rot,” Ali said, “sort of like underneath MJ’s bed.”

      “Great.” I rewrapped the meat I was about to eat, there was no chance I could now, knowing what everyone else was smelling. It was like I was afraid I could get the bad air molecules on my food. Plus, I was the one who had discovered the mushrooms growing under my son’s bed. I never got a clear story out of him, but Azile had made something he didn’t want to eat and he’d tossed it under there and something had discovered the food then had got trapped and died. I didn’t press him any further on it because the stench had been eye-watering and stomach turning, and I wanted to vacate the area as quickly as possible.

      As we began to near the edge of the woods the stink was strong enough that I was beginning to pick it up; Mathieu already had a piece of cloth pulled up and over his mouth and nose, and my kids weren’t too far behind. Squirrel chittered; if a skunk doesn’t like a smell it’s a good bet you should stay away from it.

      The village was a quarter mile away, but even from here, it would have been impossible to tell that not all was as it should be. For one thing, there should have been some sound, the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer upon a horseshoe, the happy cries of children as they played tag, mothers calling for their kids, something, anything. The only thing we did hear as we stood looking down upon the hamlet was an eerie, irregular thudding.

      “Okay, we stay together. Your uncle and I go first, got it?”

      They both nodded. I checked my rifle. Mathieu handed his handgun to me. He had other more lethal gifts he could call upon, should the need arise. To any adversary, I would look the most dangerous of the group, and my intention would be to draw attention my way even if the true threat lay amongst my traveling companions.

      Aside from the movement of smoke lazily drifting upwards from a few chimneys, nothing moved, no signs of life. Nothing seemed exceedingly odd, except for that irregular thudding. We moved cautiously toward the sound; I was out in front, the kids sandwiched between with Mathieu trailing. As we walked down the town’s center avenue I kept waiting for someone to offer a greeting. I would have even taken a “get off my lawn!” warning.

      The thud sound was coming from the side of a small, wood-constructed inn called the Thundering Hook. It had two small rooms upstairs and as far as I knew, it had never been sold out. The beer was decent, but the proprietor’s smoked sausages were something legendary. I’d come this way a few times just for them; I’d almost been banned for life once when I’d come and he was sold out. I had not taken the news well. I went full Ken, demanding to talk with his manager. Azile had smoothed things over the following week, it’s amazing what a gold coin in the palm of a beautiful woman will do to mend fences. I opened the front door and peered in, not liking at all what I was seeing. There were plates left with dinners half-eaten; unfinished drinks sat atop the bar. Whatever had happened it had been quick. The thudding was louder inside, but the source was against the far wall on the outside, in an alleyway.

      I shook my head at them as I came back out. “Mathieu, I’m going to take a look in the alley, okay?”

      “I’ve got your back.” It was close to a growl; it was easy to tell he was as unnerved as I was.

      I moved closer to the opening between the General store and the inn. The gap wasn’t much more than fifteen feet. It was intended as a fire stop; it would need another thirty feet to pass safety standards, but this new world wasn’t much on building to code. The closer I got to peering around the corner the longer it was taking me to move. Something had put me on full alert, and I’d seen enough nightmare fuel that I never felt the need to add to the pile of combustibles. And I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but if I sat and filled a dozen of these journals, I wouldn’t have captured the graphic reality of what I saw. Squirrel was wrinkling her nose as she looked along with me; safe to say she didn’t like what she saw either.

      “Becka?” I asked. It was the inn owner’s daughter. She was sixteen, maybe seventeen, and MJ, who was as quick-witted as they came, was constantly struck with the dumbs whenever she came around the table to see if we needed anything.

      “Becka?” MJ asked, coming to see what I was staring at.

      “No,” I told him as much as I told Mathieu to stop him and make sure the boy didn’t follow.

       It was Becka all right, and it wasn’t. She was sitting with her back resting against the inn, the thumping noise was the slamming of her head into the wood shingled wall. That wasn’t the worst of it, I noticed as I approached, not by a long shot. Her right hand was on her stomach and her pointer finger was moving as if to scratch an itch, unfortunately, that itch was three inches inside her. The front of her blouse was soaked in blood and I could see her intestines and stomach as she dug through them one scratch at a time. She seemed oblivious to the pain.

      “Hey, Becka?” I asked cautiously. She did not pause her head banging or acknowledge my presence. I tried to stay her hand to prevent further damage; she shrieked at me and thumped harder and faster. At this point, I was hoping she would knock herself out.

      “Mathieu, I need help!”

      He came bounding around the bend, already halfway to changing. When he realized it wasn’t that type of help he quickly reverted. I was holding her hands, Mathieu grabbed her shoulders, and we pulled her away from the wall. She began to thrash around. Ali had been watching, she came over quickly, rooting around in her backpack until she found what she was looking for. She rubbed something under the girl’s nose and pressed it to her lips, and within a few seconds, Becka was asleep. MJ was standing a few feet away, his eyes huge.

      “Is…is she going to be okay?” he asked.

      If his mother were here, she would recover fine from the physical wounds; whatever had put her in this state would be a whole other matter, but I didn’t say anything. I could do a reasonable job of sewing her up, and maybe I could fix her perforated bowels and stomach, but it was unlikely I could stop the war of infection that she was about to be embroiled in.

      “Dad?” he asked.

      “Don’t know, kiddo, going to try. Mathieu, let’s get her inside the inn.” I had all sorts of errands I wanted to send the kids on: clean sheets, water, as many oil lamps as they could find, but I didn’t dare send them away. Not right now. Whatever had come here and done this could still be out there. I swept the drinks off the bar top and we laid her down. I took a glance in the kitchen, behind me; when I was positive it was empty I told MJ to get some water.

      “Sheets?” Mathieu asked. I nodded. He bounded upstairs then shouted down that there was nothing up there in terms of danger, which I figured when I heard the beds being moved around as he ripped the sheets off.

      “Ali, can you do anything about the lighting?”

      She was watching everything I did.

      “I can.” Within the span of a few heartbeats, she had a yellow glowing orb the size of a softball hovering above her hands. She made a series of movements and placed it directly over the deep, four-inch gash in Becka’s abdomen. I was about to ask her to move it before I realized that not only could I see right through it but that it perfectly illuminated the area I needed to work.

      MJ came back, doing his best not to lose any water as it sloshed around the lip of a large bowl. He struggled to place it up on the bar. “Found soap too.” He pulled a large chunk from his pocket. I grabbed a pitcher from behind the bar and scooped some water out. Mathieu had come down and was tearing the sheets into long strips.

      I was furiously scrubbing my hands, hoping to wipe away the grime and the shakes; it was working much better on the dirt.

      “Not that I’m doubting your skills, Michael, but wouldn’t one of the children be better at this?” Mathieu looked over at Becka.

      “Ali has some healing skill but needs a lot more training; she’s just as likely to make her sprout wings as she is to heal her wounds. And as powerful and talented as MJ is, he has no aptitude for magical healing.”

      “And you’re confident?”

      I gave him a pensive look. “No, I’m not confident, I’m just her best chance. I have some field experience, although it’s been mostly attempting to stabilize a patient in preparation to get them to someone much more skilled.”

      When I was sure my hands were as clean as they were going to get, I went back to Becka. “Mathieu, could you grab some liquor? Preferably a clear one.”

      He pulled the stopper off a bottle.

      “Now pour some in my mouth.” He didn’t hesitate as I took a long swig. Then I motioned towards the weeping wound. Becka shot straight up as the alcohol sizzled upon contact. Her eyes never opened, and Ali gently helped her lie back down as a series of moans escaped the injured girl.

      “I’m going to need a mask.”

      Mathieu ripped a smaller piece of cloth and tied it around my head, covering my mouth and nose. As I leaned down to get a better look at what I was working on, I got a strong odor; she had indeed done some damage to her bowels. I doubted anything I did was going to prevent sepsis. I worked slowly and thoroughly, constantly having Mathieu clean out the wound with alcohol and water to give me clear glimpses of the area.

      “Can you take a whiff?” I asked Mathieu. I needed to know if I’d gotten her intestines sewn up correctly.

      He poured more alcohol and waited while it washed away any contaminants before he leaned in and sniffed. A grin split his face. “I think you did it.”

      “Nice one, dad,” MJ said.

      Becka was far from out of the woods, but this was a start. I closed up the wound. She was going to have a nasty scar, if she lived, but with the state of her mind, she might never care. Three hours later we had her upstairs in one of the beds and she was resting there comfortably. I debated tying her hands to the bed so she wouldn’t undo all I had done, instead we decided to have her continually monitored until she awoke and we would reassess at that point. MJ took the first shift. When I went back downstairs, the bar area looked like we’d set up a sacrificial altar. I’d not realized just how much blood she’d lost.

      I thought about cleaning some of the mess up, but instead grabbed the half-empty bottle of vodka; draining it dry seemed the best course of action.

      “Dad.” It was Ali. I placed the bottle down reluctantly.

      I found that I was exhausted. “Yeah, hon?”

      “I need to go look for some garlic and honey, maybe some ginger or clove.”

      I gave her a questioning look.

      “Natural antibiotics,” she explained.

      Mathieu came in the front door. “I took a quick look around; there’s nothing here, and I can’t get a scent of whatever did this. There are plenty of smells, the people, their fear, domestic animals, but nothing of what could have caused this.”

      “Any idea where they went? The citizenry?”

      He looked at Ali first, then at me.

      “Uncle Mathieu wants to tell you they’re dead, but he doesn’t want to say it in front of me,” she looked downtrodden. We knew a lot of people in this town. She had friends here.

      “While there is certainly some death here, there is not enough to account for the entire population. Having said that, there is no discernible trail, either. As far as I can tell, they were not taken away. They just seem to have disappeared.”

      “Got to be what? A hundred, a hundred and fifty people here? They had to go somewhere. Do either of you have any ideas what could have done something like this?” I asked. Mathieu shrugged, Ali shook her head.

      “I think there may be larger problems too,” Mathieu continued. “As much as I fear whatever has transpired here, that many watchers would not gather for such a small event.”

      “Small event?” Ali questioned, hurt in her eyes. “The entire village is gone!”

      “I did not mean...an isolated event, then. I am deeply affected by this, Alianna, but for the watchers, this would hardly register on whatever they use as a scale.”

      “He’s right.” I hugged Ali, tears were streaming down her face. “What happened here was beyond terrible, but we’re afraid it may only be the tip of the iceberg.”

      “Dad, dad! Dad!” MJ shouted from the top of the steps. “She’s waking up!”

      The three of us nearly had a collision at the bottom as we raced to get upstairs. She was lying flat on the bed, her eyes open and darting around.

      “Becka?” I asked calmly. She sat up and turned to me quickly, no recognition on her face, a blank look in her eyes. Her mouth opened wide, like she was trying to scream but couldn’t remember how; it was such an alien expression. I moved closer, expecting her to flinch. She didn’t move. Whatever her gaze was fixated on, it wasn’t me.

      Each of us in turn talked to her, hoping for a response, but she kept that thousand-yard stare and gaping mouth. She’d not swallowed in nearly ten minutes, and drool had pooled on her tongue and formed long hanging lines from each corner of her mouth.

      Mathieu again waved his hands in front of her face. “I think she’s catatonic.”

      I’d reached that fairly obvious diagnosis minutes ago, though I didn’t say anything. The next question was: what did we do with her? None of us were equipped to deal with this.

      “Should we bring her home?” Ali asked as if she were reading my mind. And I would have to take note of that because there was a probability that she was. (Poor kid, if that were the case.)

      I didn’t see that we had a choice. We couldn’t leave her here, and we couldn’t take her with us on our investigation. “We should check the stables, see if there are any horses. I suppose we can put her on a cart.”

      We should have taken horses from our place; I just disliked riding the creatures so much that I found any excuse not to. And to be honest, I hadn’t thought we were going to travel much further than a day, since watchers only materialize close to their disaster.

      “MJ, you stay with Mathieu. Ali and I will go have a look.”

      Normally he would protest being left behind, but I suspected he wanted to be the hero for his crush and nodded.

      “Are you sure?” Mathieu asked. Over the years, he had become much more protective of me, since my enhancements had been removed. To me, my enhancements had been restored.

      “We’ll be fine.” Ali headed out first, I was right behind.

      “All you’ve seen, dad….” She left it there.

      “Nothing. I’ve never seen anything like this. Her behavior might be due to shock, but the rest of the village? I don’t know. There’s no blood, no signs of a struggle.... Not much makes sense here.”

      The stables were a different story altogether. We heard the flies long before we got to the door of the great barn.

      “Hold up here.” I placed my hand on Ali’s shoulder before I brought my rifle to bear. I pushed one of the doors open with my barrel and staggered back, some from the outpouring stench, but mostly from the sight. Most likely it had been horses inside, but without a DNA test, it would have been impossible to tell. They had been shredded into pieces like they’d been shoved into a woodchipper, and then those pieces were diced up in a cheese grater. There was blood, tissue, fur and muscle everywhere. It clung to the ceiling and the walls, black and brown bits had slid down individual stable doors. An inch or more of the detritus coated the entire barn floor, the hay matted and clumped. I heard Ali moving up behind me.

      “Nope.” I pulled the door shut. “There’s nothing in there you need to see. You can build your nightmares on your own time.” I continued backing up, pulling my daughter with me. I kept my rifle up, although I had a feeling it wouldn’t do much to save us from whatever could have done what I’d just witnessed. Squirrel had retreated as deep into her carrying pouch as she could, I think she regretted coming along on this trip.

      “There’s a problem, dad,” Ali said.

      I didn’t think she could make a bigger understatement. “How did Mathieu miss that?” I had a new, unwelcome scent burned into my olfactory library.

      “I mean, power of a sort was used here.”

      “What? Like witchcraft?”

      “Like it, but different. I can’t figure it out any more than that.”

      “Cover your ears.” I waited until she had. “Fuck.”

      I walked backward until we were almost at the inn. I had not been expecting to run into MJ, Mathieu, and definitely not Becka.

      Mathieu shrugged at me. “Not long after you left she stood up. Her eyes flickered then she tried walking out. When I attempted to stop her, she got violent. I was afraid she was going to tear open her wounds, so we let her go and followed her down the stairs and outside. She paused a moment, her eyes flickered again, and here we are.”

      We followed Becka, her mouth still slack-jawed, her eyes held wide open, unblinking. When she stopped again and the eye-wavering thing happened, I got the disturbing sensation that it was like she was a giant antenna, receiving instructions. She slightly changed course and began heading out of the town.

      “Whoa,” MJ rocked on his heels. “Ali?”

      “Yeah, I felt it too. Sort of like by the stables.”

      “Stables?” Mathieu asked.

      “The horses were slaughtered.” That word didn’t even begin to describe the scene, but I put it as nicely as I could.

      “Um, dad, I want you to think carefully before acting,” Ali said calmly.

      “Yeah, carefully,” MJ echoed.

      “You’re one to talk,” I told him. “About what, Ali?”

      “We’re following Becka, who we’re all pretty sure is being summoned to whatever source did that to the town. Are we sure we want to meet it on its terms? Whatever it is?”

      “Becka,” I reached out and grabbed her arm, wanting to halt her progress. She wrenched her arm away and continued.

      “Maybe knock her out again?” Mathieu offered.

      “Ali?” I asked.

      She quickly rooted around in her bag, making the same concoction she had earlier. I had to run up and hold it under the girl’s nose while she continued to walk. I then placed some on her dry tongue. We caught her when she collapsed some ten steps later. The disturbing part was her eyes and mouth remained open.

      We were in over our heads. I knew it, and there was no way I was going to risk my kids or my friend to sate our curiosity. “This is far enough. Let’s cut down some small trees, we’ll make a makeshift stretcher and head home. This is too dangerous.”

      I expected some resistance, but when I got none, I figured I was on the right course, had possibly even underestimated our peril. It was a strange sensation; it’s not often I’m the voice of reason.

      “There’s a chance mom’s protective spells will break whatever she’s under,” Ali said, as if I needed any more reason to head back.

      We lashed the poles together with backpack straps and some extra sheets. Becka was light; I don’t know if it was my imagination, but she seemed lighter than she should have, like part of her was missing. Just my slant; it could be because I was freaked out a bit. Unlike the first time Ali had got the girl to sleep, she was not quiet. She was moaning and muttering the whole time. We were a couple of hours into our return journey when Becka began to stir, her legs and arms kicking out and punching, respectively. It was making it difficult to carry her, and I was concerned about her undoing my stitches.

      “Ali, can you do something for her?” I asked.

      “It’s risky; I’ve already given her more than she should have.”

      “How dangerous are we talking?” It was time to weigh options.

      She shrugged pensively. “Perpetual sleep?”

      “That’s bad,” MJ felt the need to explain.

      “Michael, we’re not more than a few miles from your home. I could change and run with her cradled in my arms; it wouldn’t take more than fifteen or twenty minutes,” Mathieu said.

      Walking as we were would take triple that. I didn’t feel we had that kind of time. I nodded. I didn’t like breaking up the band, but we were close, and if anyone could handle any unforeseen problems, it was a jacked-up werewolf.

      A few blinks of my eyes later and Mathieu was bounding off with our wounded. We undid the stretcher and followed at a much more subdued pace.

      “Dad? Do we get to keep her?” MJ asked.

      “She’s not a puppy,” Ali admonished.

      “I don’t know about keeping her, bud, but she’s going to need a place to stay for a while until she heals up. I think she has family in Allentown.” That was some hundred miles away; we would have to take the horses. I suppose I was going to have to talk to Azile about adopting another kid instead.

      When me and the kids got back, Mathieu was inside sitting at the kitchen table, Becka was resting on the couch. She looked comfortable enough, her mouth and eyes were closed, at least.

      He stood when we came in. “She calmed the moment we made it onto your land.”

      “Have a nice bite to eat?” I asked, watching crumbs fall from his shirt and lap.

      “It takes a lot of energy to transform.” He smiled sheepishly as I tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Good job, man, thank you.” After feeding Squirrel, the rest of us sat down and ate, including Mathieu, who dove in for seconds.

      MJ stayed in the living room keeping watch over Becka. Mathieu and I went out to the porch and were having a beer, talking about all we’d seen. Ali had gone upstairs, my guess was trying to research the problem.

      I was halfway through my second when MJ poked his head out the door.

      “Dad, she’s waking up.”

      Mathieu and I hurriedly went inside. I was having a hard time deciding whether I should be close by to comfort her if she began to break down, or far enough away so that if she was confused, we wouldn’t make her scared. Sure, she knew us, but we weren’t family friends. Being in our house was going to come as a shock.

      “Dad?” she asked, her eyes still closed. It could just as likely have been a question from within a dream, although I didn’t believe that.

      “Becka, this is Michael Talbot,” I said softly, attempting to let her subconscious ruminate on the information. “You’re at our house.” Her eyebrows furrowed, yet her eyes had still not opened. Then came the instance where they were squinted tightly together, this on purpose. There was a nightmare in real life she didn’t want to review.

      “Hey, Becka, it’s MJ.”

      “MJ?” she asked. “The little boy?”

      His face turned bright red. He looked like a frightened horse ready to bolt.

      Sucks when you realize your crush doesn’t feel the same way, doesn’t even see you in her league. That age gap from twelve to sixteen is far too great to overcome, as it should be. He might have a chance in his twenties, if he was still interested and she wasn’t married. After all she’d been through, I could only hope she would lead a somewhat normal life.

      “Becka, it’s Michael. Do you remember me?”

      “The old man who doesn’t ride?”

      Mathieu snorted. “Sorry.” He held out his hand palm forward, he didn’t seem sorry.

      “Sure, yeah, the old man.” Hurt my pride just saying that. I felt like I looked good for two hundred-plus years old. I know I’ve said it before, but teenage women scare the bejeesus out of me. Such a foreign animal.

      “Are you here for dinner?” she asked. “I’m not sure what Da is making today. Do you need softened food?”

      I gave Mathieu the finger when he snorted again. “Having fun?”

      He shook his head, even though he obviously was.

      “Becka, you’re at the Talbot household,” I said as soothingly as possible.

      “The witch’s house? That’s a scary place.”

      “Only if you’re in trouble,” MJ said. “I should know.”

      “Me too,” I added.

      Ali had come down the stairs.

      “She’s waking up,” MJ told her, feeling the need to state the obvious. A small but sharp current of pain rippled through my mind when the thought of the first Captain Obvious, Justin, blew across. It was looking more and more like I was the source of that particular gene.

      Ali went over and grabbed Becka’s hand; the girl’s eyes immediately flew open. “Where am I?” she asked. When she tried to sit up, Ali told her that wasn’t for the best.

      “You have an injury,” Ali told her.

      “What happened? My stomach is on fire.”

      “We don’t know,” Ali told her. “We came to visit your village, and when we got there we found you, um, cut. My dad put stitches where you were wounded.”

      “Where are my parents?” she asked, looking around wildly at us all.

      “We were hoping you could tell us that, Becka,” I said.

      “What?”

      Ali propped some pillows so that Becka could sit up a bit and stay somewhat comfortable. 

      “There was no one there,” she told her.

      Becka’s eyes showed suspicion. “No one? I wonder where they all could have gone?”

      Her tone was vaguely accusatory, definitely at least suspicious.

      “Becka, I know this is hard to believe. We’re having a tough time with it. There was no one there and no signs of a struggle. We found you outside your place, injured.” I was careful to avoid telling her how she got it.

      She lifted her shirt just enough to see the better bandages Ali had placed across her belly when we got back.

      “Do you remember anything that happened?” Mathieu asked.

      She saw him for the first time. Involuntary fingers of heat rose up her neck. I hoped MJ didn’t see, because it looked like his crush had a crush on someone else. I was okay with that; it meant she might feel more comfortable here, assured that we hadn’t done her harm or meant her harm.

      “Happened?” she asked.

      He switched tactics. “How about what’s the last thing you remember before awakening here?”

      “I…I’m not sure. Wait…Da had sent me down to the root cellar to get something.” She looked at Ali. “I don’t like it down there.”

      “Spiders?” I blurted out.

      “The smell,” she clarified.

      “Right, right,” I said.

      “Wait!” She sat up straighter, her face twisted into a grimace of pain. “Da slammed the floor hatch shut and said something about not coming up. I heard something heavy strike the floor. I immediately tried to get out.”

      I thought her actions foolish. She’d been warned not to do exactly what she tried to do; had she succeeded she’d have met the same fate as the others. But I knew with certainty that faced with the same set of circumstances, I would have done the same thing. I think the vast majority of people would have, believing the help they could offer might be the deciding factor for a beneficial outcome. I glanced at my kids; I hoped they’d heed my instructions in times of danger.

      “I couldn’t get the door open. I smacked on it, I yelled for someone to help me, nobody came.” She stopped and thought longer. “That’s it. The next thing I knew, I was here.”

      That was a large, terrifying gap of missing time and memory.

      “And you just happened to be in the area?” She’d grown suspicious again. Pulling her hand away from Ali.

      “Don’t be a jerk,” MJ said. “We didn’t make your whole village disappear just so my dad could fix your stomach and him and my uncle could carry you on a stretcher the whole way back. You’re not that special.”

      Easy enough to see he was still a wee bit salty about being called a little boy; perhaps he’d seen her werewolf-blush. To her credit, Becka seemed relaxed by his outburst rather than offended.

      “Listen, I realize none of this makes sense, it doesn’t to any of us either. If you could give your wound a couple of days to heal, we’ll gladly head back with you. I can only hope that wherever they all went, by then they’ll be back.” That was if she didn’t get a life-threatening infection or sepsis, but I didn’t think it was a good time to tell her all that. There was nothing we could do about it except worry her needlessly.

      “Thank you,” she finally said.

      “You’re welcome,” I told her. “You can stay on the couch if you’d like, but we also have a spare bedroom I will gladly kick Mathieu out of if you wish for more privacy.”

      “It would be no trouble,” Mathieu said.

      “Thanks, but I think I’d rather stay here for now at least.”

      Squirrel had waddled her big badonkadonk toward the couch. Becka recoiled in horror.

      “She’s fine, she’s fine. She’s only checking to see if you have food. She lives here,” Ali told her.

      “You have a pet skunk...in your house?”

      “You gonna tell her she can’t stay?” MJ asked.

      Becka let out a small laugh. “I guess no, I wouldn’t.”

      “You’re safe here, Becka, maybe safer here than any other place on the planet. Get better, and I promise you as soon as you’re able to, we’ll head back.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Talbot.”

      “I know it’s difficult for you to fully trust us, but I have it on good authority that skunks are incredible judges of character, and Squirrel loves me,” I said.

      “That might have more to do with you constantly sharing meals with her,” Ali said.

       “Aren’t you already in trouble?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but if I hadn’t snuck out we would have never been there to help Becka. Can’t ground me now.”

      “You’re grounded because of your actions, not because of the outcome,” I told her.

      “I don’t think that sounds overly fair.”

      “Tell you what, maybe you should lawyer up.”

      Ali looked on the verge of stomping a foot on the ground, and maybe she would have, but she was trying to be more like a grown-up than a child, plus, Becka, a teenager, would lay witness to any minor tantrum.

      “Of course, father. That is exactly what I shall do.”

      She gave a slight bow and I flinched at the gaze she leveled at me. I’d seen that very look from my wife when I could expect to pay dearly for some transgression I had committed.

      “Are you hungry at all?” she asked Becka. “I could get you some soup.”

      “Maybe later, thank you. I’m very tired.”

      “Okay, everyone out, let’s give her as much privacy as we can. MJ will you get her some blankets?”

      Kid took off like a shot.

      Becka fell into what looked like a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I was sitting atop a picnic table, beer in hand, looking out at the panoramic view afforded me. It seemed so idyllic, but right now I knew it for the illusion it was. Something horrific was brewing, and I was more convinced than ever that it was no coincidence that the person most able to deal with it had been summoned away. Mathieu was heading over to me, looked like he had meats stuffed inside a whole loaf of bread.

      “Does Lana have you on a diet?”

      He had to swallow a big bite before he could speak. “I am a perfect specimen.”

      “Thoughts?”

      “The cured ham is a little salty.”

      “Mathieu.”

      “Sorry. I’m not sure I want to think about it.”

      “So as far as we know, someone or something is collecting people and over-killing horses.”

      “Why that, though?” he asked. “From what we saw, the summons came from afar, or at least from out of sight. Why kill the horses? What could be gained from that?”

      I was thinking about that as I studied the bottle in my hand. “Dogs.”

      “Dogs?”

      “Did you see any? There are always dogs running around, goats too. Chickens. Where were all the other animals?”

      Mathieu sat up straighter. “We should have seen something.”

      That no dogs were harmed during the taking of the town was fine with me. Yes, the horses didn’t deserve their fate but, selfishly or not, I did not have the affinity for that animal that I did for dogs. Seeing them in the same state might possibly have pushed me right off the edge.

      “Were they affected the same way as the people?” I asked a question he couldn’t possibly know the answer to. I was merely voicing a possibility. “Should I have maybe let Ali take a look in that slaughterhouse? She could have told us if it was done by the One Power. Or you. I’m sure you would have been able to detect the scent of a monster capable of—”

      “You were right not to let your daughter see that.”

      I grunted and nodded, tilting my head back to take a drink.

      “Should we go back?” Mathieu asked. “Just us? We could confirm or rule out one of the possibilities.”

      I shook my head. “I could tell my kids to sit here and wait until I’m blue in the face. Ali would maybe heed my words for a few hours; I’d be surprised if MJ didn’t beat us back to the village. And then there’s still Becka, I don’t think leaving her alone right now is a good idea, and we know what will happen once she wanders past Azile’s boundary.”

      “I’m a big boy, I could go by myself.”

      I shook my head. “The odds are slight, the reward too small, the risk too great.”

      “You do care.”

      “Well, it’s more that I don’t want to suffer the wrath of your wife.”

      “Smart man.” He shoveled nearly a quarter of his oversized sandwich into his mouth. I swear he had to partially change over so his maw was big enough to accommodate the offering.

      “Just so you know, that’s terrifying.”

      Either he growled or his belly did in response.

      “Do you think someone is trying to get to the kids?” I asked after a while.

      Mathieu had finished his sandwich and was sitting atop the table with me. “Why do you ask?”

      “At first, because I’m a narcissistic asshole, I figured this was all about me. Get the wife out of the picture then start messing with villages in the area. Get me out there and into danger, yadda yadda.... But for what purpose? My hero days are long past. Now I’m wondering if it was to get to the kids.”

      “That makes a certain sense. It’s possible.”

      I wheeled on Mathieu. “Jesus, man. I’m looking for comfort, not confirmation!”

      “What about this then?” He changed direction quickly. “Your hero days may be long over, old man—”

      “Ouch. Was that called for?”

      He ignored me, “—but your actions, what you did and who you did it to.... You have made a raft of powerful enemies over the years. The begrudging type that aren’t going to settle for walking away with their tails tucked between their legs.”

      “Lycan?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t being literal, but sure, might as well throw them in the mix. And what happened to the horses sounds up their alley.”

      “But the magic with the people?”

      “My theory gets worse; do you want me to continue?”

      “Sure, because right now I’m sitting next to my best friend drinking a beer under a sunny sky looking at mountain peaks off in the distance.”

      “Let’s assume this isn’t all some strange set of coincidences. What if those you have defeated previously have begun to team up in an effort to take you down?”

      I gripped my beer bottle so hard it shattered. A distant part of me was aware of the beer entering the wounds I’d produced. I looked down at the large chunk of glass embedded in the meaty part of my palm. “Well, that fucking hurts.” I grabbed the shard with my left and pulled it out.

      “I’ll go grab you a bandage—and another beer.” Mathieu stood and headed away.

      I’d sunk the thing a good half-inch in. My thumb was numb, odds were I’d done some nerve damage and I was going to need my wife to fix me up. I could always ask MJ to take a crack at it, might end up with an extra thumb, like a dew claw. I decided to hold off.

      Squirrel had her front paws on the bench seat, she wanted up. I didn’t have the heart to tell her Mathieu hadn’t left anything, not so much as a crumb. I got down, cupped her in my good hand, and hauled her chunky ass onto the table.

      “You are the cutest skunk I have ever met.” I was face to face with her as she licked my nose. “But you need to lose some weight.” She bared her teeth as if she didn’t like my declaration, possibly she was chuffing me to see what I had eaten.

      Mathieu came back a few minutes later.

      “Did you stop to eat again?” I was making a joke but the way he paused made me realize the truth of my words. “I could have bled out.”

      “I needed the energy to make it back,” he quipped.

      “How many times were you planning on doing the trek?”

      “Shut up about it.” He grabbed my hand. His eyebrows knitted. He grabbed my other hand. “What’s going on?”

      “What?”

      “Your hand, there’s no blood, there’s no cut.”

      “What?” I looked too. “Did I imagine that?”

      “You mean like a tandem hallucination? We’re not that close. You had a bleeding wound. Did Ali do something?”

      “I don’t think so, haven’t seen the girl in a minute. Speaking of which I should probably check on her.”

      “Something to do with Azile’s charms?”

      “That would be news to me. Sure would save me a lot of time, though, not having to explain what I’d done to myself this time.”

      “Mike.”

      “Mathieu.”

      “I’m serious. If no one did this to you, the only other explanation is that you did it.”

      “Me? I haven’t had that power in quite some time. Pretty sure I would have remembered when I was rebitten, that a word? Whatever, pretty sure I would have known.”

      He grabbed both hands and studied. We both looked at the bloody glass shard glinting dully in the sun.

      I pulled my hands away, startling Squirrel as I jumped down off the table. “This can’t be happening.” I must have said it a dozen times, but I didn’t want to write it that many times. I’m not Bart Simpson at the chalkboard. I liked being human again; I liked knowing my soul resided exactly where I left it instead of being stranded in the great void. I pictured that forlorn thing, lost, ever searching, dressed in black instead of the normal grays. (For some reason, my soul had been goth, all brooding and shit.)

      “I am not a vampire!” I shouted at Mathieu. I was angry, angry enough that if I had indeed somehow reverted, my teeth would have elongated as my eyes narrowed. They didn’t, but something happened. I felt it and Mathieu saw it as he involuntarily leaned back and rolled off the table. The only one that seemed non-plussed was Squirrel.

      Mathieu stood back up.

      “What just happened?” I asked, not sure myself.

      “I…I’m not sure, maybe a trick of the light.”

      “And if not?”

      “Then your eyes flashed a brilliant gold.”

      I thought about collapsing hard onto the ground but caught myself, realizing how much that might hurt. Only one reason I could think something like that would happen, and it would have had to do with the luvier blood I had drunk when I’d gone to save Tommy in the depths of Hell. “That’s not possible!” I shouted at Mathieu like this was somehow his fault.

      “What’s wrong?” Ali had come running out of the house.

      “Nothing, nothing!” I held up my hand to halt her progress. I don’t know why, wasn’t like I felt particularly dangerous at the moment. If anything, I was scared.

      “Whoa, what the fu….dge?” MJ was leaning out an upstairs window. “Sis?”

      “I felt it too, just like in the village.” Her words were cautious as she looked at me.

      “I didn’t do that.” I took a sentence right out of the MJ handbook.

      “I said, like it, dad, not it specifically.”

      “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?” MJ asked.

      Mathieu, Ali, and myself all said No in unison.

      “Ooh this must be good! I’ll be right down.”

      “Dad?” Ali knew something, but not everything—shit neither did I. It wasn’t like I could clue her in.

      I shook my head and shrugged; there simply wasn’t anything I could tell her.

      “Hey,” MJ came bolting out of the house. “So who’s the lucky one that tells me what’s going on?”

      “Mr. Talbot?” Can’t say I was necessarily saved here, that I didn’t have to explain was welcome, although the cause of the interruption...not so much. Becka had come to the door, she had blood pouring from her nose, so much so she couldn’t contain it with her hands and the front of her shirt was covered in it. We tried everything we could think of to staunch the flow, when all else failed we even let Ali have a go, sure it was with a short leash, but that we’d gone that far showed how desperate we were.

      “How much can she afford to lose?” MJ asked.

      That was a good question; she was already beginning to gray a bit and fading fast to blue.

      “I have to go,” her eyes grew wide.

      “Go? You can’t go anywhere like this. We need to stop the bleeding,” I told her.

      “I think it’s why I’m bleeding.”

      Nothing clicked in my head; it’s a good thing I surround myself with folks much smarter than I. If I dwelled on it, I’d realize it’s not all that difficult a thing to do.

      “The spell,” Ali blurted out. “It’s doing something to her.”

      “Oh yeah, that makes sense,” MJ added. “If she doesn’t do what she’s supposed to…” he tailed off, losing enthusiasm with his realization.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I said.

      “Mom says you’re not supposed to swear in front of us,” Ali warned.

      “Yeah, she also says you’re not supposed to practice magic, not in front of her,” I said. “Gonna go out on a limb and say we don’t always do what your mother says, even though we probably should.”

      “How is this getting past Azile’s wards?” Mathieu asked.

      “I don’t know,” I told him.

      “She brought it with her, it was already in her head,” Ali said, I had no idea how that worked.

      “Can either of you stop this?” I asked.

      They both looked at me like I had looked at my calculus teacher back in high school when he’d asked me to solve for COS. Hadn’t helped that I was higher than a kite and thought I was in a free period at the time.

      “I’ll take that as a no. Go grab your stuff, we’re heading back out.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Mathieu pulled me aside and asked as the kids dashed back into the house.

      The snort shot out before I even had the chance to think about stopping it. “Fuck no, I’m not sure but how much longer can she keep bleeding like that?” Becka’s nose looked like a leaky faucet, and the more blood she lost the more color drained from her face, like an emptying tank. “Mathieu, what we’re going to try to do either works or it doesn’t. At this rate I don’t think that poor girl has more than twenty minutes. We may not have to go far.” What sucked was that internally I didn’t know how I felt about that. If she died here, we would give her a proper burial, say some nice words and be on with our lives. If she lived and we followed her to her destination, I’d once again be putting all of us in danger. There was no easy answer here. To stay meant Becka died, to go meant we all could, or I could, do the unconscionable and send her out alone. I remember as a kid my hardest decision used to be whether I wanted a red or blue snow cone, I very much wanted back those inconsequential days. And the ice pop? Couldn’t even remember the last time I had one.

      “You staying or coming along?” I asked Squirrel. She had plenty of food she could forage inside the house. The funny thing about Squirrel was that she liked to be around people. I don’t know much about skunks other than Pepe Le Pew, but I always thought they were solitary stinkers. She waddle-ran to the house; I figured she’d made her choice. A couple of minutes later she returned, dragging her carrying papoose. “Message received loud and clear,” I told her.

      We had tissues shoved up Becka’s nose, which did less than nothing as the blood pooled in her mouth and dribbled out, when she started choking on her blood we took them out. The moment we stepped out of Azile’s protected area her nose dried up, but her eyes fluttered and she was on evil autopilot again. We no longer existed as far as she was concerned. We followed; the only thing I could think of doing to minimize the danger to the kids was to stay about ten yards behind her. Close enough to lend help if Becka needed it and far enough away that, in theory, if she walked into a trap it wouldn’t spring on us too. Ali and MJ were tired, hell, I was tired. We hadn’t had any real rest in the last forty-eight hours. Mathieu for some inexplicable reason looked as fresh as a daisy, must have been all the food he was piling in.

      By the time we reached her village some color had returned to her but she still wore a slack-jawed expression. She did not react as we traveled down the length of what was now a ghost town. Empty windows stared at us, as indifferent to our plight as an inanimate object can be. Was still creepy as fuck. Fully expected something to stir and vanish as soon as I looked any particular way. By the time we got through the town, Ali and MJ were dragging. As any parent knows, kids have two modes, full-on and completely off. They didn’t know much about reserving power or digging into that stored energy when needed. Ali could barely keep her head up, not surprised considering she’d not slept much the night before all this crap started; probably enough punishment served. I swept her up and placed her on my shoulders. She wrapped her arms around my neck and laid her head against mine, it wasn’t fifty feet later Mathieu made a gesture that she was asleep.

      “Hey, Unc,” MJ nodded his head my way as a not so subtle hint.

      Without further prompting, Mathieu grabbed MJ and placed him on his shoulders as well. MJ stayed awake longer than his sister but not by much. Doubts, which had been lurking around the periphery of my thoughts, no longer crept along but ran full gallop inside my head. We were heading straight toward danger, I knew it, and my kids were going via piggyback. If I lived through this, Azile was going to kill me.
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      “Welcome aboard,” Captain Blake said as Azile stepped upon the deck.

      “Good to see you,” Azile answered. She always had to smile when she looked upon the man. He did his best to dress as a ship captain of old, but Azile was unsure of where he’d received his information. He generally resembled a cross between a pirate and a waiter at a high-end restaurant. He wore black pants, brown leather boots, and a ruffled white shirt, and a tricorn hat upon his head, too. A large double earring, a silver dolphin attached to a chain hung from his left ear to complete the ensemble. Clothing aside, his skill upon the open ocean was renowned, and Azile could think of no better person with whom to make the journey.

      “I heard about your confrontation in town.”

      “Who could have possibly beat me here with the information?”

      “Gossip always travels faster than a person. On our return voyage, I think perhaps it would be for the best if we made port in Boston. Denfer isn’t the forgive-and-forget type, and he will be on the defensive. You’ve called his son out publicly, or so I’ve heard; it may be that he will seek revenge against she whom he considers his criminal offspring’s accuser.”

      Azile handed the reins of her horse to one of the deckhands. “Many things frighten me in this world, Captain. Denfer and his idiot son are not among them.”

      “I would not like to know what frightens you, dear lady. I’m only saying that sometimes it is better to avoid trouble rather than battle through it.”

      “Is there any chance that if I took you to my home, you could teach that to my husband?”

      Blake let out a hearty laugh. “More likely to get a fish to quit pissing in the water. Sorry, madam. I’m not used to having women aboard.”

      “Captain, you have met my husband...he is incapable of singing a lullaby not laced with colorful language.”

      “True, true, all the same, I will do my utmost to act the gentleman. Most of the crew is known to you; have one or two new since we last met, but they know who you are and will allow you complete privacy. If not, I will deal with it.”

      “Very well, Captain, and thank you.”

      “When you are ready, your usual quarters are prepared.” He tipped his hat and left.

      Azile was looking to the coast. She saw a solitary figure standing there, at first she thought it must be Denfer, but it wasn’t. This man looked taller. And whereas Denfer might appear intimidating—to some—the one on the shore was menacing.

      “Perhaps the captain was on to something.” It wasn’t that she was afraid, but it was as the captain had advised. She would rather avoid bloodshed than be directly embroiled in it. She turned and headed below deck and to her quarters. It wasn’t long afterwards she found she was exhausted, and was very soon on the verge of falling asleep. “I will check in with the children tomorrow. Surely Michael will not have discovered a chest of trouble so quickly on my absence.” She worried about the man constantly. He had been a good person thrust into an impossibly bad situation. For most of his life, he’d been used; a vital tool wielded by the gods to forge their desired version of the world. Important, perhaps, but still a tool. And whether he wanted to or not, Mike created a gravitational field around him that dragged anyone close enough into his vortex of trials and tribulations. She loved him, and she feared for him.

      When she arose the next morning, it was to the heavy swaying of the ship as it sliced through choppy waters. She could hear the rain above her lashing the deck. Thankfully, she’d never had much difficulty gathering her sea legs; her husband, on the other hand, could get sick riding a canoe along the glass surface of a still lake. The thought made her smile. She figured now was as good a time to check in on them as any.

      When she reached out to the link she’d created with her home and found no response, it wasn’t necessarily a cause for immediate concern. Michael often brought the children out to gather blueberries or swim in the pond near the house, and Mathieu was there; an added layer of protection she’d arranged for her family. Still, it bothered her. She would try again in the next hour; if there was still nothing, she would seek out more aggressive ways to communicate. After a few minutes, the rain eased up and she decided to go above and get some fresh air, feel the burgeoning sun upon her skin.

      When she opened the door she saw the sprawled body of Captain Blake lying in a pool of his own blood, then sudden darkness as something struck her on the side of the head. By the time she opened her eyes, it was dark; Azile had no idea how long she’d been out. She was sitting in Captain Blake’s office, her arms and legs tied to a stout oak chair. She was confused for a moment as to how she had got there then remembered the poor captain’s slit throat. She pulled on the restraints, and when she realized that wasn’t going to work, she reached for the power only to find it wasn’t there either. Or rather it was there, but she could no longer access it. Her head snapped to the side as a man lit a small lamp in the corner, illuminating little more than his face through the gloom. He looked terrified. He said nothing as Azile watched him, and after a few minutes, he left without saying a word.

      Soon after another man strode in. “Casery said this was a suicide job, didn’t he. Said we were all going to get ourselves killed. I weren’t quite as convinced as him. Few at sea don’t know how dangerous you are, Mrs. Talbot, but what most fails to remember is that underneath that heavy coating of armor you wear is a human being, quite capable of sustaining damage, just like the rest of us slobs.”

      “What do you want?” Azile gritted her teeth as she continued to struggle.

      “The name’s Tarley, if it pleases you. And my advice to you would be not to move around too much. I’m a sailor by trade, and I know a thing or two about knots, don’t I. If you go thrashing about too much, these particular vinculum are going to tighten up. We wouldn’t want you cutting off your circulation, because I’m telling you right now out of respect, there’s no way in this world or the next that I will remove those ropes. Secondly, if you’d be so kind, shut the fuck up.” His demeanor changed instantly, his facial features going from congenial to rage fueled and just as quickly swung back. “I’m in the midst of celebrating this major victory of mine, I’d rather not be interrupted. So, as I said, I’m a seaman, sure as the tides, but it’s never really suited me, has it. Here comes a stranger, out of nowhere, offering me ten years of wages to waylay a woman. I jumped at the chance; who wouldn’t? Of course I had to kill the captain and a few of the crew, these things happen. After you’re delivered and my end of the deal is done, I’ll never step on a sailing vessel again. Truth be told, I’m thinking about opening a tavern somewhere along the coast. Or maybe I’ll retire, keep chickens. Haven’t thought it out proper yet. I still have time.”

      Azile got a good look at the man. He was of medium height and built solidly. He had the gait of one who had lived the majority of their life on a boat. From what she could see he bore no familiarity, not that it mattered much anyway, he was merely a henchman to the person who had sent him on this mission. The most troubling facet was her inability to use the smallest hint of her vast powers. A glint of metal to her other side caught her attention. She saw a metallic stand and a clear bag filled with a solution, it had a long hose that was being fed into the crook of her arm. “An IV?” she asked.

      “Oh, you’ve only just caught that? I suppose that knock on your head still has you a bit confused. Right. So this fellow I’m working with, he tells me what you are, though this I already knew. I told him that unless I could kill you outright, there wasn’t any way I would take the job. No use in having all that money if you’re too dead to enjoy it, right?”

      Azile didn’t respond.

      “He told me not to worry, said he had just the thing, made specially for you. Says I just pop that in a vein and you’ll be as tame as a kitten. I told him I don’t trust cats; neither like nor dislike ‘em, they’ve got their place at sea, keepin’ the rats down...I’m just wary. The claws on them can do some damage; their teeth too. They’re sharp and riddled with germs. I’m rambling away. Anyway, as long as that juice is running through you, whatever it is that makes you a witch is blocked. I can see the wheels in your head spinning. What if I just grab it in my teeth and pull it out? First, that would be some world class contortionism, (and I’d like to see it, wouldn’t I) but more importantly, my patron assured me that if a sudden withdrawal didn’t outright kill you, you’d still be incapacitated for hours, maybe forever.”

      “Tarley, you will die for this, if not by my hand then by my husband’s.”

      He pahed then grinned before speaking, his yellow, tobacco-stained teeth gleaming wetly in the light. “Your husband?” He shook his head, grinning. “There’ll be no avenging. Whoever it is has it out for you—now this I overheard, madam, and I’d appreciate you not repeating it—this fellow at the top is going to make sure that everything you love burns long before revenge might be exacted. It is very likely that has already taken place.”

      It was Azile’s turn to smile. “I do not think you know just how many creatures—people, animals, monsters, demons, even gods, have set out to deal with Michael, and all have fallen far short of their goal. Whatever you believe is going to happen, whatever your benefactor promised, I can assure you will come to a sorry conclusion. If you harm me in any way, I can guarantee my husband will find you and make Death watch in awe as you are slowly torn asunder.” She paused. The man was afraid of her, she could see that. Fear can bring a swift, panicked response; whether a frightened villain will move to undo his wrong or simply end the threat is always a gamble. “It is quite a thing to watch one’s soul rendered while they still live,” she continued softly, “the pain and loss of it can violently tear a person’s mind apart yet crystallize all thoughts about what is happening to them. It is a singularly terrifying event.”

      The leer Tarley had been wearing vanished; he gulped hard. “I suppose we’ll worry about it when the time comes.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried,” Azile said matter of factly.

      The sailor’s mouth pinched closed. “I’ll have someone down with water. Eventually.” He left quickly.

      Azile’s brave face withered and died on the vine as she thought of her husband and children in danger, and her sitting helplessly in a chair on a ship out in the middle of the ocean heading for who knew where. Yes, Mike had braved every danger that had ever come his way, sometimes jumping gleefully feet first into the fray, but for most of his life he’d had added abilities. And even so, he had nearly died on half a dozen encounters. Now, as a mortal man with a few years under his belt, he could very easily perish, and it would appear that whoever had done this to her had advantageous resources at their disposal. Her breathing hitched, if Michael were in danger it stood to reason that so were Ali and MJ, they could defend themselves and their father from simpler threats, but they still had years of training to go and they had no experience in battle.

      “Please, Mathieu, be there.”

      She futilely reached out to the power. It was tantalizingly close; she could sense it but could not touch it. She looked at the knots and tried to bend enough to work at them with her teeth, but the ropes around her chest prevented any meaningful movement. The IV line was closer, but the foot might as well have been a mile. If she could have pulled it out she would have, regardless of Tarley’s warning.

      He was right about the ropes though. She had pulled on them until she felt them tighten, then, before panic could take hold, she relaxed, focusing on her breath. She was deep into her meditation when the door crashed open.

      “Aw dids I disturb yer sleepin? Cap’n says it’s watering time.” The brutish man tossed a bucket full of cold water at Azile. He dropped the empty container on the floor, turned and left.

      Azile was left gasping for breath from the shock of the frigid liquid. She shivered to such an extent that the binding rope on her wrists began to chaff and finally made her bleed.

      She was exhausted by the time Tarley came back. He quickly took in the scene. “Goddammit Ringer,” he hissed. He left without saying another word.

      The brutish man, apparently named Ringer, came back a few minutes later, retrieved the bucket, and returned with it full. “You got me in trouble, bitch. Cap’n says you’re a ‘precious commodity’ and better be treated as such. ‘Specially, he says, because we’re going to demand more money for you. Me? I think having women aboard is bad voojoo, but if we’res ta have ‘em aboard we oughta be able to do the things we want to ‘em. I ain’t never fucked a witch; does they have teeths down there?” He guffawed at what he thought was funny. “Tell’s you what, later ‘night when everyones asleep Imma gonna come down here an’ finds out for me own.”

      “I don’t know if you could be any more ludicrous.”

      “What?” Ringer angered quickly, his backhand rang Azile’s bell. “Don’t know what that fancy word means, but if yous call me it agin Imma break your skinny neck.”

      “Duly noted,” Azile licked the blood from the corner of her mouth. She could already feel a blistering headache coming on from where the crude, skull-shaped ring had made contact with the side of her head.

      “As for the water, if’n you can reach it, drinks all ye wants.” He placed the bucket on the floor near her feet before leaving.

      She eyed the bucket greedily, just realizing how thirsty she truly was, she licked her lips and was only rewarded with the salty, coppery taste of her sweat and blood.

      She hoped Tarley would come back soon, if only to give her a drink of water. After a long while her head lolled forward as far as her restraints would allow, and she fell asleep.

      Not surprisingly, in her dreams she found herself buried up to her neck in sand, watching as the tide moved further and further away from her.

      “Mom?”

      Azile was careful not to jerk awake in surprise.

      “Mom, where are you?” MJ sounded concerned.

      “I’m here, baby, I’m here; are you all right?” Her heart pounded hard enough she could feel the ropes squeezing against it.

      MJ began to rattle off what was happening so quickly that she could only make sense of parts of it. “But you and your sister and your father are okay?” she asked, cutting across his story.

      “Dad’s a bit gassy, keeps blaming it on Squirrel, I think it’s from Unc’s beer, it smells a lot like Squirrel does when she gets mad. How does anybody drink that stuff, mom?”

      Azile sighed in relief, but her concern was not entirely cleared away. MJ’s voice wasn’t as unconcerned as his words would seem. Something was going on, and it would be just like her husband to head straight into it.

      “Is it so hard to see you because you’re far away? When are you coming home? I think Ali misses you.”

      “Ali misses me?” Azile couldn’t help but smile, even if it was bittersweet.

      “Probably dad too. I mean, I guess I do, too.”

      Azile debated on what she should say to her child. What was the use in worrying him? They could do nothing; Michael would only die trying.

      “MJ, what are you doing?” Ali asked.

      “Talking to mom, get out of here.”

      “Mom? Something’s wrong.”

      “Yeah, you’re here.”

      “No, something’s wrong with mom.”

      “Pfssh. She’s just all fuzzy because she’s so far away. Interference or something. She looks like the movies dad makes us watch on VHS.”

      Ali ignored him. “Mom, what’s going on?”

      She might have been able to talk her way out of it with MJ, but Ali was much too astute. She quickly related all that had happened.

      “Shi…zzle,” MJ said. “How is that even possible?”

      “Should I tell dad?” Ali asked.

      “I don’t know what to do, sweetheart,” Azile told her. “I don’t even know where I am for him to help.”

      “I think I have an idea. You hold on, mom. I have to talk to Stinky McStinkerson.”

      “How is Squirrel going to help?” MJ asked.

      “I was talking about you,” Ali told him.

      “Oh.”

      “Hold on mom, we’ll be back.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I love you both.”

      “We lo…” the connection was lost as she felt the impact of a slap across her face.

      “That’ll teach ya to sleeps whilest Imma talkin’ to ya. Lookin’ a little pales, ‘cept for that rosy spot on yer cheek. Cap’n says I have to gives ya the water direct-like.” He grabbed the bucket and tilted it to her lips, not more than a drop or two fell out onto her tongue before he pulled it away. “Didn’t says how much though!” He laughed as he dropped the bucket on her legs, the edge hitting her knee and causing a sharp pain. “Just a couples more hours til we’s gets our alone time togethers.” Ringer left, sniggering the entire time.

      Azile waited until she was sure that Ringer had truly left. She calmed herself sufficiently and again entered a deep meditative state where she waited patiently for her kids. She didn’t know what they could possibly do, but right this very moment they were her only chance. She remained as aware of her physical realm as she was of the astral plane she inhabited. She didn’t know what she would do if Ringer returned, but she was determined not to be surprised by it. Even so, she wished her kids would hurry up. The room was getting progressively darker, she wished it was because the lamp was running out of oil, but she knew better. Night had come, and soon Ringer would arrive. That was no idle threat on his part, not merely a way to torment a captive.

      “Mom?” The word reverberated in and out as if Ali had said it from a fast-moving car that had approached and was now passing her by.

      “I’m here,” she croaked, startled that her dry throat could be affecting her astral voice before realizing she was hearing herself speak aloud.

      “I’ve been practicing this all day. It should work.”

      “Practicing what?” Azile asked, her attention diverted as she heard the creak of footsteps coming down the stairs outside of her room.

      “Me too!” MJ shouted. “Scared the shi…tzel out of dad. I thought he peed his pants, but he says he fell backward into a stream, I’m not so sure.”

      “What have you been practicing?” Azile asked as she heard the latch to her door being opened.

      A vision began to shimmer before her eyes, it looked like a purple blob before it began to take on definition. “Barney?” Azile asked, looking at the large children’s dinosaur of old. “What’s that going to do?”

      “What?” MJ asked. “Dad says it’s the scariest thing he’s ever seen.”

      When she heard Ringer screech a swear then hastily retreat she realized that MJ had manifested the vision on the ship. Azile knew about creating apparitions, she’d done so before, but she had not thought her son was at that level, and with the distances involved, well, it should not have been possible.

      She was vaguely aware of MJ singing Barney’s iconic I love you song and Ringer screaming into the night, rousing the rest of the ship.

      “Won’t you say you love me tooooo?” MJ called out in a distinctively menacing voice.

      “Okay, mom, so you know how the one power has sort of a protective limiter built in so that a witch or a wizard can’t pull too much of it into themselves and fry their insides? Like a surge protector?”

      “I don’t think I explained it exactly like that Ali, but go on.”

      “I found a way around that.”

      Even in her exhausted state, she gasped. If what Ali was saying was true, dangerous didn’t even begin to explain the situation.

      “I’m careful.”

      “Out of the two of my children, I thought you were the one that had veered further from your father’s path. I should have known better. Daddy’s little girl.”

      Ali was breathing heavily from the exertion. “So, yeah. If you can’t get to the power, I’m going to bring it to you.”

      “How is that even possible?” Azile asked.

      “I’m not sure how this is going to work, I’ve only done it for myself.”

      “When I get out of this Ali, we’re going to have to talk.”

      “Well aware, mom, but for now, take this.” In the astral plane, Ali handed her mother a plain-looking wooden bowl. A shimmering, silvery liquid sloshed around inside but never cascaded over the lip.

      “What do I do with it?” Azile asked.

      “Umm, I hate to say this, but you need to drink it.”

      “Ali! How could you have ever figured this out without putting yourself in danger?”

      “I think that ship has sailed.”

      “Just how much influence does your father have over you?” Azile was fuming, in her mind she was already preparing to yell at her husband and his damned misfit genes, even if he had nothing directly to do with this.

      “One more thing mom,” Ali stated just as Azile brought the bowl to her lips. “Remember when dad thought it would be hilarious if we all tried Moxie?”

      “Yes,” Azile answered suspiciously.

      “Remember how gross it was?”

      “Utterly disgusting,” Azile said.

      “Well, that was sweet iced tea in comparison.”

      Azile sighed before taking a large gulp of the swirling fluid. It burned like she was drinking habanero-infused gin mixed with rubbing alcohol for good measure. “Oh good God,” she moaned as she took another drink. She would have stopped after the first except she could already feel the power surging through her veins. “It’s working!” she said excitedly.

      “Does this mean I’m not in trouble?”

      “Oh, you’re very much in trouble, young lady.”

      “Seems to be a recent trend,” Ali let slip out.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Give me a big ol’ hug!” Barney-MJ growled in a death metal tone. The men topside were huddled behind the center mast, a few wept.

      “Thank you, Ali.” Azile snapped fully awake, she surged her newfound power, the ropes flash-burned and fell away in blackened ash. She reached over and pulled the IV free, sagging momentarily as the sudden loss of the foul medicine thrust her into withdrawals. She used what remained of Ali’s gift to push as much of the toxin as she could out of her body. She tried to stand and fell hard to her knees. With her hands on the floor and her head hanging low, she struggled to fight through the sickness to pull the power, so tantalizingly close, into her. Try as she might, it eluded her like a greased salmon in an algae-clogged river.

      “It’s not real!” a man above decks shouted.

      “I’m sorry, mom!” MJ cried out. “The jig is up!” was the last thing she heard before losing contact with him.

      “It’s okay, baby, I’ve got it from here.” Azile could feel the tiniest of trickles, charged tentacles begin to find their way to her. It felt like drops of water wrung from a damp paper towel upon the tongue of someone dying of dehydration—much too little and delivered far too slowly. “Come on, come on,” she hissed as she heard fast-moving footfalls headed her way.

      She high crawled to the door and threw the latch a moment before someone ran into it heavily. The man began pounding on the door and jiggling the handle.

      “Ringer, you scurvy piece of shit! Get a fucking axe!” Tarley commanded. “Hurry up!”

      The small amount of exertion drained what little stores of energy Azile had. Power was still trickling in, but she didn’t think she could so much as make smoke rings. The small porthole was her only chance; she was thankful it was the type that could be opened because the door would be broken down long before she would be able to defend herself. The window was small, she thought Ali might have a tough time getting through it, but that could have more to do with her inheriting her father’s inflated ego. “After I kiss him, I’m going to punch him right in the nose for bestowing his qualities upon our children.”

      She made her way back to the chair she’d been tied to and with an effort pushed herself up, first into a kneeling position then upon shaky legs. She briefly debated entering back into the dream realms and asking Ali for more of the caustic concoction. But if she wasn’t there or it took too much time to retrieve the power, she would have lost any chance to escape. And if Tarley caught her again, it was a sure bet that she would have a guard twenty-four hours a day. Azile had not moved and didn’t feel that she could until her adrenal gland was squeezed when the first thud of an axe striking the door startled her into action.

      The clasp and hinges holding the window closed were made from brass, if they had been iron and rusted, she would not have had the strength to open it; as it was, she wasn’t even sure how she was going to muster the ability to climb through. And even if she could position herself well, could she fit through? Never once in the entire time they’d been married had Talbot ever said she looked fat in those jeans, but she was no waif; she questioned the ability to get her hips through that slight opening.

      “Talbot and his stupid Devil Dog cakes! Why do they have to taste so good?” She pushed the chair toward the window, using it like an awkward crutch. Another splintering smash onto the door was followed by a tinkling sound of something metallic falling to the deck. She didn’t spare the time to look. She fought gravity and climbed onto the chair. She reached one arm through, then her head, she had to take a second to gather what energy she could before pulling herself further through the opening. The door sounded as if it were being hewn in two.

      “I’m going to bury this axe in your head!” Tarley screamed in rage. “Fuck the consequences!”

      She had no doubt his words were the truth. When dealing with a deadly adversary, only death neutralizes the enemy. She was on tiptoes as she struggled to pull her shoulders through. She panicked when she thought they wouldn’t fit. Azile could feel the tendons in her neck and shoulders strain as she fought, and with a sound that indicated some sort of soft tissue damage, she wriggled them through. Her chest compressed against the window, she found that hurt more than her shoulders as she raked the rest of her upper body through, the chair fell over with a wooden thud— the sound of the door smashing against the wall as Tarley broke in, much louder.

      With her hands on the slick hull of the ship, she sought what purchase she could to pull the rest of her body through. As she feared, her hips caught fast. She’d lost all leverage; she had nothing else to grip with her hands, and her legs had nothing to press against. She could hear Tarley’s heavy footfalls as he raced across the room. She braced, expecting to be yanked violently back through the hole. She didn’t know whom to thank for the series of events that happened next, but if she ever found out she would offer one of her husband’s coveted cakes, something he tried in vain to hide from his offspring.

      “Gotcha you haughty bitch!” Tarley shouted. As he reached for Azile, his boot stepped through the legs of the fallen chair, catching him below the knee and causing him to stumble forward. His chest struck the soles of her boots, popping Azile the rest of the way through like a champagne cork.

      The bracing cold of the Atlantic Ocean felt like a thousand knives upon her body; she’d not been prepared for the shock of it. She swallowed a mouthful and came back up coughing the salt water out. Tarley was looking back at her as the ship sailed on.

      “Turn this thing around!” he screamed.

      “Good thing witches float,” Azile winced as she bobbed in the choppy, frigid water. It was less than thirty seconds later that she saw the ship beginning to turn and men working on the deck preparing to launch the lifeboat. In this case, it would be to extinguish a life, not to save one.

      The glacial water that threatened to freeze her to the core was also helping her body to rid itself of the poison. If she could keep from freezing to death, somehow continue to tread water, and the ship took long enough to come about, there was an outside chance that she could be the master of her destiny. Tarley unwittingly helped her out once again by dropping the lifeboat into the water prematurely. He was forcing men to jump into the water and get in and row. How he thought they’d be faster than the wind-driven ship she wasn’t sure, although she had no intention of giving advice or thanking him for it. At least, not in any way one would think of as appreciation.

      For a fleeting moment, the rowboat was out ahead of the much larger craft, but once the ship completed its turn it began to bear down upon her at speed. Tarley intended on using it as a water borne missile. She did the only thing she could think to do and that was simply let herself sink. She could hear the muffled rush of water as the keel cut through it. She was tossed to the side as the water was churned from the bow; she reached out and shoved against the side of the ship, forcing herself further away. Finally the hull was safely past and she resurfaced, gasping for air. She heard one of the sailors shout, pointing down at her. Azile turned to see the rowboat adjust its course. She had less than a minute.

      The pinprick in the toxin-induced wall separating her from the power widened; she could feel more of it surge into her and the more she got, the more she turned it back toward the weak spot, ripping at it like a person buried alive will do to the dirt separating them from the sky. She clawed at it with both hands, tearing at it, really, until a torrent of the power flooded into her. Her head dropped back in a sort of ecstasy as that which she’d been denied filled her being, completed her. Heat rushed into her extremities, chasing hypothermia away. With her arms to her side, she rose from the water until she appeared to be standing upon it. She lifted her left arm higher, the rowboat tipped into a turn, following suit. The men aboard cried out in panic. One jumped out into the water before Azile launched the craft at unnatural speed into the rear of the Blue Streak. It broke apart with an awful sound as the blood of men stained the open jagged wound in the ship’s stern.

      Though it was unlikely the vessel was seaworthy any longer, Azile was far from done. She held her arms out by her side and floated higher, above the water now, until she was at eyelevel with those on deck, who looked upon her with astonishment.

      “Shoot her!” Tarley commanded two of the men holding crossbows.

      “You’re going to need something a bit stronger than that,” Azile spoke in an even tone, but her voice boomed past the men, forcing them back a step. She made a light fist and, with a twist of her hand the bows exploded as if they’d been set with charges. One man fell to his knees, striking the deck before his lower arm could follow, yards away. Another’s mouth was left open in a silent scream as the right side of his face vanished in a mist of skin and tissue. Tarley regarded the horror then stared at Azile, in resignation.

      “I’ll get to you in a moment, Tarley. I have another matter to attend to first. Where is Mr. Ringer? I did not see him upon the ill-fated lifeboat.”

      “Below decks, my lady. The cur abandoned post at the first sign of trouble.” Tarley didn’t see any reason to lie. They had wronged the Red Witch and were now discovering firsthand the stupidity of those actions. “Can’t spend gold at the bottom of the sea,” he conceded.

      “Ring-ger!” Azile called out in a sing-song voice. “Don’t you want to come out to play?”

      “Fuck you, I ain’t comings up!”

      “Is that any way to act, my friend? I mean, if you had it your way, we would have been intimate.”

      “Away, witch!” His voice was muffled as he sought a place of refuge.

      “Fine, we’ll do this the hard way.”

      “No!” he screamed, followed by something heavy scraping the decking. “No!” Ringer cried as three fingernails were torn from his right hand as he desperately grabbed at a hatch and was wrenched free. Tarley watched passively as the man was dragged onto the deck by an invisible force.

      “Stand, you miserable wretch!” Azile shouted. Ringer flinched and blubbered as tears streaked down his greasy face.

      “Please!” he cried without looking up. “Have mercy!”

      “Without fail it is those who would never give mercy that pray for it. It’s the last resort of despicable people. Degenerates, such as yourself, know that there are good people out there with forgiving hearts and they prey on that fact. But I need you to know right now, Ringer, I am not one of those good people. Stand up and accept your consequences like a man.”

      Ringer did not move except for the hunching of his shoulders and back as he sobbed uncontrollably. Azile’s anger flared white hot at the pathetic excuse for a human. How many decent people had she seen die, and yet this thing lived.

      Ringer’s cry changed in pitch, becoming increasingly higher as something seized hold of his twig and berries and pulled. He had never imagined such pain could exist. He stood (he was afraid to do otherwise lest his manhood be torn free from his body). He got shakily to his feet before proceeding to vomit. Whatever had grabbed him had thankfully released, but would not let him double over. His stomach rapidly clenched and unclenched as wave after wave of furious pain washed over his genitalia.

      “Fer the love o’ Poseidon please stops,” he begged, his words hardly louder than a whisper.

      “Isn’t it a wonder how something so small has likely caused so much pain to others. Do you wish to confess your sins? Or should we move on to the sentencing phase?” Azile asked coolly.

      “Fuuuck—” that was the last word he could utter before a scream so laced with pain erupted from his mouth that Tarley had to cover his ears. Ringer fell to the deck, his hands covering his burst testes as he wrapped himself up into the fetal position, convulsing sporadically.

      “What did you do to him?” Tarley looked down in abject terror.

      Azile ignored the question as much as she did the subject of the question. “Who sent you on this mission?” she asked.

      Tarley could not pry his eyes away from Ringer.

      “Tarley.” Azile’s voice was nearly soothing. “Who sent you?”

      He finally looked over at her.

      “They’ll...they’ll kill me.”

      “They? Who are they, Tarley?”

      “They’ll kill me,” he repeated.

      Azile chuckled lightly; it was not a pleasant sound. “I’m not sure you have a sufficient grasp of what exactly is going on here at the moment. You’re a murderer, a mutineer, a failed kidnapper. While it is indeed likely that they will kill you, your death, remains an event that will happen at an as yet undetermined time. Whereas I am right here, and I will most assuredly kill you right now if you do not give me what I ask.

      His eyes appeared to gather focus as he thought through his less-than-desirable options. “And if I tell you, you will let me live?”

      “Perhaps. That will depend on the information you give me. You seem a vaguely intelligent man, I cannot believe you would ever try something like this again.”

      “I—” he wet his dry lips, “I swear I will not. I will sail as far from these parts as this ship can go. I will start my life anew. I will be a good man, a decent man. I promise you that, goddess.”

      “I am no deity, and you are not in a foxhole. Save your oath, for most guilty men break them the moment they mistakenly believe themselves safe. I wager you will revert to who you have been.”

      “I swear to you!”

      “I do not require, nor do I want your fealty. Just the information, Tarley.”

      Tarley again wet his lips, and as his mouth opened a howl emerged. Azile’s eyebrows furrowed as she watched. The man went to his knees, clawing at his neck. Bulges appeared then impossibly long blackened fingernails broke the surface, and a malformed hand, darker than the fungus-encrusted nails, burst through holding a chunk of fibrous material. Azile couldn’t be sure but was fairly confident it was Tarley’s voice box. He’d been silenced in the most gruesome way she’d ever seen. The hand dropped the organ and retreated from whence it came. Blood spurted from the wound in time to the hammering of Tarley’s overtaxed heart.

      “Who?!” Azile demanded approaching the dying man. Unless he had the presence of mind to spell it out in the blood splashing the deck, she would have to attain the answer some other way. She watched helplessly as Tarley took his last few wet, ragged breaths. She was unsure of the magic she’d just witnessed, it was dark, of that there was no question, but she had a hard time believing it was of human origin. She had to get back to her loved ones; whatever was after them all would need a united front to defeat.

      Her attention was pulled back to Tarley, his body had begun to smolder. She used her abilities to send him off the deck, but, as if water was the catalyst needed, he burst into bright flames. She could hear him crackling.

      “Safe to say something doesn’t want him talking.” She took a few moments to do some boat maintenance before she oriented herself back to land. “I will not be too late. I cannot be.” But for the first time in a long time, she was worried. This new threat they faced was unknown to her and extremely powerful and, besides all that, she had yet to learn the motive behind the attack. “Just sit tight, Michael, I’m coming.” She gave a grim laugh at the prospect of Mike leaving anything alone. The man would turn over rocks looking for rattle snakes...and most times it would be unintentional.
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      “Not gonna lie, I wish Azile was here,” I whispered to Mathieu, although with how deeply the kids were sleeping I think I could have performed an aria and they wouldn’t have heard.

      “You mean you wish you had the most powerful person in the world with us to face this unseen threat? I can’t imagine why.”

      Becka plodded on. We’d easily gone over ten miles, probably closer to twelve. I was tired, my legs even more so. The muscles were tight, and while not on the verge of cramping, it wouldn’t be too long until that was an issue, especially when we had to do some running. I didn’t say if because the running was already a foregone conclusion.

      “Mike, do you have any idea what to do if this continues?”

      “Why would you ask something like that? How long have we been friends?”

      “I sometimes forget. I’m around Lana so much; she constantly has plans laid out for me as surely as my clothes.”

      “And they say you can’t train a werewolf.”

      “Who says that? Because they’ve never met my wife. I did not realize that once I was wed I would no longer have to make decisions.”

      “Wait, she puts your clothes out?”

      “Can we focus?” he asked.

      “Ah, classic misdirection. I get it, I wouldn’t want my bestest pal to think I was a kindergartener either and was having my mom lay my matching Garanimals outfit on my car-shaped bed; bet it even has a plastic sheet on it for when you can’t get up quick enough in the middle of the night.”

      “God help us all. This is the man I choose to go into battle with.” He sighed, “What I’m saying is that it will be night soon. Do you think we should continue on, or somehow restrain our guide?”

      He had a point. Walking up on whatever we were dealing with while it was pitch dark was not something we should do. I was aware of Ali’s weight on my shoulders as I looked over at MJ. There was a large part of me that felt it might be time to cut Becka loose. She was a good kid and didn’t deserve whatever fate was laid out before her. By myself or with Mathieu, I would have followed her to the Pacific Ocean. But with my kids, the risk was far too great. I could tell them we’d lost her; they’d wake up, she’d be gone, and we’d be on our way home.

      “Mathieu, I don’t know what to do here.”

      “Am I supposed to be shocked by those words? I could pretend, if that helps.” He placed one of his hands against his cheek and gave a surprised reaction. It was quite a good Macaulay Culkin, Home Alone impersonation, I don’t know if he meant it or not, but it was spot on, even if it was only done halfway.

      “The kids, smart ass. I don’t think I should be bringing them along.”

      He slowed up. “I’ll admit, a lot of what you do surprises the hell out of me. But I know exactly where you’re going with this, and the answer is no.”

      “What are you talking about?” I was going to play ignorant until such time as he fully explained his stance.

      “Have you ever successfully lied to Azile?”

      “God no.”

      “I am not taking the kids back to your place while you go gallivanting across the country. If anyone should head back, it is you. I don’t mean to be callous, Mike, but I might be better suited to deal with whatever comes our way.”

      He was right, one hundred percent. Didn’t mean the blow was softened in any significant manner. I was like an aged NFL quarterback that was no longer fit to play the game, relegated to reporting about the action on the field while I longingly watched from the sidelines. Football had been a part of their lives from the time they were able to walk; and to have your peers, and more importantly your body, tell you that your time was over was a huge bitter fucking pill to swallow.

      So many shitty scenarios presented. We all turned around and left Becka to the wolves at the door. I took the kids home, leaving my best friend to deal with a mess that I was pretty sure was targeted at the Talbot household—how crappy is that? Hey here’s my shit, could you take care of it for me? We all go forward, but now my kids are exposed to unimaginable dangers. Or somehow I convinced Mathieu to take the kids home and the least qualified person, meaning me, heads into the lion’s den armed with nothing more than a pea shooter. I mean yeah, I had a rifle, but that was going to be as effective as that toy when it came to whatever we were dealing with.

      I didn’t know what to do, this was unchartered territory for me. It is a well-established fact that I lack any sort of plan-making abilities, but that does not prevent me from enacting these half-formed malfeasances. But right then I was stuck. I’m surprised my legs didn’t lock up and just make me fall over.

      “Whoa!” MJ woke with a start, nearly falling from Mathieu’s shoulders before the man could catch him and prevent it.

      “You alright?” I asked.

      “That was crazy!” he said. I got the feeling he wasn’t quite with us.

      “MJ?” I asked. I was about to shake him the rest of the way awake.

      “MOM!” Ali shouted, sitting bolt upright. I could feel her squirming around.

      That had me worried. I got the odd feeling that neither had been dreaming. I reached up and grabbed hold of a struggling Ali.

      “Let me go!” she shouted.

      “Ali. Ali, it’s me, dad.” I had her down and facing me, her eyes were open but she wasn’t looking at me. My first worry was that the same thing that had Becka had now gripped my kids. At that point, I would be powerless to do anything. I was extremely thankful when her eyes began to focus.

      “Dad? Wait, where are we, what’s going on? Is mom all right?”

      Just when you think your adrenal gland has secreted all it can for the day. Those words made it feel like it had been squeezed in a vice and the last few drops had been forced free.

      “Ali, what are you talking about?” I tried to remain calm. I said tried because I was unsuccessful. A Christian facing a lion in the arena would have done better. “What’s going on with your mother?” I had to consciously make sure I didn’t clutch her upper arms too tight, had to let go to ensure that as they clenched into fists.

      Ali quickly laid out all that she knew, which did nothing to allay my fears and indeed made them worse. Azile was in danger and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. That is not something men deal with well. Man see problem, man fix problem, whack with stick, repeat if necessary. That was hard-wired into us.

      By this time MJ was fully awake and next to his sister. He relayed nearly the same story though, for some reason, his version had Barney in it. I involuntarily shuddered thinking about one of the most terrifying beasts known to man. (He only sang his siren song of loving people so that he could lure them closer and fucking eat them. He was like a serial killing ice cream truck driver, as far as I was concerned.)

      “Is she alright?” I asked him.

      “I don’t know.” He looked as concerned as I felt.

      “Can’t you find out?” I was desperate.

      “Where’s Becka?” Mathieu asked.

      While we’d stopped the girl had continued, oblivious to our plight. Right now, she was going to have to take a backseat. Not overly altruistic on my part, but unlike the presidents of old, I needed to take care of business domestically first.

      “Mom?” Ali’s eye took on that glazed expression. Her body posture alone told me all I needed to know.

      I let my head sag in relief.

      MJ patted me on the shoulder. “It’s okay dad, we saved her.”

      There was a measured comfort in those words, that they’d had to do so at all wasn’t sitting right, though.

      “Mike?” Mathieu asked.

      “Yeah, find her. We’ll be right behind you.”

      He bounded off already halfway to transformation. It was a good thing Lana had found a way to make his clothes stretch appropriately. Just because I was comfortable displaying my nudity didn’t mean I wanted to see others. And I saw no problem with my double standards, used to piss off BT to no end. God, I miss that man every day. I’ve learned that loss has an accumulative effect. They never drop off like some bad credit issue would after seven years; they just keep stacking one atop the other. My slant is this is why kids are so happy and as we grow older that is taken from us. There are exceptions, but for the majority of kids, the worst loss they suffer might be the taking away of their binky, then maybe it’s a teddy bear that has seen one too many wash cycles and disintegrates. To the kid, these are devastating, but they get over it; they forget. Next may come the loss of a beloved family pet, whether it be a hamster, chicken, dog, or cat, this may be the first inkling of permanent loss, though it’s still mitigated by time. But as they grow older, it is likely a grandparent or two will succumb, and this will be the first time that they realize a person close to them can leave, forever. Eventually, a parent will inevitably fall, and for perhaps the first time, that once innocent wide-eyed child will stare mortality straight in the face and not at all like what they see. Then a friend may die far too soon, whether by their own hand or an accident, or God forbid, a sibling. Each loss chisels away a bit of that unassailable happiness of youth, taking something away while also weighing heavily. The best analogy I can make is when you start your life it’s like a Jenga tower and each loss suffered is the pulling of a supporting block which is then placed on top of the pile, always there, adding burden to a weakening core but something you can never just leave behind. At some point, you become hollowed out, carrying more weight from loss than you have power to move forward. Maybe that was a self-thrown pity party, didn’t make the words any less true. I was at the point where I felt as if my soul had eroded.

      Ali gave me a thumbs up, a big smile on her face. I stood, had to turn away, still had a hard time crying in front of others. You would think after all these years it’d be something I’d got over, but nope. I held onto that strange vestige of masculinity, kind of like the appendix, doesn’t seem to do anything for you, but when it goes bad it can destroy everything.

      “You guys okay to walk?”

      “Were you crying?” MJ asked. “Mom says it’s okay to cry in front of people.”

      “Old habit,” I sniffed.

      “We’re fine,” Ali said as we headed after Becka and Mathieu. The sun was setting and it was going to be paramount to find someplace relatively safe for the night; it was a good bet Mathieu could pick up her trail in the morning. He’d been gone for over half an hour. The day was getting long in the tooth; we’d just got to the crest of a small hill when Ali looked over to our right.

      She yanked on my sleeve. “Dad, I think that’s a fairy copse.”

      Maybe a quarter of a mile away was a small grove of trees, around thirty, if I had to guess, and arranged in a circle. “Huh.”

      “Mom says they are places of refuge for travelers in need.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Never trusted fairies, and we’d had so many effin coincidences.

      “Not just a story?” I asked.

      “Can’t you feel it?” Ali asked.

      I shook my head. Even when I’d had extraordinary powers, I didn’t have those kinds. I looked toward where Mathieu had gone. If we stopped now he would be on his own for the foreseeable future. If we stopped and this was indeed a refuge of sorts, which I was doubting, by the way, the kids would be safe-ish. I wasn’t equipped to deal with multiple variables; I picked one. It was the long shadows that made up my mind, that and the incoming clouds. It didn’t look like it was going to rain but it was going to be overcast, and walking around in the dark was never a good idea.

      “Let’s go,” I told them as I headed down the slope to the grove. We were halfway there when the wind picked up, it appeared that inclement weather was coming, I could hope that was the only thing. The odds of that were not in my favor. As we entered the circle I felt…something. It was hard to describe, a slight, instantaneous chill that goosed my flesh then was gone as quickly as it came on. If Ali hadn’t said something about the place, I wouldn’t have even taken note and still, I doubted it as maybe something I’d concocted in my head. Within yards the burgeoning breeze died down significantly, more so than could be attributed to the windbreak the few trees could make.

      “Weird,” MJ had his hands up like a mime and was walking around, feeling nothing, as far as I could tell. “It’s like static electricity,” he told me when he saw that I was looking at him questioningly.

      “I’ll take your word for it. We should make some sort of lean-to, I think we may be in for a rainy night.” The sky had darkened significantly, and it wasn’t all due to the setting sun.

      “It won’t rain in here unless we want it to,” Ali stated.

      I wanted to protest, but she sounded so sure of herself.

      “What about other stuff?” If it could keep out rain, maybe it was possible it could keep out dangerous things.

      “Mom says anything can enter, but there can be no violence done of any kind. Even self-harm is not permitted,” Ali said. She made a fist and tried to punch her thigh, her arm looked as if it were moving through a thick layer of hardening glue until it firmly set right before she could make contact. It was not entirely convincing; anyone could pull up short before punching themselves. I didn’t think she was intentionally trying to deceive us, but the power of suggestion can be pretty strong.

      “Whoa,” MJ’s eyes grew wide.

      Leave it to the boy to push the envelope. He sent a backhand for Ali’s upper arm, if he’d connected it was likely to bruise and a sibling brawl would ensue, would look something like the Gallagher brothers of Oasis fame going at it. Halfway there his hand slowed until finally it came to a complete stop, then, unlike what had happened to Ali, he was pushed backward with some force.

      “That’s awesome!” he cried out. After his initial surprise, he headed toward his sister with fists of fury. He was punching rapidly at the air until the quicksand effect took hold then he was again sent skidding backward. He tried three more times before he got tired.

      “Where was this place my entire life? Can you imagine how many fewer scars I’d have?” I made a fist and thought about going for my nose but didn’t see any reason to tempt the fates. Just for the fun of it they might let me break my own appendage.

      I got a small fire going. The nights were getting somewhat chilly, and if nothing else it would give Mathieu a marker for when he hopefully came back. The flip side was that anything else could see us too. Maybe violence couldn’t happen inside, but this was a small area; it could easily be surrounded and we’d have to leave at some point. I wondered if my rifle would be able to fire out. Could I shoot from inside and send the killing bullet out? I suppose that was a possibility, but the easy fix for whatever enemy was out there would be to step immediately inside. Yeah, I didn’t know how I felt about being here. Sure, it was safe, but it could very easily become a prison.

      The sun had completely set and rain was coming down in sheets yet not one drop as far as I could tell fell inside the ring of trees. The three of us were sitting around the flames, we’d decided to wait until Mathieu’s return before eating dinner. I constantly stood up and walked the perimeter, mostly to look for my friend but also to keep an eye out for anything that meant us harm. Just because it couldn’t hurt us didn’t mean I wanted to look over my shoulder and see a drooling monster of some kind. I’d seen enough of them.

      “Tell me about this place,” I asked the kids when I sat down after one of my patrols.

      “Mom said when the earth was young, long before people came, these were all over the place,” Ali began.

      “Yeah, laid lines,” MJ piped up.

      “Ley lines,” Ali corrected. “The magical copses grew where those intersected.”

      I’d heard about ley lines; I’d never thought they were much more than metaphysical mumbo jumbo from crystal-wearing new-agers. The same people that thought Reiki massage was real. How in the hell can you get a tight muscle worked out with words? Worst fifty-five bucks I’d ever spent. Should have known that a person named Skylark Lovechild wasn’t going to have a clue on how to work out a bad back.

      “As more people populated the planet, the power in these circles faded, sometimes dying completely. We’re lucky to have one near us.”

      “Good old people, killing shit they didn’t even know existed,” I said.

      “Mom says after the zombies came and wiped most of us out, all of the natural wonders that the earth provided started to heal and come back.”

      So if a little vegesaurus was being chased by a meatosaurus, it wouldn’t have been able to eat the other one inside one of these?” MJ asked, clearly impressed.

      “I guess not,” Ali shrugged, but all things considered, she didn’t sound so sure of herself.

      Now I was left with an uneasy feeling. Eating another living being while it was alive was definitely a violent act, but if it was done in the name of nature, did that somehow supersede the protection the copse offered? If that were the case and a demon entered this place would it killing us be considered a natural act? Or vice versa?

      “What about Becka?” I asked.

      “Whoa, never thought of that,” Ali caught on quickly, MJ pretended to.

      “Yeah me neither,” he said, clearly confused.

      I was just wondering how safe it would be to leave the kids here and go find Mathieu and we’d bring Becka back, but sometimes the Universe provides.

      “Miiiiiikkkee!” Mathieu howled the word, spoken more in werewolf tongue than Man, and it wasn’t the cry of one lost. He was in distress.

      “Do not move from here!” I told the kids as I grabbed my rifle and headed for the edge of the clearing. I would have had an easier time finding a catfish at the bottom of a murky pond than seeing Mathieu in the gloom of the lashing storm. I’d not realized quite how bad it had gotten out. The rain was nearly vertical as high winds drove it sideways. I shouted for him, but the sound got carried away almost immediately. Instead, I did something I despised and shot a bullet into the air. I don’t know if anyone was ever killed by a falling bullet, but I had no desire to add to the ranks if someone had been. I heard another howl. Thought it was Mathieu, until another added its voice.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. I stepped back inside to think on my next plan of action.

      “If we’re not home, do you still need to put a quarter in the swear jar?” Ali scared the crap out of me when she spoke.

      I had no time to be angry with the kid. “Ali, Mathieu is in trouble and I don’t think he heard my gun go off. Can you do something?” I asked desperately.

      She didn’t waste a second. I had to turn away as she created a second sun in her hands. Thing wasn’t much bigger than a volleyball but was as bright as any of those spotlights dealerships used to use to get your attention to come and buy their beat-up cars. Maybe if they’d spent a little extra money on fixing the beaters up instead.... Just my take.

      As if what I was seeing wasn’t incredible enough, she shot that thing a hundred feet into the air. I wasn’t nuts about the fact that anything within a few miles of us would see it, but right now I was only concerned with one finding it. We were lit up like it was noon; if he missed this, it was on purpose.

      Still more growl than spoken word, Mathieu was coming in hot right at us. He was in werewolf form and he had a body slung over his shoulder. “Get ready to run!”

      “Is that Becka?” Ali asked.

      “Has to be,” was all I could think to say. He was close. I could see dark shapes trailing behind, they were close too. I stepped into the driving rain again and picked a target. The size, the speed... didn’t need to see it clearly to know it for what it was. “Fucking lycan,” I said as I pulled the trigger. There was a yelp and tumbling of something hitting the ground hard. I found another target and shot; if I hit it there was no telltale sign.

      “RUN!” Mathieu was ten yards away, the closest lycan to him not more than half that. Didn’t need to be a great shot to hit that target. I still made sure to put it center mass because to miss endangered Mathieu and Becka’s lives, no matter how much I wanted to drill that fucking thing in the forehead.

      Mathieu had a resigned look of determination on his face when I didn’t move, figuring we were going to stand and fight (and presumably die). He streaked past, grabbing Ali, and went another ten feet, into the copse, then put them both down. I stepped back under the protective canopy of the trees.

      “Don’t leave here!” I told him, gesturing around the circle just as the first of the snarling beasts came in. Mathieu as a werewolf was a formidable beast, but compared to a full lycan he was more like an angry hamster. The massive monster had three feet on me and maybe another four hundred pounds. It was one of the biggest I’d ever seen, it held its arms wide and planned to slice me in two with its wicked claws.

      “No!” Mathieu cried out, doing his best to get back to me and help.

      MJ trying to smack his sister was one thing, but the force the lycan was delivering I was certain would break through whatever tried to prevent it. As my wife would point out repeatedly, here was something else I was wrong about. Its arm caught so fast it snapped the bone midway up. I was thankful I’d not tried to shoot it, no telling what would have happened to the gun and more importantly the person holding it. The lycan howled in pain and rage, swinging the other arm at me. Lucky for it, I guess, it did not have the momentum necessary to break that limb too. When it realized that wasn’t going to work it tried to bite down on my head. Maybe it couldn’t bite, but the drool rolling down the nape of my neck was its own kind of violence.

      I was backing up and it was advancing. More lycan entered the grove; our small party was surrounded by over a dozen. As Becka came out from under her spell she began to scream; I debated pissing my pants, which also seemed a reasonable response. I warned MJ and Ali not to do anything; I didn’t know if the imperious magic of the place applied to magic performed, but it was too great a risk to try. Mathieu stayed as a werewolf but he had the wits not to try anything either. For a solid five minutes, the lycan surrounding us were howling in rage as they did their utmost to kill us in the most violent manner possible and suffered their blows rained back upon them. Becka was still screaming, her high-pitched shrill was dangerously close to making my ears bleed. I wished the copse would have done something about that.

      “Becka!” I had to shout and gently took hold of her shoulders, moving her so she was directly in front of me. Even then it took a bit to get her to focus on me and off the terrifying monsters.

      “Mr. Talbot, what is going on?” Tears streaked down her face.

      “We’re safe, we’re safe,” I said the words but I don’t think I’d ever lied so deeply with the truth standing so pronounced to prove me otherwise. “They can’t hurt us here.”

      She didn’t believe me—shit, I didn’t believe me. Hard to convince others when you are in doubt. But I’d got her from banshee wailing, down to deep guttural sniffs and a low whining. We moved as a group back toward our campfire, the raging lycans with us every step of the way. Instead of calming down they appeared to be on the verge of losing their minds. They redoubled their already frenzied attacks. They were quite literally throwing themselves at us, their bodies sliding off to the side or rebounding straight back as if we were entirely shielded, I guess in a way we were.

      As humans, there comes a point where we become desensitized to a thing. There are only so many times you can see a stressful thing or be in a stressful situation before your body acclimates to it in a way of protecting itself. I don’t think you ever get over the terror of the event, whatever it is, only that your mind shuts down a response to it. We can’t always be at full alert, we’re just not built that way. The lycan were challenging that theory. I mean how could anyone ever achieve any sort of relaxation with them mere inches away? I was building up to a panic because I had no idea what we were going to do next. Underneath the adrenaline rush, we were all exhausted and needed rest, but how? How could we possibly sleep under these circumstances? And we definitely couldn’t just leave, no chance our escort would let us do that.

      We were sitting on our logs, doing our utmost to act as if nothing were happening. Worked about as well as one might expect. My kids were damn near embedded into either side of me and Mathieu was close enough that I figured we were dating by default. Becka had wrapped herself up inside Mathieu’s cloak, and disappeared entirely. We might be untouchable, but the supplies and bags we’d brought with us were all fair game. The lycan shredded everything of ours. I gulped when I thought how easily that could have been any of us, all of us. I don’t know how much a person can be screwed, but I feel like we were in contention for the Screwie (that’s a large metallic trophy in the shape of a screw, for those not in the know). For more than an hour, they tried everything they could to kill us, then it got worse. One enterprising lycan figured out that maybe they couldn’t slap the demons out of us, but they could pet us vigorously. That was worse than what had been happening by far, at least you could only be savagely ripped apart once.

      I felt a lot like one of Elmyra’s favoritest pets, she of Looney Tunes fame, as we were stroked aggressively. We all shied away as much as possible, but short of disappearing, one could only get so small.

      “I don’t like this,” MJ felt the need to say. It wasn’t like he was differentiating himself from the rest of us.

      The lycan tried to use their claws to rake our skin but ran into the previous impediment. They kept it to their hands, but when the thing is the size of a man’s chest and as rough as sandpaper...it was discomforting. I didn’t know at what point the lawmaker would reassess what constituted a violent act, but there was no reason to think they couldn’t do this for days. Would my brittle mind be able to take it, or would it shatter like safety glass? Personally, I was leaning toward seeing the crystallized portions of my scattered thoughts strewn across the ground, glinting in the morning sun.

      “Fuck this.” I turned toward the lycan and began to pet him like my furry good-boy. If I didn’t like his ministrations, he absolutely loathed mine, taking a bounding leap backward. “What’s a matter, big fellow? Who’s such a good boy! I just want to squish your nose!” I stood and had my hands outstretched and was making scratching movements with my fingertips. The look of abject horror on its face was as close to comical as could be achieved, given the circumstances.

      “Pet them!” I shouted, advancing. Every step I took toward the lycan it backed up three. I don’t know what catchy thing it thought I could give him, but I was going to press this slight advantage. Soon we had a wide circle around us that none of the lycan were eager to breach. We sat back down but would periodically stand and look at them fondly, in case they forgot. Obviously, this was unsustainable, although it did bring a certain cruel satisfaction. Anyway, it was all we had as our supplies were ravaged. We now had no food and no water. The lycan could easily starve us out of our siege.

      MJ and Ali were laying by my feet getting some much-needed rest. Becka was sitting on her left leg, her right leg shaking at high speed. She was worrying away at her fingernails. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought she was a meth head coming down off her high, waiting for her next fix. Her eyes were sunken and dark bags hung below them. She’d aged twenty years in the last day.

      “What about the kids?” Mathieu asked. “Might they be able to do something?”

      I don’t know how I felt about that, I didn’t have nearly the ego I’d possessed when I was a much younger man, but relying on my pre-teens to get me out of this situation was a bit more than I was prepared to handle. Still. “Maybe? Azile doesn’t really teach them about making weapons of mass destruction. If she did, MJ would have leveled our house three years ago.”

      Mathieu gave a grim laugh. “I don’t think we can fight our way out of this, not now, not with...the way you are.”

      I knew what he was referring to, but even as a vampire, these were insurmountable odds. Though Lycan were tough to kill, I still had a rifle, and they very much hated getting shot. Mathieu and I split up guard duty for the night, meaning neither of us got a bunch of sleep and, unlike the old adage promised, the problem did not look better in the light of day. In fact, it had swelled with the rising sun. The original dozen or so was now more than thirty. We still had the protective bubble, but that was it. There was no water source within the trees, and even if a rabbit decided this was a good place to do some hopping, we likely couldn’t kill it and eat it, which for the moment was fine because I really don’t like the taste of them. No fruit trees, no nuts, nothing. I doubted we could even dig up grubs, but truth be told if we got to that point, we were going to need to make a run for it. No way I was eating a giant maggot-looking thing...famous last words from those not quite starving yet. I can’t imagine that thing looking like a steak, but I would think after a week maybe it would.

      “Are you seriously going to make me feel bad for not being a vampire?” I’d been dwelling on his words the entire night.

      He looked shocked. “You know that’s not what I meant! I just wouldn’t mind if you could rent the powers for an hour.”

      I cocked my head to the side and pursed my lips. “Yeah, that would be acceptable.”

      MJ sat up and stretched. “Shit,” was the first thing out of his mouth as he woke. “I, um, sorry.” He turned to me, his face red. “I hoped I was having a bad dream.”

      “I’ll let it slide this one time, but you’d better hope your sister didn’t hear, she’ll rat you out in a heartbeat.”

      “Not a chance, you can’t even imagine the stuff I have on her.” He clammed up quickly when he saw me studying him, and realized who he was talking to.

      “I will make your underwear itch forever,” Ali hissed as she turned over.

      He gulped. “I didn’t say anything,” he begged.

      I was planning on probing further, but a shifting from the lycan garnered all our attention. The matter was forgotten for the moment, and knowing my penchant for forgetting stuff, probably forever.

      The lycan that stepped through was so black it looked more like an absence of color than a color itself, as if he were sucking in the surrounding light. Black hole sums up its description nicely. It was big, not quite as big as one of the first through whom I’d nicknamed Jumbo, but bigger than the rest, and by the way the others deferred to this new one, he was their leader. Being a misguided misogynist, I fully expected the deep timber of a male when it spoke. When it spoke it was a decidedly female voice, I shivered. I don’t know what it is about females of any species, they just tend to generally be meaner than their counterparts. A male will kill you outright, a female will make a point about it. Subtle distinction, sure, but relevant when it’s happening.

      “Who is the leader of your pack?” she asked. It was rough speech, clear enough to tell that English wasn’t its first language. She didn’t like any of us, but she looked at Mathieu with a barely subdued murderous rage. It was no great secret that lycan hated werewolves, thought of them as bastardized halflings. “If it is him we are done here.”

      “My mom,” MJ said.

      “Not that you’re not right,” I told him, “but I think she means presently. It’s me,” I half raised my hand.

      “What are you called?” she asked gruffly.

      “I am Michael Talbot.”

      A flash of surprise streaked across her eyes, and there were murmured growls among the throng. Safe to say they’d heard of me before.

      “You?” she recovered quickly enough. “You are the Lycan Slayer? You could not defeat a cub out of its den.”

      “I get that a lot, yet here I stand.” I outstretched my arms trying to make myself as big as possible, it wasn’t overly effective.

      “I do not smell the taint of the undead upon you. There is something, a lingering aura, perhaps, but you are just a mortal man.” She was saying this aloud, clearly to get the nervousness rippling through her pack under control.

      “Am I?” I compelled my legs to take a step forward. I could see that she wanted to step back, yet she did not yield an inch and I was not going to press it any further. If I got too close, no matter how much fear my name had struck into them, once they realized I barely came up to her chest that would dissipate like fog to a rising sun.

      “I am Hunllef, clan leader of the pack Gysgod,” she said. It was a bunch of weird-sounding useless names as far as I was concerned. But the wince from Mathieu clued me in that there might be more to it.

      “Anything you want to tell me?” I asked him. “I mean before I step into the middle of it?”

      “You’re doing great.” He gave me a weak thumbs up.

      “Those names mean nothing to me, actually less than nothing, and I wouldn’t care if they did.”

      Mathieu winced again.

      “Now why don’t you be good little doggies and head on home.” I don’t know what pissing them off was going to accomplish, but it wasn’t the first time I’d used my mouth to bite myself further into the carcass of trouble. And considering I had no other weapons at my disposal, the question begs, why not? Hunllef stood stoically. If she’d had feathers they would not have been ruffled.

      “You will die here,” she said after a moment.

      “Don’t think so, Hunny.” The play on her name seemed to be my biggest transgression so far if the way her clan seemed unsettled was any indication.

      “Allow me to kill this insolent thing, now,” Jumbo growled. Pretty sure they were the power couple for the pack.

      My innards were quaking. As of yet, I’d been able to keep that from transferring to the outside, but I wasn’t sure how long I was going to be able to keep up that charade. I was terrified, and hardly for myself. If there was a way out of this, it was far from obvious.

      “There is no need Angau. He can have his time in this place of limited safety; when they leave, which they must,” she peered intently at me as she said that part, “we will slaughter them then. The abomination we will sacrifice to our gods, the rest we will feast upon.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw MJ raise his hand. “I don’t want to be eaten.”

      “Is that an option? Because I don’t either,” Ali echoed.

      “No one is getting eaten,” I said. “These miserable flea-bitten mangy curs aren’t up to the task.

      A deep bass rumble I could feel pushing the air in waves emanated from Angau.

      “Get fucked, Cujo,” I told him.

      He advanced. It took everything I had not to back up. A claw swiped at me and was fixed deep in the magic before he could get closer than a few inches.

      “You are a brave little man when you know that you cannot be harmed. Leave this clearing and we shall meet as creatures unaided by the fae.”

      A horrible thought popped into my head. Horrible for me, but potentially good for the rest of my group. I turned to look at Hunllef. “I would like to challenge Angau to a fight.”

      Tough to say which of the three behind me protested first, or loudest. Got a few, you can’t! and what are you thinking? The general consensus was this wasn’t a good idea. But my reasoning was if that I could somehow broker their freedom through my sacrifice, that was something I could live with.

      “I accept.” Angau thumped his chest.

      “Hold on, Jumbo, I have terms.”

      “Typical human, looking for a way to deceive us,” Angau raged.

      “Let him speak! He cannot lie if he has not said anything,” Hunllef replied.

      “Dad, what are you doing?” Ali asked.

      “What I need to,” I told her, putting my hand up to have her stop. Setting up one’s own death is difficult enough, I didn’t need it to be questioned.

      “State your terms,” Hunllef pressed.

      “If I win—”

      Angau snorted, my guess was it was his version of a laugh. Hunllef, for her part, made no similar gesture.

      “If I win,” I said again, “you take his extremely large rotten remains and you leave here. We are then free to go about our business.”

      “And if you lose?” she asked.

      “If!?” Angau snorted again.

      “You forget your place, Angau, I am chieftain here!” she fairly roared.

      Angau’s head dipped. “I apologize for my transgression.”

      “Continue,” she said almost diplomatically after the outburst.

      I swallowed hard. “If I lose I am a meal—”

      My kids about lost their shit at that declaration. Mathieu wasn’t any better. Becka looked catatonic; Squirrel had somehow ended up on her lap and Becka was absently rubbing her back.

      “Shhh.” I looked back at them. “Please. I know what I’m doing.” I, in fact, had no fucking clue what I was doing. (That’s a lie, I knew exactly what I was doing and I had five good reasons to do so.)

      “I do not see the advantage in agreeing to this,” Hunllef said. “You are a man of intermediate stature, fighting against the greatest warrior our clan has ever known. The outcome is a foregone conclusion. You will die, violently.”

      “Maybe that’s the truth of it, maybe not. But looking around at this pack, they look tired and I would wager hungry. If you don’t agree to this we will wait inside this grove. Could be a week, maybe even a couple of weeks depending on water, before we succumb. Are you willing to wait that long?”

      “Your argument has no validity. Even now I have hunters out looking for food. We will dine well this evening. What you have offered reeks of desperation.”

      Shit, I thought. One of the few bargaining chips I figured I had in my pocket fell through the large hole at the bottom of it and made an embarrassing splat on the ground.

      I had one short straw to grasp at; now I had to see what she thought. “Am I not the legendary Michael Talbot? What kind of a feather in your pack’s cap would it be if one of your own were to kill me?”

      She was debating, looking for the burr in my words. Angau, however, was all in.

      “Let me bring that honor to our pack, Hunllef,” he said.

      “If I lose, Hunllef, those with me are still free to go.”

      “No.” She was thinking. “I will let the cubs go, but the thing with you must die.” She pointed at Mathieu. “And for this fight, you cannot use your firearm.”

      I didn’t think that would go unnoticed, but I was hoping the loophole would stay open. Now my only chance was the blade strapped to my leg. Hand-to-hand combat, even with a broken-armed Angau, would be as instantaneous a death as if I’d grabbed an electrified high-tension wire—and messier, too.

      As for my friend, I couldn’t volunteer him for this unpleasantness, luckily I didn’t need to. “I will consent to this if the children can go free,” he said.

      “NO!” MJ’s and Ali’s protests started anew.

      Got something that could be construed as a smile from Hunllef. “He must meet his end willingly; if he resists or fights, any bargain we have come to is void.”

      “Mathieu, I cannot ask this of you. If you say no, we will find another way.” I had no idea what that other way there could possibly be and he must have felt the same way because he again agreed to the terms.

      “You have never lost a fight, Michael. I do not believe that today will be the day that changes.”

      I wanted to tell him I’d lost a shit ton of fights, but I didn’t think this was the appropriate time to make that proclamation.

      “I hate humans, and you above all others, but I see the honor in your sacrifice. Battle is a worthy way to die. I have a measure of respect for you.”

      I didn’t thank her; the thought of being torn apart by Angau precluded any misguided pride I may have had.

      “I will allow you some time to make peace with your maker and to speak with your loved ones before your ascension.”

      Hunllef turned and without a word or visual cue I could see, the pack followed her out of the grove.

      “Please let this be the time you tell us this is all a ruse for some master plan that you have been working on,” Mathieu said.

      I shook my head.

      “Dad, you can’t do this,” Ali said.

      “Yeah, mom is going to be pissed,” MJ had tears in his eyes which he wiped away furiously.

      “Azile!” I nearly smacked myself on the forehead. “Can you get in touch with her? Get us out of this?” I asked.

      Ali shook her head. “Whatever is happening in here prevents us from doing anything with the source. I don’t think I could even tweak MJ’s ear with it.”

      “Huh! I knew that was you!” He pointed his finger at her. “Bugs, my ass…sh tray.” His eyes flicked to mine.

      My heart leaped into my throat. The sudden thought of not watching them grow up, missing their lives, was difficult to swallow. The only thing that made it palatable was remembering that I was doing this so they could grow up. I told them repeatedly how much I loved them and to listen to their mother. They begged me to stay and I teetered on the edge so many times—if only to spend a few more hours with them. I knew the definition of love; I’d felt it profoundly with both my wives...but until my children were born I’d never known just how deep it could travel within one’s soul. Mathieu hugged me intensely, it was the final contact with the damned. I gave Squirrel a tender pat, she chittered, sounding angry. Becka gave me a halfhearted wave in typical teenager blasé style, though I think this had more to do with shock than apathy.

      Everyone began to follow as I headed out. “Mathieu?” I asked.

      “No, kids.” He tenderly held them back.

      Ali had her face buried in her uncle’s side. MJ stared at me, his lips quivering, his eyes blazing with anger. Becka stopped even though Mathieu had not reached out to her. Squirrel, unhindered, waddled after me. At the edge of the clearing, I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, and took in heavy breaths of air through my nose. As far as a calming effect goes, it didn’t work. That’s because most worry is based on events that have not transpired and most likely never will. My event was standing some ten paces away, there in all eight feet of its hideous glory.

      “I did not think you would follow through; humans are not known for their bravery,” Angau said.

      I don’t know where he got his misguided information, but multitudes of people throughout my life had displayed some of the greatest acts of courage I’d ever been privileged to witness.

      I had to wonder if Angau would do this quickly to assert just how much more powerful lycan, and he in particular, were than humans or if he would take his time, savor the kill, so that he could replay all of the details later. Didn’t matter, dead was dead. It might be cool not to suffer much, but my bed had been made. I stepped out on the grassy plain, I pulled my knife free from its sheath.

      Hunllef looked like she was going to say something.

      “Allow him his puny claw,” Angau said before she could protest. She deferred to him on this as he displayed his claws, which were ten and nearly the same size as my blade. He walked toward me; my brain was screaming at me to step backward. Just one fucking step! If he’d meant to kill me outright, he could have done so without the slightest defensive combat movement from me. I was so locked on staying put I’d done nothing to deflect the blow that hammered my shoulder and sent me sprawling through the air some ten feet farther away from the spot of temporary salvation, and that may have been his plan all along. The group of lycan around us howled in what they had to figure was certain victory. The landing was cushioned somewhat by the grass, but launched is launched. Tough to tell which shoulder hurt more, the one that was struck or the one that absorbed the impact with the ground.

      Round one had officially commenced, and I’d been knocked down before the opening bell had ceased its tone. If my corner was smart they’d toss in the white towel and end this debacle. I stood up shakily, my jaw, my neck, and my back had all been knocked out of alignment, and protested this fact by sending daggers of pain shooting up my brain stem. Assessing damage now was like scraping char off of toast burnt through; the damage had already been done. I hunched somewhat, getting into a fighting stance with my blade out before me. Angau didn’t care, he saw me for what I was. A scared, hurting, much smaller being: a man, far past the prime of his life. The ground shivered as Angau ran toward me, easily dodging my awkward attempt to stab him. A closed fist struck my chest, I could feel my heart sandwich-slapped between my ribcage and spine. The pain was unbearable as I again found myself on the ground. Existing was about the best I could muster because breathing wasn’t an option. I was staring up into the sky, but my vision was like I was peering through the wrong end of a pair of binoculars.

      Round two appeared to have gone Angau’s way as well, but one never really knows the score in a boxing match; it’s the only sport that I know of that you don’t know who’s winning or losing until the end of the game. Seems like that leaves a lot of room for interpretation. Can’t imagine a ringside judge giving me that round, but who knows? A little extra cheddar in his bank account and anything is possible. I gave the thought of sitting up a fleeting moment, then denied the request. I think I was getting firsthand knowledge of what a broken sternum felt like, I wasn’t a fan. Angau must have been showboating because I could hear the howls and lycan equivalent of cheering, a whooping bark around me.

      “Finish him,” Hunllef said. I could see why she was the leader of the pack. It was never wise to play with your food. In this case, Angau was at the top of his game, but why take any unnecessary chances?

      “Dad, get up!” Ali cried out.

      “Please,” that from MJ.

      I wanted to give Mathieu shit for allowing them close enough to watch, but that would have entailed speaking, and apparently, that is super difficult to do when you don’t have any air in your lungs. With an effort I didn’t feel like making, I sat up. Mathieu was doing all he could to rein in my struggling kids. There were a few lycan right at the edge of the clearing, just slathering for the opportunity to eat my children. If they tried to impede the fight, they would be dealt with no matter the deal I had made with their leader.

      “Stop,” it was a hoarse rattled whisper, hardly above a deathbed level of sound.

      “No dad.” Ali had huge tears running down her face. I wanted to comfort her.

      “This is a good lesson for you cubs,” Angau directed this to my kids. I wanted to tell him to fuck off, that only Azile was worthy of giving them life lessons. Definitely not me. “Would you wish me to end his suffering now, or would you prefer your sire live a few moments longer, even though the pain he must be feeling is unendurable?” Now I know why they say you should never trust a smiling dog. Angau was celebrating this. This wasn’t just a fight for him; he was making a point and I, unfortunately, was it.

      It was Squirrel that saved the day. She waddled towards us, moving faster than I’d ever seen her, even at dinnertime. She put herself between myself and the advancing Angau. If the brute had seen her, he’d made no indication, I think he was laser-focused on finishing the job. Now that he had a reluctant but rapt audience, he was reveling in it. Squirrel did what skunks do, she lifted that tail and sent a caustic odoriferous spray from Angau’s knees to high up on his chest. The effect was immediate. He veered off and stumbled a bit, frantically waving at the air, trying to get the stench away. Anyone who has ever had the misfortune of getting sprayed by a skunk knows the impossibility of that. One of the lycan was moving to harm Squirrel, she immediately headed back to the clearing, her tail raised in warning to anyone who dared touch her. I don’t think I’d loved an animal any more than I did at that very moment. My time on earth was being measured in seconds, but at least I’d got to witness that.

      “Fuck you, Angau,” I managed to say as I again stood. If I could have done any more than that, there was a good chance I could have run him through with my knife, which I somehow still held on to. That just wasn’t going to be the case. I looked over at my kids. Ali was still crying, MJ was concentrating, seemed to be muttering something, anger laced his face. And then I felt an icy blast that again put me on my ass. He’d done something, maybe he was doing me a solid and letting me die in relative peace. But that wasn’t what I was feeling, there was a moment of peace, of well-being, and I felt better, then an electrical storm within my body made me go rigid, like that time the police mistakenly tased me. (Naw, I deserved it. The mistake was I’d let them get close enough to do it.)

      I couldn’t move my arms and legs; my back arched to the point I thought I was going to do some weird possessed-by-demon maneuver. (Cheap foreshadowing, as I’m less than a page of notes away from writing what happened.) I was somewhat surprised I wasn’t snapping bones and ripping tendons free from their moorings as I went through whatever metamorphosis MJ had started. And because what was going on so far wasn’t weird enough, I figured to add a deeper degree of bizarre. Okay, so it wasn’t me technically doing it, but still. I had been laying on the ground like a tossed two-by-four only less flexible. I rose, through no power of my own. Like, straight up. I found myself standing on my own two feet, which was a recent change of pace, but still unable to move anything. Where Angau and the ground had caused damage, the pain had subsided to a dull ache, hardly above anything what my ancient body felt upon arising on any given day.

      “What have you done!?” Hunllef cried out. I couldn’t figure out what she was mad about, I was the one getting bandied about like a frozen puppet.

      “MJ?” Ali asked.

      “I don’t know, I don’t know.... Mom taught me some first-aid stuff too you know! I was just trying to help!”

      “Don’t!” I grumbled when I saw him making a move for the edge of the clearing.

      I was happy to see Squirrel back in the copse and in Ali’s arms. She was as loyal and ferocious an animal companion as I’d ever had the pleasure of knowing. Whatever MJ had done wasn’t wearing off; it would only be a matter of time until Angau got his bearings and I’d still be standing there like a tree waiting to be hewn.

      Mathieu’s eyes were darting around, I could see him trying to figure out the best way to get to me and get me back, but there were three lycan right at the edge of the woods waiting for that to happen. They’d destroy him like three rottweilers would a mouse that’d had the misfortune of walking into their yard. I would have said cat, but I had Sebastian in my head and those three dogs wouldn’t have stood a chance against him.

      “The skunk dies!” Angau roared, he was wiping furiously at his eyes.

      “Of course,” Hunllef told him, though her eyes never left me. I don’t know what the hell she was expecting I was going to do.

      When MJ’s spell hit me it was like a shockwave had tumbled me over, but this one had an echo that slammed into my back upon its return. That was when everything changed. I stumbled forward, my body once again under my control. It was good to be back, but something was different. I was strong, stronger than I had a right to be. I fully expected my eyes to narrow as my canines elongated, I even flicked my tongue across them, braced to have the appendage sliced open as I did so. Hunllef took a half step backward.

      “What is going on?” I asked looking at my hand and the fist I’d made. I was certain if I punched a rock right then it would have crumbled. I looked at my other hand, which still held the knife. It was like looking at something I’d known my entire life but now made no sense. Yes, there was a familiarity there, but only something that seemed to be half-remembered from a dream.

      Angau’s muzzle was wrinkled in disgust as Squirrel’s odor still assailed his senses. I could smell the stink from where I stood; I couldn’t imagine being at ground zero or having the olfactory senses I’m sure lycan did. It had to be all-encompassing and disorienting.

      I had no way of knowing if what my son had done was short-acting and I would be momentarily left relatively defenseless again. If that were the case the wise thing would be to force the action, but I also wasn’t confident enough in my new abilities to give them a try. It was Angau who decided enough was enough. He lurched toward me in a somewhat straight line.

      “Your...your eyes,” he stuttered. It was the first time I’d seen anything even slightly resembling hesitation.

      “What is this magic!?” Hunllef demanded.

      I caught MJ’s shrug. Can’t tell you how concerned that made me. Angau came closer, I backed up, but that had more to do with Squirrel’s lingering attack than fear.

      “You will stand and fight!” Angau demanded. He coughed a few times as he swallowed stench. I don’t know if that’s a thing, but that appeared to be the case.

      I stood my ground. If I only had moments left of this power, I needed to do something with it now. Angau unleashed an attack so quickly that I barely had time to respond. A paw-hand larger than my head hit my shoulder, I was rocked to the side, but not sent flying through space for twenty feet with a dislocated arm and a fractured neck. Still fucking hurt, though. Three steps to the side and I righted the ship. If I thought Angau had shown hesitation before, he had now moved quickly and completely into the realm of disbelief. Got to think not much he’d faced had survived a blow like that. He would have toppled a bison with that hit. He looked at his hand in wonder, much as I had, but he seemed displeased that it had failed him, thus.

      “My turn.” I don’t think I said that aloud, but I couldn’t be sure. I put a comparably tiny fist into his stomach, he reeled back and doubled over. I’d done him a small favor, as he was no longer able to breathe in the skunk spray. Hunllef made a growl and three other lycan began to close in.

      “No,” with some difficulty Angau managed to say, and after a few panting breaths he added, “he is mine...to kill.” The last couple of words trailed off into whispers as he didn’t have enough oxygen to voice them properly.

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I said for his ears only. “I feel a bit like Hulk Hogan.” I was referring to the professional wrestler who, back in the eighties, would be getting his ass kicked, seemingly gaining power from said ass-kicking before proceeding to whoop whomever’s ass he was fighting. It was hokey as shit, and I loved every second of it. Oh to enjoy Saturday wrestling after a marathon wake-and-bake session again. A time before the world fell in on itself seems unimaginable at this point.

      “Angau, we can kill him,” Hunllef said. Three of her pack were once again moving in.

      “So there is no honor among lycan now?” Mathieu asked. “And yet you call me the bastard?! That’s your pack leader! She doesn’t have enough faith in her greatest warrior to kill one crippled old man!”

      Hunllef flinched.

      “Crippled old man?” I mouthed to him. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged much like MJ had.

      “If they attack him, you will have the Red Witch to deal with!” Mathieu yelled.

      If there had been a murmur of wonder when my name was uttered, there was now downright fear within the group. Azile was not one to be trifled with. “Did you somehow miss the fact that she is Michael’s wife?”

      Hunllef looked at him questioningly.

      “Looks like you only got half the facts, pack leader. Whoever pointed you in our direction must have failed to mention that. Maybe you wouldn’t have taken the job, or you might have negotiated a higher price.” I sneered, I was hoping my false bravado would be enough to send them scurrying into the shadows. Then I was reminded that lycan weren’t like rats when the lights came on. They weren’t going anywhere.

      “So much the better,” Angau was unfolding his body.

      “That’s what happens when you poke a bear,” I muttered sullenly. I got down into a fighting stance, the blade close to my side so he couldn’t swipe it away with his superior reach. Angau wasn’t quite ready to let go of his victory through superior firepower mentality, he bull rushed me, something I should have been ready for but failed to recognize or more importantly stop until it was too late. His dipped shoulder hit me high in the chest and he drove me to and into the ground. I should have been dead the moment he speared me with all his weight and momentum when we landed. Don’t get me wrong, it hurt unbelievably bad, but I was somehow still alive. My arms were out by my side, flattened by his bulk, I wanted to stab him but I couldn’t move my arm. He pushed up, there was shock in his eyes when he realized there was still the spark of life in mine.

      I swung my arm for all it was worth, driving the knife all the way to the hilt into his side. His eyes flew open in pain and shock. He leaped off of me and howled in rage. My knife still protruded from his side, blood flowing from the wound. He was having a hard time reaching for it to pull it out. I wasn’t going to get close enough to help. His fur down the entire length of his leg was matted in the dark fluid. With the amount he’d lost, I couldn’t fathom how he was still standing. The lycan were looking on with various degrees of astonishment on their faces. This had not been an outcome any of them could have foretold. Shit, if I were a gambling man, I would have put all my money on Angau too, at least my kids could have been rich at my passing.

      Angau’s frenetic movements began to slow, he was panting heavily. There was a part of me, though well suppressed, that very much disliked watching him suffer, but then all I had to remember was that he wanted to kill and eat me, along with my best friend. And no matter what Hunllef said, I’m not so sure she would have kept her agreement about my kids. So basically Angau could go fuck himself. Quick change of thought that was. He dropped down heavily to his knees, head forward before he rocked back to sit on his calves. It was all over except for the dying part.

      I moved closer.

      “No!” Hunllef barked.

      “This is our fight, you have no part in it!” I pointed at her. “Unless you want to try.” She did not move. I yanked my knife free, Angau sagged like I’d let the air out of him. I grabbed the fur atop his head and yanked it back before dragging the edge of the blade across his neck. I pushed him onto his side. “Anyone else?” I did a quick spin. Pretty cocky attitude considering I’d been getting my affairs in order not three minutes previously.

      Mathieu must have agreed. “Michael.” It was a statement that sounded like a question.

      I leaned down and wiped the blade clean on Angau’s side. That bit of disrespect did not go over well, although none challenged me on it.

      “Time to fuck off, Hunllef.”

      She looked at me defiantly. “This is not over, Michael Talbot.”

      “I beg to differ,” I looked down at Angau.

      I moved aside when two came to grab their fallen pack mate; they left without saying a word.

      “Holy shit, dad!” MJ was whooping and hollering. “You totally kicked his ass!”

      Ali was staring at me with her mouth hanging open. Squirrel was chittering away.

      “Are you alright?” she asked as I approached.

      “I feel better than I have in years. MJ did some sort of healing spell on me.”

      “I don’t think that was it.” She was peering at me intently. “Or that wasn’t it entirely.”

      MJ was still running around like a madman while Ali came over to me and grabbed my side for a big hug which I reciprocated.

      “I didn’t know what to do, dad.” She was looking up at me and crying.

      “There was nothing you could have done,” I told her as I got down onto one knee and wiped the tears from her face.

      “Your eyes have changed,” she sniffed.

      “What?” I thought they had perhaps narrowed as they had done when I was a vampire.

      “There’s a gold ring.”

      “Like a ring of power?” I wished I had a mirror or a cell phone to take a picture. This new world and its lack of vanity-quenching devices could be infuriating sometimes. I looked at Mathieu as he approached.

      He nodded his head.

      “But that…that’s impossible. Maker restored my soul.”

      “I don’t think you’re a vampire,” Mathieu’s lips were pursed.

      “Holy shiznit dad! I didn’t think you had it in you. I mean, you seem so normal,” MJ said. “Mom’s told us some stories before, but I guess I never actually believed any of it.... Dad! You just killed a lycan!”

      I wasn’t sure how to handle this situation. It had indeed been a life or death struggle; either I died or Angau did, and I was immensely pleased it had worked out in my favor, and I’d be lying up a storm if I said I wasn’t thrilled about that fact and even found myself wanting to celebrate somewhat like MJ was, maybe a bit more subdued, but celebrate nonetheless. But Angau had been a sentient being and deserved a measure of respect, if only to teach a lesson to my son that taking a life is always a serious event.

      “There’s no way you should have been able to kill a lycan!” he shouted.

      I had to agree with him. “About that, what exactly did you do to me?”

      “Huh?” he asked.

      “How were you able to make me do that?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t able to make you do anything.” He had a questioning look. “I tried to hurl hurting spells at the lycan, but I couldn’t—it stopped the second it left my mouth or hands. When that didn’t work I figured maybe I could help you by offering you some healing. Mom’s been teaching me; she says I seem to have some proclamation toward it.”

      “Proclivity,” Ali corrected, MJ stuck his tongue out at her.

      “I can close small cuts and almost get broken bones to mend,” he said proudly. “She says I may be better at it than Ali, but my lack of focus makes it too dangerous.”

      “MJ, what happened was a little more than that.” I was trying to figure out what was going on. Then I came back to what he’d said. “Dangerous?

      “I um, I was afraid that the spell wouldn’t make it through the barrier so I stepped out and gave it everything I had.”

      “You could have killed him!” Ali gasped.

      She wasn’t wrong, my system had misfired in a dozen different ways. At one point, whereas I may not have welcomed the release from my earthly tether, I would have preferred it. I had an inkling of what was going on, even if I found it impossible to fathom.

      “Where’s Becka?” I asked when I was convinced everyone was fine and I wanted a diversion from introspection. I could have had a class of studying psychologists complete their doctorates on my many various twisted attributes.

      Mathieu took off back into the woods. I again hugged my kids then picked up Squirrel and gave her a small kiss and we followed.

      “Our dad could kick anyone else’s dad’s butt,” MJ said to Ali.

      “You could have killed him.” Safe to say Ali was still pissed and was now doing her best to figure out exactly what had happened. I would have to talk to Azile about how we would broach the subject; it wasn’t every day a guy could tell his kids he’d once drank the blood of an impossibly powerful Luvier demon and had thus adopted some of its powers.

      “How was your day, honey?”

      “Well, let’s see...I went down to the depths of Hell to help my son escape, and in the process I found myself battling a golden blooded demon who wanted to kill me seven ways to Sunday! In the end, I got the best of him by drinking his blood and using his own power against him. So, pretty normal. How was your day, hon?”

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen.

      Becka was standing at the far edge of the trees, she was on her knees, head in her hands, her shoulders bobbing as she sobbed. Mathieu was hovering over her, a hand on her shoulder.

      “I wanted to leave—you don’t deserve this, none of you do,” Becka languished.

      I thought that was pretty empathetic for a teenage girl; generally, they were so wrapped up in themselves that not much existed beyond their personal bubble.

      “I couldn’t, though, that feeling of being trapped inside your own head, it’s the worst. I’m screaming at myself to stop, but I don’t! I can’t do that again, I would rather die in here.” She again buried her face in her hands. She sobbed for a few moments.

      “Did Mr. Talbot die?” she asked looking up at Mathieu, her face streaked with tears.

      “I’m fine, Becka.” That may or may not have been a lie, I wasn’t entirely sure if I was. Hard to reconcile the fact that I was in some part demon. How much was the question. Mentally, I didn’t feel any different; I had no desire to mate with a goat or eat live baby bunnies. Physically, that was a different thing entirely. As a vampire I’d enjoyed over a hundred years of not getting sick and healing from injury at an accelerated rate. For the first year after I’d been remade back into a man, it was as if I’d had to catch up on every cold virus I had skipped. Weren’t too many days I didn’t have the chills or a fever, if not for Azile’s loving and skillful work it was likely I would have descended into a depression that would have ended on a suicidal note. When people say, “at least you have your health,” it should not be taken as condescending because it is indeed the greatest gift that can be bestowed upon a person.

      After that first year, I began to feel all the aches and pains associated with growing older; it took some time getting used to but I acclimated. I can’t say I was thrilled with the onset of arthritis, but the alternative wasn’t acceptable. I’d be lying if I didn’t say that there wasn’t a part of me that was disappointed that I was now no longer the primary defender of my family. I’m a man, that’s just what we do. I’m not saying it’s right or wrong, maybe it’s instinctual. Now in case you think I’m alluding to it being right because it was instinctual, I also need you to know that chimpanzees, when they feel threatened or are pissed off, fling feces around. So in no way are instincts always admirable.

      “Now what?” Mathieu asked.

      “I don’t want to leave,” Becka answered.

      I couldn’t blame her, but staying didn’t seem the best option either. “We have to go back home. We know lycan are involved somehow, and whatever set them on our trail, we’re not equipped to handle this,” I said. “We got lucky.” I wasn’t sure if that was the right word in my case but I used it anyway. Wouldn’t do any good to tell the group I was terrified.

      “Dad, what about the people from her town? You could go and kick all the bad guys’ butts!” MJ was punching the air and making pow sounds.

      “Why now?” Mathieu asked. “The lycan, I mean. Why would they be out killing people again?”

      “Because they lost, and this is not the world they want,” I told him. “But yeah, it’s gotta be more than that. Something or someone got this murder ball rolling, and I have a hunch if we could figure out what happened in Becka’s town, I think we’d be well on our way to getting the answers we need to stop it.”

      “Do you think my parents and my brother were murdered?” Becka wailed.

      “No, no, that’s not what I meant,” I backtracked. “I was referring to the lycan. I think the people from your town are safe.”

      Mathieu looked my way like I was crazy, so basically normal...he looked at me like he normally does. I shrugged, Becka didn’t notice. What was I supposed to tell her? That they were all dead, their severed heads resting upon spikes that lined a road that led to the underworld, where the screams of their tortured souls would forever haunt the void? That didn’t seem like the right thing to do. Seemed a wee bit callous.

      The day was getting weary and I was finding myself exhausted. The fight had taken a lot out of me. And I might be more powerful now, but I still needed time to heal up after the savage beating I’d taken.

      “Everyone okay with spending another night here?” I asked. If anyone put up a reasonable reason why we shouldn’t I’d suck it up and we’d head out, maybe have Ali get Becka back to sleep. Better living through chemicals, I always say. Although I don’t generally want to go to sleep on the drugs, but you know, to each their own.

      “I can get some food,” Mathieu offered.

      “Can I come, unc?” MJ asked. “I can carry the canteens; we’re going to need water, dad.”

      I was apprehensive, it wasn’t that I didn’t trust Mathieu, it was that I didn’t trust the lycan.

      Mathieu must have noticed. “I catch even a hint of them and we’ll be gone.”

      I nodded.

      “Thanks, dad!”

      “You do realize you’re going to have to take it down a notch if you’re going to be able to sneak up on anything right?”

      “I can be wicked quiet,” he whispered.

      “What did I tell you about lying?” I tussled his hair and the duo went out.

      “I think I can do a charm like mom does,” Ali said. “Nothing will be able to see us unless we want them to.”

      I nodded, I liked the idea of that. It was one thing to know the lycan couldn’t hurt us through the night, a whole other one to realize they watched us the entire time we tried to rest. It was like having a ghost at the foot of your bed. Who the fuck wants that? Oh, I’m sure there are some sick bastards out there that get off on that kind of thing, I ain’t one of them.

      When Ali was done we sat around a small fire I had started. Becka was about ten feet away, she wasn’t quite ready to rejoin us, but we were going to keep an eye on her all the same.

      “Do you know what happened, dad?” Ali asked.

      “How it happened? No, I have no idea what your brother did. What’s going on, yeah I’m pretty sure I do.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure where to start.”

      “At the beginning, usually.”

      “You’re twelve, I don’t need you acting like your mother just yet. Plus, I don’t know if you need to know.”

      “Can you tell me if you’re going to be all right, at least?”

      “I don’t know if I can answer that either, sweetie. But I’ll be fine for now. Your mom should be able to figure it out.”

      She seemed mollified at my answer. We had some idle chit-chat while we waited, her answers were vague and she was distracted. I think she was having difficulty processing all that had happened today. First off, I’d almost died, then I undergo some fundamental change before killing a monster she may have thought was more legend than reality no matter the stories we told about the Lycan War.

      An hour later we could hear MJ whooping as he and Mathieu approached, all of us, Becka included, went to the edge of the clearing where Mathieu had a field-stripped deer draped around his shoulders. We were going to eat well tonight. Squirrel chittered in my arms, she was excited as well. I’d not known before she became a resident at our home that skunks ate meat. Supposedly learn something new every day; the only problem with that is I tended to forget three things per day.

      We worked quickly to process the meat, some to grill, but most would be made into jerky. Had to build a rack to hang the strips of meat so they could get the proper smoke. A half-hour later as the fat dripped down and snapped in the flames, my stomach made strange primal sounds as it demanded to be properly filled.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” Mathieu asked.

      “I’m a little busy,” I told him. I was fixated on the meat.

      “I promise I’ll let you come back to stare at it soon.”

      “What’s up?” I asked, glancing back at camp.

      “It’ll still be there when we return,” Mathieu assured me. “The lycan haven’t left.”

      The only way he could have pulled my attention away quicker was if he had slapped me.

      “Did you see them?”

      He nodded.

      “Did they see you?”

      “No, I tracked them. They’re about a mile away, over the next rise. It’s a shallow valley, and they appear to be using the place to bed down for the night. We were never in danger.”

      Safe to say he was reading my less-than-poker-worthy face.

      “We were coming straight back; the buck must have seen exactly what we had as it was running in a panic. We didn’t do much more than reach out and grab it.”

      The debate started again. “Do you think we should leave?” I asked. We had plenty of food and water for the next few days to stay, but to what end? If we left now we could extend that mile head start to half a day before they realized we were gone, maybe. If they had put a lookout on our haven and saw our departure, that mile would amount to nothing as the lycan could move far quicker than we could. Fighting a dozen or more of them in the open was not something I wanted to do. No doubt we could strike back effectively, but any cost to do so would be far too steep.

      “Any chance they’re licking their wounds before they head back to wherever they came from?” I asked.

      “There’s a better chance of you walking past a cold beer.”

      “So that’s a no.”

      “I can’t say for sure, Mike. They were far away and I didn’t spend a long time watching them, but if I had to take a guess, I want to say they were waiting for something or someone. They were on edge.”

      “Oh that’s fantastic. So something has the huge furry monsters riled up. Any chance it’s a band of rogue chipmunks? I feel like we could contend with that.”

      “I’m surprised Azile doesn’t go away more. No, I don’t think it’s chipmunks. You realize that MJ is more mature than you, right?”

      “Probably, but don’t let him know that.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Now we’re left wondering how bad whatever they’re waiting for is. Safe to say it will be worse for us.”

      It was nearly dark. Becka was sitting with her drawn-up knees cradled in her arms. MJ was leaning on a stump, periodically yawning. Of the three kids, Ali seemed the most awake, and she was staring into the fire. “If we tried to leave now, we’d be carrying all the kids,” I said the thought out loud.

      “Still might be quicker than if we were all walking,” Mathieu said.

      I nodded. That was very likely the case, but we would tire quicker, and fighting would be out of the question. Effective fighting, anyway.

      “We’ll wait.” I’d made a decision I wasn’t thrilled with, but it was the right one for right now. That could change in an hour.

      I think I ate more meat that night than at any other point in my life. Ali looked mortified, and MJ seemed awestruck.

      “Should have caught a second one for the rest of us,” Mathieu partially joked.

      Between the exhaustion getting here, the fight, the subsequent healing, and whatever change had happened to me, my stomach was damn near an unfillable void. I was not expecting to be sent into a food coma, but that’s what happens when one eats five pounds of protein in one sitting.

      “I’ll take first watch,” Mathieu offered after I yawned for the twenty-somethinged time.

      I could barely thank him before I fell asleep. When he woke me up some hours later, the fire was low, the kids were all resting, and it was pitch dark out. The night was quiet, but not the stillness of expectation.

      “If you take the watch, will there be any food for the rest of us in the morning?”

      “I think I’m still full.” I sat up and rubbed my stomach, my eyes traveled to the hanging jerky. “No promises.”

      He smiled as he lay down.

      I kept guard; watching paint dry would have been more stimulating. I reached back and pulled a piece of venison from the rack, that piece no sooner touched my lips when my stomach signaled the need to make some room.

      “Uh oh,” sweat broke out on my forehead. This was going to be one of those times when I was given a minimal warning to take care of what was necessary. I wondered if the grove would allow me to do so within its borders, because this was about to be a massacre. I made sure to go downwind but thought it prudent to stay within the sanctuary; I did not want to get caught quite literally with my pants down. I dug a small hole, then quickly made it deeper and wider as my gut gurgled in protest. Fifteen minutes later, I was coated in a fine film of sweat and thoroughly relieved. I stood on shaky legs. “Holy fuck, I feel like I should get a priest. I’ve been exorcised.” I leaned against a tree then slowly made my way back.

      I would have never seen the shadow moving had I been staring directly at it. I don’t know exactly why or how peripheral vision works at night, but it is much more in tune with movement in the dark. My entire system ramped up, I’m not sure how I knew, but whatever the thing whispering through the woods was, it was dangerous. My inclination was to confront and eliminate the threat, but then I remembered five beings were counting on me to watch over them. I moved quickly and quietly back to the fire. I lightly touched Mathieu’s shoulder.

      “You are full of shit if you’re going to try and convince me that it’s my turn again. I just fell asleep. There’s only so many times a person is going to fall for that.”

      “Something’s out there,” I whispered.

      He sat up quickly, knowing this wouldn’t be something I kidded about. “Lycan?”

      “Don’t think so.” I thought about dousing the embers. But was concerned with sparks shooting up or the plume of smoke that was sure to arise.

      “What’s going on?” Ali asked.

      “Something’s out there sweetheart,” I said, pressing my pointer finger to my lips.

      “Got it,” Mathieu pointed, but before I could turn to look it had melted back into the depths of darkness.

      I think there’s more than one.” Ali was looking in the complete opposite direction. That was when I saw something flit in and out of my field of vision; there were at least three whatevers, and they moved far too softly to be lycan. No doubt lycan could move with stealth, but not only was there a lack of noise, it was as if sound itself was being stifled. No doubt in my mind, it was some form of magic.

      “We’re safe in here,” Ali said. It felt more like an affirmation, as if she were trying to pump herself up instead of give a piece of factual information to myself and Mathieu. She turned to me and said, “They can’t see us.”

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “They haven’t yet,” her answer seemed confident enough, yet I wasn’t a big fan of the qualifier at the end of her statement.

      One instant Mathieu was his normal self, within a handful of heartbeats he was his furry, less friendly alter ego. I saw what he was looking at and grabbed my rifle, my finger on the trigger.

      “You won’t be able to shoot it straight on,” Ali warned, she had involuntarily backed up a step. I would have as well if that wouldn’t have put one of my feet in the fire. The thing appeared to be gliding, but I couldn’t tell as the dark tattered robe it wore brushed the ground. Its face was obscured by an oversized hood because, I mean, what respectable specter doesn’t hide its grotesque features?

      “How’s that?” I asked her absently, not able to pull my gaze away from the approaching nightmare.

      “We’re out of phase with it,” she said, as if that were all the explanation needed. I don’t know who she thought she was talking to because that made even less sense than the preceding statement.

      “Can you pretend for a second that not all of us wield magic and speak that crazy language you’re using?” I asked.

      The thing was twenty feet away and still advancing. As it got nearer, I was more convinced it was hovering above the ground with its dirty skeletal toes dragging across the leaf-strewn pathway. The body looked static; there was no movement, no outlines of knees protruding with each forward step, no natural arm swing, no head bobbing.

      “Are we doing this?” Mathieu asked gruffly, ready to spring his attack.

      “Hold up.” I was pretty sure a bullet wasn’t going to do anything, and if that were the case, it was likely Mathieu’s teeth and claws wouldn’t either. “Our best chance lies with not being seen.” I had a halting hand on his shoulder but was looking at my daughter. “Right?” I asked her. She nodded.

      I had an irrational fear that the ungodly thing I’d buried in the dirt ten minutes ago had somehow called to the things now floating out there.

      Becka was still asleep but she had begun to moan softly, it was a despairing sound that grew more intense as one of the things got closer. She might not have seen it, but she could feel its presence. I was left wondering if this is what had summoned her village.

      Ten feet, I still couldn’t see a face or the eyes, which should be glowing red. Five feet, still nothing. No recognition no preparation for conflict—then it struck the perimeter of our shelter and instantaneously was on the other side and heading away.

      “Whoa,” MJ said. He had a stick in his hands and was standing next to me; when he’d done that I had no idea.

      “Anyone have any idea what that was?” I asked.

      “You’re the two-hundred-year-old, I’m only twelve,” my son said. “If you’ve never seen it before what chance do we have?”

      “He’s not wrong,” Mathieu replied, reverting to his human form.

      “Yeah, because you’re a spring chicken,” I told him. “Ali this phase thing, what exactly is it and is it dangerous?”

      “I’d leave out some of it,” MJ mumbled to his sister.

      “You’re super helpful,” she replied.

      “Ali?”

      “We’re about a half-second removed from this world,” she said succinctly.

      On the surface that didn’t sound terrible, then once you let that sink in, stew, and marinate, it got somewhat terrifying.

      “That’s why nothing can see us, because we’re not here—or is it there? Mom told us but I can never remember. What I do remember is she said we should never do it unsupervised. SUPER dangerous.” MJ was beaming, not because he’d given us an explanation but because for once his sister was in the hot seat he generally lived in, more like set up residency, like an act in Vegas.

      “How dangerous?” I was looking at him. This was the time I was more likely to get the absolute truth from him as opposed to his sister, who was likely to tamp the dangers down a bit.

      “I think she said something about a body being ripped to shreds as fine as a few atoms thick...apparently it’s a pretty painful and gruesome way to go. It can take days, sometimes weeks until the messy end.”

      “And you thought this was a good thing to do?” I asked incredulously.

      “You saw that thing, dad.”

      “Good call, but maybe next time give a heads-up.”

      “And would you have let me?” she asked.

      “I will not be subject to logic, young lady.” I was scared, not so much about the phasing field, well okay, maybe that too, but here were my kids wielding weapons far too powerful. I couldn’t even begin to think of how much trouble I would have gotten into had I had such gifts at my disposal at that age. Or any age really, who the fuck was I kidding?

      “Do you think those things could have hurt us in here?” Mathieu asked.

      None of us could answer that definitively, but the malevolence that radiated off of that entity sure led me to believe it thought it could, and that was enough.

      “Is this what your mother has done with our home and land? This phasing thing?” I asked. It was slightly less scary because Azile was who she was, but any time you started messing around with things like that who knew?

      MJ shook his head. “Nah, it takes too much power, it’s an active thing, like, this thing continually sucks power. What mom does is different. More of an illusion.”

      I looked at Ali. “You’re still working on this thing?”

      She nodded.

      “Isn’t it exhausting?”

      “Not for something this small. I could do it for a few days without any problem,” she replied.

      “And after?” Mathieu asked.

      “I’d have to let it go.”

      “I don’t plan on us spending enough time here for that,” I said. We had food and water, but staying in a twenty-by-twenty box until we felt safe enough to make a run for it wasn’t what I wanted to do. How I was feeling claustrophobic in the middle of the woods was beyond me. The last time I met Maker I should have asked him to sweep away some of my neuroses, can’t imagine it would have been too difficult for him. Might have taken a while, due to the sheer number, but not impossible. And I guess it is worth noting for anyone that reads these journals, especially you, my kids, that Maker was of indeterminant gender. I might go so far as to say genderless, if such a thing exists. He merely appeared to me as I imagined he would appear. For some, he could have been a magical elephant, maybe an incredibly large but joyful round man, or even the lizard king. Growing up Catholic had put a certain belief system in my head, and I merely saw what I expected to see.

      We saw movement the rest of the night but none came close again. My guess was they were searching in a grid, and our grid had been cleared. By now it was most likely they knew we were using something to conceal ourselves, but could they do anything about it was the question. I mistakenly thought that with the coming of the day, the shadows would by definition retreat; wrong on that account. Near as we could tell there were five of those things, they weren’t moving as much as they had been during the night, and they were much closer to the edge of the clearing now. If I had to take a guess, they were waiting for us to make a move.

      The night had gone by slowly, and none besides Becka had enjoyed a night of sleep, but when she awoke, she looked as if she had stayed awake with the rest of us. She was withdrawn and sullen, it was likely her dreams had been troubled by the shadow entities.

      MJ began to dance around, I knew that particular set of happy feet movements. “Dad, I gotta pee real bad.” He was close to grabbing hold and pinching the flow but was hesitant to do so around his crush, although in all likelihood she wasn’t going to notice. There was nowhere with any semblance of privacy within our unseen enclosure.

      I thought about telling him to hold it in, but that was like asking someone not to breathe. There was a good-sized tree about ten feet outside of the safe zone. It was going to have to do.

      “Come on,” I pointed him to where we were going.

      “You’re coming? I’m pretty sure I know how to do this by myself.”

      “I’m gonna watch your back, smart ass.”

      “I’m not sure I can go while you’re standing right there.”

      “Do you realize how many times you peed on me as a baby? I don’t think you’re going to have any trouble going with me nearby.”

      “DAD!” he turned red.

      Ali thought that was hilarious, Becka’s head was pulled down by the excessive baggage under her eyes; if she was paying attention at all she made no acknowledgment.

      He was embarrassed, but he had more pressing matters to deal with. I was keeping an eye on the nearest specter as we exited.

      “This is weird,” MJ muttered as he fumbled with his pants.

      I didn’t hear the telltale noise of a stream hitting the ground, but I was silently prodding him to hurry up. The entity, which had been stock still, had begun to turn as if it had sensed something.

      Mathieu scared the shit out of me, appearing seemingly out of thin air. “They’re moving,” he warned.

      “MJ you need to get a move on,” I told him.

      “That’s not helpful.”

      “No, I suppose it isn’t, but if you think three is a crowd to take a leak, eight isn’t going to make it better,” I told him. They definitely could feel our presence and were approaching. Fear began its insidious creeping within me. I thought about pressing in on MJ’s bladder get that thing to go like a fire hose. I could hear a trickle, but it sounded like something a ninety-year-old man with a grapefruit-sized prostate would be able to accomplish.

      MJ,” I called out.

      “I’m doing the best I can! Oh, man.”

      I got a feeling he’d taken a glance over his shoulder. Fifty feet and I still got the impression they were gliding; the robes they wore did not move, did not stir in the breeze, did not flutter in any way perceptible, like it was molded instead of woven. Broad daylight and still could not make a face out, the oversized hood blocking all light. I raised my rifle.

      “Stop!” I called out in my best commanding voice. I don’t think it wavered. You know what would have been cool? If they had heeded my warning. Had about as much chance of that happening as me and Sebastian cuddling up for a nice Sunday afternoon nap.

      “Are you talking to me?” MJ asked with alarm.

      “No, keep going!” I fired a shot. The bullet flew, which in itself seemed a minor miracle, that only showed how much the things in here with us were an anomaly, that Ali’s enclosure would not tolerate them. I struck high where its abdomen, if it had one, would be. There was a brief yellow flash where it hit then I could see bark flying off from the tree behind it.

      “Done! Done!” MJ was waddling for sanctuary.

      Mathieu had changed over. I grabbed a furry forearm and shook my head. By the time we were back in they were less than ten feet away. Instead of going through, like the one had the night before, it just stood there on the precipice. Its hood seemed to be staring at me; no way to be sure as its eyes weren’t visible. I moved to the left and sighed with relief when I realized it couldn’t see me. Then Ali moved.

      “Uh oh,” she said.

      “What’s, uh oh, mean?” I asked her, not pulling my gaze away from the closest shadow man.

      “It knows something is here.”

      I wanted to tell her, how could it not? It saw us disappear into the thing. I got the sense it was more than that.

      “It’s trying to pull it apart.” She firmly clenched her tongue between her teeth as she concentrated.

      “Can it?” I asked, but she didn’t answer. MJ shrugged, Becka was rocking back and forth on the ground with her legs pulled close to her body. The whimpering moan she gave wasn’t doing anything to ease the building tension, or budding tension, whichever makes it seem worse.

      Sweat had broken out across my daughter’s brow though the day was relatively cool, internally I gave a big uh oh. “MJ, can you do anything?” I asked out of desperation.

      “Seriously dad, you want me to mess with stuff that could make us look like goop squeezed out of a toothpaste tube? Only red and gooey,” he felt the need to add.

      “I don’t want that,” Mathieu felt as if this were a question that needed answering.

      By this point, all five of the things were around us. They didn’t appear to be doing anything, but by the sheen of sweat that broke out over Ali, I knew that wasn’t the case.

      I don’t know if what happened next was by design or due to impatience, but one of the things to the rear of where I was looking decided to make a go at breaking through the barrier. It’s hard to accurately describe what I saw. The best example would be to say it was like watching a person being pushed through an enormous deli meat slicer set to wafer thin, but instead of depositing the meat slabs onto the counter, they dissipated and drifted off with the wind. Whatever was happening, the creature never breached our space and it didn’t stop, either. An hour later there wasn’t much left and still, it was inexplicably drawn toward the field, sliced, and disintegrated. This was supposed to be a sanctuary, no harm should have been able to befall anyone or anything. That didn’t seem to be a truth anymore or at least as far as our attackers were concerned, if they could be killed it was likely the same could happen to us.

      Becka had fallen to her side and lay in the fetal position. Ali had sat; I could damn near see the energy being sucked out of her. She was rapidly heading toward her off switch, and still, I could think of nothing I could do to help. When the things got in I would of course fight, but what I was going to be able to do against these phantoms was definitely in doubt.

      “Dad.” Ali looked at me with pleading eyes. “I can’t do this much longer.” If previously I thought Becka looked wrung out, my twelve-year-old daughter looked like she’d been on a week-long bender.

      “It’s okay, baby, we’ll deal with it when the time comes. You need to save enough energy so you can run.”

      Her look did not invoke confidence. Good bet she had a better inkling of what we were dealing with than I did.

      “We’re not running,” MJ said. “We’re fighting.”

      “I appreciate that,” I told him. “But you need to help Becka get away.” We both looked at her. She wasn’t going anywhere unless it was in someone’s arms. And that didn’t even take into account what would happen once she was out of the woods, and not the proverbial ones, in this case. These were woods you wanted to be in. Once outside their influence, she would again become a marionette, no longer in control of herself, and would need to be carried against the controlling interest’s will. The kid was twelve, not dumb. He realized I was full of it.

      “It’s falling,” Ali said, her voice hardly above a whisper.
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      "Nice of you to finally show. I could have used your help earlier,” Azile said as a popping sound heralded Sebastian materializing on the deck.

      “As difficult as this is for me, I apologize, I should have become suspicious when I found myself being detained,” he replied. “Something is happening on a scale I’ve never bore witness to and it would seem our family is on the front lines.”

      Azile made sure to have as stiff a prevailing breeze as she could to push the boat quickly back toward shore. She figured she had the ship cruising along somewhere in the thirty-five knots range, or close to thirty miles per hour. She would have pushed it more, but the ship was already making increasingly loud pops and creaks. She didn’t think it could take any more speed, no matter how much of a hurry she was in, and she was in a hurry. The attempt on her life was one thing, but that something had made her family fair game was another thing entirely.

      “I will not be happy if we end up swimming.” Sebastian was pacing the deck. “I can feel the nails coming loose under my feet.”

      “You weren’t here when I began, and now I have no choice. Our family is in trouble.” She’d summoned him once she’d been free, and he’d appeared almost instantaneously.

      Sebastian said nothing.

      “Seriously?” Azile looked over at him.

      “I am genuinely concerned about the children,” he relented.

      “And Michael?”

      “I would think my statement would stand on its own.”

      “You haven’t learned to like him in over a decade?” Azile asked incredulously.

      “Spoiled meat does not get better with age,” Sebastian said.

      “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that earlier.”

      “I knew it was only a matter of time until you came to your senses; a decade seems excessive but not so long you cannot rectify the situation. How are you planning on disposing of him?”

      “What? No, Sebastian, I’m not getting rid of Michael.”

      “Pity. I could think of a dozen ways without breaking into a pant.”

      “You need to travel the realm.”

      “Azile, as we prepare for this war, you are and always will be my priority. We have fought side by side through countless battles. Whatever is happening has just begun, and I will not abandon you.”

      “Sebastian, currently I am fine, sailing on the ocean all by myself. Our family needs help now. If not for Michael, then for the children.”

      “I do enjoy the children,” he sighed, “even if MJ is a bit too much like his father for my taste. Ali is generally acceptable.”

      “Mathieu is there as well.”

      “Yes, why wouldn’t I want to help that scruffy lupine? It’s not like we are mortal enemies or any such thing,” he said languidly, stretching out and licking his left leg.

      “I have never asked anything of you that I did not feel absolutely necessary. Besides, your considerable talents are wasted here as we sail toward shore.”

      “Do you consider your words flattery or pandering?”

      “Whichever will get you to do as I ask.”

      “Very well, I will do this for you.”

      “One more thing, I would like to keep the connection between us open.”

      Sebastian eyed her warily. “You know that comes with risk.”

      “I would not ask if it were not essential.”

      “I will do this, but if it becomes a problem, I will abruptly sever the link.”

      “That is acceptable.”

      “You say that now, but when the waves of nausea hit, will you be so accommodating?”

      “I will deal with it, should it happen.”

      “Stay safe, Azile. I will see you soon.” Sebastian faded out as if he were being erased from the world one shade of color at a time.

      “I think he was right,” Azile muttered as the vibrations under her feet grew in intensity. Even with the link between them, Azile was not able to watch as Sebastian entered into the under realms. It was like being tuned into a static-laced television, she pushed the imagery to the side as she stood stoically upon the deck peering toward the west where she hoped to see the outline of the shore soon. She pushed the wind a touch more, the ship shuddered with the added speed.

      She was pulled from her thoughts an hour later when she adjusted to see the dual imagery of what she and what Sebastian peered at simultaneously. She could feel the power of the faery glen pulse through the cat as he stepped over and into the woods.

      “Do you feel that?” Sebastian asked.

      “The glen?” Azile asked, not sure what he was referring to.

      “Someone is using vast stores of power.”

      “It’s faint.” Azile’s heart first skipped a beat and then sped up as Sebastian got closer to the source of what she felt.

      “Terreurs,” Sebastian hissed. “What is this madness?”

      “How can that be? They’ve been outlawed on this plane for centuries untold!” Azile cried.

      In the great war, waged between good and evil since the beginning of existence, weapons had been created on both sides that caused mayhem and destruction beyond measure, sometimes blurring the lines between ideologies fought for on either side, often erasing whatever moral right they might once have stood for. Terreurs were just such an anomaly. They had been created by the Archangels in secret, for they had known Maker would not approve, even if their use could mean the end to an endless war.

      “There is no victory at that cost,” Maker had said when presented with the idea.

      “It matters not how Good is achieved, as long as the outcome is the one desired,” Gabriel had argued.

      “Do you realize how many have died by the justification of the means?” Maker asked.

      “We could put an end to this, abolish evil for all time!” Remiel shouted. “How many of us would you send to our deaths before the cost is too great?”

      “The cost can never be too high; not paying it would bankrupt us.” Maker remained calm; this was not the first time they’d had this argument and would not be the last. “What you propose is an abomination not even Beelzebub would entertain, that should be all the deterrent you need.”

      “Uriel and Saraqael have fallen in battle and Michael is lost; soon we will have nothing with which to counter the Fallen One.” Remiel was beside himself with grief as he spoke.

      “I would rather lose to him with our true selves intact than lose all with the victory you propose.” More tenderly Maker continued, “We have been on the precipice before, my children, and always we have found a way to fight back from the brink. There will come a day when we can look back upon these dark ages and be thankful we stayed the course.”

      “Your course is killing us,” Gabriel scoffed. “I must attend to my legions; the least I can do for them is bear witness to their demise.” He left the celestial home before Maker could reply.

      “You are wrong in this, Maker. We are no longer on the precipice, we are free falling into oblivion,” Remiel said.

      “So you wish to unleash something that not only kills indiscriminately but will also erase its victim’s existence?” Maker asked.

      “It is not without discrimination,” Remiel argued.

      “Oh?” Maker’s eyebrow arched.

      “It attacks only what we wish it to attack,” Remiel replied vehemently.

      “And if your Terreur were to fall into the hands of our enemy, would it attack what they wish it to?”

      Remiel was silent.

      “It is far too dangerous of a creature; I will not entrust the fate of this world to something that would fight for either side without regard. Not everything is purely evil, Remiel, and neither is anything of pure light. Your beast would wipe out the entirety of something, not considering anything it may have done to benefit the world.”

      Remiel had no sooner left than Beelzebub appeared.

      “Maker,” the other nodded. “You rang?” He bowed and swept his hand close to the floor as he flourished it in greeting.

      “We may have a problem,” Maker intoned, revealing to his long-time foe the plans of his warriors.

      “For all the pontification your side does, Maker, this may be the single most thoughtlessly evil thing to come from this war. I would never allow such a thing, could never. I mean, what fun would that be to wipe out someone’s doubts, regrets, lamentations? No, much better to have them live a long life to regret the events of their lives. Are you not going to punish them?”

      “I cannot punish them for something they have not done; speaking of a thing and doing a thing are not the same.”

      “Your infernal faith in your creation will be your undoing, and I will be sad for it. You know the actions of all, the path they walk before it is even laid out; the saints, the sinners, and yet you do nothing to stop them. Sometimes, Maker, it is difficult to tell which side you play for. You could prevent so much tragedy, suffering and pain, yet you sit back, relishing your laurels, blaming the gift you call free will. Perhaps they get to choose, as you say, but is it truly unwritten if you already know the outcome?”

      “We’ve had this argument before.”

      “Yes, countless times, Maker, and yet you’ve never answered to my satisfaction.”

      “I have never answered you, Beezle, because I have never enjoyed pointing out the limitations and shortcomings of my creations—all of my creations—including you.”

      Beelzebub looked affronted but said nothing. He did not like being reminded of his origin.

      “The world, the universe, all of creation that you can see is merely a sliver of the entirety. The tiniest fragment, really. There are billions upon billions of alternate realities, as many different lives as there are stars in the sky.”

      “Why do you tell me this?”

      “I’m getting there. In a billion billion of them, we are having virtually this same discussion with perhaps a changed word or action here or there. In a billion billion others, you did not heed my summons, in a billion billion others we are locked in mortal combat, and so on and so on. Yet these billions upon billions of planes are connected, as well. To prevent an action in one world would affect all of the other worlds in turn. Not to mention the ripple effect occurring in the world in which I took direct action.”

      “So you’re not quite as omnipotent as your priests bark?”

      “The only way I could create harmony across the entirety of worlds would be to wipe them clean of all life, and that is not an option I am open to considering.”

      “Wait. These Terreurs…”

      “Yes. They will wipe out a creature’s existence throughout the entirety of the multiverse, and the results will be catastrophic. Each loss would create an instantaneous vacuum which would need to be filled, and even I cannot foresee all of the ramifications. The Terreurs have the potential to bring all of reality crashing down upon itself as they destroy the pillars upon which it is founded.”

      “Maker, I do not know if you are telling me this as a warning or whether this is something you wish for me to take care of for you. And perhaps neither do you, but that you asked me to come here leads me to believe one over the other. We will talk again soon, Maker,” Beelzebub said before quickly departing.
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      “They are attacking something,” Sebastian said as he stalked closer, as of yet the Terreurs had not noticed him.

      “It’s a protection and concealment spell.” Azile could feel the waves of power pulsing from it. “Can they cause harm within the glen and the spell?” she asked.

      “They are not bound by the same laws as this realm,” Sebastian answered.

      “Can you do anything?” Azile shouted in frustration. She knew what lay beyond the protection shield or guessed; they were safe for as long as it lasted, but she could tell that the Terreur assault was weakening the charm.

      “Against the most powerful enemy the world has ever known?” Sebastian snorted, “Of course, I’m a Guardian and a cat. What can’t I do?”

      Azile did not believe her familiar sounded convincingly optimistic, no matter his bravado.
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      “What the fuck!” I jumped back as my most powerful enemy in the world leaped into our enclosure.

      “Sebastian? What are you doing here?” MJ asked.

      “You’re different,” the cat said, looking directly at me. “Link hands quickly!”

      We did as he ordered.

      “Do not move!” Sebastian directed that at me. He approached and did what all cats across the planet do, attacked for no goddamned reason. Fucker sank his claws deep into the back of my hand.

      “No, no, no…” I repeatedly muttered as I took in our surroundings.

      Becka had taken this most unfortunate time to unfurl her body and begin screaming. Although in retrospect, any time you have to listen to the shrill screaming of someone on the verge of losing their mind is an unfortunate time.

      “Ooh, I don’t like this place.” MJ made sure he was close to me. I scooped up Ali just as she collapsed; luckily for her she didn’t realize we were in the underworld.

      “Did we die?” Mathieu asked. “Did I miss the part where they got in and killed us?” He looked resigned, like he’d known all along this was where he was going to end up.

      The world was a simmering shimmering place, not necessarily hot, just had the effect of what looked like heat waves radiating off in the distance, making it difficult to give any crisp definition to anything. It gave the illusion that we were about to begin a dream sequence in a television show, not quite as wavy, but along those lines.

      “We have to move quickly before we are noticed.” Sebastian, in the underworld, was somewhere close to tiger sized. Of all the hideous unnatural creatures that could attack us here, to me he was the most terrifying. He spent a moment looking at all of us but paused the longest on me. No part of me enjoyed the scrutiny. His eyes momentarily got wide, but he did not say whatever was on his mind.

      Mathieu picked up Becka, who had yet to quit screaming, which given where we were and what was happening all around us, actually made us blend in more. Squirrel was in her pouch but had turned around so I was looking at her business end. I was none too pleased. “Don’t you dare,” I told her, whether she would listen I didn’t know; she lets loose when she feels threatened, and I couldn’t imagine a more threatening thing than what we were dealing with here. At least we were moving at a good clip, all things considered. MJ was right behind Sebastian, then Mathieu with a thrashing Becka tossed over his shoulder with me in the rear, Ali draped over my shoulders and Squirrel ready to douse me in devil juice.

      “They’re here,” Sebastian said ominously. He looked over his shoulder but did not stop.

      I figured he meant the Terreurs, but when you’re traveling this close to Hell it could be just about anything you didn’t want to encounter.

      “How bad are they?” I asked.

      “Eh, not so bad. If they get a hold of you, you will never know, not in this consciousness. No one would ever know,” Sebastian answered cryptically. I didn’t know what that meant and he wasn’t any more forthcoming.

      I hazarded a look over my shoulder. Where everything else was blurred and difficult to focus on, the Terreurs were razor sharp, like 4k razor sharp. Like the effing televisions when you first walked into Sam’s Club sharp, which for some reason you could never replicate at home. I remember being able to count individual blades of grass while watching a baseball game on one of the things. Tracy had been none too pleased that I’d skipped out on shopping that day. Never knew how good life was when my biggest issue was my wife being moderately irritated that she’d had to put the heavy things in the cart.

      “They’re gaining,” I looked again.

      “On.” Sebastian motioned for MJ to get on his back. The cat liked the kids, as far as I could tell, but still, I had apprehension when my much too-small son got on the back of the much too-big cat. MJ got on, quickly wrapped his hands around the cat’s neck and we were off. At a full run, we were keeping the distance static. A day ago, I would have said I couldn’t have kept this burdened pace up for more than a hundred yards without feeling like I was going to throw up; right then I felt as if I could have gone miles without breaking out into a sweat, even in the less than ideal circumstances we found ourselves under. Ali had slumped down further; I was happy she was asleep for all of this.

      “Michael,” Mathieu said, then pointed with his chin. Something was coming off to our right. Unlike the Terreurs, whatever was running on an intercept course was hazy to look at. Like an old tv that needed a smack upside the case, or another roll of tin foil acting as an extended antenna. (Even I realize this may be too many tv references; I was in an analogy rut, sue me. I was on the outskirts of Hell, my cat looked like an escaped circus freak, and we were being chased by the vengeful creatures of nightmare legend. I was using most of my energy for escape, not flexing my clever wit.)

      What I could see didn’t look right, it was unlike anything that would have, or maybe even could have lived topside. Bright swirling colors mixed in with too many arms, legs, torsos, and heads. Like maybe a master creature designer down here had a shit ton of spare parts, placed his hand against his chin and went “Why not?” That’s what was coming. I wondered if Sebastian had any goodwill down here that he could throw our way. The things coming to our flank were making up the distance between us in great earth-striding chunks, out pacing them wasn’t going to happen.

      “Sebastian now might be a good time to flip us back!” I yelled.

      “I cannot do it here.” There was disdain in his voice and I felt like it was directed at me. At least that was normal. Didn’t solve our fast-moving problems though. Off in the far distance we could see the rise of what could be considered subterranean mountain ranges; immediately around us, though, was as flat and featureless as a cutting board. Been a long time since I’d been in a truly defendable position. I have absolutely zero problems with killing an enemy from on far. Seeing their eyes in a life-or-death struggle, or waiting until you can “see the whites of their eyes” is overrated: that just means they can see yours too.

      “Do not!” Sebastian shouted, I have to imagine that was directed at me, I’d brought my rifle up and was about to fire a few from the hip. That’s what a scared human tends to do with the unknown, destroy it as fast as possible then wrestle with justifications for having done such a thing once home, safe and sound. I unwillingly let the rifle down. I felt like I was batting in the bottom of the ninth, down by two runs, bases loaded, only I was forced to bat with a ladle. Maybe by some freak of a chance I got a hit, but the odds were seriously stacked against me.

      “Fucking cats,” I muttered. Sebastian bristled; he was upwind, we were running, and the underworld tended to have this all-encompassing roar and still, he’d heard me. Of course, he did. The strange demons chasing us were getting closer, and as they did so they got a lot bigger, easily double the size of Sebastian, and he was the largest of our group. My eye could not track them correctly; they somehow had the same blurred edges as everything else, and the colors swirled from muddy earth tones to the brilliant reds and oranges of a fiery sky after a nuclear detonation. If not for the direction they were traveling, it would have been impossible to tell what was the front; there were no faces, no obvious sense detectors like eyes, noses or ears. Before the earth went to shit some two hundred years previous, I’d heard a lot of discussion, debate, argument about how life had come about on earth through intelligent design—these things? Well, they were the antithesis of that. Imbecile arrangement, perhaps?

      Claws though, did see what could be construed as those. Lethal things each as large as a broadsword. We couldn’t fight them and we couldn’t outrun them; I was at a loss for Sebastian’s reasoning not to try and poke some holes in them. At twenty yards I witnessed a protrusion, something I would have nightmares about later, arise from one of the torsos. It swiveled and locked onto the Terreurs as if just now noticing them. I wished the bulbous pulsing pustule of a thing would recess back into whatever disgusting cavity it had come from. Little bluish-black things dotted the entirety of the bogus blob, I thought the raisin-looking things might be eyes, but no part of me wanted to find out. Let the curious cat do it. One thing was for certain, I was never going to eat raisin oatmeal cookies again—or maybe I’d do it with my eyes closed, Azile makes some good ones.

      The Terreurs were fixated on us and paid zero attention to the threat headed their way. Or I guess I hoped it was a threat; they could be old friends and would spend a few seconds catching up, talking about recipes to roast human flesh or possibly the new ointment Umblach the Destroyer had prescribed for the persistent rash that seemed to sprout within its multiple crotches, shit like that, before resuming their pursuit in unison. We’d been flat-out sprinting for a mile or more, and while not winded, I was beginning to discover I was not quite as indefatigable as I had previously surmised.

      “How far, Sebastian?” I had to figure he had some clue.

      I got a look back which, at first I interpreted as something along the lines of, Shut the hell up, then when he realized it wasn’t an idle question he softened. “Another mile, perhaps a little longer. Michael, is that something you will be able to do?”

      I gave a brief nod I hoped was more out of confirmation I had the ability to do so, rather than sheer desire and bravado; I can’t even begin to tell you how many times I’ve fallen short of the mark with only those two attributes to rely on.

      “Dad?” Ali whispered in my ear.

      “Keep sleeping.” It was the best advice I could think of giving.

      “Where are we?” I could feel her shifting around. “I don’t like it.”

      “Makes two of us,” I answered in more a guttural grunting than spoken words.

      “Why is Sebastian huge?”

      I never got to answer that question, not that I could have anyway, as behind us came this god-awful wailing of a scream. Had I not known the players I would have assumed it was a man, tied naked spread eagle to a torture device while each testicle was clamped in a pair of vise grips and pulled in opposite directions until such time as they were violently pulled free from the poor unfortunate bastard’s body, while simultaneously being crushed. It was a sound that no one should ever be exposed to. I wanted to turn and look, but Ali had wrapped her arms around my head presumably so neither of us could look. Smart kid. Until she decided to peek.

      “Oh no.” That was all she said. I put on as much speed as I felt I could.

      There was more commotion behind us, nothing like that first cursed caterwauling but still bad enough to make ears bleed.

      “What’s…” that was all the breath I had to ask a question.

      “Demony things are losing, Dad!” She shifted further, clamping harder on my head and subsequently face.

      We all should have been winners when demony things lost, but there always seems to be something worse out there. What had the lycan gotten involved with and why? Did they hold that big of a grudge against Azile and myself that they were willing to get into bed with the creature pursuing us?

      “Arry,” I was twisting around trying to get her arms off my nose and mouth, I was already having a difficult time sucking in enough oxygen, I definitely didn’t need a flesh screen in the way.

      “Faster would be better,” she said.

      I didn’t have faster. Sebastian was constantly turning around, easy enough to see he was reining in his speed for us, Mathieu was doing a decent job of staying close, and probably could have overtaken the cat at his present speed if not for Becka, who seemed to be doing all in her power to get him to put her down. No, that’s not right, she didn’t seem to be consciously aware of her struggles. Her higher functions had shut down and she was purely in instinct mode, and it’s difficult to achieve flight when you’re being carried. I don’t know how she managed it, but her leg kicked out and threaded between Mathieu’s as he ran, I heard it snap in half right before they tumbled to the ground, a plume of reddish dust churned around their rolling bodies.

      She was so panicked she was trying to stand on a clearly broken leg, screaming bloody murder as she did so. Mathieu had hit the ground hard and was shaking the cobwebs free. Sebastian had stopped but had not made a move to come back and help. I passed Becka, who had stumbled again and was on the ground. My stomach took a tumble due to queasiness, the lower portion of her leg wasn’t exactly off at a ninety-degree angle but it was closer to that than not.

      “You okay?” I wrenched Mathieu upward.

      “Yeah.” Becka shied away when he reached for her. Couldn’t necessarily blame her as Mathieu was more werewolf than man.

      “Let him pick you up!” Ali yelled at the girl.

      I can’t say the fear in her eyes subsided, but she did let Mathieu get her, and she’d stopped thrashing about. The delay had cost us all the advantage the demon squad had inadvertently bought us. The chase was back on. The strange demons were all gone and the Terreurs were coming on as if nothing had happened. They had defeated a contingent of Hell’s hounds and seemingly had not suffered a scratch. What chance did we have? I think I begged for divine intervention at this point. Be careful what you wish for. (Or God works in mysterious ways that he thinks are hilarious, or the whole looking the gift horse in the mouth. Pick a saying you’re comfortable with and go with it.)

      “Fuck tard!” was shouted with a jovial lilt.

      One would think with all that was going on things couldn’t possibly get worse, but then you are slapped in the face with the realization that they most certainly can. The shock of red hair, the disturbingly brilliant striped balloon pants, the ruffled white shirt which would have been enough to send me scurrying away, now add in that all of this resided on a frame better suited to an NFL player and voila, you had the nightmare named Tim.

      “Come this way, you fucking idiots!” He waved his arm.

      All of a sudden the Terreurs didn’t seem so bad, like maybe they were just misunderstood destructors of the universe, and possibly the better option of the two presented. Sebastian surprised the hell out of me and headed straight for the creepy clown thing. I’m positive I would not have followed if not for the fact that my offspring was riding the big cat’s back. Mathieu glanced toward me, maybe he saw the consternation on my face but what did it matter? Tim was a semi-known quantifier and, if push came to stab, we had a chance against the psychotic clown. Becka had thankfully passed out, sensory overload or pain from her injury, didn’t matter. It was a good thing too because I don’t care who you are, if you got a look at Tim you were going the other way.

      “Fuck, I hate clowns,” I muttered.

      “I think I do too,” Ali added.

      “I knew you were smart,” I told her.

      Tim waited until he was sure all of us were following before he turned and began to run. Between one blink of my eyes and the next he disappeared, then Sebastian and MJ were gone followed by Mathieu and Becka, and finally, Ali and myself found ourselves at the bottom of a very cramped Dendrun hole, a trap of sorts. It was like quicksand, but without the sand; the more you moved the deeper the hole became. Also, it moved along the surface, so it was a traveling sink pit. It was inside one of these Hell pits that I had stumbled across Linnick, a Breatine, a pocket-sized bug-looking thing that had the ability to tell if someone was lying. An invaluable ally to have on your side, unfortunately, the Breatines always seemed to have their own agenda, and only ventured as much truth as furthered their cause. We’d become friends, Linnick and I, but you know that saying: it was so ugly it was cute, type of thing? Nope, can’t say I at any point ever thought Linnick was cute. A friend, though, yes.

      “Hey, Fuck Tard,” Tim said as we stood face to face, less than six inches apart. His razor-sharp teeth were disturbing, but the rotting smell of spiced flesh that carried along with his breath was worse. Ali had slid down my back. “Long time!” Tim seemed genuinely excited to see me, the feeling was not reciprocated. “What kind of shit did you get into that Terreurs are after you? That’s like screwing a major demon’s wife-level trouble.”

      “Demons marry?”

      “No fuck tard, I’m just saying.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      MJ had dismounted Sebastian who was looking up to the top of the hole some ten feet above.

      “Can they come down here?” Mathieu asked. He was holding his side, either he’d injured it from his fall, or he had a stitch that needed to be worked out.

      Not that we had much of a chance squaring off against the Terreurs under the best of circumstances, but in a hole with nowhere to maneuver it would all be over rather quickly.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Tim said. It was in a mean-spirited way, like he knew the answer but was withholding it to make us squirm. For all I knew Tim had set us up. Penned us in. But as much as I could tell from a demon zombie clown perspective, he seemed genuinely happy to see me. Of course that easily be because I represented some sort of large payout, maybe a reward for my capture. He’d be just as happy about that, if not more so.

      Becka was sitting and had her back up against the wall and was blubbering incoherently. If we somehow escaped all of this, it was unlikely she was ever going to be the person she had been. I figured this is what had happened to me through the years, it was just strange to see it progress in such an accelerated manner.

      “Hey, so, did this version of you go to Alaska at any time?” Tim asked.

      “What?” I didn’t feel like my mind was working right, like I was being bombarded by a shit ton of information and my processor was jammed up.

      “Yetis, dipshit. We fucked them up, good times, good times. Oh man, and your wife.... I have a thing for redheads.” He pointed to his enormous wig. Wig perhaps once, anyway. Now it was as much a part of him as his wonderful disposition.

      “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No worries fuck tard. Just know that in another plane I saved your ass from the foul, hairy mountain dwellers. I’m a legend amongst the Eskimos.”

      I wanted to doubt what he was saying, but I didn’t even know what he was saying.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      He looked confused for a moment. “We’re friends, you and I, aren’t we? We’ve been to war together, band of brothers and all that. When I heard you were here, I came to find you.”

      “Heard I was here? Does the underworld have a news channel?”

      “You could say that. The funny thing is though it’s all good news: hero neighbor saving Oooblats from Targeans, Winnerds not being murdered, ice cream social dates, that sort of thing. Upsets the living shit out of the locals. Causes a lot of hate and discontent.”

      “Sort of like what the bad news did back in the day,” I said.

      “Whoa, never thought of it like that. That’s deep, fuck tard.” He smacked my shoulder hard enough to rock me on my feet. “The little ones,” he whispered in my ear. “Are they with you, or are they like, snacks?”

      “They’re my kids, Tim.”

      “So, not snacks?”

      “Not snacks.”

      “Cool, cool, I was just wondering.”

      “And stop calling me fuck tard.”

      “Term of endearment.”

      “Maybe where you’re from.”

      “When in Rome.” He spread his arms. He wasn’t wrong.

      We spent the next half hour looking up, wondering when we would see the Terreurs peering down at us. My neck had developed a serious crick in it, this did not go unnoticed. A meaty, white gloved hand was on each of my shoulders and rubbing vigorously. It was damn near the best deep tissue massage I’d ever received until I realized who was doing it, then I had to figure this was just an initial meat tenderizing step.

      After an hour we had to think, whether rightly or wrongly, that the Terreurs were not going to find us. The next problem was getting out of this damned hole and figuring out what Tim’s ulterior motive was. I couldn’t imagine him doing anything out of the kindness of his heart, that would be like a used car salesperson adding undercoating at the dealership’s expense. Wasn’t going to happen.

      “Now what?” I asked Tim.

      I got a nervous glance from Mathieu, good bet he was feeling the same thing I was. Yeah, we’d escaped the fire and had maybe hopped into a woodchipper. Debatable which was a worse way to go.

      Tim looked at me for a second. “We’ll head back to my place, have a couple of beers, I’ll grill up some burgers and dogs, and we’ll watch a game. It’s the underworld, so it’s going to be soccer, it’s always soccer. That’s not true. Sometimes it’s full contact golf which is fairly entertaining. Drives the purists crazy though, I think that’s why they have it.”

      “I could eat,” MJ said.

      “I don’t think he’s telling the truth,” I said as I inadvertently placed my hand on my son’s face and pushed him back to keep him out of reach. He mumbled something unappreciative.

      Tim’s smile broadened, but instead of appearing welcoming it became predatory. “You're good. Fine, that’s not the truth. How’d you know?”

      “I’m not sure if I should feel bad saying this but...it’s you, Tim. I’m not sure I’d trust anything you said at face value.”

      “I’m not going to say that doesn’t sting a little,” he replied. “But I hear your words, and I acknowledge what you’re saying, and will do my best to assimilate them into a new and profound way of thinking. I’ll shift my strategic paradigm.”

      “Huh?” Mathieu asked.

      “My mom sent me to therapy when I was younger, she thought it might help. After my fourth visit, the therapist told me to fuck off and never return. But I got that little pearl of wisdom from him before our sessions came to an end, and I like to regurgitate it every so often. Fucking A, that guy was such a dweeb. I took a shit on his couch, and wiped my ass with some pages from a book written by Frodo.”

      “Freud?” I asked.

      “Of what? I’m not afreud of anything!”

      “Freud. Pretty sure the book was written by Freud.”

      “That’s what you’re fixated on, Talbot?” I just told you I shit on the therapist’s couch and you want to make sure I got the name of my toilet paper right?”

      “Why did you shit on his couch?” MJ asked, I gave him a look. “What? He said it! I’m just curious.”

      “Yes, because Tim is the demon’s behavior we want to study,” I said.

      “Half demon, I’m still trying to earn my horns.”

      “My mistake,” I told him.

      “No worries.”

      “Okay, can we get down to the why of it? You didn’t help us because we’re buddies; what’s in it for you?” I asked.

      “We initially got a warning that a Guardian was in trouble. At that point I ate some more food; I never had much reason to care about authority figures. Then more information came in that Terreurs were loose, which might have been worth a look, if only for the novelty of it, but even then I had to think about it because of the inherent danger. Then surprise, surprise, I find out a Luvier demon is with the gate guardian and stuff starts clicking into place. I was like NO WAY could it be that fuck tard Talbot?”

      “He calls you fuck tard a lot dad.”

      “MJ!”

      “He said it, I’m just repeating it.”

      “MJ, we just had this conversation.”

      “Mom thought he might have a learning disability,” Ali said. I gave her a glare that I hoped would end the fight before it began; it petered out with some tongues sticking out.

      With some difficulty, I mumbled the next words: “Thank you for your help, Tim.”

      “You realize I didn’t do this merely for the sake of seeing an old friend.”

      Friend was a stretch, but I didn’t correct him. Here came the unsavory conclusion to the encounter. Figured this was where he was going to tell us we were his prisoners and were being taken to see the boss.

      Mathieu saw it differently. “What do you want?”

      “I want to go topside again,” Tim stated.

      “The fu—? What makes you think I can,” then I corrected myself, “we can do anything about that?” I asked.

      “He can.” Tim pointed at Sebastian.

      “Absolutely not,” Sebastian said unequivocally.

      “I just saved your lives, feline. Six lives, to be exact. I’ve earned it.”

      If you could call Tim’s earlier demeanor jovial, he had done a rapid one-eighty and become murderous. I did not at all like the fact that I was standing closest to this new iteration.

      “Are you sure?” I asked the cat, never taking my eyes off Tim.

      “I am a gatekeeper; my sole purpose of existence is to keep those relegated here from leaving.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, I’ll just bring the Dendrun hole up to level and y’all can be on your way.”

      “Hold up, hold up,” I said. “Sebastian, how far away are we from a place we can flip back over to our level?”

      “Not far.”

      I could tell he wasn’t being overly accurate on purpose.

      “So if we pop up close to the Terreurs, can we make it?” I asked. His tail agitatedly swished back and forth.

      “I want to make this abundantly clear, Talbot, you will come up close to them,” Tim sneered.

      “I thought he was your friend?” Mathieu asked. “How would you be able to live with yourself after that kind of betrayal?”

      Tim laughed to the point he had to wipe tears away from the corners of his eyes. “And I thought Talbot was the fuck tard. What’s that make you? A douche canoe?”

      “Dad, can I say that one?” MJ asked.

      “No,” I told him absently.

      “But I don’t even know what it is. How could I get in trouble for it?”

      “What?” Mathieu was confused.

      “Once the Terreurs got us, we would cease to exist, to have ever existed,” Sebastian said. “He would not remember us.”

      “I’ve helped you survive twice now, Talbot. You owe me this one.”

      “Are you back on the yeti thing? This version of me has never confronted one of them. For all we know, we could have evened up on the shores of the Loch Ness where I saved you from Nessie and we’d be square again.”

      “That encounter didn’t go quite as planned, and we only know what we know. Either you help me or I’m finished helping you,” Tim said.

      “Friendship is not based upon trading favors,” Sebastian said.

      “This one is!” Tim spun on the cat. “I want out of here. I want to live some more.”

      “Why?” I asked. Tim was Tim; saving our skins to release him back into the wild was unfair to every creature he encountered along his twisted murderous path.

      “What?” He wasn’t expecting that question.

      “Why do you want to go topside, Tim? If your plan is to destroy as many lives as you can before coming back here, I can’t live with that decision.”

      His fingers curled into fists. “Don’t laugh,” he hissed.

      “Got a lot of worries and concerns going through my head right now, I don’t see an opportunity to laugh in any of them,” I said honestly.

      “I want to start fresh.”

      Couldn’t blame him for that.

      “In the closest reality, this version you and I share, I was a human for almost thirty years, then a zombie for a couple more. I was a horrible being, I can’t put it any other way. In most of the realities I can bear witness to, I was a stage-one cunt. (I’m using the British version of that word, tends to have fewer negative connotations than the American one.)”

      I turned to MJ. “Don’t even think it.”

      “I’ve been down here for close to two hundred years, minus our field trip against the lycan. When will I have paid my penance? Had I been put in jail, the maximum I could have received was a life sentence. I’ve done that multiple times over now. When is the ledger reset?”

      “It is never reset,” Sebastian said. “Eternity will always be the price owed for your transgressions.”

      “And that’s fair, is it?” Tim asked.

      “The purpose of the underworld isn’t for rehabilitation,” Sebastian explained. “It is the final outcome of wasting one’s life—or lives—in the pursuit of mortal wrongdoing.”

      “I’ve paid the price! I’ve paid all I’m willing to!” The force of Tim’s words in that small enclosure was powerful. “I want to live again, dammit! To be a decent human being this time. Don’t you dare fucking laugh!”

      He had his finger so close to my face that I would have gone cross-eyed trying to focus on it.

      “What part of that would make me laugh, Tim?” I asked.

      I could tell he was trying to find the deception in my statement.

      “Good thing, because I’d fucking kill you if you did. Figuratively, I mean.” He looked past me, to Sebastian. “It’s time to cover up your shit with kitty litter, cat. I can only wield control over this hole for so long and I’m coming to the end of it. You get me out of this place and we can all merrily go about our ways or….well, you already know the other side of the coin.”

      “I am a guardian. It is not quite as easy as simply letting you go, we would have to explain our presence at a gate, give plausible reasons why you were going back...there are rules. It is not something I can do on my own.”

      “Good thing we have a high-ranking demon to facilitate it then.” Tim clapped my shoulder.

      “Did not see that coming,” Mathieu said.

      “Sebastian, if he were somehow to get to our world, would he be mortal?” Ali asked.

      “He would be tethered by the coil, yes,” Sebastian answered.

      “Would he possess any otherworldly abilities?”

      I wasn’t sure where my daughter was going with this questioning, but I could see the value in knowing.

      “No, he would be a mortal human, unremarkable in every way,” Sebastian told her.

      “Unremarkable?” Tim began to fumble with his clothes.

      “No!” I reluctantly grabbed his waistband.

      “What kind of sick bastard are you, Talbot?” Tim pulled away. “I was going to show my pecs, not my pecker. Granted, if the kids weren’t here I’d show my anaconda, but I’m not some Uncle Ernie creeper!”

      “What is your point, Ali?” Sebastian asked.

      “Getting to it.” She was building her case like a trial lawyer. “Tim, let’s say you were to get out of here.”

      The large man was looking at her expectantly. “Okay.”

      “Would you be willing to have a sort of probationary period?”

      Now he was suspicious. “What kind of probation and for how long?”

      “You would stay with us until such time as we deemed you safe for society.”

      He said “Yes” at the same moment I said “No.”

      “Dad, hear me out.” I did not like it at all that my daughter sounded so much like my son with that opening statement. How many times had he tried to justify some asinine set of actions he had performed, or was about to, with that opening salvo?

      I shook my head but motioned at her to go on.

      “He’s a mortal, trying to do good, surrounded by you, Uncle Mathieu, Sebastian, MJ, and myself—beings gifted with immeasurable power. If anyone could keep an eye on him and correct any questionable actions it would be us.”

      “Ali, you want us to babysit a six-two.”

      “Four,” Tim corrected.

      “Six-four, two hundred eighty pounder.”

      “Three-oh-one.”

      I shook my head. “You want us to babysit an enormous, murderous clown who earned his way into the underworld one transgression at a time?”

      “To be fair, I haven’t had an accident in my pants since I was a zombie,” Tim said. He was serious, as if his potty training was a factor this decision hinged on.

      “Tim?” Ali asked, cutting through the rest of it.

      “As long as it wasn’t for forever, I’d be willing to prove myself.”

      Ali appeared content with that answer.

      “Cool, he can stay in my room!” MJ said.

      I didn’t think brain damage from concussions could be passed down generationally, apparently, I was wrong.

      “Dad?” she asked.

      “I, uh....”

      Mathieu was vigorously shaking his head back and forth, I don’t think he was even aware of it.

      “I will abide by your decision,” Sebastian said to me.

      That was rich. The cat had never listened to me, like ever, but in this, he was going to defer. That was one way to absolve yourself of whatever shitty repercussions may spew from the septic pipe.

      Even with the fate of my family on the line I needed more. “Tim, you swear that is what you’re trying to do? Be good?”

      “Really, Mike? Of all the things I’m sure he’s done, do you think now that he’s incapable of lying?” Mathieu asked.

      “I doubt he’s incapable of lying, but it’s my hope that I’d be able to detect if he was.”

      “Fat chance of that,” Ali said. “What?” she asked when I looked at her. “You hardly ever catch MJ.”

      “I swear it.” Tim even raised his right hand to affirm his sincerity.

      “Well, there you have it, it must be true.” Mathieu’s words dripped with a sarcasm he wasn’t used to using. He slapped his sides in frustration.

      “You do realize what happens if we don’t put a little faith in him, right?” I asked.

      Mathieu could only shake his head.

      “You saw what those things did to those demons. Do you want that to happen to us?”

      “Demons?” Mathieu asked. “What demons?”

      “The funky-looking ones with all the arms and torsos? Weird-looking wet unicorn protrusion—that could have been a sex organ though, now that I’m thinking about it—I truly hope that’s not the case. They were chasing us then they saw the Terreurs and attacked.”

      A lot of blank, confused expressions on the faces around me.

      “Wait, Dad...you’re saying something attacked the Terreurs?” Ali asked.

      “Something did attack them, less than ten minutes ago. How could you have already forgotten?”

      “Holy crap!” Ali said loudly. “Don’t you see, dad?”

      This seemed like a good time to fudge along and admit, that, I did indeed see, and was not as clueless as most figured I was. I told my daughter, “Yep,” while my head shook from side to side.

      “Mom said you sometimes need to have your face submerged in water before you realize there’s a lake in front of you.”

      “That one stings me,” Tim said, and Mathieu nodded.

      Ali sighed.

      “The Terreurs, when they attack, not only kill but they wipe out the existence of what they’ve killed. Not one of the rest of us remembers the demons, Michael, because they never existed, but somehow you do,” Sebastian said.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Tim piped in. “He could make up whatever he wanted to, he could say there were a dozen orangutans.”

      “He’s not you. My dad wouldn’t lie,” MJ said defensively.

      “That will be something we will have to think on later,” Mathieu said. “I think we need to deal with what’s going on now, and whether or not Tim can be trusted.”

      “I said I swear it!” Tim shouted in Mathieu’s direction. “I may have been a horrible person and an even worse zombie, but never not once did I not do what I said I was going to do. Now, to be fair, most of the things I said I was going to do were pretty bad, but I followed through with every single one of them to the best of my ability. My father was a mean, abusive alcoholic; I learned a lot from him, and not in a good way, but the one thing that did stick was about if you said you were going to do a thing you followed through.”

      Once upon a time, when I was a much younger man, I wanted to believe in people, to think that deep down the vast majority wanted to do good, to be good. As I got older and the years went by, I realized the error of my ways. But still, I felt the sincerity in Tim’s words, even if they were gruffly delivered.

      “How do we get him out of here?” I asked Sebastian.

      “My man!” Tim held his hand up, looking for a high-five.

      “We’re not at that point yet,” I told him.

      He pulled his hand down and wiped it on his shirt.

      “Did you spit in your hand?” I asked.

      “We’re not topside yet, I figured I’d better get out all the borderline stuff before we get there.”

      “Also, this is more difficult. Instead of a Way Point we now need to get to a gate.”

      “Can’t just pull him through a Waygate?” I asked.

      “How about leaving the workings of the underworld to someone who knows the rules,” Sebastian said.

      “I can get us close to a gate,” Tim said. The Dendrun hole was traveling fast, could see the pale red sky above us flitting by. “Might have to do some walking; I wasn’t expecting it to take you so long to get to this point.”

      The sky didn’t vary much, so it was difficult to tell that we were moving, sort of like being in an elevator with no obvious movement cues save the lighting up of floor buttons and the slight discord in your stomach to let you know. This was like that, as long as you didn’t look up, which I didn’t because then it became a vertigo problem, and the slight stomach issues I was feeling would escalate quickly. There was a minimal jolt and, as if Tim were reading my mind, he spoke.

      “Third floor, women’s lingerie, plumbing supplies, and power tools.”

      I was thankful he kept the innuendo to a minimum, but then he kept going.

      “Tapered candles, whips, harnesses, leather wear, double-ended….”

      “Tim!” I shouted so he would stop.

      “Right, right, you’re probably too prim and proper to be into that kind of thing.”

      “There are kids here,” I told him.

      “What kind of thing?” MJ asked.

      “Those kids didn’t just materialize out of thin air. Can you imagine the things Azile could do?”

      “You are not off to a great start in the quest for redemption,” Sebastian said.

      “Doesn’t count. What happens in Hell stays in Hell,” he responded.

      We were rising, and soon we were level with the surface. In a normal situation this would be welcome news, here not so much. Red flashes happened at irregular intervals up in the sky, which had turned to a dark gun metal color. Occasionally a fiery bright yellow bolt would streak down, creating a colorful discharge. It was far away, but as sure as I knew that finger pointing would happen after something broke at our home, I knew that this strange lightning would find its way toward us. I’m prophetic like that. You can hope for the best all you want, but in the underworld, it just makes good sense to prepare for the worst.

      “Fuck me, Talbot. What have you done now?” Tim asked. He was looking back the way I assume we had come.

      “Nothing that I’m aware of,” I told him. “Why?”

      “They’re still on your tail. Yo Pussycat, we need to move.”

      I think pound-for-pound, a house cat is more dangerous than a tiger, so when you take that same house cat and make him the size of a Bengal, the result has to be among the most dangerous animals in the world, and there was Tim, goading the thing on. If he wasn’t an asshole and a clown, and not necessarily in that order, I’d say we had more than a few things in common.

      Maybe Sebastian wanted to do or say something, but that he refrained was all the clue I needed to know that the Terreurs were still coming, and close.

      “Michael, may I speak to you?” Sebastian asked.

      Wasn’t sure what to do with that; the cat and I interacted as minimally as possible for two beings that lived in close proximity to each other. I’d had old high school friends whom I hadn’t heard from in years, and we had still somehow communicated more than the cat and I did under the same roof.

      “Uh, sure.” I followed him a couple of feet away from the group.

      “Is this about me?” Tim followed.

      Sebastian hissed until the clown moved.

      “Like you’re the first angry pussy I’ve dealt with.” Tim laughed at what he considered a joke. “I mean cat,” he elaborated. “Every other pussy I’ve dealt with has been happy.”

      I didn’t ask him to clarify whether he was distinguishing between cats and female anatomy, or whether every woman he had ever lain with in the biblical sense had been happy. I didn’t want to know, I just wanted him to shut up.

      When Sebastian was confident he had the clearance needed he spoke. “I would like to carry both children.”

      I found it odd he was asking; I knew he loved the children, and since they were offspring of Azile, even doubly so; it was like he forgot I made up half the equation. Selective memory or selective reasoning, perhaps. The cynic reared its head. “Why?”

      His tail twitched, easy enough to see he was disturbed about something. “Getting Timothy through a gate may be problematic.”

      “But you said…”

      “Subterfuge, to see us to safety.” He stopped there.

      I could respect his answer. “Keep going,” I prompted. He’d said something without giving a complete answer, I knew the tactic well.

      “It may become necessary to leave here quickly.” Again he stopped.

      “Sebastian, how long do you want to play this game? You can skirt around the answer all day and we’ll wait until shit catches up to us, or you can spill it and we can be on our way.”

      “There is a way station before the gates,” he hesitated, “I would like to take the children out of here promptly, get them back home and to safety.”

      I could not argue with the value of that, the kids being safe was paramount. “And the rest of us?” Becka deserved to get out, as did Mathieu; the jury was out on me, but I didn’t want to stay either.

      “I will come back for you.”

      I wanted to ask him why we couldn’t all go. I looked over at Tim who was giving us a sidelong glance. That was the reason. I didn’t know how he would be able to stop us, but Sebastian figured he could, and that was enough.

      “I should be able to take the other girl as well. I cannot promise it. I have a link to the children through Azile, protecting them will be easier.”

      However this turned out, the odds of an ensuing fight seemed extremely high; having to watch out for someone who could do nothing to defend themselves only made the conflict more difficult. Neither of my kids were big for their age and neither was Becka, but the three of them together had to be north of two hundred and fifty pounds.

      “Are you sure about all that weight?” I asked.

      “That is nothing to one the likes of me.”

      That got me thinking. Anything that said two hundred plus pounds was nothing to be concerned about was something that shouldn’t be trifled with. Maybe from now on I’d change his litter box more often, or at least share my lunch.

      “You two better not be trying to fuck me over.” Tim was pointing a meaty finger our way.

      I don’t know specifically what he knew, but for all of the long list of Tim’s faults, stupid was not one of them. For good or bad, I went with most of the truth.

      “Sebastian…”

      “Who?” Tim interrupted.

      “The Guardian here thinks getting to the gate on time is going to be problematic. He’s going to get the children to safety so we can move faster.”

      Tim was ruminating through all the different ways that could screw him over. “Are you being straight with me? Because if you’re not, I’ll perforate your large intestine with a meat skewer. Your shit will seep into your bloodstream and you’ll die a miserable sepsis death.”

      “That’s oddly specific,” Mathieu said.

      “How am I going to use them as leverage if they’re gone?”

      I don’t know if he meant to say that out loud. “Tim, if your goal is to start playing for the other team, you’re going to have to start thinking like that. I’m not trying to get one over on you. We can move faster and fight better if the kids are gone,” I said.

      “Can’t get through a gate without Puss ’n Boots, though. And once he gets the kids out, what’s to say he doesn’t come and get you two when I’m distracted?”

      “In all the supposed interactions we’ve ever had, have I done you wrong?” I asked.

      “Your wife shot me—although, I was a zombie carrying a young woman, I would have shot me too. Oh, and you once yelled at me when I was fake skull fucking a dead woman’s head.”

      “Wait, what? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Yeti killed her, ripped her noggen clean off, and I pretended to fuck it and get a little head.” He was laughing uproariously.

      The disgust outlined my face. “What the fuck for?”

      “Because it was funny. You had to be there.”

      “Apparently I was, and I bet I didn’t think it was funny then either. Besides Tracy shooting you and me yelling at you for a very good reason, have I ever screwed you over?”

      He took a second, I think not liking his answer. “No.”

      “I’m not going to start now, Tim. Sebastian…”

      “Who?”

      “The cat, Tim, the cat gets the kids out of here, we head to the gate to wait for his return, and then we’ll all get out of here.”

      “And if ‘we’ all can’t get out of here?” He was pointing at himself.

      “We all get out,” I told him.

      “Promise me.” The finger now pointing at me.

      “I suggest not promising,” Sebastian said.

      “Shut up, cat.” Tim had a menacing look on his face.

      “For the sake of argument, what if I don’t? Promise, I mean,” I asked.

      Tim looked on the verge of ripping out the Easter bunny’s spine. “I suppose I’d…wait...this is a test, right? I’m getting weighed and judged and all that shit, right? I don’t want to come up wanting. No, not that. I need this, Talbot. I can’t be down here any longer. I’ve thought about all the things I’ve done, repeatedly. I’m ready to be a better version of myself.”

      I didn’t say anything, but that left a lot of room for interpretation. For instance, Jeffrey Dahmer could be considered a better version of Tim; and any Tim was better than zombie Tim.

      “I can’t promise that we’ll get out of this. There are just too many variables. But I will promise that I will do everything that I can to ensure we all get out of this. That will have to suffice.”

      Was figuring I was going to get a ten-minute rant on how I could shove suffice up my ass and wait for it to melt, instead he shocked the hell out of me. “Okay,” was all he said.

      The kids gave me more pushback than Tim did, not Becka, she was still in a private world she had created for self-preservation. My kids were pissed. If not for the fact that I’d asked them to take care of Becka, I think the argument would have gone on to the point where I would have to tell the Terreurs to wait a moment while we worked through our family discussion. Within five minutes we were on the move, the kids all on Sebastian’s broad back. MJ was holding Squirrel under an arm like a football. Mathieu, Tim and I headed straight as Sebastian moved to our right, and sure enough, our friendly neighborhood stalker was coming in from the left. We were running again, my heart both heavier and lighter now that the kids were heading out. Lighter because I knew they were going to be safe, heavier because I might never see them again. It was one of those poignant moments when I have a hard time communicating with others, myself included. We were making good time. If anything, I was the weak link in this marathon run.

      “How far?” I asked.

      “Distances aren’t the same down here,” Tim left it there.

      “I’m going to need you to compare the apples to the oranges,” I told him.

      “Without the cat, the distance increases,” Tim replied.

      Fucker hadn’t mentioned that with his new plan, I thought sourly.

      “The type of need for the gate and the ability to use it affects how quickly one can get to it. So, while we have a great need it’s basically a selfish one and we rank low on the walking through of it. It’s farther for us.”

      I had to save enough breath to ask my next question, even then it was only one word. “So?”

      “Don’t know. If it shows, then there it is.”

      “If?” Mathieu asked.

      Tim shrugged. We stopped for a breather. Had the cat just screwed me? Screwed us?

      “Did you know?” I managed to huff out.

      “Of course I did.” Tim appeared indignant.

      “You didn’t think to say anything?” Mathieu asked.

      “I figured you dipshits knew. Seems like the kind of thing dipshits would do, you know, punch themselves in the balls to see if it hurts kind of thing.”

      “I have never, not once, punched myself in the balls,” I said.

      Tim looked at me in disbelief, which led me to believe he, on at least one occasion, had. I didn’t like the fact that we were standing still while our relentless enemy pursued, but that we could quite literally be running forever and never reach our destination seemed a very real, very hellish scenario.

      “You should be able to find it,” Tim said.

      “Me? How?”

      “Is he serious?” Tim asked Mathieu. “You have Luvier blood running through your veins, dipshit. You’re damn near demon royalty. Use it.”

      “Aren’t you a demon?” I asked.

      “More like a minion. I have some power, but nothing like what you could wield down here.”

      I didn’t know what he meant, had no idea how to use any of it. I felt like a toddler seated in a pilot seat and told to land the craft and the only guidance I had was that in a past life I had been a pilot. All I knew with any certainty was I felt better than I had a right to and somehow stronger, but in what ways I couldn’t pinpoint.

      “Use the force or some shit.”

      Mathieu, after being hunched over, stood up, a hand on his right side. “I don’t know about using the Force, but can you maybe feel the gate? Sense it somehow?”

      “I’m not a radar station.” Even while I said it, I tried to get a sense of it. Either by my overactive imagination or my overwhelming desire to get the fuck out of here, I did think maybe I could feel it. The problem was it was back the way we had come, and when I relayed that to my traveling companions, Tim was less than convinced.

      “You tell me that I should be able to locate it, I tell you that I might have, and now you’re yelling at me?” I asked him.

      “I’m yelling at you because you’re a fucking idiot. Maybe if more idiots got yelled at they’d do less idiotic things!”

      I couldn’t argue the logic of that. “Mathieu?”

      “If you say it’s that way, then I believe you. I wish I didn’t, but I do.”

      “Let’s go then. You coming?” I asked Tim just before I started moving into a jog.

      “Get fucked,” he said before falling in line behind Mathieu.

      Wasn’t long before I could make out the Terreurs, we were headed straight for them. Another quarter mile or so and we’d meet for the explosive finale. If we veered off now we could keep running, but with no destination or haven in place, what was the point?

      “Tardbot if we go now, we can get back to a dendrun hole!” Tim shouted to be heard.

      Wasn’t a horrible idea. We’d get a break, regroup, get some distance from the existence stealers, and start fresh. Then a mirage sprung up in my field of vision. Wavering midway between us and the deadly them was a shimmering image of a gate. Five massive guardians prowled around it, and they’d seen all of us. One was intently watching us, the other four the much bigger threat.

      “We can take him,” Tim had pulled up alongside; I wasn’t thankful for that, but I was happy he had seen what I had and that I hadn’t made the whole thing up in my fractured mind like a late-stage dementia patient.

      I didn’t think we were going to have time to fight; getting through and getting through quickly was going to be our only chance. Then it dawned on me, so what? If we went through the gate, so would the Terreurs. Yeah, the backdrop would be much more welcome and prettier, but we would still be chased. Dying in a flower-strewn meadow was much the same as dying on the dusty alien landscape of the underworld. And I was wrong about meeting in the middle, the Terreurs reached it first. I could hear the ferocious roars of the Guardians as they protected their charge. A few things happened I would have to piece together later. The giant cats were putting up a hell of a fight, two of the cats had lost their lives killing one of the Terreurs. The two remaining on that side turned their attention to the closest Terreur, the other two were lagging.

      “Why the fuck does this gate only have three of the giant pussies?” Tim asked.

      It was then it hit me about the Terreurs pulling the thread of their victims from the fabric of existence. (Takes a while for things to sink in.) The question was, why did I remember them?

      “My lord,” the guardian watching our avenue of approach dipped its head slightly.

      I had no idea he was talking to me until Tim batted my shoulder. “He’s referring to you, Tardbot.”

      “Uh yeah, we need to get through.”

      “As you wish,” he stepped to the side. “But not him.” He pointed to Tim.

      “I command it,” I said in as lordly a manner as possible which was difficult because of the tremor in my voice as I watched another guardian fall to the onslaught of the Terreur, who was now no more than twenty feet away. The cat shook its head while also looking at what we all were.

      “Come with us; there’s no sense in you dying along with your mates,” I said.

      “Dying in defense of the gate is always a possibility, and since I am guarding alone, I will die alone,” she replied.

      “I cannot leave him behind,” I told the cat who was preparing to pounce into the small group of Terreurs.

      “It is your prerogative to die upon whatever sword you wish,” she said before poising to leap to her doom.

      She was going to be shredded before her feet could pad down to the ground. I never got to witness her end, as I was forcibly hurled through the gate. Mathieu was off to my left, Tim stumbled through half a beat later. He had one pissed-off kitty cat wrapped up in his arms. She had clawed up his arms before he could toss her away. She righted herself quickly and was getting ready to attack until she took a look at herself; tough to say if she thought she’d shrunk or we’d all ballooned up like we’d just eaten mushrooms of the magical variety.

      “What have you done!?” she cried.

      “Looks like he saved your life,” I replied.

      “Yeah, no, I mean, I’d like to take credit for saving her life while I start my redemption tour, but I couldn’t get through without her. So I was really saving myself. But that’s still good, right? While not entirely selfless, I can’t do good stuck back there.”

      “I need to get back!”

      “You can’t do anything,” I told her. “Four of your companions died trying.”

      “I told you I was alone!”

      Mathieu put the pieces together fairly quickly. “You remember what was taken?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “I wish we knew how that was possible,” he said.

      “Might as well ask me how to run a nuclear facility or to explain what goes through a woman’s head as she picks out an outfit to wear.”

      “Anything else you remember that we don’t?” he asked.

      “Not sure how I would know that,” I told him.

      “I’m married with one kid?” he asked; I could see the concern that ringed his eyes.

      Even if that wasn’t the case, I wouldn’t have told him otherwise. What would be the point? I nodded.

      “Good, good,” his head sagged a bit. “That’s all I’m concerned about.”

      “We should go. The Terreurs could be here at any moment,” I said.

      “That is not a concern. I have failed in my mission. The gate is now closed forever,” the Guardian said. “I am now trapped in this forsaken land. For a time, anyway.”

      I was looking around at what many would consider a postcard-worthy picture, rolling hills in the distance, covered with the vivid colors of early autumn. All that was needed was a pumpkin patch to round things out.

      “The gate’s closed?” Tim asked.

      “A gate cannot exist without a Guardian.”

      I didn’t understand the connection, but I didn’t need to. For the moment we were safe.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the downtrodden feline.

      “It doesn’t matter, my life no longer matters. I have no purpose, my lord,” she answered.

      “I’m not…” I began, Mathieu was shaking his head with vehemence.

      “Your lord asked you a question,” Mathieu said with authority.

      “Forgive me,” the cat mewled. “My name is Vochey, my lord.”

      “My lord, tell Vochey that she needs to be in your service,” Mathieu prodded. Unfortunately, a thick brick and I had a bunch in common.

      “You too?” I asked him, referring to the “lord” part.

      It was all Mathieu could do to not smack his forehead or maybe mine.

      “Right, right,” I muttered when I finally figured out why he looked exasperated.

      “Can we go? I’m hungry, and all I can think about is eating a little pussy.”

      Fairly certain I don’t need to spell out who said that.

      “Vochey, you have a new mission in life.” She looked over at me eagerly. I needed to be careful; I nearly told her that she needed to protect me at all times, then I got a prescient flash of her attaching herself to me to the point I wouldn’t be able to use the bathroom without her patrolling by my feet. I would imagine any alone time with Azile would be forever out the window going forward. (Even some alone, alone time, would be fucking weird; trying to toss one off while a cat is asking what you’re doing and if you need help because you look like you are performing self-harm...) I shivered at the thought. Her tail was swishing as she waited for my declaration.

      “We are on a quest to save this plane of existence and we, I mean I, need your help.” I hoped that was vague enough that I didn’t end up with a shadow.

      “Why do you wish to save this place? It would be better served abandoned than destroyed.”

      “Perhaps, Vochey, but there are reasons, which I cannot disclose now, why saving this world is important.” I don’t know if she believed me or pretended to so she would have a reason to live. It’s one thing to say you don’t want to, and another to act on that stance.

      “I am yours to command,” she did a formal bow. I wanted to laugh at the insanity of it, of the whole fucking thing, but unlike the psychotic Tim, I kept it to myself.

      He had no such compunction. “This is probably the most pussy action you’ve had in a decade.” He ribbed my side.

      “Redemption, Tim,” I reminded.

      “Don’t be a bitch about it. Sticks and stones, remember?”

      I did my best to ignore the three-hundred-pound clown in the room. “Mathieu, do you know where we are?” I asked.

      There wasn’t too much of the nearby country he hadn’t traversed, but I had no idea where the gate had deposited us. It wasn’t likely to be too far off, but as Tim had attested, time and distance weren’t quite the same in the underworld.

      “I am pretty sure I know this place; I hunted here once a few years back.”

      “Can’t you sniff your way back?”

      “First off, I’m a werewolf, not a dog, Tim.”

      “And your sense of smell?” he asked.

      “Superior in every way,” Mathieu relented. “I would still need a trail to follow.”

      “If you had to guess, how far are we from either my home or yours?” I asked.

      “Yours is closer, but we’ve got a week’s worth of travel time.”

      “Shit.” MJ unsupervised for seven minutes was asking for trouble, seven days and it might not be the Terreurs or whoever sent them that would be the problem. “We should get going.” I was in no rush to see what would invariably be following; now I was more concerned with what lay ahead.

      “What if I don’t want to go with you?” Tim asked looking around.

      “Then don’t,” I told him. “I’m not going to force you to stay with my family and me even if that was the deal. As far as I’m concerned you can go about your merry way. Whether or not Sebastian and Ali come looking for you is a different story. Your decision to regret.”

      “How much has changed since I was up here the last time?”

      “Not much, looks like another lycan war is brewing and something very disturbingly powerful is leading the charge.”

      “Are you going to fight them again?” he asked me, I was unsure as to the why of it.

      “I don’t see as I have a choice,” I said.

      “The furry fuck and the pussy, they fighting too?”

      “Right here.” Mathieu was pissed. “And yeah this furry fuck is fighting.”

      “I am with the Luvier,” Vochey voiced.

      “I’ve been alone a lot over the years; I think I might enjoy the company for a while. But not in a gay way.”

      “Not in a gay way? What are you talking about? Just because men are together doesn’t imply they’re having sexual relations. And even if they were, who fucking cares? Of all the people that shouldn’t be concerned about flying their freak flag, I would think it would be you, Tim,” I said.

      “Are you calling me a fag?” He posted up.

      Right then I was wondering if I’d made a mistake; somewhere deep inside, amid all the other regrets, I was sure I had. “Tim, I’m not calling you a fag, I’m not calling anyone a fag. If you want to come with us, come with us, if you don’t, don’t. I can guarantee there will be no sexual advances made toward you from any of us here.”

      “Why not!?” he was indignant. “Am I not good-looking enough for you?”

      I was confused, but not nearly as much as I figured Tim was. I wondered if maybe that was where some of his anger originated from as I applied my Psych 101 knowledge.

      “Tim, I’m going to put this as clear as I can. If I batted for the other team, there would never be a time, under any circumstances, where I would be attracted to a person dressed in a clown outfit.”

      “And if I took it off?”

      I did not like where we were headed with this. It was likely he was going to be offended by whatever I said. It was a trap and I’d depressed the plunger on the landmine.

      “Sure, Tim, if I was gay, you took off that god-awful costume, including the nose, and got your teeth fixed, you’d be just my type.”

      Surprisingly, that mollified him. “I knew you were a faggot.”

      “I don’t know what to do with that. Even if I was, who cares?”

      “I would think Azile would.” Mathieu was smiling as he said the words.

      “Can we go now?” I asked.

      “Of course, twinkle toes,” Tim said.

      Mathieu set out at a sustainable pace, quick, but not exhausting. I don’t know if anything less than jet speed was going to make me feel better, but we had what we had. Right then I would have been okay with a horse. Vochey was running hard to keep up. I didn’t know if asking her if she wanted a ride would be insulting or not. I decided to keep silent until such time as it looked like she was flagging. As night came I found I was exhausted, but still, I wanted to press on. I would not get much rest until I had my kids within arm’s length.

      We found a natural shelter under an overhanging rock. It was slightly cramped but less so than Tim’s dendrun hole. Tim got a small fire going when I handed him my box of matches. Vochey curled up and fell asleep quickly. Mathieu and I pulled up a few rocks to sit on as we stared into the flames.

      “I’m going to sleep outside,” Tim announced. “Been a long time since I’ve seen the stars.”

      Maybe there was hope for him yet. That might have been one of the few sentences I’d heard him utter without saying something nasty or derogatory.

      “Besides, I don’t want to be near you two while you have that weird furry sex. You remember those furries, right? They used to wear full-body costumes and pretend to have sex with dogs, cats, koalas.”

      “Ah, there it is,” I said.

      “I’m just saying, Mathieu over there would have been pretty popular back then. And he wouldn’t even be out the money to pay for one of those mascot suits, they were pretty expensive.”

      I didn’t ask him how he knew that. Mathieu laughed it off, before rubbing his hand on my leg.

      “I knew it,” Tim said disgustedly before stomping off a good fifteen feet where he brushed aside some debris and lay down.

      “I can’t quit you, Mathieu.” Not sure if he got the reference, but the sigh from Tim let me know that he had.

      Fifteen minutes later my body felt leaden. I hoped that would be enough to overpower a mind that drifted toward overdrive in the stillness the night afforded.

      “Guard rotation?” I had to stifle a yawn to ask.

      “That a hint that you want me to take the first shift?”

      “Thought you’d never ask.” I scooted back and headed under the overhang.

      “We’re never going to work out if you keep taking advantage of me like this,” Mathieu said.

      Tim was mumbling some profanity.

      Hard ground, slight chill in the air, and monsters actively hunting us should have been enough to keep me up for a week. I was fast asleep in under three minutes.

      “Get up,” Tim whispered in my ear. I had a very large meaty, sweaty, and stinking hand over my nose and mouth, effectively cutting off my oxygen intake. I was reaching for my knife when he eased up and made a shushing noise.

      “What…what’s going on? Where’s Mathieu?”

      “Your puppy is asleep. Something is out there,” he whispered.

      We were quiet, listening. I can’t say I enjoyed being this close to Tim and barely being able to see him. Kind of like petting a rattlesnake. I mean why would you?

      “I heard something.” Vochey had silently padded up next to me. There was rustling in the woods, not thirty feet from where we were. Didn’t sound particularly ominous, but better to be aware than not. My initial guess was a chipmunk, for a tiny rodent they tended to make an abundance of noise. I figured that instead of stealth from predators they opted to pretend they were rhino-sized to scare anything off. A useful tool until something with teeth, claws, and a proclivity to eat small things called you on your bluff.

      I was hesitating on waking Mathieu. If it turned out to be nothing, I would just start my turn at lookout and there was no sense in him being up, except to maybe give him some shit about falling asleep in the first place. The sound of footsteps began to approach, slowly and steadily, though I wouldn’t say stealthily. Whatever it was had to know we were here, and still didn’t care. A normal animal would not approach a smoldering fire and three unwashed men. Not to mention the cat. A deer stepped out into our clearing; he looked over at us, his mouth full of food he was actively chewing, probably poor Mrs. Abernathy’s tomatoes she’d been just about to harvest. That was generally the way of it. I reached over and grabbed my rifle. I was hungry and the large buck was going to feed all of us some much-needed protein for the next few days.

      I was putting the rifle to my shoulder as quickly and quietly as I could so as not to spook him, but I needn’t have worried. I don’t know how it got so close, but I was thankful it hadn’t noticed us first. A lycan pounced onto the back of the deer, sinking its teeth deep into its neck. The lycan drove its claws into the animal’s heaving sides, in case it decided to try and buck him off. That wasn’t going to happen. The deer’s spine had snapped in two the moment the heavier lycan landed on him and drove him into the ground.

      “Holy fucking french fried frittatas!” Tim yelled, sitting back and hitting my shoulder, making my shot go wide. Safe to say all the players were in the game now; Mathieu was awake and doing his best to catch up to the action. The lycan took offense to me trying to kill it, let go of the deer, and was quickly coming our way. I put one in its chest, it hardly flinched. It took notice of the second, and on the third it went down.

      Once the smoke had cleared, Tim spoke, “Mighty nice of him to leave his dinner behind,” he stepped around the fallen lycan and grabbed the deer. He reached down the front of his pants; for a second I thought he was going to piss on it or something, instead, he pulled out a foot-long knife from who knows where and proceeded to gut the animal. Normally this is something you don’t do so close to camp, but I couldn’t fault him for not wanting to go into the woods. The lycan had been undetectable until he wasn’t. If he’d attacked our group at least one of us would be dead. Maybe two, before the rest could be rallied to fight it, and even then there was a better than fair chance it could have killed the entire group outright.

      “Tim, you should get back here,” I warned.

      “Why? You going to take the deer for yourself?”

      “Yes, Tim, I’m going to scarf down a hundred pounds of meat all by myself. Lycan are pack animals,” I said.

      That got his attention, especially since he was right where the last pouncing came from. “This is my fucking deer!” He was looking at me when he yelled it. “I mean our fucking deer!” He was still looking at me.

      “Pack, Tim, they live and hunt in packs,” I reiterated. He looked over to the enormous beast which in death had shared its bounty, and finally he moved away from the deer and closer to us. Was less than a minute we heard the savage cries and barks of that pack. No doubt they’d heard the rifle and were even now trying to ascertain which of them was not answering back. We had a rock to our back, but we couldn’t stand completely upright and the sides were vulnerable; we’d never know they were coming that way until it was too late. Weren’t many options I could come up with. Running through the night with a larger and faster animal in pursuit wasn’t going to work.

      Mathieu quickly changed over. Tim again reached down into his pants and pulled out a knife, identical to the original.

      “You want to use this?” he asked.

      I was surprised when Mathieu took it and nodded his thanks.

      Vochey had stepped out from under the rock overhang and began to swell to her underworld tiger size. I was now surrounded by three huge entities; I wished it had made me feel as safe as it should have. There wasn’t much in the world that would screw with that trio, except what was about to screw with our quartet.

      “Is that you, Michael?” It was the gruff voice of a lycan.

      Was trying to figure out how he knew, then I remembered I was holding the answer in my hands. There just weren’t a shit ton of rifles around anymore and even fewer bullets. But still, that was a hell of a guess.

      “You planning on answering?” Tim looked over and asked.

      “No, not really.”

      “That’s kind of rude. What if they only want you? You could sacrifice yourself for the greater good and the rest of us could go about our merry way. I mean, slightly sadder way.” He did his best frowny face, it was severely lacking.

      “No habla ingles!” I did in my best female impersonation voice. I was going for the maid in the old Family Guy sitcom. It was horrible, maybe worse than my stab at an English accent.

      “What has happened to Bardulf?” the disembodied voice asked.

      “Oh, that fucker is dead, dead. Tardbot shot him three times,” Tim held up his fingers for visual representation, should the lycan have eyes upon us. “The third one ripped out his eyeball and half his face. Thing is starting to stink!” Tim shouted.

      “Thanks for that,” I told him just as a chorus of howls began.

      “No problem, I just think they should be aware of who they need to get,” Tim replied.

      “I count six, possibly seven distinct voices,” Mathieu said.

      That wasn’t horrible odds, sure, zero lycan would have been preferred, but four on seven was much better than most of the other times I’d lined up for a battle.

      We could hear movement; as of yet they’d not attacked nor moved to places we could see them. It got quiet, preternaturally quiet, the calm before the slaughtering kind of quiet. Then because the night wasn’t strange enough we heard a weird whooping noise, I suppose more like beeping noises, dozens of them, like a bunch of people pretending to be a fleet of tractor-trailers backing up, type of beeping noise. We had no idea what the new development was, we heard renewed movement and it sounded like way more than six or seven. Figured the worst, and that the lycan had bolstered their numbers. Then a woman stepped out into the clearing where we could see her. Her long black hair was braided, her face had streaks of what looked like golden paint. She carried a bow and she had an arrow notched and pointed in our direction.

      “Friends!” I shouted before this encounter turned deadly.

      She let out a short-clipped bark that could have been a derisive snort. More people, similarly garbed, painted, and carrying bows appeared. If they loosed their arrows we were going to be skewered.

      “You are no friends of the Samirians that I have ever seen,” the woman spoke.

      “How about not-enemies?” Mathieu growled.

      There was muttering among them, the snippets I caught had some English elements to them but it was a bastardized version that I could not interpret.

      “The lycan are no friends of ours,” the woman said, pointing toward Mathieu.

      “He’s not lycan,” I explained before they used us for target practice.

      For as much disdain as they showed for Mathieu, Tim seemed to be revered. I could not for the life of me figure out why until I looked closer at the Samirian woman. Over her left breast was a sewn-in golden arch atop her leather covering. I was smacked so hard by the realization of what I was seeing, I would not have been surprised if my head rocked.

      Samir had been the Indian immigrant working the McDonald’s drive-thru window during the great pickle fiasco; he’d somehow survived the zombie apocalypse and created a civilization. I had to think Tim reminded them of the restaurant’s icon, Ronald. That would damn near make him a god to them. It all slid into place, even if the fit was skewed to the side. (I wondered why the change from Landian to Samirian; must have been a rebranding.)

      “Do you know the name Inuktuk?” I asked. “We fought together. She considered me a friend.”

      The tribespeople looked amongst themselves but did not answer. It was clear they knew the name.

      The initial person eased up on her drawstring, the rest followed suit. “All of our leaders are remembered.” She dipped her head and wiped her hand down her stomach.

      My guess it was some sort of religious rote.

      “My name is Fillayoh,” she said but did not approach.

      I was thinking it but it was Tim that said it. “Like the fish?”

      Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “The fish?”

      “Come on, you’re fucking with me, right? That shit sandwich was arguably the worst thing on the menu.”

      I smacked Tim’s shoulder before he could continue.

      “What?” he swiveled on me. With the look on his face, I was sort of surprised to realize he’d not buried his knife hilt deep in my chest.

      “Let’s not piss off the dozens of people with arrows.”

      His gaze softened. “I knew you were smart.”

      Mathieu coughed, attempting to cover up his laugh, he had wisely switched back to his human form.

      “You are a cursed one?” Fillayoh asked.

      “I am,” Mathieu lamented.

      “Yet, you are not feral?”

      “Years of training and mastery of my alter ego,” he explained.

      She accepted that without further clarification as if she’d been witness to it before. “That’s no easy feat,” was all she said.

      “No, it was not,” he replied.

      “This is a strange group you travel with.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Mathieu said.

      “You all will come with us. Our leader will decide your fates,” Fillayoh said.

      I wanted to ask her what would happen if we didn’t agree to that, but the answer was on the end of razor-sharp arrows. By the time we were on the move, we were encircled by over two dozen warriors. Tim was running pretty well for a man wearing shoes a half dozen or more sizes too big. I would have said something, but the Samirians had warned us to stay quiet. Whatever luck I was still hauling around had been pressed to the limit, and I didn’t figure it was worth squeezing out any remaining drops.

      The run was exhausting. Unfortunately, I no longer wore my step counter so I didn’t know for sure, but we’d easily been running for five miles and personally, I was coming up on the outer edges of what I could do on the limited amount of rest and lack of food and water. I was beginning to have difficulty keeping pace, I fell behind the other three in my group. Very much got the feeling that if I slowed any further the warriors behind would trample over my weary carcass. Mathieu slowed enough to come even with me. Without prompting he took hold of my arm and lent assistance.

      “You pansy motherfucker,” Tim said after seeing what was happening behind him. I figured he was just going to insult me and keep going. “Come on hop on, I can’t imagine anyone as light in their loafers as you are will be too heavy.”

      I had to debate whether I was struggling enough to take him up on a piggyback ride. Those were uncomfortable for the rider and the carrier. Luckily, I never had to decide as the Samirians slowed up and began to walk.

      “We are close,” Fillayoh said.

      “Thank you,” I told Tim.

      “For what? I didn’t do anything.”

      “The offer, I appreciate the offer.”

      He grunted his acknowledgment.

      “You will not talk until spoken to, do you understand?” Fillayoh asked as the person in the lead took off, I would imagine letting the rest of the tribe know we were on the way. Must have walked another mile, the sun was creeping up over the horizon when a structure was silhouetted ahead of us. As we got closer and it took on definition, I almost fell over when I realized what I was staring at. If the leader decided he or she didn’t like us and we were summarily executed, I could at least die with a smile. The building was a Burger King restaurant, in way better shape than it had a right to be. A golden arch had been etched into the brickwork directly below the circular trademark Burger King logo.

      “What’s that face you’re making? You look like you’ve seen your first boob,” Tim whispered.

      I was planning on telling him until I was shoved in the back with the haft of a spear. Didn’t make sense, considering Tim was the one talking, but then I couldn’t figure that the warrior was going to push what they might consider a god or at least a founding father. I wasn’t sure I wanted to live in a world where Tim was elevated above others. I suppose I was going to have to see how it all played out. The pathway we were walking down was wide, like a four lane highway of old; this Burger King must have been a rest stop on the side of an interstate. It was lined with men, women, and children. Hundreds of them in fact, maybe closer to a thousand. It had been a long, long time since I had seen that many people all in one place. They stared at us in silence. It was unnerving to see the impassiveness, like they wouldn’t give the slightest shit if we lived or died.

      I would have taken wild whooping over this strange lack of emotion. Maybe they weren’t morning people, lord knew McDonald’s coffee wasn’t the best. (A poor attempt at humor that did little to alleviate the anxiety that was welling up within.) One would think that the events that had transpired the last few hours were as strange as could happen, but one would be wrong. We were made to stop mere feet from the entrance to the restaurant and told to take our shoes off. I wondered if Tim would be able to, like maybe they were as much a part of his body as the red bulbous nose was. When he took the things off, I wished to any god that would listen that he'd left them on. I don’t know what happened to him down in the underworld, what sort of transformation he’d gone through. But he had enormous feet that matched the size and shape of the clown shoes he’d taken off. It was one of the single most disturbing things I’d yet to see that year. And this included the time Ali had made her brother laugh so hard at the breakfast table that colored bits of cereal and snot had shot out his nose and covered my plate of eggs. I’d not eaten anything for the remainder of the day, unable to get the visualization of that slimy concoction upon my food out of my head.

      Tim wiggled a big toe that was nearly the size of my hand. I threw up a little in my mouth. Fucker could stomp out forest fires with those things.

      “You know what they say about big feet.” Tim was leering when he saw me looking, he then grabbed at his crotch.

      If that was indeed true he would have to roll it up like a firehose with a special reel and all. “I don’t want to see,” I told him.

      “Yeah, sure,” he scoffed but thankfully made no move to pull on his elastic waistband.

      We were led into the lobby, and sitting on an old school desk attached to the top of the stainless-steel countertop was a man dressed much like the rest of the tribe had been, possibly his clothes were a little more ornate, but it was the cardboard crown he wore atop his head that was the icing on this cake stuffed with lunacy. I wondered for a moment if I could bring the entire tribe to their knees by letting them know they were cross-pollinating their burger religion, I would most likely be killed as a heretic before noon.

      I wondered if the king’s name was Big Mackian, or possibly Quarterus Pounderous made sense. I should have expanded my horizons, considering my current location. Could have been Whoppertonian or Captain Croissant. I wasn’t anywhere approaching the truth of it.

      “Hello travelers, I am Newton, confirmed leader of the Samirian tribe.”

      He didn’t say “king,” and we weren’t forced to kneel, which were both plusses in my book. Kings tended to be pretty full of themselves.

      “Guardian.”

      Vochey nodded at Newton.

      “I believe you to be Michael Talbot, is that true?” Newton asked, turning to me.

      I was not sure why everyone seemed to know my name. I wasn’t Norm, and this most definitely wasn’t Cheers. I figured if he knew who I was, and I was considered an enemy of the State, the fighters would never have allowed me to be this close to the leader, not unless I was in chains. Still thought about lying, but I felt this would be as effective as a five-year-old physically holding the cookie he wasn’t supposed to have and saying he didn’t.

      “I am,” I finally acknowledged it, took me much longer than common politeness dictated. Newton didn’t seem to mind.

      Without any further words for me, he turned to my friend. “And you are Mathieu?”

      Mathieu looked at me, all I could do was shrug.

      “I am Mathieu, Your Highness.”

      “His highness?” Tim asked. “Why don’t you just lick his balls? His highness,” he scoffed. “Jerk off is sitting on the counter of a fast-food joint with a crown made from recycled toilet paper rolls. If he’s your highness, then I’m Lord Imperialist Emperor of the Cosmos.”

      The guards that flanked Newton stiffened. For his part, the cardboard king didn’t react.

      “Civil, Tim, civil would be nice,” I said.

      “Don’t need civil to be free of the underworld.” He paused “Do I?”

      “Wouldn’t hurt,” Mathieu offered.

      “Fuck, this is going to be harder than I thought. Yeah, your royal dipshitedness, sorry about that.”

      I smacked my forehead with my palm hard enough that it wasn’t just a gesture but approached self-flagellation. In other words it fucking hurt.

      “And who are you?” Newton asked Tim, the pitch in his voice as even-keeled as if they were discussing recipes.

      “You know these three dip wads, and not me?”

      “I apologize, I’m at a loss. Though you bear a passing resemblance to our lord and savior Ronaldo McDonald, by all accounts he was a jovial individual who did his best to keep the masses fed, this according to our prophet Samir, who witnessed these miracles. I am sure you have many decent traits, but joviality does not appear to be among them.”

      “What about Spangles the Clown, do you know who he was?”

      Newton shook his head in negation.

      “I’m a friggen legend!” Tim roared. “If not for my help the lycan would have won the war!”

      I thought that might be a bit of a stretch, but I wasn’t going to say anything, he was already pissed and I had no desire to get into it with him.

      “You make it sound as if the war is over, Tim,” Newton said. “Yes, the lycan retreated to lick their wounds, but we have continued to prepare for the day they would return, stronger for their defeat. More powerful in their knowledge of how to fight humans. We have stood on the edge of their territory these many years as a safeguard for all humankind. We have dedicated our lives to the way of it.”

      I wanted to ask Mathieu how we never knew about this; I could tell with a glance he was thinking it as well. I had figured the lycan were done with all things human; that they’d been planning presumably for years to rekindle the war was a shock. And what had Samir known, what was so profound that he’d made sure that generations of followers later would still adhere to his words? None of it made sense. Especially that it had slipped by Azile as well, and that woman had her finger on the pulse of the world, as far as I knew. I couldn’t even remember the last time I was able to pull something over on her. Not that I was 007 material, but I should have been able to get away with a beer for breakfast every once in a while.

      “There’s another war brewing?” Tim had a strange gleam in his eyes. “Could be just the opening I need.” This he said more to himself than to those around him.

      War was a brutal way to earn redemption, but he wasn’t wrong. The heroic deeds, acts of valor, these could go a long way to righting a lifetime’s worth of wrongdoing. Maybe. Depended how high your judges sat. Justified killing, absolving murder for whatever lofty goal was a reach quite possibly too far to grasp. I wasn’t going to tell Tim my doubts, a helpful clown monster was better than one against us or even indifferent to our plight.

      “Your wife, Michael, is she nearby?” Newton asked.

      This was a loaded question. If they planned us harm but thought an act of ham-fisted fiery revenge was right around the corner, they might be hesitant to make their play. But if they needed her help and I lied about it, that wouldn’t do us any favors either.

      “I do not know where she is,” I relented.

      “You don’t know where your wife is?” Tim asked, shocked. “I bet she’s at a business meeting.” He used air quotes. “That’s where all powerful women go when they want to have hot sex with other men who aren’t cuckolds. She does seem like the kind that would make you watch, though, and have your tiny man-baby dick locked up in a chastity cage, but what do I know?”

      “A what?” I had to ask. The why of it? I didn’t have an answer for that.

      “Seriously? She probably has a closet full of them. I would imagine she had to buy them in bulk because they were special order. Less than one percent of the male population has a micro penis, you just so happen to be in that undesired but exclusive club.”

      “I don’t even know what to say.” I was confused.

      “It’s all right, pal,” Tim put an arm around my shoulders, “most don’t want to talk about it. You could always buy a Diggler prosthetic, she might not even know the difference.”

      “A what?” I went from confused to lost.

      “A Dirk Diggler!”

      “I think our time would be better served if we discussed more pressing matters.” Newton had stood, he turned and used a step ladder to climb down off the counter.

      I’d not noticed it as he sat upon his perch, but Newton was vertically challenged. I don’t think he was four feet tall.”

      “Holy shit, it’s bring your king to work day!” Tim was pointing and laughing.

      “Oh fuck me, but he’s going to get us killed, Michael,” Mathieu said.

      Newton again didn’t react, I don’t know if there’s a word for it, but he didn’t seem capable of being insulted. I could not for the life of me even begin to imagine what that was like, to be so self-confident that you gave not one shit about the derogatory words of others, but this was something I felt like we should all be striving for. I knew Tim spewed out garbage merely to get a reaction but still, most of what he said, when I understood it, irked me to no end.

      “It is quite all right, Mathieu.” Newton slightly raised his hand. “I did not grow up among the Samirians, I grew up in a village to the east of here. My childhood…was difficult. When my parents watched me fall behind the other children in every measurable matrix, they made it clear that I was no longer a valued member of our family. I was ostracized by them, by my siblings, and by the town in general. I knew at an early age that I would never be allowed to amount to much of anything in their eyes. I would be restrained, if only in their thoughts. At twelve, I didn’t so much run away as leave. Running away would imply someone was looking for me, at no time did I ever feel the need to look over my shoulder and see if anyone was following.”

      “Shit,” I muttered, it was one thing to have people you knew to be dicks to you on occasion, but your family? That was the one place you should have been able to retreat and receive love and comfort from the outside world. To not have that foundation would have been crippling for most, for Newton it appeared to have been what he needed to succeed on his own. The heat was necessary to forge his new reality.

      “The first week was difficult. I’d never been taught to hunt, as my father believed I’d wouldn’t be able to see the prey over the tall grasses of my homeland. What he failed to realize was if I couldn’t see the prey, they couldn’t see me either. It was my brother’s bow I was having difficulty with, it was too big.”

      “A pencil would be too big for you, it would look like you were wielding a club.”

      “Tim shut the fuck up,” I said.

      Newton held his hand up. “I have not much use for words other than those which convey a message. It is the deeds and actions of a person I am concerned with, and if your traveling companion here really is in search of a chance to redeem himself, then I care not for what he says, but rather what he does to achieve this.”

      “That is a valuable lesson,” Vochey was looking at me when she said this. No idea why I was the focal point, at least from her; she shouldn’t know me well enough to make the assumption I needed to learn any lesson, then I realized she was hurting my feelings with words and was more right than I’d assumed. Stupid cat.

      “The bow,” Newton continued, “I spent countless hours practicing with it until I not only became proficient but as close to an expert as possible. Life became much easier once I could feed myself. I was sixteen when I saved a woman, Hope, from a grizzly bear. She had been fishing nearby where he was feeding; I put two arrows in his throat before he could kill her. She thanked me profusely and then asked for my help to process the animal and carry the meat back to her people. I did not wish to do so; I much preferred to keep my own company, and I knew that people in groups could be cruel. But she told me the winter had been harsh on her village, and the meat would go a long way towards enabling them to survive. In good consciousness, I could not but help. I figured I would assist her to drag it back on a travois, share a meal, and then go on my way.

      I was wrong. Oh, I did get that meal, but I got so much more. Being in the company of good people was something I had not realized my soul was missing. Not one person said anything regarding my stature or lack thereof. After Hope told them what had happened and how I had saved her, I was something of a minor celebrity. It didn’t hurt that she was the chieftess’s daughter.”

      “Did you get a handy for your effort? Seems like the least she could do, I mean, unless the rest of you is similarly sized, then I would imagine that would have been out of the question. Unless by a stroke of good fortune, she had tiny doll hands. That would have been— what is that word called? Serendipitous! Yeah, that’s it.”

      “Tim, please man, for the love of God, stop talking about people’s genitalia.”

      “I ended up marrying her,” Newton said, a smile on his face.

      “Then no handy,” Tim replied. “I know how marriage works. That was the easiest way for her to get out of it. Truly sorry, King Newt.”

      “Is that your goal, Tim?” Mathieu asked, easy enough to see he was angry. “Are you so scared of trying to do good that you’re willing to sabotage it for yourself and the rest of us? Do you suspect that getting us all killed will get you off the hook? That you can go back to your comfort zone in the underworld and be a dick for all time?”

      Tim looked stunned. “Calm your tits, wolf boy. If I didn’t know any better I’d say it was your time of the month. And before you go off thinking that’s some sort of gigantic misogynist spiel, I was talking about the full moon.”

      “You’re going to have a hard time convincing me, Michael, that he was worth bringing up here.” Mathieu walked a few paces away to a soda machine that gleamed; I wondered if it worked.

      “Your wife, Michael, the Red Witch, do you have an idea when she will return?” Newton pulled me back from my thoughts of having a sugary drink.

      I looked over to Tim who quickly shut up, no doubt he had all manner of derogatory responses to that.

      “I do not.”

      “The lycan are amassing in numbers we have never seen before.”

      I told him all that we knew, the suspicious coincidence of my wife being called away, the attack on nearby villages, the attacks on my family and myself. Then I came to the freaks of nature we’d encountered, the Terreurs. He seemed to take it all in stride—until I got to the existence eliminators.

      “You didn’t tell him the part where you still remember their victims.” Mathieu was leaning against the machine.

      “This is true?” Newton asked with incredulity.

      “I guess, for all the good it does.” I couldn’t see how that was of any worth, especially for me. The rest could go about their lives not realizing anything had changed, but I got to carry the memories of the dead everywhere I went.

      Newton was silent for a moment. “The Terreurs would explain why there are so many lycan.”

      Maybe it was the confused look on my face, but the Samirian leader seemed to be extrapolating on his own thoughts as he continued.

      “Not only are the Terreurs erasing life, but they are also changing reality as they do so. This is no mere removal from the genetic pool...the acts that being had performed throughout their lifetime, the consequences of their very existence would be negated as well.”

      “Whoa.” Fundamentally maybe I knew this, but I hadn’t thought too deeply about the matter. What came immediately to mind was that if myself, Mathieu, or Azile were killed, the outcome of the first lycan war would be in jeopardy; if we were killed it was likely there would be no need for a second lycan war as they would already be in control. Ruling the world with an iron claw. That wasn’t a foregone conclusion, as possibly another group would have stepped up to turn back the hairy tide, but who that was would be a mystery until we were gone, and the Terreurs would then have a new quarry until they’d dismantled any viable threat. But again, it came back to why? And how. Who had set them on this mission? This had to be out of the realm of lycan ability, right? There was still the question of who had destroyed Becka’s village, finding that person would be the key to ending this. It had to be, otherwise we would be back to square one. Although in fairness I don’t think we were much past square two or three at this point. Wouldn’t be that far of a backward leap.

      Then I thought even further; whoever was pulling the strings was all about getting the lycan to power. Killing me might not be in their best interest. I certainly wasn’t the only reason for the downturn of the zombies, but I helped significantly. If I was eliminated, I would think the zombie population would grow exponentially. Killing me could simultaneously save hundreds of lycan while killing thousands of them, tens of thousands, depending on their numbers. I had no idea how many of them existed. The ripple effect of erasing anybody would send tremors throughout the timeline, but with my longevity, those ripples might be seismic shockwaves.

      Tim had a thoughtful expression on his face as he thought about Newton’s words. “So, if I were to be taken by one of these Terreurs, all of my misdeeds are forgiven?”

      He had the gist of it but not the particulars. If he was looking for an easy way out of the underworld, this wasn’t it. Plus the big clown bastard had saved my life twice now, if he went, did I as well? Same with Mathieu. All our lives were tied together, welded, even.

      “Yeah,” I told him, “but Tim, you don’t then get to enjoy yourself in the afterlife. You’re just gone.”

      “Always a fucking catch,” he said as he caught up to speed.

      “Always a catch,” I echoed.

      “The lycan, when do you expect they’ll attack?” Mathieu asked.

      “It will have to be soon. The land cannot sustain their numbers for long; two hundred lycan in any one place will strip the area clear of resources in less than a week,” Newton said.

      “And how long have they been near?” Vochey asked.

      “In numbers? Four days,” Newton answered.

      “Are you planning on going on the offensive?” I asked. I hated waiting for a fight and had no problem bringing it to the enemy, but sometimes a good defensive position could make the difference in a final outcome.

      “It is imperative that we hold fast. There are protections in place upon the land that would minimize the effects, should whoever is wielding power show themselves,” Newton said.

      “Could they not simply starve you out?” Mathieu asked.

      “Lycan are not known for their siege tactics. The moment they feel a pang of hunger they will attack,” Newton responded.

      It was never not going to be weird to be a wrung lower on the food chain.

      “I’d eat one of those furry bastards.”

      Except for Tim, I suppose. It seemed that nothing was going to top him.

      “I’d shove the spit right up its ass, forcing it until it came out its mouth, then slow roast it over some cowboy charcoal. Get a good smoke ring to the meat, little barbecue sauce and I’d have me a pulled lycan sandwich. A lot of people say meat eater meat is too tough and gamey, but they just don’t know how to prepare it properly. Hell, even raw if you slice it thin enough like sushi, pair it with some sticky rice and soy sauce. Oh, man. I’m making myself drool over here.” And he did pull a sleeve across his giant red-ringed lips.

      Then I had the unfortunate notion that if he tried to clean off his make-up, would his real lips be giant puffed-up anomalies? Was he butt-paste white under that flaking paint? I could only hope I never found out.

      “Yes, well, to each their own I suppose,” Newton said diplomatically.

      “So in all likelihood, we have a maximum of three days before they attack,” I stated.

      “We?” Newton asked.

      “I can’t speak for the rest of my group, but I will not and could not abandon my neighbors in their time of need. Not to mention if you fall, there aren’t many other places that could even put up a fight. If I’m going to make a stand, it will be with the Samirians.”

      “As will I,” Mathieu said.

      “And myself,” Vochey voiced.

      Without any prompting, we all turned to Tim, who stiffened. “Is this one of those peer pressure things my schoolteachers tried to warn me about? Just because Tardbot and his league of idiots want to die here doesn’t mean I want to join them.” He was looking at Newton.

      “Of course, that is your choice,” Newton told him.

      “Oh, so what? You’re going to make me feel guilty for wanting to live? I just got back here, I have no desire to hump it back down under just yet.”

      “Nor should you,” Newton told him.

      “Just piling it on now aren’t you, Your Highness!”

      It was fairly transparent what Tim was doing. His subconscious was warring with itself, self-preservation versus redemption versus altruism. If he came out to joining our band of idiots, he needed it to be because he’d been forced into it. If he died, he could blame it on someone else, I guess. Tough to imagine the twisting turns of the neural pathways inside his mind, nor would I want to know.

      “All of you fucking rulers are the same aren’t you? Sitting within your ivory towers sending the poor out to fight your battles!”

      “I can assure you I will be among the men and women of my tribe as we fight.”

      I wanted to tell Newton he should not try to reason with the clown, that left to his own devices he would, I felt, ultimately come to the conclusion that he needed to fight with us, but to say anything might shatter the verbal web Tim was weaving to trap himself.

      “Oh yeah, I bet you’ll be with them, sitting in a tank while they die all around you! I can’t let that happen! I can save them! Tardbot, you will have the honor of fighting alongside me.”

      “Yay,” I said weakly raising a fist.

      Newton looked confused.
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      Atop her mount at the edge of the bow, Azile pushed the ship as fast as she dared, not slowing as she approached the shore. Terreurs, of all things, had attacked her family. If they were loose, the rules of the oldest battle to ever be waged had completely changed. Instead of balance, one side was looking for obliteration, a complete and utter end to their opponent. She raised her hands and floated her horse free from the deck moments before the ship smashed into a rocky shoal and died with a horrible sound. They landed yards up the pebble-strewn beach and she looked around, attempting to orient herself. Dally seemed to care not that she’d been flying like a bird, it was a fairly normal event when he dealt with his humans.

      “You ready to find Michael and the kids?” she asked as she tenderly pet the side of his face.

      “I’d rather eat a little bit before we go, but I can see you’re in a rush,” he’d knickered, bowing his head.

      “You’re a good horse, Dally. I promise you some sugar cubes when I have a chance.”

      “That will have to do.”

      “Sometimes I get the feeling you know exactly what I’m saying.”

      “Not some times,” she snorted.

      Azile had ridden a little further inland, staying off the soft sand but before the dense vegetation took over. It was slow going. The terrain, no longer under the constraints of humanity, had reverted to its former self. Bridges were a thing long in the past. Wading through bodies of water and traveling up and down ravines was exhausting, only slightly less so than her lifting them both, which she’d had to do on more than one occasion.

      “Not sure which of us is going to need to rest first.” Azile reached down and stroked the animal’s neck.

      It was much longer into the night than she would normally have traveled when she finally stopped. She removed Dally’s saddle and let her forage for food. She lit a small fire, not so much for the heat as to keep the darkness she felt encroaching at bay. With a few wards placed for warning and protection, she lay down, hoping to get a few hours of sleep before continuing. She was awoken by the nuzzling of Dally as the horse nosed her head.

      She sat up quickly. While the horse was very affectionate, she wouldn’t disturb her while she slept for a petting, she also noticed that she made no noise. She reached out with her power, none of the wards she’d set had been tripped but the night was too still. That could only imply one thing: a predator was nearby. What she had to figure out was whether it was anything she or her horse needed to be worried about. A fisher, while a formidable hunter, would not be a threat, but then again, Dally wouldn’t have bothered her as the horse was completely able to defend itself from a large weasel.

      “I don’t suppose you could tell me what it is, could you?” Azile asked quietly as she stood. When the prevailing breeze shifted she received all the answers she needed. “Lycan, and…” she concentrated. “Something else.” Though she could not identify it. She wasn’t scared per se, but she felt anxious. Her wards should have warned her of the nearby danger yet nothing had happened; if not for Dally she may have been resting somewhat comfortably when the end came for her. Now she had to decide whether to move out into the open and fight where she could see her adversary, or stay within the woods and use the cover available to her as a moderate means of protection.

      She looked at the fire which was now only burning embers. Between her scent, that of Dally’s, and the fire, it was not likely they’d gone unnoticed.

      “Enough of this skulking in the night!” she shouted, throwing her hands in the air. Twin beams of light shot forth and coalesced some hundred feet above her, illuminating everything in the general area. She saw two forms stare up into the light before taking cover. She knew that if she saw two, it was likely there could be close to a half dozen more. Too small for a clan, too many for a scouting party.

      “In this case, lycan, eight will not be enough!”

      A lone figure darted in, doing its best to catch her unaware. He was repelled by the shield she had placed around Dally and herself. Azile weaved a constricting flow of air and lifted the struggling animal easily enough, its back paws a tantalizing three inches from the ground as it tried to get free and away.

      “Who are you and what do you want with me?”

      The lycan said nothing; it stopped thrashing about and fixed her with a murderous gaze.

      “I asked you a question,” Azile said calmly. Its muzzle pulled back to reveal wicked-looking teeth. “Do you wish to rethink your response?” she asked as a slight flourish of her finger tightened the invisible bonds around the creature. Still, it said nothing though the display of hatred grew more intense. She pulled her knot tighter, the lycan let out a strangled yelp as two ribs cracked. “Now no one can say you didn’t try to hold out. Last chance, lycan.”

      “You…will…die…”

      “I’ve heard enough.” She twisted her finger quickly, the sound of bones snapping dominated before a torrent of blood shot forth from the crushed lycan’s body. It fell to the ground convulsing then stilled.

      “Who is next?” Azile asked. She left the light blazing until the sun took over the following morning. She’d not seen another lycan nor caught wind of the strange creature she’d felt. If their goal had been to keep her awake, in that, they had succeeded.

      “I think today, Dally, we will travel closer to the shore. I am sorry my friend, the traveling will be more difficult for you with sand underfoot.”

      “I do not mind the water on my hooves, and you are light.” She nuzzled Azile’s head.

      “Thank you for the warning last night.”

      The horse bobbed her head.

      “No doubt about it, you understand what I’m saying. Pretty impressive.”

      “Your language is easy, it would be more impressive if you understood mine.”

      Azile let out a small breath of relief when they broke through the trees and were on the shoreline. She’d not even realized she’d felt so much tension until it left her. As she rode, Azile kept her head on a swivel, constantly scanning for threats. It wasn’t a great shock when she finally spotted three lycan mirroring her movements off to her right and close to the woods. After another mile, she realized she had a tail of three more. They were close enough to watch her but not close enough for an attack, not yet. Azile could not understand their brazenness; there was little doubt in her mind that they’d seen what she’d done to one of their kind. She’d left the creature as a message and a warning to any that would heed it.

      When she stopped at midday for a break and some food, the lycan stopped as well, never taking their eyes off her.

      “I wish I knew what they were doing,” Azile said aloud.

      “They’re waiting for something,” Dally told her.

      “If I didn’t know any better I’d say they’re waiting for something.”

      Dally snorted a sigh.

      “What do you think, you ready to start back up?” Azile asked after a small respite.

      Dally’s eyes grew wide as Azile sat astride her. She waited until she was certain her rider was fully seated and then, without any prompting from her, took off at a full gallop.

      “Dally!” Azile tried to rein the animal in, but she was having none of it. When she caught sight of what pursued them she gave up trying. It appeared to be nothing more than something pulled from a shadow, but she knew it instantly. Terreurs! her mind screamed. For all the power she possessed and had at her disposal, none of it would do anything to a creature borne at the hands of misguided angels. She could not piece together how the lycan came to be in league with the nightmare; even though the lycan kept a healthy distance away from them it was not difficult to see that they worked in tandem. She was indeed afraid for her life, but even more so for all those that would be affected by her unraveling. Her children, Michael, Mathieu, Lana, and countless others upon whom she’d had a direct or indirect influence through the years. Time itself might suffer irreparable damage should she be removed from the flow as if she’d never been, so many existences altered in ways she couldn’t even begin to comprehend. The worthy that she’d saved, those whom she’d brought to justice, they would trade places and the world would be a worse place for it. Besides Michael, there weren’t many other people’s histories that could have such a profound impact on the here and now. Whoever was waging this war cared little for the outcome, there were too many intangibles to take into account to make any true estimate of the final outcome…unless. Dally needed no further urging on, though she did so.
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        * * *

      

      “Me-dammit!” Maker shouted, not even smiling at his joke. He watched from on high as Azile ran her doomed race. The witch was staying ahead of the Terreurs but barely, and the horse, no matter how stout of a creature she was, could not keep a full gallop for very much longer, she was already making a lather around her muzzle. “Gabriel!” he shouted.

      “Yes, Maker,” the golden-haired Archangel bowed his head slightly, an aggrieved expression on his face as he saw what Maker was looking at.

      “Your abomination is about to hand this world a loss it cannot suffer if we wish it to remain in the light.”

      “What are your instructions?”

      “You know that I cannot directly interfere, all I can say is that I will be gravely disappointed should that woman fall. The rest is up to you.”

      “As you wish…”

      “As I wish? As I wish?” Maker’s volume grew louder. “If I had my wishes, we would not be staring down an eternity of darkness, pain, and suffering. You and your brothers do something irrevocable, then dare to say it must all be a part of ‘the Plan.’ Whose plan, Gabriel? Whose plan is it? Because it certainly isn’t mine! Think about that when you find yourself down there in the muck of creation. Now leave me. It is hard to practice inner peace and harmony when you are in my presence.”

      “Yes, Maker.” Gabriel again nodded and was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Azile knew Dally could not go much further; she reached down and hugged her horse’s neck before dismounting, then told her to run; there was no sense in both of them dying. Dally did not leave, though it wouldn’t have mattered if she had. Azile, years previously, had saved Dally’s mother during a difficult birth. Had she not been there, the mare would have died and along with it, Dally’s line. If Azile were to cease to exist in the next few moments, so would her mare. As Azile stopped so did the lycan, apparently not wishing to get any closer to what was about to happen other than to witness the outcome. Azile wove a shield, the strength of which she had never attempted before. If the Terreurs had hesitated at all before plunging through, it was barely noticeable.

      A loud Rrrrawrrr! pierced the silence as Sebastian sailed through the air and landed at her feet. His eyes were wide with fear, his head shook with confusion.

      “Sebastian?”

      “Pick me up!” he bellowed.

      She was going to tell him she didn’t think this was a good time for a snuggle, but he jumped into her arms, and she instinctively cradled his form. The Terreurs were close, dimming and muting all of the colors around them. The field Azile, Sebastian and Dally were in faded out and became a dusty plain. Heat from a broiling sun beat down upon them, and just as sweat broke out along Azile’s forehead, they were plunged into a mountainous region amid a blizzard. The sweat instantly turned to ice. Azile’s fingertips throbbed in pain and a questioning scream was ripped from her mouth by the screeching wind. The blizzard melted then into a dense tropical forest; a startled anteater hopped out of the way from the unexpected visitors. On and on the environment changed, never staying for more than a minute in any one configuration. (Which was a good thing considering more than a few had found the trio plunged into bodies of water, sometimes fresh, other times salt.)

      “What is happening?” It took Azile four world changes to finally ask the question.

      Took another ten before Sebastian could respond, and not with a clear explanation, only with his experience. “I was at the house. Something…” he shuddered. “Something powerful sent me hurtling…I don’t know what I went through or where I was going until I got to you.”

      “And this?”

      Dally was near to collapsing from the stress, Azile herself didn’t feel that far behind. She wasn’t sure how much more of this dizzying kaleidoscope of whirlwind worlds she could take. If this was her life now, to step for mere moments into a reality, not having time to adjust before being sent to the next, she thought that maybe the Terreurs’ end would have been preferable. At least then there would be a finality, one she would not have to be concerned with. She wouldn’t even be troubled by the prospect of becoming a specter, angry at having left important things in her life unfinished, as she would never have existed in the first place.

      Then suddenly it stopped. She lurched to the side and fell to her knees, retching the bile that had threatened innumerable times. When she could finally look up without her eyes spinning she looked around. With a fair degree of certainty she believed herself back where she had started. The lycan certainly looked the same, though they expressed varying degrees of surprise at her presence. Somehow, the Terreurs had been lost, tracking through their plane-hopping.

      “We should leave,” Sebastian offered.

      Azile felt the same way, though she was unsure if her legs would cooperate, and with the way Dally was staggering about, she wasn’t going to be able to ride. Unsteadily and with as much haste as they could make, they left, the lycan doggedly following, never getting any closer. The witch was deadly; adding a guardian only made matters worse.

      “Sebastian, I do not believe I can go any further,” Azile was weaving as much side to side as forward.

      It had only been a little more than an hour since they’d returned to their original plane. “Still too close.” He would have grown in form and allowed her to sit atop his back, but the horse was on its last legs as well, and Azile would not leave the animal behind. Sebastian liked the horse as far as that went, but the stakes were too great that she would become an acceptable loss.

      Azile sat down hard, it wasn’t so much a plummet as it was a controlled collapse. Dally dropped to her knees before rolling to her side, her nostrils flaring as she breathed in and out heavily, her eyes were wide as if she expected to begin flitting about again.

      “Rest,” Azile said as she placed a calming hand along her flanks and wove a spell of relaxation into her. She fell asleep immediately but her hooves danced wildly as if in her dreams she were still running. What she’d been afraid of awake had seemingly followed her into the netherworld.

      “You as well,” Sebastian said. “The lycan will not approach.”

      Azile wasn’t so sure of that. Whatever had been pushing the lycan into this unnatural conflict and alliance could make them reckless. Didn’t matter; until she returned to equilibrium and got some rest, she would only be a liability in battle, and that battle was sure to come, an eventuality like the tide.

      “It is time to arise,” Sebastian purred into Azile’s ear, tickling her with his whiskers. “The lycan have given up on the pretense of being uninterested, and feel as if the cover of night allows them an advantage. As if,” he scoffed. “We’ll see.” He grew into his guardian size, heftier than an old-world tiger, and twice as intimidating as the natural animal.

      “The Terreurs?” Azile asked as she checked on Dally, who was sound asleep, though now she was in a sitting up position.

      “It’s quiet,” Sebastian told her, though he knew that meant nothing as they could show suddenly without warning and be upon them before they were even aware.

      “Have their numbers grown?” Azile asked.

      “Still the same number that followed us.”

      “It is time to show these curs that they have chosen the wrong hill to die upon. Are you ready?”

      Sebastian grinned, “I thought you would never ask.”
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      That day we were treated as part of the tribe and shared a meal with them. That night we burned candles down to their bases as we discussed tactics, the best place to lay ambushes, and where to fall back and rally, should the need arise. How best to protect those that could not fight, the elderly, the infirm, the children. The tribe was a shade over eight hundred after taking into account those who couldn’t fight; there were around four hundred and twenty warriors, I didn’t know if that was an ominous number or not. (Maybe it was only humorous on a surface level and nothing else; I did not like that it could imply we were going to get smoked.)

      I had about a hundred rounds for my rifle, no part of me figured that was going to be enough. I knew how to use a bow, but I wasn’t proficient at it. My secondary weapon was going to be a sword that the Samirians provided. Wasn’t thrilled about it, as the reach would be equivalent to what the lycan could do, which meant if I could kill them, then the same could be said about what they could do to me.

      Tim had at first proposed we should fight on opposite sides of the defensive line we were going to form, as a way to ensure our survivability. It took a few times of explaining how intertwined we were before he relented that watching each other’s backs was a better option.

      “Guess I’ll be saving you all again,” Tim said.

      He made it sound derisive, but if he did come through like that, it wasn’t like I was going to be mad about the fact that our lives had been saved.

      “I’d appreciate it, in fact,” Mathieu told him.

      Tim looked surprised then quickly retreated back to form. “Fine, fine, but don’t get all faggoty about it.”

      “Who hurt you, Tim?” I asked.

      “That’s just what a gay person would ask,” Tim replied.

      “You realize that Mathieu is married with a kid, right?”

      “Could just be a cover, how would I know?”

      “Tim, even if it was all a cover, and you were somehow...” Mathieu gulped, “my type, you do realize that you could always just say no.”

      “Not really. My dad, the devil fuck his soul, always said that gay was catchy, you could get infected by touch.”

      I had a fair handle on what made people tick, but I was no psychologist or therapist of any kind, can you imagine? But I began to think Tim’s extreme homophobia could have more to do with some suppressed proclivities, might even be part of the reason why his life had been one dickhead move after another. Lord knew I wasn’t going to offer that tidbit to him; it was likely he would do all in his power to kill me after that revelation, no matter the truth of it.

      “Yes, Tim, that’s my goal. I will leave Lana, the woman I love, my child, and when next we find ourselves in the shower together, I am going to make my move. Perhaps I will let my soap fall by your feet and ask if you’ll retrieve it.”

      “Huh!” He stood up from where he was seated and shouted. “I knew it! I fucking knew it! People love clowns; I’m damn near irresistible.”

      A cold chill whipped through me at that thought. I was convinced given the choice I would rather pound a willing porcupine. (By “pound,” I mean have sex with, and now I can’t fucking believe I put that to paper and then clarified my meaning. Azile, if you ever read this, please understand my intention.) If I had ever become a psychiatrist, I might have been the first to advertise that I would talk about myself in sessions so that my clients could feel better about themselves and their own issues, it could work. Hard to feel bad about your slightly neurotic behavior once it was stacked up against my arsenal of insanity.
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      “Quite an impressive display of power you have gathered for the game.” Lucifer sat across from Maker; he was adorned in a floral print Hawaiian shirt, khaki shorts and sandals. It should be noted he was wearing knee-high gym socks. “I would have dressed more appropriately if I’d known we would be meeting again so soon.”

      “We should make one thing clear, Lucifer.”

      “Lou.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I am thinking of rebranding, making over my image to something with a broader appeal.”

      “Come, come, Lou, when have you ever had trouble persuading people to do your bidding?”

      “Never really. Folks seem to trip over themselves in a haste to get to me. I just wanted to appear to be a kinder gentler devastator.”

      “Lou, if you wish, I do not consider this a game. Lives and souls hang in the balance of what happens there today.”

      “Maker, dear Maker.... Are you getting soft in your old age? This has always been the game. We have faced off from the beginning of your humanity experiment. Sometimes I win for a while, the world grows dimmer, and other times you are on top and there is light. But always there seems to be a balance maintained that will not let either of us march too long in victory. And to be quite frank, I grow tired of this stalemate.”

      “The terreurs, you finally admit responsibility for them?”

      “In a fashion. I wish I could claim the ability to create them, but that is beyond my power, and that you haven’t destroyed them leads me to believe it is beyond yours as well. They seem to be something that predates both of us, a conundrum, since we are older than existence. I have two theories. Either we aren’t as omnipotent as we would like to believe, or they are a byproduct of the first creation.” Lou was referring to Maker. “Do you get upset when you consider that something even more powerful than yourself made you? As much as you would like to believe it (or allow your followers to), you did not spontaneously pop into being. The terreurs are what I have to believe are the Ultimate Maker’s erasers, a tool used to wipe out all of their mistakes, which is strange because I thought Makers weren’t supposed to make any.” Lou laughed uproariously. “God, that’s rich.”

      Maker’s eyebrows raised.

      “Ah, I can see by your reaction you’ve thought along the same lines.” Lou shrugged. “This may be why you can’t get rid of them.”

      “Is that so?” Maker asked.

      “Yes, actually. It’s an interesting story, how I first suspected their origin. Something for another time perhaps. What you should find concerning was how easy it was to put a bug in the ear of your archangels and have them do all the heavy lifting, bringing what I could only theorize to fruition.”

      “Are you finished?” Maker asked, “I grow bored of your boastful speech.”

      “Almost done.” Lou held up a finger. “Want to know what could be the best part?” Lou paused. “Of course you do, who could listen to that opening line and not clamor for more? If, big if, but if they are something you created, say, an unforeseen anomalous offshoot of some experiment of yours, you would not destroy it. It may be a subconscious thing on your part, but you, oh Lord, are so enamored with the things you make, you cannot bring yourself to destroy any of them, even your mistakes.”

      “Mistakes?”

      “Mosquitoes? Did you forget about them? They weren’t born in hell; lord knows I wish I’d come up with that one, that would have been right up my alley. An insect, not only extremely irritating but which has destroyed more of your loved ones than all of the wars combined. Still you will not retract them from the world, something I believe you could do easily enough.”

      “Everything has its place,” Maker responded.

      “For all you do and all you are, I find it humorous that you cannot admit when you are wrong. If you were always right, would I be sitting across from you?”

      “I do not believe that giving my creations the ability to think for themselves was a mistake.”

      “Perhaps, but we can see where that got you. Your crowning jewel has been dimmed considerably these last couple hundred years, it’s been longer and darker than any other period during our conflict. Even the so-called ‘Dark Ages,’ were a beacon of hope in comparison; they could not hold a candle to the mess down there today. But more importantly, Maker, I have decided I like it this way. The struggle of Man, of all living creatures, really has made for a much more interesting stage to watch it all play out for my entertainment.”

      “Dammit!” Maker stood and slammed his fists against a table that had not been there a moment before, then he leaned over. “This is not a Shakespearean drama! What is left of humanity is nearly gone!”

      “Always with the theatrics. Parting of the sea, the floods, always need to be showy. You could always directly intercede. Can you imagine? This upcoming battle, which will be the next domino to drop in my plans, will signify the end of your rule, Maker. You will be the banished one. For eons I have been itching to rule from up on high.” Lou spread his arms as he looked around. “Of course, we’re going to need some serious redecorating, but the bones of the place are solid.”

      “You know that I cannot personally get involved. I created the world with safeguards to prevent that from happening.”

      “Ah, the famous Covenant. Bet you wish you had a do-over on that one. But no matter how much you wish to deny it, we both know you have your back door channels. Don’t look shocked and don’t protest, how else would your pet Michael all of a sudden have luvier blood coursing through his veins again?”

      “Remnants.”

      “I suppose that could hold up in a court which you presided over, otherwise the argument is weak. There is still the matter of Timothy; I find it strange that one who has been firmly planted among my throng for so long would suddenly have a true change of heart. Although, upon closer inspection I’m not sure this is as clear cut as you may believe. Then we should not ignore the fact that he did not actually have a corporeal form to return to.... Did you think that would be overlooked? No matter. That may be a decision you come to rue. That one walks upon the edge of a sword blade, and what you fail to see is that on your side is a wall he cannot climb, whereas on mine is an abyss he could easily fall into and it would not take much to send him sprawling to where he belongs. He would need to be lifted over and deposited into your realm by a force greater than any he keeps in company. Salvation is, and always has been, a much more difficult proposition.”

      “Perhaps,” Maker replied.

      “You have stretched the rules some by allowing the Guardian to cross over.”

      “Come, come, Lou, it happens all the time.”

      “If she were a familiar, I would agree, another little annotation on your part. But she is not, nor has she ever been of the earthly realm.”

      Maker pahed and made a tossing motion to Lou as in dismissal.

      “Azile and her children,” Lou stated.

      “What of them?” Maker asked coyly.

      “The amount of power they can wield is beyond anything the world has ever seen. Even your great Merlin, the boob you used in an attempt to pull the world free from the Dark Ages, was a flickering candle to those three.”

      “You sit here, Lucifer, mocking all I have done, taking nothing seriously, while you destroy what is left of my creation, unleashing things which we both agreed we should not, and you wonder at my tactics as I attempt to combat this? I will do all in my power to defeat these evils, and once this is accomplished, I will turn my full attention on you. Something I’ve neglected to do for far too long. I’ve made more mistakes during the course of my being than I care to admit, but one of the worst was falsely believing that you and I could coexist—perhaps not in peace, but at least in balance. But that has never been enough for you, so it will come to pass that I will mitigate my losses by correcting that error in judgement. In the meantime, would you care for some tea?”

      Lucifer paused. Never had Maker threatened their relationship, such as it was. He realized then that he had two choices: pour everything he could into securing a victory in this upcoming battle, or retreat. As of yet he had not determined his course. “Yes, that would be lovely. I prefer Earl Grey.”
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      I went to sleep that night fully expecting we would wake in the midst of a battle. I did not fear the battle, I feared what I could lose. The loss of my life was insignificant, but that I could never hold my children again or my wife, that was unbearable. There was some comfort knowing that if I merely died, I would once again hold my wife and hug my children. I could apologize for all I’d done, and all I hadn’t. I was an imperfect man, living in imperfect times. I do not use that as an excuse; there were times when I surely could have done better, many times I let my dark and bitter thoughts sully my choices. In typical Talbot fashion, it had only taken me two hundred years to mature. Just imagine who I could be in another two hundred? God help the world if that were the case. I smiled at the notion.

      My dreams were mostly of the fluff variety; at one point I was chasing down people that had a blueberry pie and wouldn’t share no matter how much I promised to pay. I think I even offered up a pickup truck’s worth of canned hams for a single slice. That was absolutely no skin off my nose. Even in my dream I shuddered at the notion of so many apocalyptic inducing meat byproducts so close together. The people I chased continually changed appearance, and the truck was rolling alongside of me of its own accord when I passed by an old, Western-looking saloon, double swinging doors and unpainted wooden walls, the only thing that stood out from its period countenance was the enormous flashing neon sign, well, that and my present wife, Azile, standing on the deck dressed in what could only be considered working girl garb, petticoats and all. Yeah, that was enough to get me to stop giving a shit about the pie. Didn’t matter what the woman was doing or wearing, I found her to be beautiful beyond words, but that she was dressed provocatively made my heart quicken, even if ninety percent of her was covered.

      “Want a date?” she asked when she saw that I’d noticed her.

      “Um, sure, I don’t think my wife would mind.” Through no fault of my own I found myself walking towards her wearing nothing more than a pair of boxers. “This is slightly embarrassing, but at least I’m not in school about to take a test I haven’t prepared for.”

      “Do I have your attention?” She pulled a sleeve down to reveal a smooth shoulder. I’d found the maneuver nearly more than I could handle.

      “I’d say so,” I pointed to where the front of my boxers had been stretched out.

      “Good,” she said, I was startled when she lightly smacked the side of my head. “Where are you?”

      “Huh?” I wasn’t following. When all the blood is removed from your reasoning functions it takes a moment to divert or revert back.

      “Michael, this isn’t technically a dream anymore.”

      “You’re...you’re here?” I wanted to weep tears of joy.

      “I’m here with you in this realm.”

      I reached out and stroked her shoulder. “Feels real enough.”

      She looked down. “Could you put that thing away for a minute?”

      “You invade my pie catching dream wearing clothes like that, get the desired reaction then tell me to stop?”

      “I had to get your attention somehow.”

      “I’m that easy? Booze and stockings?”

      “I thought about making this a barbecue restaurant offering brisket and smoked sausages.”

      “I would have stopped quicker for that.”

      Again she lightly tapped me. “I’ve missed you, my love,” she said.

      “And I you.” We spent a few moments in a loving embrace that I never wanted to break from. “Are the kids…” I started.

      “They’re fine, I sent Sebastian to be with them and Becka. Somehow Lana has found out what is happening and is coming along with a small army to watch over them. Are you heading back to be with them now?”

      I hesitated.

      “Michael?”

      “I’m in Samirian country.”

      “What are you doing that far south?”

      I told her all that had transpired, including the Terreurs, Vochey and Tim.

      “Terreurs? That should not be possible.”

      She said the words, but it didn’t sound like a surprise. Not for the first time I was left wondering what my wife knew.

      “Oh I can assure you it’s very possible. We seem to have lost them for the time being, but I’ve got to figure they’re going to be like a drug resistant strain of herpes and will be back.”

      “And Tim? You have Tim with you? I could see why you would take your time going back.”

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      “Go home, Michael. My charms and protections will shield you from detection.”

      “Still more.”

      “Our time here is not indefinite, Michael, I need to know what is happening.”

      “The lycan are amassing in numbers and are poised to strike. Tim, Mathieu, Vochey and myself have pledged ourselves to help.”

      Azile went quiet. I was good and fucked now. Rants were good, quiet was not. Rants were the release of steam, quiet was the buildup of pressure.

      “There’s more.” I stepped back. I wasn’t sure how much she could hurt me here, but I wasn’t willing to take the chance of a left hook to the side of the head.

      She didn’t look like she wanted to hear it.

      “Um, you remember that Luvier blood I had in me from my time in the underworld?”

      Her eyes narrowed, her arms crossed and she turned so she was facing me straight on, she said nothing, though something was on the tip of her tongue, most likely she didn’t want to voice it. “Go on.”

      “This isn’t my fault, I think.” I had to be careful here; I was not going to throw MJ under the bus for something he may have not done either. “So, I was fighting a lycan…”

      “What?” The look of surprise on her face let me know the kids had not told her this tidbit. “In hand-to-hand combat?”

      “Knife to paw, I guess. I was losing badly.”

      “Where was Mathieu?”

      “I’d made a deal.”

      “So you, as a man, decided that taking on a lycan, an animal three times your size and meaner than a honey badger, would be a good idea?”

      “Good idea? Nope. That never crossed my mind.”

      “How could you?”

      “I did it for the kids, my sacrifice for them.”

      She softened at that, albeit momentarily. Difficult to stay mad at a person that would die to protect their children. At least, I thought so.

      “You cannot be so naïve!” she raged, and when the Red Witch rages, it isn’t just a matter of loud words and a reddening of the face. The sky darkened, lightning crackled among the clouds, deafening thunder banged like a drum. “They would have killed you and then the children, Mathieu included.”

      “I realize that now, but at that moment I was going on the assumption I could save them.” The thunderclaps slowed.

      She sighed. “That doesn’t explain the Luvier blood, and how do you know that is the case?”

      “The proof of it is standing in front of you. That I’m still alive.” Not sure why I needed to explain further. “I think it knocked something loose inside of me with one of the hard hits to the head.”

      “Michael,” she stepped closer. “We both know that’s not true, else you would have knocked it loose a while ago with all of your missteps and accidents. We will talk further about this when we are together. How much time do you have before the lycan attack?”

      “I can’t say for sure but I’d be surprised if it was further than three days out.”

      She was thinking. “It is possible I could be there in time; see if you can delay the battle.”

      I was going to ask her how the fuck I was going to accomplish that, when she winked out and the blueberry pie wielding people came back. My dream turned and reverted into the asinine and my subconscious thoughts with it.

      I awoke the next morning seriously craving Dunkin Donuts’ blueberry muffins, didn’t dawn on me until later that day why, but by then I was busy dodging death. The Azile part of my dream is what I recalled with alarming clarity the moment I awakened.

      “Got a chubby?” Tim asked. He had slept much closer to me than I was comfortable with, although, anything this side of the Atlantic was too close.

      “What?” I asked, stupidly hoping that I’d not heard what I thought I had.

      “I said do you have a chubby? Most guys wake up with them.”

      “We’re not having this talk,” I pulled the fur covering off and stood to head outside the building.

      “I notice you didn’t face me when you stood! Are you ashamed of your chubby size? You shouldn’t be concerned. Ninety five percent of the male population falls within the acceptable range. Odds are you’re in that range, even if it would be on the smaller side of the curve!” He was laughing.

      The sun was low on the horizon, the camp was busy and looked to have been busy for some time. I didn’t see Mathieu, Newton or even Fillayoh. I’d never been great at meeting new people and decided I’d wallflower for a bit as I walked around. Numerous cook fires were going, periodically an old-fashioned triangle chime would be rung and as one, Samirians would stop what they were doing, make the golden arches sign with both pointer fingers and sing, Fries are done, in perfect Gregorian Monk chanting fashion. I smiled. I didn’t want to make fun of their religion as they took it very seriously, but come on, they were celebrating the deep fat frying of potato sticks. Then I clicked my tongue, that might just have been one of the better things that could be celebrated. I joined in the next time it happened, and an older woman smiled at me after having witnessed the act.

      “What the fuck is this fries are done bullshit?” Tim had come stomping up behind me, it seemed that the peaceful morning had come to a hasty conclusion.

      “Tim, shh! This is a religious practice, I think.”

      The clown looked at me funny, then broke out into a full belly laugh, head thrown back and hands over his stomach. “No fucking way!”

      I was trying to put as much distance between us as I could before the arrows started to fly. “Hey Tardbot, is this one of those times I should keep my thoughts to myself?”

      “If you have to ask, then you’ve already given the answer,” I told him without slowing.

      “Don’t give me any of the Freud fuckboy rhetoric. All the guy ever did was snort coke and talk about cocks and mothers.”

      That may have been a boiled down, extremely basic version but he wasn’t completely wrong. I wasn’t going to respond. I couldn’t see a point being made, or what the purpose would be. Luckily, I was saved from continuing the conversation, although, in hindsight, the conversation would have been preferred. A large gong sounded. I thought maybe this was where we hailed the sausage Egg McMuffin; if ever there was a food that needed hailing this might be it. Not sure what crack-like ingredients McDonalds used to add to this breakfast staple, but the versions created at home were always pale comparisons. I tried repeatedly to have Azile recreate these for her beloved family, but she would hear nothing of it because of how bad for people it was. I told her I was willing to take the risk.

      Instead of anything remotely chanty-like, the village went into overdrive. Kids were snagged, elderly escorted to the restaurant, others were grabbing weapons.

      I turned and, as much as it pained me, I grabbed Tim’s arm. He reacted as if I were a cobra and I’d landed a strike, jerking away and placing his hand over where I touched.

      “What the fuck are you doing? What the fuck are they doing? Are they going to attack me for making fun of their stupid shit?”

      “We’re under attack—or about to be. Come on.” I was reaching out, Tim flinched. “Come on, dipshit.” He could work on his issues later, or now if he wanted to, but I was going to grab my rifle. Luvier blood or not I wasn’t standing face-to-face with a lycan unless I could take his off in the most violent manner possible.

      “Where’s your pet?” Tim asked following me inside.

      “Vochey isn’t my pet, and I don’t know where she is.”

      “I meant Mathieu.”

      “Same sentence, although she’s a he.”

      “If you say so.” Tim went to the far wall where patrons would have at one time dined well while overlooking the glorious, sprawling vista of the ribbon of highway. (That was sarcasm, I hope it was conveyed in the words.) “I can see people haven’t advanced much beyond the last time I was here. He was rummaging through a rack of weapons. “Piece of shit, piece of shit, extra piece of shit.” Each declaration was punctuated with the discarding of a weapon onto the floor. Most were spears, and to be honest I wasn’t sure if they would hold up against a particularly aggressive rabbit. “How am I supposed to fight with this?” He tossed another spear, I had to move away as the point was sliding across toward the toes of my boot. I grabbed what looked like a souvenir sword and headed out. The alarm gonging had stopped, everyone who was going to be in hiding was, and those that were manning a post were where they needed to be which left me alone, standing there, not knowing what to do other than wait.

      “If I don’t make it, Azile, I just need you to know I did not think I would ever love another, I didn’t want to. The pain of loss was far too great and I believed I was incapable of going through it again. But you were, and are, a light in the darkness, someone I could be with and call home. For that, thank you, and I love you.”

      “Fuck me, you syrupy fuck. You must be a hell of a pussy eater because you sure sound like one.” Tim had ninja styled out of the restaurant, I had not heard him come close while he listened to my admission. “You make me feel icky.” He was rubbing at his blood-stained shirt. “Does your pecker shrink every time you talk like that?”

      “It’s called expressing my love.” I don’t know why I felt embarrassed, but there it was.

      “If you say so. Do you think maybe we can go kill something so I can wash the stink of whatever the hell that was off of me?” He swished a curved blade around, slicing through the air with a whooshing sound. “I bet you like my sword.” He leered at me as he said the words.

      With how straight forward he was with his obvious confusion, I was surprised he couldn’t see it. Or maybe I was completely wrong and he was plain old psychotic. Come to think of it, that was the safer bet. I was saved from having to tell him how shiny his toy was when new alarms rang out. People were yelling, and Tim and I ran for the closest warning. Not more than a handful of seconds passed as I looked out over the hundred yard clearing wondering what the fuss was all about, when I heard them coming. They were barking, howling, and crashing through the woods.

      “Either that’s some sort of trick, or there’s more than a couple hundred lycan.” Tim was glancing in my direction. If he thought that, he didn’t appear to be overly upset about it.

      A lone lycan stepped out onto the clearing. I raised my rifle and was aiming in when more stepped out all around. Alarm gongs rang up in a circle.

      “Surrounded?” Tim asked.

      “Would seem that way,” I told him.

      “If we die today, Tardbot, I just want you to know that I love and respect you.”

      The confusion must have been plastered on my face.

      “Just fucking with you, nimrod!” He was pointing and laughing at me. “If I’m going to die today, I’d like to get in a few last jibes, calms my nerves. Kind of like those breathing exercises you metrosexuals use.”

      “Metrosexual?” I wasn’t sure how much more strangeness I could take without coffee.

      My attention was ripped back to the lycan, their thin furry line had swelled to the point they were shoulder to shoulder. If it was like this around the entire village, that would mean they had a much larger army than the Samirians knew about. Either the lycan had kept them hidden or the reinforcements had come some time during the night. Suppose it didn’t matter one way or the other. It was right about then I wished I’d thought to grab a melee weapon worth a shit; there was zero chance we were going to stop them before they hit our lines.

      “Tim, I have to go back and get a better weapon.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      For the briefest of seconds I thought maybe he figured we could stand our ground and kill the lycan. I don’t want to say hope surged, but it pooled around my feet. Then he revealed what he’d meant, and that hope dried up like water hitting burning sand. “More than a few of these French fry eating idiots are going to be dead soon; you’ll be able to grab whatever you need.”

      He wasn’t wrong, although I wanted him to be. I was shaking my head at the Samirian warriors that had heard and were looking at me like I was marking which one of them had the best weapon I could scavenge. It was definitely the man three people away, he had a straight sword that looked like something General Custer could have been wearing for his battle. A little pissed at myself I couldn’t have picked a better example, but there it was.

      The first of the lycan began to run toward us and, incredibly, another line of them appeared. It was a stampede of lycan; the ground was shaking from the vibration of so many great beasts thundering along. I began to shoot my rifle, a second or two later the air was filled with arrows streaking toward their targets. Pissing on a wildfire came to mind, it was a futile attempt to keep the tide from crashing over us. A hundred yards, to a full galloping lycan, took in the vicinity of five or six seconds. I’d not gone through one magazine by the time they hit. Predictably, it was nothing resembling a stone wall stopping a surging tide. They hit, killed, and ran right through. Some went further into the village, looking for the soft targets, most turned, and we were now fighting with lycan all around. I was deep into my second magazine. Tim had carved some personal space around us with his now blood-soaked blade. He killed with grace and precision, yelling triumphantly with every fallen lycan. The enraged animals, instead of avoiding the death-dealing clown, began to converge to eliminate the worst threat. I got nearly back-to-back with him and shot as quickly as I could, doing my best to keep his hard fought perimeter intact.

      Somewhere off to my side someone had sounded for us to pull back. Retreat was not an option because there was no way we were going to be able to withdraw from the conflict entirely. Pulling back at all was nearly as impossible, yet somehow we did, Tim turned and charged at anything in his way. I followed, realizing my best chance of continued survival revolved around how long I could stay close to this circus freak rager. I was on my third magazine and would be out of rounds in a few seconds, making the only weapon available to me an empty rifle, which was an unwieldy club at best, or a sword that couldn’t cut through a block of cheese.

      Tim had somehow broken through the ranks of lycan and we were sprinting, I had no idea to where. Somehow we’d found an area devoid of fighting, though we could hear the cries of the damned all around.

      “Not sorry about this!” Tim had pulled up short and I ran into his broad back.

      “Wha…” was all I was able to get out before a sharp thud to the side of my head then darkness, and this time there were no blueberry pies nor beautiful barmaids.

      When I came to consciousness I was still in darkness and freezing. My teeth were chattering and I could feel nothing below my neck. “Wha…” was all I was able to get out again before a meaty, dirty and stench laced hand clamped over my mouth.

      Tim was so close to my ear I could feel his sharp teeth brush up against it. “Shut your fucking pie hole,” he hissed.

      Got to admit I was surprised when he didn’t add, “or I’ll kill you.”

      “We’re in a well. Lycan took the town; far as I know we’re the only survivors.”

      I had a hundred questions but I was so cold I couldn’t formulate a coherent thought.

      “It’s been a pain in the ass keeping you above water for the last three hours. My bad for hitting you so hard. I knew you were going to want to play hero and go all guns blazing to Valhalla or some shit. Then if you went and did some stupid shit I was going to have to follow, and like I said, I just got here, and I’m not ready to go back. I’ve got shit to prove. ‘Sides now you live to fight another day, right? The minute I saw all those fuckers coming out of the woods I knew the battle was over. Wasn’t any of those McFlurry loving motherfuckers going to make it through the day no matter what we did. I know you want to give me shit about it, but before you do, I need you to think about what your dying would have achieved.”

      He had me there. There wasn’t a valid argument I could give that would have made my sacrifice worthwhile. All of this was whispered into my ear; his hot, fetid breath rolling down my neck may have been the only thing that kept me from insurmountable hypothermia.

      “Ma…Ma…Ma—”

      “Are you seriously crying for your mama right now? That’s fucking weird. As old as you are she wouldn’t be more than a pile of dust.”

      “The…Thieu.”

      “Oh the furry fuck? No idea. Been down here since you got knocked on the noggen,” he said as if he’d not been the one to do the knocking.

      “How…how…much…” I couldn’t say anything else without the fear of biting my tongue off.

      “Did I hit you so hard you have the dumbs?”

      “Longer,” I chattered.

      “Oh, how much longer. Why didn’t you say so? Couple of thousand lycan, eight hundred or so Samirians...not much. I suppose they could eat through them in a few hours.”

      I shivered, it had as much to do with the cold as it did with the thought of all those people becoming food. I was in agony, lapsing in and out of coherence. Tim seemed unaffected by the cold water. When he finally dragged me out, all I was aware of was that it was dark. There was a stink of bad meat and some distant sounds of revelry. I was unceremoniously tossed over his shoulder and bounced around as he loped away. When next I came to, we were under an expansive tree, a fire was going, and I was pushed close enough that it would be a race to see if I thawed or burned first. As near as I could tell I was naked and huddled under a few furs; I didn’t ask where he’d got them. That they smelled like wet dog was all the information I needed.

      The next morning, I awoke, Tim was sitting across from me, the sun rising over his left shoulder. He was roasting some meat held over the fire by a stick.

      “I thought this would be gamier, considering their diet, but it’s not bad. Want some?” He extended the stick. Fat glistened and dripped into the fire where it sizzled and popped.

      “No, thank you,” I told him, happy to note my teeth didn’t crash against each other as I said it. “And thank you.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about saving your life.” He took a large bite, my stomach roiled as grease slid down his chin. “It’s strange, helping people, not really my skill set. When I was holding your head above water, I wondered for a dozen times, two dozen, if I should just let you go. You wouldn’t have known.”

      I’d been at the mercy of the demon clown and lived. Odds makers were going to be paying a lot to the ones who’d taken that bet.

      “Your clothes are dry.” He pulled them off a branch and tossed them my way.

      It was warm under those furs, I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave.

      “I hope the experts weren’t lying when they say what effects cold water has to a man’s junk, otherwise Azile must keep a hell of a dildo collection.”

      “It would be great if you stopped talking about my wife like that.”

      “Joking, snowflake, and it has more to do with you than her. Get dressed, we shouldn’t stay too much longer. The lycan might be fat and happy now, but they’re going to be on the move soon, and I lost my sword.”

      He was right. The question was: move to where? Sebastian was more than enough to care for and protect my kids and Lana with her troops was on the way, but they were my kids, my responsibility. The problem was when I’d last talked to Azile, she was going to head for the Samirian village. There was a chance she could be heading straight into the heart of the lycan army. I abundantly knew my wife was capable of handling just about anything thrown her way, but again, because I’m an old-school male, I felt it was my job to watch over and protect her. In this case, at the minimum, I needed to warn her and to let her know I was all right, because if she walked into that town and the lycan had moved on, she would have to think I’d perished in the maelstrom.

      “Now what?” Tim asked once I was finished dressing.

      “Good question. I need to go back.”

      “Back home? Of course you do.”

      “Back the way we came.”

      Tim stood rapidly, he dropped his skewered meat into the fire. “The fuck you do.”

      “My wife is heading that way.”

      Tim glared at me, eyes narrowed, eyebrows drawn down, stupid big red lips pursed. If it was on anyone else’s face besides his, it may have seemed comical. This went on for a solid minute, to the point I thought he might be frozen that way. I don’t know what route his reasoning had to work through, but when it came out the other side his face relaxed. “Of course you do.” Hard to say what followed was a smile. It was more like a jeer, like he’d made a plan and once my back was turned I was again going to get my bell rung and then be dragged off to parts unknown.

      “I’m serious,” I told him.

      “I know.” We were back to the glare.

      “You’re not beholden to me, Tim, you can go about your way. I wouldn’t come with me if I were you.”

      “That reverse psychology?”

      “Listen, Tim, thank you for saving me back there. I mean that. I don’t know if that’ll be enough to ultimately get you where you want to go but it’s a start. Stay alive, do what you can to right what you figure are wrongs. I’m not asking you to come with me and potentially get killed.”

      “It was widely believed that if you saved a person’s life you were responsible for that life. Come to find out that was mostly a fiction driven narrative. But fuck it all if I don’t feel some responsibility to you. What good would be saving your life if you’re just going to throw it out? I need a number, Tardbot. How many people in your life have told you to fuck off?”

      Took me a second to reply because I laughed for a few moments. “I can’t even imagine what that number would be. In the thousands, easy.”

      “Sounds low.” Tim reached down and pulled out the now charred meat. He never even blinked as his fingers closed around his prize, he brought it up to his mouth and began eating. “One of the perks of my extended stay down below.” He smiled.

      I thought about grabbing the furs then decided against it. They had been hastily removed from their previous owners; chunks of meat and other various parts clung to them and were already beginning to rot. Flies, which were scarce this time of the year, were beginning to flock. Tim grabbed them because of course he did.

      “They’ll smell those for miles,” I told him.

      “Good, maybe it’ll keep them away, realizing what we do to their kind.”

      I wasn’t a fan of looking for confrontation, not in this scenario. “Or easily follow those responsible that killed their pack members so they can seek revenge.”

      He pushed them off his shoulder.

      The sun shining coupled with the walk thawed the last part of me that had felt frozen. We were much further from the village than I’d previously thought. “Thank you,” I again told Tim.

      “For what?”

      “For carrying me this far to safety.”

      “It wasn’t much; with such a small pecker it made you light.”

      I let my head sag and sighed.

      “Pretty thin skinned for having been a vampire and now a luvier. You realize those demons are considered among some of the strongest, right? When are you going to start putting that strength to good use?”

      “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be able to do.”

      “You better figure it out soon.” Tim had stopped and was pointing.

      Traveling had been slowed by the fact that we kept to the woods as much as was possible, but now we were standing at the edge of the clearing, the Samirian town some hundred yards away. Carrion birds circled high overhead, not in the volume I would have expected by the number that had died, but then it was likely the lycan had not left much behind.

      We stood there for a few minutes, watching for any movement. There was none. I took a step out before being wrenched back and dumped on my ass. I was about to give him shit for the hard thumping, when I saw the reason why. Four lycan, possibly juveniles by their size, came around the far side of the village. They were snarling and jumping around, bandying about with the torso of a person.

      “That’s fucked up,” Tim said, and if those words came from his mouth you could rest assured that it was indeed fucked up. “If we circle around we can get to the building, see if we can grab some weapons.”

      “To what end?” I asked, having stood back up.

      “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do today than kill those four.”

      That wasn’t on my short list, but a world with four fewer blood thirsty lycan was fine by me. We stayed in the woods and went around, waited a few minutes to make sure the coast was clear then booked it for the BK building. The windows were tinted red with smeared blood, the floor inside was entirely covered. The most shocking part was King Newton upon his throne, he’d been dismembered and decapitated, the lycan had then lashed the parts together on his makeshift throne. He sat slumped in his chair atop the counter.

      “I liked that little fuck,” Tim growled.

      “You did?” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      “My mother always said I had a hard time expressing feelings for others. She meant it in a positive way because I never had any problem telling people they were shit. Help me get him down, I don’t want him to fall apart.”

      Desecrating a body was a cardinal sin in my eyes, but doing something with Newton while there were at the minimum four lycan right outside didn’t seem the opportune time. I wasn’t going to tell Tim that because if he moved the man and Newton did fall apart, Tim was going to lose his shit, and I already had enough enemies without adding another. We got him down in one piece, for all that meant. Tim went to the rack, grabbed a short sword and cut through the ropes. Body parts smacked onto the tacky floor. When he was done he gently placed the pieces back together in a position roughly approximating a person sleeping. He mumbled a few words I couldn’t make out then we poked through the much-thinned armory.

      Tim picked out another short sword, this one in bad shape, rust coated the length of it and on the hilt the hand guard had been broken off. He seemed happy with being able to duel wield, though. I couldn’t find anything worth a shit, especially nothing I wanted to trust my life with.

      “You’d better hurry up and pick something.” Tim was pinwheeling his arms as he limbered up.

      “I think I’ll just grab something outside, most of this stuff looks like stage props.”

      “Not going to have time for that,” he said so calmly, like we were talking about me preparing a snack tray before the game came back on.

      I was going to ask why until I heard the door behind me open. We’d been found, the four lycan came in. Young, for sure, adolescents, but still easily double my size. One of them was still holding the torso of a body. It was so marred up that figuring out gender by looking at it wasn’t going to happen and again, to what end anyway? He or she was long dead. The body part was dropped as the teenagers entered, I was amazed at how much they looked like four thugs coming in and attempting to establish dominance.

      “You get a load of these four?” Tim asked, he was smiling. “Come here, boy!” He made a lip-smacking sound. “I’ll give you a belly rub if you ask nicely.”

      I was under the impression that making the big bad wolves angry wasn’t a good idea; it didn’t matter though, nothing short of our deaths was going to make them happy.

      “Don’t stand so close.” Tim moved to the side. The first lycan in saw that as its opening and lunged for Tim. I could attest that the clown was faster than he had a right to be, the lycan found out the hard way when Tim plunged both of those short blades into the animal’s stomach. It was writhing and howling in pain. The three youths not used to battle, or at least a losing battle, froze. They watched in horror as the blood drained from their friend and did nothing. I would have pressed the attack, if I thought my weapon would hold up.

      “Aren’t you going to do something?” Tim snarled as he twisted the blades around inside the suffering animal. I made sure he was looking over when I flexed the shaft to the spear I had. “Here,” he said as he pulled out the rusted blade and tossed it over, blood splattered to the ground as it did a somersault. I deftly grabbed the hilt from the air on a bounce. Even if I’d grabbed the edge, I wasn’t in too much danger, it was unlikely it would have been sharp enough to break skin. The only damage that could be done with it was a stabbing.

      I hesitated. The three remaining looked like they were on the tipping point of either bolting out the door or running straight for us. I was more comfortable with them making a run for it. Tim pulled his blade free then kicked out, sending the dying lycan to the ground. He’d hit it with enough force it slid to the feet of the next nearest lycan. Couple of things happened simultaneously, as is the case in any fight. The lycan who’d had the body of his friend hit the front edges of his paws roared in anger, and in a blind rage came straight for us. The two with him took the roar as meaning they should run; the door was destroyed in their getaway attempt. Tim caught a wildly swinging paw to the side before I could plunge my sword into the exposed rib section. Air from the animal’s deflating lung bubbled blood along the edges of the wound I’d created. I was close enough to see that and close enough to be swatted away as it reacted to the pain. Tim had recovered and like he was playing at Zorro, he stabbed his blade into the beast’s left eye. The lycan stilled immediately until Tim wrenched the blade free; it fell to the ground, thrashing about wildly as its electrical impulses misfired.

      “Do I have to thank you?” Tim asked.

      “Unnecessary. Helping me up would be appreciated, though,” I said as I stuck my hand out.

      He looked at my hand as if he were unsure of what to do.

      “Come on man, I know you must have played football; didn’t you ever help a teammate up?”

      “Fuck no, if they were stupid enough to get knocked over then it was their responsibility to get back up.”

      I kept my hand outstretched until he finally took it. After I got to my feet, Tim went back to the lycan and pulled the sword free I’d left hanging out of its side.

      “What?” he asked when he noticed me looking at him. “This is mine. Not my fault you picked a pool noodle to fight with.”

      It’s important to note I didn’t say anything here, didn’t give him a strange look or hold my hand out. I had actually gone to the window to see if the two lycan that left had gone and told the rest of the pack what was going on.

      “Oh fucking fine, take it then! And we should bury Newton.”

      I was looking out on the dirt roadway, it was dark and muddy from the blood that had been spilled there, but what had captured my attention was what looked like a sword in good condition. Tim was coming up on my left to hand me the rusted-out pokey thing and must have seen what I had.

      “Dibs!” he shouted as we both headed for the door, I was closer and had a better angle, I should have known he wouldn’t play fair. I mistakenly figured this was going to be a footrace, not a wrestling match. I got yanked down from behind; he was doing his best to pull me back and send me slogging through the drying blood. The only thing that kept me from being launched like a vertically challenged person at a bowling alley in less politically correct times was that the blood was so tacky, it was like walking on duct tape. When he realized that plan wasn’t going to work he kept pushing. I’d been caught off guard and had as of yet not been able to get my feet planted and fight back. He drove me into the far wall some ten feet away. I sagged from the hit and from the weight of him crashing into me.

      He figured he had the advantage at this point and let me go so he could head back for the door. I swiped once and came away with a fistful of ruffles.

      “You motherfucker!” he shouted but kept going. “You’re going to pay for that! Where am I going to get a replacement for this shirt?” He’d made it outside before I could reach him, but he’d not made a full stride before I tackled him. He rolled, hurt like a bastard when he rolled up on me, then I was tossed free as we spun around again. By a stroke of good fortune I landed next to the sword which I reached out and grabbed. I jumped up and raised it high like I had just released Excalibur. No angels sang; lightning did not blast down and strike the tip of the sword.

      “Fucker,” Tim hissed on his hands and knees as he watched. “If you die I’m taking that.”

      “Killing me to take it isn’t going to win you any points.”

      “Says you.” He sat back on his haunches and put his hand out.

      “I don’t think I trust this,” I said as I came closer.

      “Just help me up, then casually look to your left.”

      I liked the thought of that less, gave him a perfect shot at my jaw. I could take a punch with the best of them, but a blindside punch by a man that big? Odds were good I was going down. I looked to see a line of lycan watching us not more than fifty yards away.

      “Building?” Tim asked.

      “As good a plan as any.” The moment we made for the door was the moment the lycan broke for us. There was going to be no way to keep them out; the only advantage we had going for us was the lack of space they had in which to maneuver. We stepped back from the door opening, waiting for the first to enter. Never thought about it but should have; one of the lycan used the large picture window as a port of entry. I’d tossed hand grenades that had made less sound. Safety glass pellets bombarded the area, and when he landed he gave a ferocious howl, shook out the glass from his fur then fixed his gaze upon us.

      “Tim, step back,” I told him while motioning with my eyes to look down.

      A smile widened on his face when he saw what I was looking at. I don’t know how tough lycan paws are, but stepping onto a glass-strewn floor where the pieces were stuck fast in the congealing blood had to hurt. We were betting our lives on that.

      “I am going to kill you,” the lycan said malevolently. (Although, how else can those words be uttered? ‘I am going to kill you,’ he sang in a whimsical tone, just doesn’t have the same punch.)

      “Come on and do it then puppy,” Tim goaded. If the clown was nervous in any way he didn’t show it, although considering he was quite literally from Hell and had most likely seen the worst of the worst, the lycan might indeed look like a puppy by comparison. The lycan took one step forward, wary was a good word, most of us puny humans usually went scurrying like mice when the lights came on, but these two were standing their ground. I mean sure, we had nowhere else to go, but any doubt in its mind was an opening we’d exploit. The anger that burned in its eyes was tempered when it put its full weight down on the glass. With that giant foot it must have embedded a dozen or more pieces into it. He hesitated, and looked down, more pain awaited. Can’t say I was expecting him to leap. Surprised both of us. If it wasn’t for the fact that he’d jumped too high he would have been on us before we had a chance to defend ourselves. As it was, his head struck the ceiling. It would have been nice if spikes were sticking down, the soft acoustic tiles of the drop ceiling were going to do little to addle his brains, his neck caught the support, not enough to do any damage but enough to change his trajectory. Tim and I both stabbed him before he could land correctly.

      Five lycan were standing right outside the broken window, looking at us, looking at their fallen comrade, and definitely checking out the floor. None moved to enter. We’d now killed three of their kind in the last ten minutes—none of them wanted to be added to those stats.

      “Little bit of a pickle, wouldn’t you say?” Tim was grinning when he looked over.

      “I never did like pickles much,” I told him. “Especially the kind in a fast-food joint.”

      “Don’t blame you, I used to work in a burger place.”

      “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “I know where you’re going with this.”

      “There is absolutely no way you know where I’m going with this, Tardbot.”

      “Why would you stick pickles down your pants?”

      His expression immediately let me know I was on the right track.

      “I mean in some strange way I could see stuffing a cucumber down there instead of a sock, like some rock stars used to do. But pickle slices? Wouldn’t you just wreak of vinegar for the rest of the day?”

      “Worth it,” he was still grinning. “Nothing made my day better than giving a rude customer who was hassling the front-line employees a little something extra. Oh and back then I had a bad case of genital warts. That’s the kind of thing that happens when you fuck chicks at truck stops with bargain brand condoms. It was a pack of pineapple flavored Brojans that I’m pretty sure did me in. At first I thought they were incredible feeling until we finished up and I realized I’d been raw dogging for the last fifteen minutes. And no matter what the guy you were tag teaming her with says, hand sanitizer will not scrub that stuff off your junk, and it burned. The fuck of it is, I paid her fifty bucks to give me an STD.”

      “That’s assault—the pickles I mean, although I’m sure the hooker had a case too.” My mouth had dropped open. I don’t know if I’ve ever been aghast before, but that was the way I felt. I was surprised I’d not brought my hand up to my chest and had a fainting spell.

      “Probably would have been, but I think the vinegar killed the shit before they could eat it.”

      If I somehow found myself able to go to a burger place again I was assuredly going to watch every step of the burger building process, and make sure no pickles were involved.

      “A few times for the really crotchety people,” Tim went on, “I would stuff some down my butt crack. Fuckers had no idea they were eating little wadded up balls of used toilet paper and sometimes a dingleberry or two. Never got one complaint! Amazing the strange things you can cover up with enough ketchup and mustard.”

      “I hate you right now,” I told him. “I’m going to replay this conversation in my head a thousand times.”

      He kept smiling away and I kept looking at him like I was trying to catch flies with my mouth.

      He pointed at the lycan. “I think they’re going to make a move soon.”

      “Fuck, I hope so, then I can stop thinking about shit coated pickles.”

      “Don’t knock it until you try it, allegedly.”

      I stopped talking in the hopes that Tim would think I’d stopped listening. My stomach performed a few angry somersaults before settling down, then for a blissful minute all was quiet, until the lycan spoke.

      “Come out.”

      “Oh sure, I’ll be right out,” Tim told it. “Get fucked.”

      I held my fist out waiting to receive a bump.

      “What the fuck is that?” he asked angrily instead of returning the gesture.

      “It means I’m acknowledging what you did and I agree wholeheartedly.”

      “This isn’t more homo shit, is it?” he asked suspiciously.

      “What? How could showing you my fist be something sexual of any orientation?”

      “Saw something with a fist once, I don’t want to go into it. Or more like that poor person shouldn’t have wanted it to go into it, but they did, all happy like, wagging their ass like a dog watching its master come home.” He shuddered.

      I withdrew my hand now feeling dirty. Seemed every time he spoke I wanted to take a shower. “What about…” I gulped. “What about tapping elbows?” I held mine up.

      Tim gave me a haunted expression and shook his head in negation. “One of the people went up to their elbow.”

      “Don’t wanna know.” I turned away. “Maybe going forward I’ll just tell you I like what you said.”

      “That might be for the best,” Tim responded, his harried expression relaxing.

      “Come out now,” the lycan said.

      “You okay if I tell him to get fucked again?”

      “All for it.”

      Before Tim could give our standard reply the lycan numbers swelled to a dozen.

      “Gonna be tough killing all of them.”

      This time I didn’t agree with him, killing all of them was going to be impossible.

      “What do you want?” I asked instead.

      “What do you think they want, Tardbot? Look at me, I could feed a village.”

      “Who knows, maybe while they’re eating you I can sneak away. I’ll light a candle in your honor.”

      “I could always toss you out the window and see what happens.”

      “Point taken.”

      “Talk,” the lycan said.

      “Do you trust it?” Tim asked.

      “As far as I could throw it.”

      Tim looked at me for a few seconds. “I’m not sure if I know what that means. As a luvier you might be able to toss it a bit.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You really should have read the manual that comes with that demon.”

      “I think I bought an unboxed one, didn’t have it.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      Our attention was focused on the lycan. They weren’t moving and we surely weren’t either.

      “You want to talk, you come in!” I yelled out.

      “Don’t trust,” he responded.

      “That’s rich. What’s this called, Tardbot? A wetback standoff?”

      “Mexican, Tim, it’s a Mexican standoff.”

      “That’s what I said, dumbass.”

      “Meet at the window. Just you,” the lycan said, “only you,” it finished as Tim and I moved to the front.

      “Why do you get to go?” Tim asked.

      “By all means feel free to get in range of that thing,” I told him.

      “I may or may not avenge you if you get killed.” Tim pulled up. “Depends on the risk involved.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Meh.” He shrugged.

      The lycan’s muzzle wrinkled as we neared and its eyes momentarily grew wide as it got a good sniff of me.

      “I am called Barloff in your tongue, I am alpha of the Grey Mountain pack.” He stood proudly, as if I was supposed to know of him or his pack.

      I had my own surprise. “I’m Michael Talbot, leader of the army that kicked your mangy asses the last time your kind thought it was a good idea to slaughter people.”

      “Oh, I get it now!” Tim said from behind. “The fist bump thing, I mean, I’d do it now.”

      “Um maybe later,” I told him without turning.

      My ego wasn’t so huge that I expected everyone to know who I was, but it was unlikely a lycan waging a war would not. Again a glimmer of surprise, I got the feeling he was ruminating between running or attacking.

      He snarled a gruff language to those behind. Wide eyes expressed a range of emotions. At least two of them began to pant heavily.

      “I’d thought perhaps to let you go,” Barloff stated, “but I would be doing my kind a great disservice if I allowed you to walk away.”

      “Needless to say what it would do for your stature among the other packs,” I said.

      “Shitty negotiation,” Tim had leaned closer. “You want them to let us go.”

      “You know Barloff, there was a part of me that was going to let you walk away. I’ve seen enough blood today, but I’ve since changed my mind. Pretty big feather in my cap to kill a litter leader.”

      He snarled at that.

      “You’re not actually trying to negotiate are you?” Tim asked.

      “Not so much,” I told him.

      “Is this a fist bump scenario too?”

      “Not really, I just signed us up for a winner-take-all battle to the death.”

      “You seem to do this shit a lot.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “This life-or-death crap, you seem to do it a lot. I mean, every time I’ve come across you, there’s killing and dying. How are you still standing?”

      It was a good question. In a world where people could die in the most random situations, I had somehow come out on top through innumerable battles of one kind or another. And that didn’t even begin to account for all the times I’d put myself in harm’s way without any help from an enemy.

      “What’s it going to be, Barloff? Do you want to take your little puppies and go play in a mudhole or do you want to die?” I asked.

      “We cannot leave.”

      That was all the answer I needed. He didn’t need to spell out his declaration, and besides, I wasn’t going to give him the chance. The motor that had been burning within me was a stock, domestic six-cylinder model, got the job done with a fair amount of power. The one I tapped into now was a V12, fine-tuned to put out enough horsepower to blow tires out upon take off. I bent my knees slightly and launched, there was no other word for it. One moment Barloff and I were standing some ten feet apart, the next I’m flying through the air, bringing my sword back to slice. The big lycan didn’t have enough time to do much more than raise his arm in a desperate bid to deflect the blow. My high-powered swing took his arm off right above the elbow, the rest of the down swing cut a deep groove from the top of his chest to his stomach. When I landed I thrust forward, the blade squelching out his back. I was rocked to the side as he clubbed me with the stub of his arm, the one still intact hung uselessly by his side. When I pulled my blade free he fell to his knees, we were nearly eye to eye.

      “I gave you your chance, you chose poorly.”

      I don’t think he heard a word I said as his eyes rolled up in his head and he fell to the side.

      “What about the rest of you?” I bellowed.

      They backed away, didn’t quite break out into a run, but they left. And it was a good thing because my legs were close to buckling. It seemed that using that high performance engine came with a price.

      “Tim, I need help,” I said as quietly as I could.

      “Jesus, Tardbot! That was some superhuman shit right there—you could have been in one of them superhero films. I think Captain Tardbot has a good ring to it. You could have a picture of a tampon emblazoned on the chest of your form fitting, skintight homo suit.”

      “Just shut up and help me back in.” I was drained of all my energy like an empty capacitor. My stomach burned with emptiness, and I found myself barely able to lift my limbs.

      “I’ve seen this shit before,” Tim said as he grabbed my arm and shoulder and muscled me back inside. “I know it’s not your favorite,” he said as he placed me in a chair. “But you’re going to need to eat, like, a lot.” He built a fire and was cutting chunks of meat free from the lycan.

      I’m not ashamed in the least to say my mouth was drooling and I was as close to eating raw flesh as I’d ever been, even the smell of burning fur was not enough to deter my need. I ate, then I ate some more, then I passed out while still eating. Falling into a food stupor in the middle of an active war zone is not the best idea, but unless I was being attacked right then, there was no way I could have kept my eyes open. Whatever luvier thing I had tapped into had used every available bit of energy it could find. I wasn’t sure what good this newfound power was going to be if every time I used it I crashed hard enough that I needed help standing. If the other lycan had attacked after I’d killed Barloff, there wouldn’t have been much I could have done except ask for a last meal.

      “Dad, dad, dad—” I had no sooner entered dreamworld when I was assaulted with what sounded like a scratched album.

      “MJ?” I asked. “Is this real? I’m trying to sleep.” The omnipresent voice was replaced by the boy who materialized in front of me. He was dressed in brilliant golden armor.

      “Got him!” he shouted triumphantly, almost loud enough to startle me out of my slumber. That I didn’t awake was a testament to how out of it I was. “We’re coming! Don’t tell mom,” he whispered like she might have been listening in, which, knowing Azile, was a very real prospect.

      “Coming here? Not a good idea. I’m fine. We’ll be heading back home soon.” I wasn’t particularly fond of lying to my kids, but if it meant keeping them safe I was able to justify my words.

      “Funny thing about this in-between world, dad, I can see auras.”

      “Oh yeah?” I had a thought I might know where this was going but figured if I played coy I could get out of it. I was his father, after all.

      “Yeah, pink is love, blue is sadness, green usually means happy, but red—which yours has a lot of, like a ton—always means lying. With all that talk about how we should be honest with each other, you wouldn’t be lying to me now, would you dad?” His face upturned and his eyes grew large.

      “I, um, well, you see,” I stammered. “It’s that it’s too dangerous.”

      “Oh my gosh, that aura crap worked on him?” Ali asked, materializing much like her brother.

      “What?” I asked.

      “He’s full of it, dad, he can’t see auras. I can’t believe you fell for it.”

      “Worked on you,” MJ protested.

      “Yeah, I was eight, dad’s like two hundred and something. You’d think he’d know better.”

      Funny how many times I’d heard those exact words from my wife.

      The kids began to talk over themselves in a haste to see who got to say it first, but what I was able to pull out from the chatter was that as soon as Lana and her army arrived at Chateau Talbot, Mathieu declared he was going back to help me. Lana got good and right pissed when he told her to stay and watch the kids. She fired back that she’d brought an army of a thousand, if anyone should watch the kids while Mike was rescued, it should be the lone werewolf. They’d finally decided both would come, figuring that with an army around them the kids would be as safe as possible. I was thankful for the help and that Mathieu was safe, but after how easily the lycan had defeated the Samirians, I would have been happy if Lana’s troops had another zero at the end of the number. The Samirians were natural warriors, adept at what they did, but Lana’s Denarthian military was made up of highly trained professionals. I’d overseen some of the new training, imparting as much knowledge as I could in regards to what had been modern warfare when I was in the Marines. Not all applied due to the massive change in weaponry, but tactics, open lines of communication, setting up defensive perimeters, riot control and a few others translated well.

      If Lana, at some point, became a power-hungry Warlord, her army could take over all of what had been North America with relative ease. Would be something like the Romans rolling over ragtag villages. I’d asked the kids how long before they got here, again both had opened their mouths with the intention of telling me first, I never got the chance to hear the response.

      “Tardbot!” I was shaken awake with a foot that was five times larger than it had a right to be, a fist sized big toe pushing into my cheek.

      “Fuck!” I slapped it away. Having a dirty, blackened, odorific toe in my face was not how I wanted to start the day. I sat up and was about to let him know how I felt about it when I saw that he was pointing outside. Thirty, maybe forty lycan were milling about right outside the window. “Why haven’t they attacked?” was the first thing I thought to ask as I stood and grabbed my sword.

      “In a rush?” he asked. “They’ve been there for at least ten minutes.”

      “At least? You were supposed to be on watch.”

      “I had to go the bathroom! Took a giant, meat-stenching Mike, wiped my messy Talbot real good.”

      “How long were you gone?”

      “Half hour, forty-five minutes at the most.”

      “What? You left us unguarded for three quarters of an hour?”

      “Dude, quit your bitching, you ever try to crap out seven pounds of lycan? It was like I was birthing a bowling ball. I feel bad for the minimum wage worker that needs to cut that thing up into flushable pieces. Gonna need a chisel, maybe a Sawzall, it was so dense. A lot like your head.”

      I shook my head, forty-five minutes I’d been left alone to sleep. Any of those lycan could have hopped through the window and been on me before I could have got out from under my makeshift blanket. Which was worse? Woken up by Tim’s oversized toe or having my throat ripped out...in my mind it was closer to a toss-up than it should be.

      “I feel like a new man. Is there a word for the euphoria one feels after taking a monumental dump?”

      “Poo-phoria,” I said absently.

      “That’s it!” Tim started clapping maniacally. Looked like somebody in an insane asylum that was late on receiving meds. “I sometimes forget how funny of a fuck you can be. Most times I just want to give you a wedgie to the point your balls explode.”

      “What?”

      “What?” Tim asked back, like my question wasn’t a perfectly good statement.

      We were in position to fight then a lycan left, followed by another until finally it was only Tim and myself.

      “Must have got a whiff of your bathroom visit.” I poked my head out the window and looked both ways before crossing over to the parking lot. “They’re gone.” I stepped further out.

      “Yo, Tardbot. You ever think to look up on the roof? Because if they’re laying an ambush, you’re screwed.” Tim remained inside. Smart on his part; I was the one dangling myself out there like an appetizer.

      I spun, fully expecting to see a leaping lycan, and for the briefest of moments my mind superimposed what I figured to be there. I flinched to the point Tim moved forward, I don’t know if it was to help or to get a better angle to watch when I fell.

      “Nothing.” I leaned down with my hands on my knees.

      “What was with the theatrics?”

      “Thought I saw one.”

      Tim stepped outside, got next to me and looked up. “Nothing there, Tardbot.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.”

      “I wonder where the fuckers went?”

      I had a good idea; figured Lana and the rest were close enough to drive them off. I was wrong-ish. They were close, but still took close to two hours before they showed. Plenty of time we could have been finished off, eaten, and for some of them with faster digestive tracts even left behind in offal form.

      It was Mathieu we saw first. He was in full werewolf mode running hard; behind him by a few hundred yards were a contingent of riders on horses struggling to keep up at full gallop.

      “Just like the government to come in all hot and heavy after the fact.” Tim sat on a curb.

      I don’t know if Denarth could be considered the government, but he wasn’t far from the truth. Still, something was off here. Mathieu could see us, could see we weren’t under duress; he should have been changing over, walking instead of running. Unless something was wrong.

      I scanned the riders coming; I didn’t see the kids. Panic like I’d never felt before welled inside of me. Something was wrong with the kids!
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      Mathieu and Vochey had been hunting when the lycan struck the Samirians. It wasn’t until hours later when they were returning with their kills that they realized something had happened. Smoke and the stink of death hung heavily in the air. Stealthily they had approached. Lycan were barking and celebrating their victory. Bodies of Samirians lay everywhere. Lycan were gorging themselves on the meat, unused to having such a bounty. Vochey looked on stolidly, Mathieu had to turn his head, fearful he would sick up.

      Although both knew it was unlikely anyone had lived through the battle, that didn’t stop Mathieu from circling twice looking for any signs of survivors. When he realized nothing but lycan were alive inside the settlement he told Vochey of his intention to head back to the Talbot household. If Mike had survived, that’s where he would head. If not, the least he could do was protect the children. It was with a heavy heart he set off, Vochey quickly on his heels. He had no idea what he was going to tell Ali and MJ when he got there. Would they feel as if he’d betrayed their father by leaving?

      “You are troubled,” Vochey said as they walked.

      “I have to go back and tell Michael’s children that their father is most likely dead and I did nothing to help the man.”

      “If he is dead, though we have no proof of that, his death was not your fault.”

      “We shouldn’t have gone out hunting; we knew the lycan would come soon. I, at least, should have remained in the village, helping prepare.”

      “To what end? A battle is not decided on the turn of one, or even two.”

      Mathieu warred with returning to the village. He was sure that his friend was alive, had to be alive, and that he most likely needed help. Instead he’d plodded on, dreading every step he took that led him away. They’d not slept at all that night, continuing on their journey; events were moving far too fast to allow for sleep. It was an hour before dawn. As they neared Azile’s and Michael’s land, they nearly ran straight into the backs of two lycan. It was Vochey who had warned Mathieu, who was too lost in mourning to see what was in front of him.

      “They are seeking something,” Vochey said softly as she peered from around a tree. The two massive lycan had stopped in the middle of a trail and were looking at a golden pendant that faintly glowed red. “It would appear they have a device for locating magic.”

      “This close to the Talbot’s, they have to be looking for the wards that protect them.”

      “Will they be allowed to cross through?” Vochey asked.

      “As far as I know they should be able to, and they surely will, once they realize that something is actively attempting to dissuade them from doing so. The wards will raise an alarm though, and whoever is at home will be warned that danger is present.” The children could defend themselves better than most, but he would be damned if he would allow them to face danger alone; he could not take the chance of failing the Talbots again.

      “We have two choices, find a way around them and help whoever is in there or…”

      Mathieu quickly changed into his werewolf form.

      “It would seem we are going with the second.” Vochey increased to her guardian size.

      Mathieu was preparing to leave his place of concealment when Vochey motioned for him to stop. “They are separating,” she explained.

      Mathieu poked his head out to see. One of the lycan had sat and was gnawing at a small animal, perhaps a rabbit, the other was gazing down at his device and drifting off, following an unseen trail.

      “Azile’s magic will be difficult to overcome, even with what they have,” Mathieu said. “When he is too far away to assist we will attack.”

      Vochey nodded. “And if he comes back?”

      “We will attack sooner.” Mathieu’s anger burned hot. Once the second lycan was out of sight he leapt free without warning, racing toward the closest one, who was still eating and had its back to him. In three leaping bounds, Mathieu was in the air and in range. The lycan, sensing something was amiss, stood and was just turning to face where he thought the threat was. His arms came up but much too late as Mathieu hit and sank his teeth deep into his neck. With his strength and momentum, he ripped a large chunk of meat away as he landed. A gurgling cry arose from the lycan as it fell to its knees and wrapped large paws around the damaged area. Vochey strode up and finished the suffering animal off with a claw swipe to its midsection that opened the animal up from side to side.

      The other lycan, having heard the commotion, came crashing back through the woods. It saw what had happened to its partner and instantly all thoughts of completing its mission vanished as it turned and ran. Mathieu wanted to pursue, to stop it before it could try again, but when Vochey found the pendant he thought it would be best to first make sure that the children were all right.

      “Hey Unc!” MJ was eating a sandwich as he came up to greet him not five minutes after the pair had crossed over onto the Talbot land. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Where is your sister? We need to talk.”

      “Probably ratting me out to mom. How was I supposed to know the back of their closet had an enchantment spell? Who does that? I mean, I know I’m not supposed to go looking for Christmas presents, but what did they expect? I was unsupervised, that’s never a good thing. I don’t feel like I should be punished, nothing went kabluey!” He spread is fingers wide and held them up as he did so to signify an explosion.

      “Is…is that you?” Vochey’s nose wrinkled.

      “I guess mom thought it would be funny if I smelled like soap, she knows how much I hate it.”

      “MJ, your sister, I need to talk to you both.”

      Did dad send you?” The boy looked suspicious. “I didn’t actually see anything, only the boxes. How much trouble am I in?”

      “Uncle Mathieu!” Ali came running up with a shy Becka in tow. She gave the man a hug. “What’s the matter?” she asked, letting go and stepping back.

      “He does seem super serious,” MJ said.

      “Your father…” Mathieu choked on the words before he could say them.

      “We know,” MJ said solemnly.

      “You know? I am so sorry.” He swept the kids up in his arms and pulled them tight. His chest was heaving as he cried.

      “Okay this is weird,” MJ shifted his head enough to look at his sister.

      “Runcle,” Ali muttered with difficulty as her face was mashed against the man’s chest.

      Mathieu eased up. “You are both so brave.” Tears flowed down his face.

      “It’s only soap,” MJ offered.

      “You should look for gifts more often, it’s the best you’ve smelled in months,” Ali told her brother. “Now, Uncle Mathieu, it would seem that what we know and what you know are two different things. By your crying, I’m assuming you believe something has happened to our dad. As of an hour ago he was fine. Or as fine as a man can be who is afraid of clowns and is traveling with one.”

      “I…I don’t understand? Two days ago there was a battle everyone was…gone.” He couldn’t bring himself to say dead.

      “Got out,” MJ told him. “The clown saved him,” he laughed. “Dad’s not thrilled about it.”

      It was now the children’s turn to comfort their uncle. After explaining all they knew, an incredulous Mathieu cried even harder from the intense relief. He loved Michael; he’d not realized quite how much until he thought he was gone. A much more light-hearted Mathieu strode into the Talbot household, got cleaned up, and had a small meal. He sat at the kitchen table, unsure of what to do while he waited. He’d left his best friend in a bad situation with a homicidal enemy...and then there were the lycan to contend with. He paced around the house, and when that was not a large enough space, he did laps around the house, sometimes striding, other times jogging. Sometimes he was a man, other times he slid effortlessly and unknowingly into his werewolf form. Squirrel sat atop the picnic table and looked up to watch each time as he passed.

      “I wish I were as calm as you,” he’d told the skunk on more than one pass.

      “Does that help?”

      Mathieu came to a jerking halt; Sebastian was standing in the doorway.

      “Is Azile here?” he asked desperately.

      “She’s headed toward Mike. I didn’t think that was the right decision, but I can only offer my advice, not force her actions.”

      “That’s good, that’s good, Azile will be able to take care of him.”

      “What everybody fails to realize is that Mike can take care of himself.” Sebastian snorted. “Sorry, that makes him sound competent. What I meant to say was he has other very important beings looking out for him, perhaps even the most important on the field of play. For Mike to die, nearly the entire board would need to work in unison against him, and subsequently his powerful benefactor. That won’t happen, not yet; the forces haven’t crystallized to that point. The children are the vulnerable ones, even here. Soon Ali and MJ will be among the most powerful beings to ever walk this planet, and that is not a closely guarded secret; both sides are aware of this, but it is evil that is diligently working toward their demise. Maker is nearly as blinded by his earth-bound project, Michael, as Azile is, when it is these children who should be the primary concern.”

      “How can you know this?”

      “I am a guardian and a cat, there are things I know that none other do.” He lifted his left paw and licked.

      “What do you suggest we do?” Mathieu asked.

      “Finally, someone who is willing to listen. When your mate arrives with her army, the best thing we can do is to stay here and prepare for the battle that is sure to come.”

      “Lana’s coming here? Why?”

      “I informed her of what is happening, the threat of battle and the danger to the children.”

      “If a battle is coming, wouldn’t it be wiser to leave?”

      “The battle will be wherever the children are, and staying here offers us some protection through Azile’s wards.”

      “I…I can’t,” Mathieu relented, “he is my friend.”

      Sebastian’s mouth pursed as much as a lipless animal can. He eyed Mathieu with a hard stare before he spoke. “I am going to tell you something that no one else on this plane knows of, not even Azile.”

      Mathieu’s interest was piqued.

      “Have you ever noticed that Michael has a...shall we say unique attraction?”

      “In terms of his looks? I am no judge of such things, but I would imagine he has features that women find pleasing.”

      Sebastian sighed. “I am going to blame your inability to grasp simple concepts on the fact that you have canine blood running through you. It dumbs down the human part of you, although I have come across my fair share of your species that are dumber than a scratching post. Not a physical attraction, but rather a spiritual one. I could not put my paw on it for many years. Why would Azile, the strongest witch in centuries, wielding the power to shape the world and the myriad destinies of populations, settle for such a man, a mortal of low birth?”

      “I knew you did not like the man, Sebastian, but this seems beneath you. He is in trouble what does this….this verbal attack accomplish?”

      “If you would but let me finish without interruption you will realize this is not an attack, but rather a revelation.

      Mathieu motioned for the cat to continue, though he clearly did not wish to listen to any more of what the feline had to say.

      “Yes, as I was saying,” Sebastian intoned in his most aloof manner, “I could not understand why she was so enamored with this human.”

      “Love,” Mathieu blurted out then quickly closed his mouth when Sebastian hissed a warning.

      “It was more than love. Perhaps there was some of that for his rescue of her, another fortuitous event (for him) which placed the two in close proximity, though that is a story for another day. No, the attraction was more akin to a compulsion. I thought perhaps there was witchcraft involved, a spell of some sort, though I should have been able to see it. Then I had an idea. As a guardian, I am given certain liberties to where I may travel; it is not common practice, but with some work I can travel to other planes of existence, and in each one where Mike was alive and thriving, he had that special…something about him.” Sebastian struggled to find the right word. “He seems to have an ability, a gift, for gathering powerful allies, unquestionably loyal ones. I believe he could turn his most stalwart enemy into a beloved friend. Not every time, perhaps, but often enough as to be considered a trend.”

      Mathieu’s eyes furrowed.

      “I can see you have doubts. Consider this single realm and this time alone. Michael has collected some rare gems, Azile, Lana, yourself, Linnick—a truthsayer of a race this plane has never hosted before—Timothy, a foul human and an even worse demon who has staked his continued existence on him.... That is to name but a few. Should we expand the space-time continuum? There was BT, a mortal, but mighty, and the vampire, Tommy, and numerous others who willingly laid down their lives for him. Pulling out a little further, there was Drababan, an alien warrior so renowned that his name alone woke reverence in everyone who heard it. The interdimensional being, John the Tripper, not to mention the eternal obsession of a demigoddess. I could continue until such time as my throat grew hoarse, and you had fallen asleep.”

      “What is your point? These names mean nothing to me. Michael has saved me as often as I have saved him.”

      “This is true. I am doubting neither his battle prowess nor his own sometimes misplaced loyalty. I am merely pointing out his innate ability to surround himself with people and beings that give him the best chance of survival, even victory. And let us be honest with each other, it is not his extravagant oration skills that allow him to rally the strong to his banner. Not everyone is swayed by talk of beer, sports ball, and sexual conquests, whether real or imagined.”

      “I still don’t know where this is leading.”

      “As near as I can tell, it is no earthly magic that Michael possesses that allows him to exist as he does. Depending on your personal beliefs, that power emanates a wee bit further north.” Sebastian extended the claw on one of his toes and pointed skyward.

      “Are you saying Maker plays a part in this?”

      “That, or it’s sheer dumb luck. Do you run headlong into trees a great many times when you are in your alternate form? I feel I’ve spelled my meaning plainly.”

      “But, to what end?”

      “Trees, definitely trees. Because we are at war, Mathieu. Michael is a soldier, and a flawed one at that. I feel that Maker chose his champion hastily, as if He were forced to do so; a simple case of wrong place, wrong time. I haven’t completed all of my investigations, but I think Poena’s tampering may have forced his hand, and to make up for that, he makes sure that Michael has a vast array of powerful weapons at his disposal.”

      “Are you saying I am nothing more than a spear to that man?”

      “To Michael? Of course not. He loves you; he has loved nearly everyone that has ever been around him for any length of time. What I am saying is that all of them are dead now, and I fear that this is the road he is dragging Azile down, and unwittingly, perhaps his children.”

      “He would never!” Mathieu shouted.

      “You are correct, he would never—not consciously, anyway. But as compelled as all of you have been to follow him, he has been compelled to fight the Great War.”

      “And you? How are you able to avoid being a puppet?” Mathieu spat.

      “Michael and I are as close to loathing each other as two beings can be, given our proximity, yet neither am I completely immune to his influence. I have done things for him against my better judgement, and afterwards I am often left scratching my head, attempting to figure out why I did it.”

      “That changes nothing. Whether compelled or of my own volition, I will go and help him.”

      Sebastian said nothing more, raising his tail and walking away. His words were ineffective, though he’d never thought they’d break through. His goal all along had merely been to notify Mathieu of his thoughts. Not to plant a seed of doubt but of knowledge. It was clear to him that every example he’d given was of a being also determined to fight the Great War; Michael had simply been their champion as well as Maker’s, no questions asked.

      “To what end?” he muttered as he strode down the hallway.

      Relief flooded Mathieu as he first smelled, then heard a procession of horses headed his way; he quickly traveled to the edge of the land. He beamed when he saw his blonde goddess of a wife coming. Then he frowned when he remembered their reunion was out of necessity, and going to be short. He’d no sooner helped her from her mount and hugged her than told her of his plans. A fight had ensued. Sebastian watched impassively, thinking that it would be Mathieu who remained behind; he’d not at all been expecting the compromise they’d made to all go. After letting her people, the horses, and the children rest, they headed out.

      “I suppose we could have let Sebastian watch them as well as watching over Becka,” Mathieu said as he rode next to Lana. The children were behind them, all smiles.

      “We wouldn’t have stayed,” MJ said.

      Lana turned. “It is not polite to eavesdrop.”

      “How else am I going to hear what you have to say?”

      Ali smacked her brother. “Now they’re going to know we can hear them, dummy. It would be nice sometimes if you thought before you spoke, or better yet didn’t say anything at all.”

      MJ stuck his tongue out at his sister.

      “Sebastian was already as angry as I’d ever seen him. I’m not sure how he would have felt if we told him he had to watch the children as well,” Lana said.

      They spent the remainder of the day moving quickly, but not as fast as Mathieu would have liked to have traveled.

      “We will stop here for the night,” Lana told her sergeant. Grant was a short man in stature, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in width. His barrel of a chest was nearly double that of any other man Mathieu had ever known. He smiled wondering if the man carried his horse when the animal tired.

      “By your command.” Grant gave Lana a small nod of the head before turning his mount around to relay the information.

      “There is still daylight,” Mathieu protested.

      “We will not make it to the Samirian lands tonight, and darkness will be upon us soon. It is best if we camp here, gain proper rest, and ride out first thing in the morning. And no, husband, I do not think you traveling ahead by yourself is a good idea. We arrive in force, and we deal with whatever we have to when we get there as a unified front.”

      He knew she was right, and arguing about it would accomplish nothing. He sighed as he dismounted and handed the reins over to one of the horse handlers. The camp was an active bustle with a controlled din as men and women set up tents and fires, ate, and talked. The darker it became the quieter, until nothing could be heard except for the occasional knicker of the horses. Stationary guards had been placed at spaced intervals and in addition, there were ten people at any given time walking the perimeter. This should have given Mathieu some measure of peace, but he could not settle down.

      “Something is out there,” he’d told Lana for the fifth time. “I can feel it.”

      Lana was sitting with MJ and Ali at a fire in the center of the orderly encampment.

      “Is it your desire to upset the children?” she asked.

      “We’re not upset,” MJ replied.

      “You realize I can speak for myself, right?” Ali chimed in. “We’re not upset.”

      “Hey.” MJ looked over at his sister.

      “Tomorrow we will travel towards the rear of the column; I will not risk having either of you be in the midst of a battle, should one occur.”

      “But we can help,” Ali protested.

      “Be that as it may, your mother would not appreciate me placing you in danger.”

      “What about dad?” MJ asked.

      “Unsure. The man knows no other way besides danger. He might believe it natural to see you fighting.” She smiled. “Now it is time for you to get some rest while Mathieu and I go over the terrain we will be dealing with tomorrow and the best way to capitalize on it. You two will stay in my tent. We will be along shortly.”

      “Not fair,” MJ protested.

      “Come on.” Ali yanked on his arm. “Stop,” she hissed quietly. Something in her gaze made him stop trying to pull away.

      “Spill it,” he said when they got inside the tent.

      “Can you sense what Uncle Mathieu can?” she asked.

      “Definitely,” he lied.

      “I think I can get us out of the camp undetected and we can see what it is.”

      “Is that a good idea?” MJ asked.

      “Now is when you decide to start thinking?”

      He smiled, his eyes glinting in the soft lantern light.

      “I’m going to make us invisible. Well, not really invisible. I know how mom does her wards on the land; I am going to make it so we go unnoticed. No one will think to look our way.”

      “That’s going to work?”

      “What’s the worst that can happen?” she replied.

      “Dad says that a lot, and look where that gets him.”

      Ali extinguished the lantern, said a few words, then went to the far side of the tent and pulled up the bottom. “Are you coming?”

      “I can still see myself.” He was holding a hand in front of his face.

      “Again, MJ, we are not invisible, we are just unlikely to be seen.”

      “I’d rather be invisible.”

      “It would definitely be for the best if I didn’t have to see you. Now be quiet. Just because we’re not likely to be seen, doesn’t mean we can’t be heard. And stay away from the fires, the light will illuminate us.”

      “Worst. Magic. Ever,” MJ said. “So you’re basically saying hide in the shadows and be quiet. Doesn’t sound like much of a spell.”

      “Shhh!” She smacked him.

      A few of the grizzled soldiers who’d had more years of military service than civilian under their belt would look around, sensing something was amiss, but never did their gaze fall directly upon the sneaking duo. It always slid to the side or through.

      “That guy was looking right at me!” MJ said in an excited whisper.

      “Shush, MJ.” They continued on this way until they were at the periphery of the camp. “There are sentries out here, so be careful.”

      “I’m sneakier than you are.”

      “Who’s there?” one of the guards shouted out.

      MJ’s boot-clad foot was standing on the lip of the shallow ditch the two guards had dug to be used as their fighting hole, or observation post. He backed up slowly, his heart beating rapidly in his small chest. It took three long minutes before he could creep far enough away that the sentry could not hear him. Ali shook her head at him and was about to call him a dummy when he clamped his hand over her mouth and halted her progress. She nearly bit him before she saw the reason he’d done what he had: the roving sentry stepped exactly into the spot she was about to occupy.

      “Thanks,” she said breathlessly once they’d traveled another fifty feet. “We’re clear now.”

      “Now what?” MJ was looking back at the small campfires. He’d liked the thought of the adventure about sneaking out, but now that they were on their own, all alone, seeking out a potential enemy, he wasn’t so sure how he felt.

      “I can feel it stronger. How about you?”

      “Sure,” MJ answered hesitantly. “Do you think we should go back?”

      “We just got out here.”

      “You’re the one that likes to sneak off in the night, not me.”

      “Are you chicken?” she goaded him.

      “Is this an apple squeeze?”

      “What?”

      “An apple squeeze, like dad was teaching us when people try to pressure you into doing something you don’t want to.”

      “Peer pressure?”

      “Right,” he smacked his forehead. “I knew it was one of the fruits, I couldn’t remember which one.”

      “It’s not pear, it’s peer, with an e.”

      “I don’t care how you spell it, they’re delicious.”

      “Just stop talking. I’m going to see if a location spell will work.”

      “Lana’s going to tan your hide once she finds out we’re gone.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to tell her it was all your idea, and I only went along to keep an eye on you. And she’ll believe me because of all the times you’ve snuck out.”

      “Okay, genius, but she doesn’t know that. If we’re going to start tattling, I’ll tell her you had a scary wary dream and went running off into the night when you found out you wet the bed because you were so frightened, and I only followed to bring you back.” Her eyes grew wide in a mock display of concern.

      “That didn’t happen,” he said indignantly.

      “It’s called lying, dummy. With all the misdeeds you do, you should work on that skill set. Now be quiet, this isn’t easy.”

      MJ was fidgeting about, he had an itch in the back of his mind. Something wasn’t right. He forgot about it once Ali finished her spell-making, and a thin, glowing, wavering cord hung in the air. It was no thicker than a strand of hair and shone brightly.

      “Whoa.” MJ was reaching a hand out to touch it as it danced along the breeze. It rippled and swayed, yet remained fixed on a point in the distance.

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “And what if I do?”

      “Go ahead, I don’t care.”

      MJ knew he shouldn’t, especially after that, but was too invested to quit now. He reached out and grabbed the airy filament. His hand reflexively clamped around it, and a low amperage of electricity bolted into him.

      Ali laughed before she severed the line a foot past his hand. MJ looked at her angrily, shaking his hand wildly as he worked to get feeling back in it.

      “Don’t be mad at me, I told you not to. I realize to your underdeveloped boy brain that’s basically a dare, but I did tell you not to.”

      Ali began to follow the glowing line; MJ again hesitated, looking to the camp then his sister.

      “Ali, I think we should go back.”

      “Don’t be silly. We’ll just take a peek, see what’s on the end of this line and go right back.”

      “But won’t they see it and know we’re coming?”

      “Only those that have the ability to use the power can see it.”

      “Oh,” he said as they kept moving.

      MJ turned and looked. The glowing filament behind them was gone, and he could no longer see the camp. “Umm, Ali, I’ve got a question.”

      “Oh yeah...?” she asked, clearly not wanting to be disturbed.

      “What did you cast the spell out to seek?”

      She walked a few more steps before turning, her eyebrows crinkled as she thought. “I had it seek out the...the strange thing we’ve been feeling.”

      “So, the thing you’ve been feeling, how likely is it that it’s of magical ability?”

      “Um. Oh. Well...” she stammered, stalling for time as she thought through her brother’s question.

      “Ali. This shiny glow-string you sent out that only magic using beings can see, how likely is it that what you sent it to is magical?”  repeated the question when she didn’t answer immediately.

      “We should maybe go back.” Concern shadowed her face. “Which way is it?”

      “We’re in the middle of a forest, all the trees look the same,” he told her.

      Their attention snapped to a distant bark off to their left.

      “Dog?” MJ asked.

      “Nope,” Ali said when an answering call came up ahead of them. “We need to run.”

      “But where?” MJ asked, following his sister.

      “Away from here!”
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      After an hour talking and strategizing, Mathieu decided to head off to sleep. Lana told him she’d be right in after she took a quick walk around. He kissed her and headed into the tent. What struck him first was the lack of smell. He quickly changed form to take advantage of his sensitive snout; he wasn’t halfway through the transformation when he confirmed his suspicion. He caught up to Lana in under a minute.

      “Is everything—”

      “Rouse the camp.” He did not give her the time to finish her query. “The children are not in the tent.”

      Lana eyed her husband. “Sergeant Grant.”

      The man materialized from the dark like he’d been waiting all along for her summons, and not sleeping restfully some twenty feet away.

      “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “Awaken the camp, the children are missing. Let everyone know my husband will be in his alternate form as he tracks them down.”

      “Aye,” Sergeant Grant answered.

      In under a minute the camp had come to full life. Fires that had been waning were stoked, torches were lit, soldiers moved about looking for any sign of the children. Mathieu went to the back of their tent, picked up the scent of Ali and MJ, and bounded out not even remotely aware of all the startled expressions as he passed by. He was confident he would find the kids in short order, their scent was strong as he followed it out of the camp. He didn’t understand what they had been doing; instead of following a meandering scent, their trail abruptly turned left and followed a straight line. He thought that unusual, that they could keep to a direct path in the dark in the woods. Then something changed, a sharp smell of fear, and then they were running haphazardly. Then another smell, a larger, more dangerous smell—many of them.

      Lycan ran through his head, and something else, something unidentifiable. A dozen, maybe more of the monsters; they converged then dispersed, and the scent of the children was lost. He howled in anguish. He ran back to the camp, changing back as he got close, not wanting to be attacked in the confusion. He may have been accepted in Denarth, but in the night with the alarm having been rung, mistakes could happen.

      Lana was waiting for him upon his return, his look said it all.

      “Mathieu?” she asked tenderly.

      “They’re…” he nearly said gone, but what could be inferred from that word was too final. “Missing, captured.” He hoped.

      “Captured?”

      “Lycan, a dozen or more. I had the kids’ scent, I was close, then…it was gone.” That last came out as a sob.

      “They’re alive...?” She gripped his arm so hard her hand hurt as she asked the question.

      “I…don’t know.” His head sagged.

      “They’re alive,” she said with fierce determination. “Sergeant Grant, get everyone ready to move.”

      In under fifteen minutes the column wound their way through the woods and moved as fast as they could in the night.

      “We’re leaving them behind.” Mathieu was continually looking over his shoulder.

      “We’re heading for them.” Lana had a determined set as she sat stiffly on her horse.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “The children were captured. The only reason would be to lure Michael or Azile out into the open. And since we only know where Michael is, we will go to him and help when this inevitably happens.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I have to be,” was her response.

      Mathieu was thinking back on his conversation with Sebastian; Lana’s statement made sense in conjunction with what the guardian had said. If Michael was Maker’s champion, it made sense that any opposing force would do all it could to remove him. To strike where he was weakest. It was no great secret that what drove Mike was his love for his family and friends; he would do anything for them. Killing the children outright made no sense, that would merely unleash a vengeful wraith who would not stop until all responsible were reduced to ash. No, the smart play was to use the children as bait or even leverage, to lure Michael into the best possible position to be killed, knowing that the man would willingly go to wherever he was herded. Mathieu gripped that thinnest of hope with both hands. It was really a sliver, one that was doing its best to slip through his grasp. As the sky began to lighten, Lana pushed the column harder toward their destination. It wasn’t long before he picked up the scent of hundreds, if not thousands of lycan. Lana’s army was among the most well trained and disciplined of the new world, but even they could not hold out against a force of lycan that many times larger. He warned Lana of the danger.

      “I knew there was the potential for this when we embarked. We are fully committed now,” she’d told him.

      “The horses are tiring,” Mathieu said as they came over a rolling hill. The village could be seen in the distance. “I can move faster from here on my own; do not engage, Lana. I will find Michael; follow as soon as you can.”

      “Be careful,” she told him as he dismounted, changed form, and ran ahead.
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      “What’s going on?” I asked. I felt like a husband returning home from work to see his house bathed in the reds and blues of multiple police cars, yellow crime scene tape pulled taut around the perimeter of their yard. Something had happened, something bad, something far beyond bad, something that could not happen.

      “They’re missing!” Mathieu had come to a sliding halt, tears began to stream down his face. “The kids are missing!”

      Tim stood. “We should probably go and find them then,” he stated, as if it were no more difficult than heading to the corner store to pick up some milk.

      My blood was already running cold before Mathieu explained that the lycan had them. That was when I felt an icy grip squeeze my heart, threatening to still it entirely.

      “Lana believes they are safe!” he hurriedly added, as I’m sure he watched my face pale.

      “I’m sorry; when did your wife become the village idiot?” Tim asked.

      Mathieu was too concerned with Ali and MJ to react to the slight. “She thinks that they’ll use the kids to lure you out.”

      “Lure me out? They’ve been here in force. Could have killed us half a dozen times in the last day.”

      “I said I was sorry!” Tim bellowed. “When you have to crap like I did, nothing else matters. God! My stomach hurt so bad. Who knew lycan meat could do that to you? Felt like my colon was being torn in half.”

      “Michael, I’m so sorry.” Lana had come up, quickly dismounted and given me a hug. It must have felt like she’d put her arms around a mannequin. With the thought of the kids being in trouble, my body was stiff, damn near lifeless.

      “Hello there...I would not mind at all if you were an idiot, would, in fact, prefer it.” Tim walked around us, ogling the queen.

      Lana withdrew from me quickly, pulled a blade free from her leg while whirling on Tim. The edge of her blade was against his neck before he could even drop that stupid grin. “One more time around and I am going to slice your throat open then sit back and watch as your blood stains the ground.”

      “Damn,” Tim said as he raised his hands. “I feel like this is foreplay. You could dump the furry; it’s like the old saying goes, you’ve never got down until you’ve been with a clown.”

      “Tim!” I shouted. “Can we focus? And no one anywhere ever fucking said that.” I turned from him. “This isn’t about me. This is about Azile, it has to be. Seriously, if they made a mad dash to come in we would have been long gone.”

      “He’s full of shit.” Tim wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “This fucker fought like a demon. I mean I suppose it’s because he is one, and one of the higher echelon ones, not one of those pansy ass imps. Tardbot, stands tall amongst them. He was tossing lycan around like they were runts, and no I don’t know what that’s like from experience, I’m not psychotic, I love animals, it’s people I can’t fucking stand. They didn’t come in because they knew they’d die, that’s why I took my time destroying that toilet. I wouldn’t be so sure they’re only trying to get your wife. I mean it’s possible, but it’s not definite.”

      “Changes nothing, we need to find them.” I wanted to move, to go somewhere, to do something.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Tim said.

      “What the fuck do you mean don’t worry about it? My kids are out there in danger!”

      “I mean the part about needing to find them,” he answered calmly, as if I hadn’t been about to shred my tonsils screaming at him. He yawned before pointing down the road.

      A lone lycan was standing there, waving a blood stained white shirt over his head. I debated killing it outright, as I grabbed my sword.

      “You should hear what he has to say.” Lana laid her hand upon my forearm and gently pushed down. She was right, didn’t mean I didn’t want to cut the fucking thing’s head off. I walked toward it, simultaneously feeling dread what it might say and hoping that it might be what I needed to hear. If the kids were harmed in any way, this lycan representative’s life was forfeit. I wonder if it knew that.

      “I come in peace,” it snarled still waving the bloody rag.

      “In peace? You wave the clothing of a person you slaughtered, bringing me news about the forceful taking of my young, and you call that peace? I should kill you where you stand!” I was striding toward it aggressively; I was afraid that if I ran I would not be able to control my baser impulses, and as much as I wanted to, yearned to kill that lycan, Lana was right. I would learn nothing about the whereabouts of the kids.

      The lycan let the shirt fall to the ground. “You could try.” It hunched down, heavy arms extended in front of it. “Know this, Michael Talbot, if I die, so do your children.”

      Those were words I never wanted to hear uttered, no parent ever wants to hear uttered. “What do you want?” I asked, stopping well out of its range, should this be a trap I’d willingly stepped into.

      “I know humans are ignorant, repulsive creatures; I did not know they are also a shortsighted and simple being. I will make this easy for your malformed brain. Your life for theirs.”

      “What assurances do I have that they are still alive?” Just saying the words was as difficult a thing to do as I could recall anything ever being.

      “I have said as much.”

      “You’ve said no such thing.”

      “Your whelps are being cared for.”

      “And what guarantee do I have that you will let them go?”

      “Unlike humans, lycan do not lie.”

      He was full of shit. I’d been witness to the falsehood of that very statement. What I wouldn’t have done to have Linnick in my pocket just then.

      “So what do you think is going to happen here? You kill me then my kids come running around the corner to be with those people behind me?”

      “Your children are not here.”

      “I see the kids one last time, or no deal.”

      “You will follow me, you and you alone. Any that attempt to come along will die.”

      I did not doubt that statement at all. The army that had washed over the Samirians was still out there. Lana and her army would make a good accountability of themselves, but it was unlikely that any would survive. My kids were my world, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t give, including my life, to ensure their safety, but sacrificing a thousand people in a vain attempt to save them was not something I wanted to have on my conscience when I again met Maker.

      “I’ll be right back.” I headed back to tell the others what was happening and to not follow.

      “You can’t be serious!?” Mathieu shouted his question. “They’ll kill you and the kids.”

      “I hope that isn’t the case, but if any of you follow, you’ll die as well.”

      “We’ll take that chance,” Mathieu said grimly.

      “Whoa, hold on there, fluffy—I never made that choice.” Tim backed up a step.

      “No one is coming with me.”

      “Listen to Tardbot, he’s actually making sense.” He leaned in. “Am I supposed to say I’m going to miss you? I might be able to make myself shed a tear while I say it, probably have to pinch my balls pretty hard, but my words will look more sincere that way.”

      “Um, leave your balls alone, I don’t need you to cry for me, Argentina.”

      “My name’s Tim, dumbass.”

      “Old Madonna song,” I explained.

      “Jesus’s mother recorded songs?”

      “Forget it. Just help these two out as best you can.”

      “Good luck, Tardbot.” He screwed his face up in thought, then relaxed. “I mean that.”

      “Lana, Azile will be coming from the north, if you can send some of your fastest riders and see if you can get to her, she might be able to help.”

      “Michael.” She gave me a hug before heading off to give the order.

      “You’re an idiot,” Mathieu said as he grabbed me in a bear hug. I swear he half turned into his werewolf form so he could squeeze harder.

      Tim gave me an enormous oversized smile and held up two thumbs. I was certain he had no idea how to act socially. Or maybe he did and he didn’t care.

      When I turned, the lycan did as well. He began to move off at a decent pace, one I had to push to match to keep him in sight. Don’t know how big of an idiot I am that I was racing toward my demise. Had to have been running for three miles, closing in on four, not once in that time did my guide turn to see if I was still following or had fallen too far back.

      When it slowed, so did I, and I knew it wasn’t because it was tired. We were close and even though I had a good idea of what I was walking into, it would be to my benefit if I could scope the layout as best I could. Lycan were all over the place. I’d stopped counting when I got over a hundred. And even though the beasts were as large as a water buffalo, they had more in common with cockroaches: if you saw one, there were ten hiding. How could there be this many of them? Lycan were pack animals, not herd animals. Large groups of them didn’t get along, they had fierce tribal lines. And there was no way to keep this many of them fed. They would scrape the surrounding land free of anything worth eating in a matter of days. They hated people, that was a given, but I couldn’t imagine any enemy could unite them under that banner, not without help. Funny how quickly that question was answered.

      “Michael Talbot, we meet again.”

      I looked at the man. He was of average height, slim build, a mid-chest-length beard hung down, it was streaked with twin bolts of white. He was fairly unremarkable, which led me to believe that was why he wore an electric purple robe, emblazoned with golden stars and crescent moons. He was a wizard, or so he wanted everyone to think.

      “I don’t know you,” I told him.

      “Ah.” He stroked his beard in a well-practiced routine as he thought, he was going for pensive, fell short, as far as I was concerned. “Perhaps that is a different reality; perhaps a different time.”

      “Where are my children.”

      “Right to the point.”

      “Fuck you, magic quack.” He flinched at my words. “Where are my kids?”

      He grew angry. The lycan gathered around us watched with interest. He was muttering something, a spell of some sort; I wondered if he was going to stop my heart or have a bolt of lightning blast through the cloudless sky and send me sprawling away leaving my smoking boots behind. Something was happening, so slight at first I figured it was psychosomatic. I was growing warmer, from the inside out, as if I were standing in a microwave. When I looked over at his purple douchiness, his face was strained and sweat was glistening on his forehead. His expression looked like what someone might see in a truck stop bathroom after hours of driving and colon packing with a variety of substandard road food. A constipated shit, if I wasn’t clear enough. Whatever he was doing was causing incredible exertion, but for my part, I felt better. I’d been a little slogged after the run, but now it was like my batteries had been recharged. Didn’t count for much if the wizard was magically probing around inside of me; how much would I feel if he’d severed an artery or pushed loose a piece of plaque to lodge in my head? I’d be dead before I felt it. Not the worst way to go, of all the ways that had been tried.

      Nothing was happening as far as I could tell, at least on my part. I just stood there feeling slightly awkward and slightly warm while the wizard broke out in a full body sweat, this I could tell as it broke through and was soaking the heavy material. Then he started panting like my beautiful Henry after a twenty-foot walk. I was never not going to miss that dog.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked.

      “You…are….dying…”

      “Not really, I feel pretty good. You, on the other hand, if I had to take a guess...are either in the middle of a fairly significant heart attack or taking a mailbox sized shit, and not one of those little ones that hang by the front door, one of those massive rural ones attached to a post that are large enough to accept packages.”

      “I…am…strong.”

      “Can I see my kids before you need to change your briefs?”

      “Fine.” It came out as an exasperated sigh. “Helbond, bring him to his children.” The wizard stalked off.

      “As you command,” my lycan guide deferred to the wizard.

      “Why are you following that half-wit?” I asked.

      The lycan rounded on me so fast I didn’t have enough time to raise my arm to ward off the blow. I should have been dead, my neck discombobulated or my spine dislocated, something along those lines. The lycan was as surprised as I was. Whatever the wizard had awakened in me was still very much active.

      “Fair’s fair,” I told him as I pulled my knife free and plunged it into his heart as he was busy staring at his offending arm, wondering why it had not performed as he believed it should. His eyes shot wide in surprise before he weakly pushed me away. I figured this was where the lycan watching went into ravage-and-revenge mode for what I’d done. That didn’t happen. I would find out later it was something along the lines they called Tao, or that was as close as I could make out the translation. Helbond had attempted to kill me while I was under his care, I use the word care here lightly, maybe under his charge, would be a better fit. Either way he tried to kill me when he shouldn’t have, and I had every right to return the favor without retribution. Had I done nothing, that would have been frowned upon, or at least laughed about behind my back.

      “Come thing, I will take you to your accursed offspring.” A light colored lycan spoke in my general direction, but like she couldn’t stand the sight of me her gaze was to the side. She did not wait for a reply as she walked away. I followed. I kept my knife out, but the lycan were making great pains to avoid me.

      “There, thing,” she said derisively, pointing to a rusty shipping container which had, at some point many years previous, been converted into housing of a sort. There were four windows on the side I was looking at and a steel door; it was about as aesthetically pleasing as a cat’s asshole. (Even if you’re a cat owner, and lover, you know what I’m talking about.)

      “If they’re hurt in any way, I’m going to kill you.” I shook my knife at her, flecks of Helbond’s blood struck her chest. She looked down at it then walked away.

      I ran to the door expecting it to be locked, but it opened freely. Ali and MJ were sitting together on a couch that was old when Reagan was in office. Threadbare would imply there were threads, all I was seeing were springs and matting and two of the most precious things on the planet sitting atop it.

      “Dad!” MJ shouted, launching himself for the door.

      His sister a half step behind yelled, “Don’t come in!” like she was a young teenager and I was interrupting her practicing her kissy face in or on the mirror.

      Nothing short of a bison-strength cattle prod could have kept me from entering. I should have had a few choice words for the trouble they’d gotten themselves into, instead I sobbed while I hugged them tight. We were a blubbering trio of tears and a fair amount of snot. Sure, most of it was mine, but that’s beside the point.

      “Grundy said he was going to kill you and mom,” MJ said as he wiped the tears away from his face with his sleeve. “But you gave it to them, right!?”

      “Um, sure,” I lied. “Grundy?”

      “Grundholm,” Ali replied. “You should have seen how angry he got when MJ called him Grundy.” She couldn’t suppress a giggle.

      “You guys sneak out of a camp while you’re in the middle of an army, and you haven’t escaped this oversized milk crate yet?”

      “We can’t. Our powers don’t work in here and we can’t get closer than a foot to any of the walls or the ceiling,” Ali said.

      “Yeah, kabluey!” MJ held out his hand and made a raspberry noise.

      “Maybe it’s down, dad got in.” MJ headed for the door and bounced back like he’d hit a wall of invisible rubber.

      “That’s about the hundredth time he’s done that. Not once has he ever stuck his hand out and felt for it,” Ali said.

      “There’s something to be said about consistency,” I told her.

      “You would say that. There’s also something to be said about learning a lesson.”

      “Pah.” I waved at her.

      I walked up to and past MJ, grabbed the handle to the door and pushed it open.

      “Whoa, how are you doing that?” MJ had his forehead resting against the barrier and was running in place, trying to get past it.

      I went back in, and came out again. The next cycle through I picked MJ up and tried to force him across, didn’t work. Had to stop when it seemed like I’d put my kid in a garlic press and was trying to squeeze out his essence. I gave Ali a go, just to check; not sure what I would have done if I could have gotten her out. It was a problem I didn’t have to work on anyway.

      “Have you guys been in touch with mom?” I asked, hoping they’d had some dream contact.

      “Nothing escapes here, dad. We tried.” Ali sat down heavily, folding her arms in her lap, dejected.

      “We figure Grundy has the place shielded somehow. Can’t figure it out though, the magic is weird, not like anything we’ve ever seen.”

      “I think it’s from a lenticalum magicae,” Ali said.

      “Meaning?” I asked.

      “Don’t listen to her, dad, she’d just using big words to make you look dumb.”

      “She doesn’t need big words to do that.” I tousled his hair.

      “Dad, this is serious!” Ali pouted.

      I was still wrapped up in the afterglow feeling of having found my kids safe. I had to remember that it was a “safe for now” condition, though. We were far from out of the woods, like we were far north in the Yukon wilderness, kind of woods.

      “What is this lentil thing?”

      “It’s not beans, dad.” Ali was exasperated, I’d seen that expression and heard that tone from Azile enough to know. “It’s a container that stores magic. I think that’s why it looks different. If we can destroy it, the spell he has set up here should be broken, and once that’s done….”

      “Kabluey!” MJ made explosive motions with his hands.

      “What he’s trying to say is that if we’re not surprised and cut off from our power, we can take him.”

      “He’s a wizard—you’re saying you can take him?” Last thing I wanted was my kids knee deep in a fight with unimaginable weaponry.

      “No problem,” MJ boasted. Ali looked more pensive, but nodded.

      “Mom has told us stories about witches and wizards that have burned through their ability to wield. They can sense the source, but cannot touch it. That may be the reason why he would have such a strong artifact. He can store power within it and use it at will.”

      “So, without this lenty thing he would be without powers?”

      Ali shrugged. “Probably?” was the best she could offer.

      “Any idea what I’d be looking for?” I asked.

      “Could be any kind of container,” she answered.

      “Super helpful.”

      “We can take him with it or without it!” MJ was rearing to go.

      I didn’t bring up the very real fact that they were now sitting in a cage that very wizard had created and were as vulnerable as any kid could be under the circumstances.

      Now we had to get to what was arguably the weakest portion of my so-called power: a plan. For anything remotely equivalent to a chance of all of us surviving, I needed to get them out of this shipping container. As I’ve written before, I would gladly forfeit my life for my kids, the problem was I didn’t think Grundy was going to hold up his end of the bargain, or if he did, he wasn’t going to let them go, ever. He couldn’t, especially if he knew how powerful they were.

      “Did anyone see you go back out?” Ali asked hopefully.

      “I don’t think so,” I told her, “but I wasn’t looking either.”

      She was thinking. “You shouldn’t be able to come and go as you please; that doesn’t make any sense.”

      I told them about Grundholm trying to do something to me but all I felt was a spreading warmth.

      “A bypasser?” MJ asked.

      Ali studied me hard. “He can’t be, otherwise all those times mom magically sewed him back up wouldn’t have worked.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “A bypasser, or magical bypasser, is a person or being that is immune to magic. It is extremely rare. All life—from plants, fungus, any living being, are part of this earth and made from it, meaning they have the power in them, they have to; the spark of life itself comes from it. Most, though, don’t have any more than that primordial spark. Others, like mom and us…”

      “Kabluey!” MJ finished.

      “Enough with the kabluey, already! You startle me every time you do it.”

      He smiled.

      “To be immune to it means you are either dead or not of this world, according to mom, anyway,” Ali said.

      “That’s why she gets so worried about you,” MJ stated. “Can’t fix dead or stupid, she always says.” He looked abashed. “I didn’t mean you were stupid!”

      “It’s fine, I know my limitations,” I said to him then to Ali. Well, I’m not dead, I was thinking, although, that for the majority of my life I had been technically undead. Not sure if that factored in, because as a vampire I’d still enjoyed the benefits of Azile’s magic. It had to be something with the luvier, though right now it didn’t matter so much the why or how of it, just that it was. I looked up, way up. If someone were to do a crime scene dusting of my body there was a high likelihood that they’d be able to pull a giant thumbprint from the top of my head. This had Maker written all over it, that he’d done this was one thing, but that he’d needed to signified just how dire things had become. I was a small cog in a vast cosmic machine; I knew this. If I were to fall, there should have been thousands, perhaps millions of cogs that could have kept the gears spinning. What was different now?

      “Either of you have any idea what we should do?” I asked.

      “Um, dad, you’re the adult,” Ali offered.

      MJ clenched his fists and I could see him getting ready.

      “Don’t!” I pointed a finger at him.

      He whispered kabluey instead.

      “Two options, dad,” Ali stated.

      I motioned for her to continue.

      “If they think you’re trapped in here with us, you can either wait for them to come in, or you sneak out and find that lenticalum and break it.”

      “I don’t like the idea of leaving you two alone. Normally I’d say both of you were more than capable of holding your own against whatever the world could throw at you, but shielded like this changes everything. And not to throw a wrench in your thoughts, Ali, but there’s a third aspect: maybe only you two are trapped in here, and they know I can come and go as I please.”

      “I didn’t think of that. I should have.” She looked angry that she’d missed what could very well be the easiest explanation; oftentimes that was the solution. Sometimes you could outthink yourself. I mean, not me, because that would mean I had to do some competition level thinking to begin with.

      I was running through my options. Sitting and waiting wasn’t going to happen, it wasn’t my strength. Plus whatever element of surprise afforded us, if I indeed wasn’t supposed to be going back and forth would be wasted. If I was here when they came for me, what was I supposed to do at that point? My best course of action was always going to be to force the narrative.

      “Okay, I think I should wait for night.”

      “And if they come before that?” Ali asked.

      “Can only worry about what we can control. And since nothing is in our control, there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, dad,” Ali sighed.

      “I like how you think,” MJ said.

      Azile was right, no shocker there, but perhaps I had indeed been a bad influence on him. We made it out of this, I’d work on it. Right then, I tousled his hair. I may have told the kids there was nothing to worry about, but my gut was twisted up like I’d drunk a coffee with four extra shots of espresso on an empty stomach and slammed it just for fun. I sat by the small window and watched for any sign of something coming our way. Not only did none of the lycan come close, but we were being actively ignored. As far as I could tell, we didn’t even have a guard. That made no sense. Grundholm must have told them the prison was inescapable; even so, not placing someone to watch over it was a mistake on their part. As the saying goes, be careful what you wish for. (Although I didn’t really wish for it, just making an observation.) Finally, as the sun began to set, one of the bastards must have figured it would be a good idea to keep an eye on their guests.

      He, she, it, I couldn’t tell the gender and genuinely didn’t give a fuck, was making a straight line for us. I figured this was it. The moment that door opened I was going to plunge my knife into its throat. Lycan were milling about, not overly close, being able to kill the thing without being seen was going to be a tall order, but my choices were limited to one. It wasn’t great, but it beat having none. The lycan was some twenty feet away when it began to move a little quicker; at ten feet it leapt. I was reminded of the strength of the beasts as it sailed overhead, landing loudly on the roof of our shelter. We all looked up as it walked from end to end.

      I looked over at Ali, who was eyeing me. I knew what she was thinking: that I should have gone sooner. She didn’t come right out and say it, so props to her for that. The thing must have paced back and forth for a solid half hour, my neck hurt from constantly looking up. When it stopped, it seemed to have settled around the middle of the box. There was a chance it had jumped down the other side, there were no windows to verify. It wasn’t likely it had done that, but one could hope. By now it was dark, the sky was clear, the moon wasn’t out, but it was light enough to see, and as well as I could see, it was a good bet the lycan could see better. Any animal that spent as many centuries hiding in the shadows as the lycan was sure to be able to see exceedingly well in the dark.

      “Dad,” Ali had come close and pulled on my shirt for me to bend down so she could whisper to me. She cupped her hand around my ear and spoke softly. “If you open the door just a little bit, it won’t have the angle to see you.” She pointed up, to the approximate location of our attic dweller.

      I stood up and did my best mental imagery. If the lycan was standing, it would see me easily enough. Still a decent chance it could see me while sitting, it was an enormous animal, after all. The advantage I had was it was dark. This was marginal, due to their excellent eyesight. The next and much larger advantage was that we believed it didn’t think I could get out. There would be no reason for it to be focused on any of the egresses. There was a chance it could be doing a visual sweep, and I would have piss poor timing, but the odds favored me. If I was lucky, it would have its nose buried in a cell phone. So getting out might not be the problem; the question was, then what?

      I tiptoed to the door like a 1920’s mustachioed villain, I think I even had my hands up by my side. The door opened noiselessly, didn’t crack it much more than six inches, then thought skinny thoughts as I slid sideways through. I stayed close to the side of the box, hoping anything that chanced a look over wouldn’t notice a lighter shadow moving against a shadowed backdrop. When I got to the back, if I got to the back, I was going to judge my chances of doing what the lycan had and hopping on top. There was the possibility my luvier blood would allow me that type of leap, there was also a better chance my white guy blood would have me make a twelve-inch vertical and face plant into the side of the container. I was saved from making that one-sided coin toss as there were steel rungs welded to the side for climbing.

      I’d no sooner placed my foot on the bottommost rung when I could hear the lycan shifting around. Maybe he couldn’t see me, but he was a canine of a sort, no reason to think he couldn’t smell me. I was going to wait until he settled back down, but he had resumed his back and forth pacing. I felt like something had him spooked; no reason to think it wasn’t the demon with a knife clutched in its teeth climbing the ladder that had done the spooking. It’s important to dream big, even more important to be prepared for when that dream doesn’t pan out. And, at least in my case, having a modicum of luck that runs deeper than most is important as well. I was halfway up, a foot from getting my head over the top, when the lycan bounded. I was wrenched up into the air, my mouth popped open in pain and surprise as my hands were ripped free from their moorings. Just so happened that the knife that fell from my mouth had landed hilt first into my palm. Can’t even make this shit up. I reflexively closed on the handle and as the lycan brought me up to be face to face so he could see what he was eating, I buried that blade into the side of his skull. What I should have been expecting was to be let go. I hovered in the air like Wile E, before plummeting to the ground. My left leg hit the ladder and spun me to the side, my full weight landed on my rib cage. Nothing had broken, as near as I could tell, but it was going to be long minutes before I could do anything other than wish I could breathe.

      I could hear a soft rap on the side of the container in between my pained shallow gasps for air.

      “Dad?” The question came after each few knocks.

      “Here.” Sounded something like what a cricket with diarrhea might shoot from his ass. (I suppose I could have gone with rasped; it was wet and raspy, but at the time, like shit was what went through my mind.)

      More knocking, a little louder. I was getting worried something else might hear and I was in no shape to take on anything larger than a feral hamster. Speaking of which, were there hamsters in the wild? Was that a thing? Like roving herds of hamsters ripping through the Jones’s patch of lettuce? I used my legs to push me closer, I reached over weakly and knocked back. Tried to say “Here” again, it only sounded worse. I took somewhere close to twelve quick breaths that didn’t equal a normal one, then gave it another stab. Poor wording. Crack? Shot? Don’t like those choices either.

      “Are you okay?” Ali asked.

      “Will be.” I rolled onto my back and was staring up into the sky, out of my peripheral I saw thick rivulets of blood running down the side of the container. It was another five minutes before I felt able to stand, I used the ladder to pull myself up. “I’ll be back.” I didn’t even use the Arnie accent, that’s how much I was still hurting. It always sucked missing out on a dad joke opportunity.

      “Be careful,” MJ said, and Ali echoed. I grunted in acknowledgement then pushed off. Now I had to find a powerful wizard in a camp full of lycan; in terms of degrees of difficulty, I was pushing the envelope on this one. The thought crossed my mind to go back up to the top, skin the dead lycan and wear the fur for camouflage. It would be more ill-fitting than when Vincent D’Onofrio’s character, Edgar the Bug, donned a human.

      “Maker, your fingerprints are all over this; do you think you can give me a little more? In for a dime in for a buck fifty,” I said as I looked out where I had to go. I waited for a sign, but as of yet, my request hadn’t made it across his desk, and I only had so much time. Sooner or later, Grundholm was going to come for us.

      I could try and slink around, maybe I didn’t get seen, maybe I did. But there was no way I would be able to hide my scent. I could mask it somehow, maybe, but I wasn’t traveling around with coffee grounds or black pepper, so that was going to be difficult and either would still label me as a human, and an invader. I once learned that the best way to steal a piano was to pretend the piano was yours. So, up front and bold, I walked a straight line to a section of the camp that was lit up. It was likely that was where Grundholm was staying, the lycan didn’t have much need for fire. I’d gone some twenty feet and passed a couple of lycan, thought for a second maybe I’d picked up an invisibility trick, it was another twenty feet when I realized it was just surprise on their part, and they didn’t know how to react. Ten feet later, and I had a pack of six lycan trailing me and gathering more the further I walked. As near as I could tell, they didn’t know what to do. Normally the tearing asunder should be happening, but I was walking out in the open with seemingly not a care in the world. They had to wonder if I was supposed to be there or was being summoned; either way, they were guessing the piano was mine.

      My entourage was up to over twenty when I got to the ring of torches burning brightly. A large canvas tent sat in the middle and double the number of followers I had were guarding the perimeter. Grundholm was a nervous man, and this wasn’t going to make him feel any safer. There was a startled shout of alarm inside the tent as one of the lycan ducked its head in to let the man know what was going on. I walked within the circle, I was surprised when none followed.

      Grundholm came out. For the flash of an instant his eyes grew wide before he calmed himself. For his part, he didn’t ask how I’d gotten free, basic minion control; it’s best not to let your supposed subordinates know that you weren’t in nearly as much control as you attested.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me inside?” I asked. I was twenty feet and six lycan away from the man, making a mad dash would not work.

      He did not verbally acknowledge me, but again I felt a warm sensation course through my body. He was going for the kill shot. He didn’t spend nearly the time he had before, my hope was that between myself and the kids’ prison, we were draining his container, and he was afraid of completely depleting his reserves. Then, instead of my parade getting rained on, it was more like a flock of pterodactyl, after having eaten a large carnivorous meal consisting of road kill were flying overhead and took this exact moment to release their bowels. I can’t even imagine what the fallout from that would be. I should have been concentrating on my dicey situation, but I couldn’t help wondering what it would have been like, being a Compsognathus, chowing away on some leafy greens when you are sent to your maker after having been buried alive in another’s crap hitting from on high, and not even figuratively.

      He got a look of consternation on his face, possibly from my total lack of fear as I brought my attention back to him. I knew what was coming next, if he couldn’t do it himself, he was going to get his lackeys to do it for him. This was not going according to plan, or maybe, due to my severe lack of one, it was going exactly like it should. I stood little chance against a rush of lycan, so I firmed up a pseudo-plan on the spot. I fell to my knees and clutched my chest, holding my breath and hoping my face turned red. Grundholm eyed me suspiciously, then when I moaned in pain, a sneer pulled up one side of his lips. Sadistic fuck. Although what the hell did I really expect, remorse?

      What I did next and what I hoped happened in response were very specific. If my performance deviated too far from the wizard’s expectations, I was about to become lycan chum. I fell over to the side, even let my head hit the ground without bracing for impact—what was one more shot to the noggin? I was thinking I might get the classic villain cackle, didn’t happen.

      “Check him,” Grundholm intoned.

      Uh oh, flashed in my head in large neon letters. Probably a good thing I didn’t know the kick was coming. The foot of the lycan caught me in the small of the back, I’m not Irish, but I have some of their luck. Instead of being truly kicked, I was more launched. Sure, I went some ten feet in distance, but only a foot or two off the ground. The impact was hard, but not enough to render me unconscious. The harder part was not crying out involuntarily thus ruining the ruse.

      “He is dead,” the lycan attested.

      If Grundholm asked for my head or something equally as deadly, I would have to take my chances in a fight. I was doing my best to stifle my breathing and keep my hammering heartbeat from raising me conspicuously up with each fluttering beat.

      Come on, come on. I’m pretty sure I was only thinking that, and not whispering, couldn’t tell, and either way I wasn’t going to be heard; the lycan were barking crazily at my supposed death. Wasn’t going to be long before they were playing soccer, and considering their strength they could use my whole body as the ball. Someone was approaching, the footsteps sounded human, as much as one can tell with their eyes closed and hoping for the best. The ground wasn’t shaking around me, which led to my belief.

      “Not so mighty now, are you?” Grundholm asked. “The Great One hinted that you might be unkillable. I have proved him wrong. And if I can kill you, why should I stop there? No reason to be a puppet to the master when I can pull the strings.”

      I was only vaguely aware of what he was talking about; I had to fry the flopping fish in my pan, not the one swimming in the ocean. I squinted the bare minimum to look for the man, and through the haze of tears I saw a blurry leg. I heard a gasp then lunged, reached out and grabbed that leg, pulling the man down. His back struck the ground first with a loud oomph as the air was expelled from his lungs—not quite as bad as had happened to me, but enough he was going to see stars for a few seconds. I sat astride him before the lycan could react.

      “Anyone attacks me and I’ll rip his throat out!” This is where I had to hope Grundholm was a benign ruler. If they disliked the man they could feign an attack, I’d kill the wizard then they would kill me. Bunch of big wins in a row for the lycan. None made a move. Killing Grundholm was my preferred desire, but I’d lose my only chip. It would be suicide by lycan. I gave him a solid punch to the face to sate the part that wanted him dead.

      “That’s for kidnapping my kids.” I was surprised at my restraint, possibly because my kids still weren’t safe, and I was going to do everything I could to ensure their escape. The strike caused the lycan to stir, maybe moving a foot or two closer, but no more than that. Blood flowed from Grundholm’s nose, running down his cheeks and chin. I was on the cusp of hauling him to his feet and making him bring me to this magical container when the torchlight reflected off a heavy golden chain. His eyes widened as mine narrowed. I yanked the chain up so a silver and gold pendant in the shape of a genie bottle sat on his chest. It wasn’t much bigger than my thumb, and was inlaid with silver lettering or, I suppose, runes, but identifying them was outside of my wheelhouse. It made more sense that he’d be wearing it, but in my head I’d figured the thing to be much larger, like a fifty-five-gallon drum, or even a water tower.

      He reached for it; I gave him another short jab to his broken nose. I don’t give a fuck what the most important thing in your life is, if you get popped on a broken nose, everything else falls away, except for the all-encompassing pain. I ripped the chain free, had the bottle in my hand. It grew warm, not enough to burn, but enough to know it was an active heat source.

      “How?” he asked through watery eyes, reaching a hand tentatively halfway up, rightfully fearful that if he went any further I was going to punch him again.

      “What happens if I break this?”

      His face paled immediately. I stood up, my eyes on the prize. Grundholm half sat up, still reaching. “It cannot be broken.” Those were the words he spoke; his eyes told a different story.

      “I suppose we’ll find out.” I roughly hauled him to his feet. “First me and you are going to where my kids are, then you’re going to let them out.”

      “And if I have the lycan descend on you first?”

      “You mean before I place this knife through your third and fourth rib, easily bisecting your heart? That’d be a neat trick, and since you have no power without your trinket, doubly so.”

      He stiffened.

      “Ah. There’s the truth of it. I was worried you used this thing to hold a little extra power, but that’s not the case. You’re about as magical as a pebble without it, and just as deadly. That’s got to be rough, to have held literally all the power of the world at your fingertips, only to squander it away to less than what this little jar can hold. Was it a dark magic thing? Bigger magic just took yours because it could? That always seems to be the way. I mean, I don’t really know; everything I’ve learned of magic comes mostly from movies, and we both know how Hollywood gets just about everything wrong.”

      “Your wife is the Red Witch, and you know nothing about magic?” he asked incredulously.

      “All I see when I look at her is magic of another sort.”

      I don’t think he understood that. Hard to believe in love when your heart craves only dominion over others. He had a greedy look to him, like I’d revealed a secret, maybe a way to regain his power. I’d let him think that he had a shot, there might come a time where if the script was flipped, and I was at his mercy, he might let me live, falsely believing I could help him regain what he’d lost.

      “Let’s move.” I began dragging him toward the kids.

      “A word of caution—once we leave this protective ring of torches, I cannot protect you. You will be at the mercy of the lycan.”

      “I’ll take my chances, besides, I have you as my meat shield.”

      “Stop!” He leaned back, digging his heels into the soft ground. “We will both be at their mercy.”

      Mercy and the lycan went together like tuna and grape jelly, I already knew that part. “Aren’t you allies?”

      “In so much as my promises and magic imply. At night, our alliance is strained. Within the circle of torches, our treaty holds, but beyond, I will need the lenticalum to keep them at bay.”

      “Sounds like a convoluted story to get your hands back on it. I suppose there’s only one way to do this. I’ll toss you out and see what happens.” He fought me all the way to the edge. There was a semi-circle of lycan right on the other side of the torches, I didn’t know if that proved what Grundholm had said, but it didn’t disprove it either.

      “Wait, wait! If I die, all of my wards do as well! You won’t make it five feet!” he shouted as I roughly moved him closer to the edge.

      The lycan looked eager, far too eager. I was calling his bluff, the downside was I didn’t think he was bluffing. Luckily, I hadn’t gone all in this time.

      I backed up a couple of steps, dragging Grundholm with me as I rethought my strategy. “Rethought,” I scoffed aloud, like I’d done much thought the first go round. I was going through my alternatives, I could give him back his toy; I was fairly certain he couldn’t use it directly against me, but what about indirectly? Could I dodge a boulder if he used his power to throw it at me? That was one possibility. Or what if he could shield himself from a knife strike? He could have the lycan tear me apart less than a foot from him and be fine. There were too many unknowns that ended up with me as a pile of meat fermenting in the bellies of the beasts. As it stood, Grundholm had made it appear that he could only use the lenticalum if he was touching it, but I didn’t have proof that was the case. He could have been pretending only to make sure I didn’t destroy it. Though that didn’t seem as likely because he would have willingly left the perimeter, unless he was worried about the lycan inadvertently destroying it while they tore me up. That was possible.

      “Let the kids out.” No matter how this played out, I was going to give them the best chance of survival.

      “I will still need the container.”

      There was no telling what he could do the second he touched it. And without checking, I wouldn’t be able to tell if the kids were free. Magic wielders could see the weavings of magic, I could not. I’d have no warning if he made a giant blast of air to pummel me as soon as he was able to.

      “I’m going to place it in my fist; you can touch the top, that’s it. If I feel like you’re doing something you shouldn’t be, I’ll crush it.”

      “Feel?” he asked.

      I silently berated myself; I’d more than hinted that I couldn’t see what he did. I’d shown him one card, showing another might be the only way to even it out. “Grundholm, there is nothing you can do to me. I am a magical bypasser.”

      That got more of a reaction than when I’d ripped the chain from his neck.

      “That’s...impossible,” he stammered.

      “Is it? Remember when you were trying to make my blood boil?”

      “I was attempting to stop your heart, though boiling blood would have been much more dramatic, I dare say. Magical bypassers are a myth, a story. Anything that walks this plane is subject to the natural laws of life, death and mana.”

      “Then how do you explain what didn’t happen?” I asked.

      He answered with a condescending tone. “Come, come, Michael. Your wife, besides myself, is the most powerful wielder of magic. Is it not more likely she has warded you somehow from the effects of it, than the notion that you are somehow above it all? It could be as simple as a piece of jewelry.”

      I did my best to not look at my wedding ring. Next to the inscription about her undying love for me were some runes, what they stood for was beyond me. I’d asked her once, she’d been non-committal at first, and when I wouldn’t stop, she came up with some moderately believable thing about it meaning the union of love in Gaelic. I bought it, why wouldn’t I? Azile was selling it. Though, if it was to ward off evil magic, why wouldn’t she just tell me that? Made more sense than subterfuge.

      “The way I see it, bypasser, protected, or just extremely lucky, makes no difference. You can’t do anything to me, and I still have cold steel pressed up against your ribs. If we were playing a deadly version of rock, paper, scissors, knife trumps wizardry.

      I could see Grundholm scheming. If, in the unlikely event I was a bypasser, his magic would be useless. However, a ward could be worked around. This much, at least, I knew.

      “How sure of us being attacked by lycan are you once we leave this area?”

      “As much as anyone can be when dealing with feral beasts. We have a tentative working agreement.”

      “Let’s test how well your relationship is. I cannot give you the lenticalum back, there are too many unknowns.”

      “And the lycan?” he asked, not liking at all the direction this was heading in.

      “In comparison, they’re easy. Attack or not, that’s it.”

      “We could both die, and your children will be in grave danger.” He was grasping, didn’t blame him, I would have been too if I didn’t have to leave.

      “I feel like it’s the same outcome if we stay here.”

      “Same for you, it would seem. Why should I die as well?”

      “Misery loves company, I guess. Listen, I’m not all that thrilled about making that final journey with you in tow, but here we are. Although, all things considered, my guess is our paths will be very different.”

      “Ascension?” he laughed. “You think yourself worthy?”

      “I’m figuring I have a better chance than you.” I hauled his ass past the imaginary line between safety and the unknown. The lycan nearest us were panting in anticipation. Can’t say we were off to the best start. If they attacked, it would be once we were far enough away that we could be encircled with no chance of retreating. Fifteen feet out, and we were indeed within a circle of snarling beasts. I couldn’t be sure exactly how Grundholm had previously kept them at bay. Knowing the man, I had to figure it was through an extreme show of force, which could explain his obvious power drain. Lycan were as close to perfect killing machines as had ever been warped into creation, but that didn’t mean they would be in any rush to meet their demise. All we had going for us was the threat of violence.

      “What are you doing?” a lycan to our side asked.

      “I am checking the bonds on the children, Guillard. It is powerful magic; you will not want to be too near,” Grundholm told him.

      Guillard was sniffing the air. “There is the stink of sweat and nervousness in the air. What are you frightened of, oh great one?” this was asked in a mocking tone.

      “It is fear for the safety of the pack,” Grundholm answered smoothly. The man might be scared, I was, but he was putting on a good magician’s act. Better than I could have managed.

      “You have never been overly concerned for our well-being, what has changed?”

      “Get back, Guillard! I am ordering you.”

      “Ordering me?” he pointed to his chest. “You do not rule us, wizard. We have an understanding, and nothing more.”

      The shipping container had thankfully come into view. That part was great, the part that wasn’t was the fifty or so agitated lycan around us.

      “Now that we have the lycan murderer and his cubs, why do we continue to need you?” Guillard asked; I could see the conclusion dawning on him.

      “Ruh roh,” I had not meant to sound like Scooby, too late to take it back.

      “These three mean nothing. We…you will win nothing if the Red Witch is left alive to seek retribution. She will reduce your pack to ashes.”

      Guillard laughed. “You have told us repeatedly that you are the primary force of the land, and yet unless my nose deceives me, you are as vulnerable as a clutch of newborn rabbits. If I were to swipe at your head, it is more likely than not it would roll along the ground.”

      “Be smart about this, Guillard. I will always be protected. If you try to do something against me, the punishment to yourself will be tenfold.”

      “I do not fear death!” he roared. “If I were to kill you, yet I were to fall, the pack would hail me as triumphant.”

      “They’re going to attack,” I whispered in Grundholm’s ear.

      “It would appear so. I told you this would happen.”

      I could only hope that I had him scared enough that when I offered an out, he would follow along, and not devise another way.

      “Free the children, they can help us.”

      He nodded as I said each word, his gaze fixed on Guillard, waiting for the threat to be fulfilled.

      “I’ll need the lenticalum.”

      And there it was: the crux, the crossroads, critical mass, and any other crucial turning point I could think of. I kept one fist tight around the container, and one tight against the knife pressed to his ribs. I had no way of knowing if either of my safeguards were strong enough to thwart Grundholm, should he risk all to neutralize me.

      “Hurry man,” he said as he looked furtively at the lycan. If he was plotting against me, he was making an incredible show of it.

      “Dad! Lycan!” MJ screamed out. I could barely see him in the window, given the time I would have face palmed myself.

      Grundholm touched the small chalice. The light in his eyes changed immediately from fear to malice. I pressed the blade further. If I wasn’t yet breaking skin, it was only a matter of a millimeter before the sharpened steel slid in, and it wouldn’t just be the tip, as horny teenagers had proclaimed for ages untold. He was weighing his options; Guillard pressing in closer worked to my advantage. I think. The kids were powerful, but I wasn’t sure about their battle strength. Knowing how to do a thing and being able to harm others with that knowledge were vastly different things. Not everyone had the stomach for it, and that out of necessity I was exposing my children to it hurt. But this wasn’t about saving me or certainly not Grundholm. If they wanted any chance of making it through this, they were going to need to fight for their lives.

      I was looking to see if I could detect anything when I was repelled from Grundholm with extreme prejudice. Flung so hard that when I hit a lycan, we both fell and rolled on the ground. I had no idea where my knife was, but I was holding onto that lenticalum like it was my penis and a succubus had threatened to rip it free. Too graphic? I’ll get over it. (Sorry, hon...if you’re reading this, you know how I feel about…. I was going to say little guy, but who likes that descriptor? I thought about Mike Jr, but that was my kid’s name, couldn’t go there. Sequoia it is. Sorry hon, you know how I feel about my sequoia.) She wasn’t going to buy it, but this is my journal.

      The lycan was struggling on the ground, taking wheezing breaths, small bubble foams of red forming on its muzzle. Safe bet was I’d broken its ribs and sent pieces into its lungs. It was choking on its own blood. Grundholm, for the briefest of moments, looked triumphant, then he noticed two things. One was the knife sticking out of his side, and the other was that he was powerless. We were now separated by twenty feet and fifteen lycan; it didn’t look like this band was going to have a reunion tour. I couldn’t even see the shipping container through the forest of lupine. I could barely see Grundholm; he had said something, and was in the process of hitching away when I heard Ali yell out.

      “Who’s a good doggo!”

      My hope had been that they’d be able to slip away into the night. The two lycan near me took a beat to look before leaping; it was all I could do to stick my forearm over my head in preparation for the crushing blow and tearing bites. I rocked to the side slightly as the beast struck...but not me. I thought perhaps the two that attacked had collided into each other until I saw a quart of saliva running down a smooth surface. Ali had made a shield. I was about to run to them; I don’t know if she saw or just knew me enough to realize what I was thinking.

      “Don’t move dad! It won’t come with you!”

      In this case, I knew exactly what it was. The lycan were punching, clawing, kicking and sometimes biting in their frustration to get through the hard shell and to the soft candy within. I couldn’t do anything other than stand there like a lump, wishing I had paid the upcharge for the advanced forcefield model. One of the lycan, after thinking it had exhausted every option to get to me, went in search of easier fare. Instead of the other joining him, this one began to dig, tossing great swaths of vegetation-choked earth away. I had no idea if that was going to work, but idly sitting by and waiting did not seem the best course of action. I was fairly certain I could reach out of the enclosure; I thought as long as some part of me was still inside I’d be okay I wasn’t totally solid on the notion but gave it a go, damn the consequences.

      I reared back and kicked that thing square on the top of its dome as it was hunched over and tearing through tree roots thicker than my leg. It felt like I’d kicked a concrete block. There was no doubt in my mind I’d broken a toe or three. The hit had not gone unnoticed by the lycan, it fell backward on its ass, and vigorously shook its head. I’d rung its bell for sure, but not enough for it to lose consciousness. When it had recovered, a lesson had not been learned, or so I assumed, as it began digging again. I switched legs knowing that if I used the broken toed one there’d be a chance I would pull back on the kick. If I did walk away from this, I was going to look like a penguin waddling around, doing my best not to put pressure on either of the front portion of my feet.

      I’d seen it countless times and, most unfortunately, usually from close up: the speed with which the lycan can move, and this was no different. As I committed to the kick, the lycan was already moving to the side and away while simultaneously reaching with his hand. He snagged my leg like a staged wrestling match. I hopped a couple of times while it regained its balance and began to pull me from my wrapper. Outside of my personal bio-dome and without a weapon, I might as well have worn a shirt that read Eat Me. (Actually, I have previously, but that was a whole other type of message I was trying to convey; I had never meant it literally.)

      I fell to the ground thinking that dragging my measly weight would make it harder for my assailant. This was one of the first times in my life I wished I’d kept some of those Holiday-gained pounds. I was gripping what I could, but I might as well have been on ice. As best I could tell, only my head remained within the dome, then I was out, popped free, hanging upside down as the lycan lofted me like a landed carp, and was hamming it up for his friends. What he hadn’t counted on was I was still alive. I rocked my body slightly and punched as hard as I could in an area no one, especially ones that have outward facing genitalia, wish to be hit. I’d not been sure if it was male or female—up until contact. Its demeanor changed immediately and intensely. I was dropped as he landed on his knees next to me, his eyes rolling up in his head as he covered up and got into the universal position for all ball stricken bi-peds, namely, the fetal.

      I was looking for something, anything I could use as a weapon to go and help the kids, whether they needed it or not. There was no sense in checking the downed lupine for anything, as his whole body was a weapon, but not one I could wield. The ground was quaking like it was being hit by lightning strikes.

      “Dad!” MJ shouted in an unnaturally loud way, way worse than those times the entire household was asleep and he’d decided to stay awake and play. “Get back inside! We’re safe, we’ll get to you soon!” I wouldn’t swear on it, because I couldn’t see him, but he sounded like he was having a grand old time. I did not share in the sentiment as I was gaining some attention. Good thing the ball battered lycan had dug a crater, otherwise finding an invisible bubble I could not feel, in the night, would be about as impossible as threading a needle in high winds. I ran just as another round of the monsters came for me. Smacked off the side, just like MJ had the barrier inside the container, like father like son. My next option was the hole. It was a tight fit, but I had great incentive to pull myself through quickly. A claw raked my boot, split the leather, and lodged into my ankle before I could get completely inside. The pain was immediate, that tends to happen when you get stabbed. Blood was pooling in the bottom of my boot, but I had little time to worry about that as this lycan took up digging where the last one had left off.

      An arm as thick as my leg snaked through the hole, wicked claws doing their best to flay my flesh. I brought the heel of my boot down on its arm. The first hit didn’t seem to affect it much, but by the fifth it was howling in rage and pain as it tried to extract what I hoped was a badly broken arm. I had again dropped down onto my ass and had that arm in a bear hug, riding it like a cowboy does an angry bull. As he tired, I went from holding on for dear life to bending it into as unnatural a position as I could. The flagging lycan dug into his reserves, and I went for another round, being shaken back and forth like an aerosol paint can getting prepped to spray. When it was done, I reversed myself so my ass was sitting right above its elbow and, with a vise-like grip on its paw, I pulled backward with everything I had, my head thrown, mouth clenched tight, eyes closed, I could feel the cords on my neck bulging, tendons in its elbow were creaking; its savage growling was the only thing I could hear until brute force won out over biology and I snapped its forearm. I let go at that point. It wrenched its arm free and went running into the woods. Two lycan had watched what had happened and were growling and barking, but neither took up the ditch digging effort.

      “Yeah, fuck you,” I told them as I stood up. What they didn’t know was I wasn’t sure if I would have been able to marshal the strength to do it again. I was worried about the kids, but MJ was whooping it up like he was at a football game and his team was winning in a rout. The lycan were thinning out as they began to figure out that all they were going to get here was a beating. I had a moment of panic when I realized I was no longer holding the lenticalum, it was some five feet outside of my protective cocoon. Ball Bashed Bob had crawled away at some point, and of the two lycan that had designs on finishing what the others had started, one had taken off, the other eyed me warily. I was doing my best to not keep an eye on the magical container so the lycan wouldn’t grab it, though why he would bother with it seemed a safe bet: I was what he wanted. I scooted closer to that side, the lycan mirrored me.

      “Reach out and grab it,” I whispered. “How hard can that be?” Apparently pretty fucking hard when something much, much larger than you is ten feet away and means you great bodily harm. There was zero reason to go for that magical artifact, did it anyway. Did I mention how fast they were? I shot my arm out and reached, and just as my hand closed on its target, a giant paw landed with force on my fist. I heard and felt bones give way. I could feel the container in my grasp, I could also feel my bones shifting around as the lycan twisted his foot. Now it was my turn to do the howling. He had reached down and grabbed my outstretched arm before I could pull myself free. I was again yanked out from my safety. I don’t know what that says about me that I can’t be bothered to stay protected and always felt the need to test the waters. Death by dumbs. It was nice I could coin my own phrase before the end. Here lies Michael Talbot: Too stupid to live – Death by the Dumbs.

      “Kabluey!” I heard to my left. My tiny hero was running right toward us. I wanted to warn him off, fearful for his life, until the lycan was hammered by some unseen force, pushing it back some five feet, it regrouped and snarled before launching itself at my son. The same son that was the offspring of Azile and had been training with said mom for a few years now. The boy that could lift a horse while eating a baloney sandwich, that boy, the one that needed zero help. But that was my boy, and there was no way I could sit idly by and do nothing, so I did the only thing available to me and that was lurch forward and impede the lycan’s progress. If I thought the broken toes and hand were bad, it was about to get worse. I caught its knee in my shoulder, the explosive pain was immediate. I could add broken collarbone and dislocated shoulder to the list of shit that needed fixing as I was spun and planted face first into the ground. The lycan didn’t do much more than stumble for a step before resuming its murderous meanderings. All I could be thankful for was that it hadn’t stepped on my back as it went on by.

      Even so, I reached out blindly with my good arm and snagged a handful of fur, it did nothing to slow the animal down. I wasn’t sure what I’d hear next; I was beyond terrified it was going to be the cries of my son, instead, it was a wet squelching noise that sounded a lot like…I pulled my face up from the ground. The lycan was hovering a foot off the ground; immobile, its arms and legs outstretched in snow angel form. I could see MJ, he was looking at his hands and back to the lycan, he was as confused as I was. The wet squelching sound, well that was the beast slowly being torn in two. Something had its legs and was pulling them in opposite directions, much like a psychopath in training will rip the wings from a fly or legs from a spider.

      The animal, which normally had a deep booming bass voice, instantly had a change in octaves as a split formed in its crotch. I didn’t want to watch and yet I couldn’t pull my gaze from it. I pushed myself up into a kneeling position as the tear traveled up to its stomach; the howls had turned to a nasally whining and then it became silent. Once it died the ripping happened quicker, tearing the animal completely in half before whatever had gripped it released it and the two halves fell to the ground.

      “Wasn’t me!” MJ proclaimed. That was normally resigned for something breaking within the Talbot household, and he was normally the culprit. This was different.

      “Where’s your sister?” I staggered to a standing position.

      MJ looked around “I…I don’t know.”

      “Ali!” I shouted, quickly joined by MJ. It was just us two. What lycan hadn’t left, laid upon the ground dead. Grundholm was nowhere to be seen. Had he been the one to rip that lycan up? Payback for turning on him? Possible, but not probable.

      Heard a horse nicker off to our side. I limped my way closer to MJ who was thankfully backing up to be closer to me. The shadows were far too deep to see anything coming; I shivered, I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it. The anger, no, more like the rage that poured forth from it was a physical presence.

      “Mom...?” MJ asked questioningly. The way he asked I had to think he was feeling the same things I was. The horse’s head broke through the darkness first. It was indeed my wife’s mare, though when she became visible, she was not recognizable with most of her face hidden behind the cowl of her robe. Even when she reached up and pulled it down there was an unrecognizable set of hardness to her features. My breath caught; I’d seen some terrifying things in my life, and that look topped them all. She was a vengeful wraith that could and would smite all that stood in her way.

      “Azile...?” I asked tentatively, terrified that she would turn that alien look upon me. I did not know what it would feel like to be turned into a pillar of salt and had no desire to find out.

      “Dad!” It was Ali, sitting behind her mother, atop the horse. She stood in the saddle, her hands all over her mother’s head and face. The wraith did not appear to mind that it was being mauled, it made no reaction at all.

      “Azile?” I asked again.

      Whatever ledge my wife had been traversing, she slowly pulled back, and the monster within that had been controlling her released its grip. The fire that had shown in her eyes, calmed to smoldering coals. The smile she’d directed toward MJ and me had started off cold and indifferent, then as warmth and love flooded into the void it became a far more natural expression. She dismounted, helped Ali off the horse, and ran to MJ, hugging him and repeatedly kissing the top of his head. The gaze she directed at me was an angry one, but not the one devoid of humanity—that was an expression I would never forget, and for possibly the first time I had a true fear of my wife. I don’t know what had happened, but that encounter had not been with the person I knew.

      “I told you to watch out for them.” Yeah, she was pissed. She was fast approaching. I stood my ground only because I couldn’t hobble away quickly enough. “Not take them out into the middle of another war, Michael! They could have been hurt or worse!”

      I was not going to tell her that mere moments earlier MJ had been whooping it up having the time of his life, punching lycan with fists of air while I, on the other hand, had enough injuries for half a dozen people.

      “It wasn’t his fault,” Ali interjected. I was happy that Azile had somewhere else to direct her ire, but I was conflicted because it was towards Ali.

      “Not all his fault, anyway,” MJ tempered. I’d thank him for that clarification later, like maybe by giving him the smallest slice of cake or something.

      “It doesn’t matter at all whose fault it is. He’s the adult,” her arm was off to the side and her finger pointing straight at me. “He should know better!”

      “He’s the adult?” MJ’s slice of cake was getting smaller by the second.

      “What were you thinking?” She’d spun around. I flinched.

      “It wasn’t like I intended to head out into this! There were extenuating circumstances.”

      “There are no extending circumstances,” she used finger quotes, “that can justify placing our kids’ lives in danger! You cannot be trusted!”

      That one hurt, felt a bit like that lycan that had been torn in two. I stared hard at her, ready to defend myself as best I could. She was shaking with rage; anything I said was only going to make it worse. I think if I had apologized profusely that would have been met with just as strong a tongue-lashing.

      I suppose it was a good thing that a splintered piece of bone had finally cut through an artery; the resultant internal bleeding causing me to pass out. Upon awakening some hours later, MJ informed me that his mother had yelled at me the entire time she’d been healing me. She calmed a bit when I handed her the lenticalum, but only long enough until the surprise of what she held wore off. “How did you get this?” she’d asked before heading back into how thick I was about everything, even risking myself against a powerful wizard to get the magical container. At some point, I passed out again, the pain, the healing, sheer exhaustion, or “D,” all of the above, and when I awoke it was to MJ hovering mere inches from my face.

      “She still mad?” I felt better, but I’d been fixed up enough to know I wasn’t done. Injuries, no matter how they were worked on, required rest.

      “If I were you, I’d pretend to be in a comma.”

      “A comma?”

      “You know, those things where people can’t wake up. Like Ali when it’s her turn to do the chores.”

      “A coma?”

      “Here she comes,” he whispered. “Go back to sleep,” he said fervently. Then he grabbed the sides of my face and pinched. “Oh dad, when are you going to wake up? I want to play catch!” Of all the things my son could do, I learned that day that acting was not one of them. He was never going to win an Emmy. Although, I did seriously think about taking his advice. Azile wore a scowl, but it was leagues lighter than what I assumed was last night’s, but in fact, had been two nights ago. It appeared I had been gathering some rest in heaps.

      “MJ, I would like for you to find your sister.”

      “I would prefer to stay,” he told her. I silently thanked him for that; it was less likely she would murder me with a witness.

      He scurried off the moment her head swiveled his way. Kid was smarter than I gave him credit for.

      “Michael, how are you feeling?” The words delivered coolly enough this could have been a professional setting.

      I was in a great deal of pain. I didn’t tell her that, I had a pretty good feeling she was well aware of it. She knew how to numb pain receptors, and that she hadn’t was her way of giving me a painful lesson.

      “Good.” I matched her tone.

      She looked at me longer; I could tell she was alternating between wanting to give me a punch or a kiss. I was wise enough to remain silent. There wasn’t a thing I could say that would sway her, more likely if I did more than breathe she would take affront to it.

      “You’re a fool!” She was still riding that edge. I said nothing. If I agreed or protested the outcome would be the same, women are funny like that. Only took me two hundred and fifty years to figure it out. Imagine what I could learn in five hundred? Like maybe why they get so angry when we leave the toilet seat up, but think nothing of leaving it down, then get aggravated when we misfire on the seat. How many ways can a woman want it? All the ways, would be the standard answer, from my experience.

      “The children…” her breath hitched.

      I was close to saying, they’re fine. If I had, the next thing out of her mouth would have been, no thanks to you and the fight would continue. Silence was still my best option. Wish I’d used this tactic a long, long time ago. As a younger man I’d felt the need to fight to prove I was right, not realizing with your mate it should never be about that, it should be about coming to an understanding, a meeting in the middle as opposed to digging yourself in and becoming unyielding, and either way, when was a woman ever going to admit she was wrong? Besides, Azile was working through this all on her own, the last thing she needed was input from me.

      She leaned in and kissed me tenderly. “I’m still angry at you,” she said without moving back.

      “I know,” I told her. She stroked the side of my face; I felt a warmth flow down from that touch and spread throughout my body, and suddenly, the vast majority of pain I had been feeling vanished.

      “Get some rest,” she said tenderly, kissing me again. I was about to tell her I was sick of sleeping, couldn’t get the words out of my mouth before I was once again in dreamworld.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke the next morning, I expected to be greeted with the loving kiss of my wife, or perhaps the kids gleefully jumping up and down on my bed telling me it was time to get up, that there was a warm breakfast of pancakes and bacon awaiting my arrival at the table. It’s good to have fantasies. What I was not prepared for was to see an enormous clown staring down at me. I sat up quickly while simultaneously pushing away from the waking nightmare.

      “You looked so peaceful, I thought about smothering you.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “What?” he seemed surprised.

      “You realize that’s not a normal greeting, right?”

      He shrugged.

      “Where is everyone?” I stood, putting more distance between us in case he defaulted to his norms. “Wait, where am I?” I looked around at the dilapidated building I currently found myself in with a newly reformed homicidal clown.

      “Outside getting breakfast ready.”

      “Any chance it’s pancakes and bacon?”

      “Yeah, sure, right after the gruel looking shit they’re serving.”

      I headed outside. Lana was sitting on a log watching Mathieu tend a fire. She turned when she saw me and gave a bright smile and a wave, murmuring something to her husband. He turned and gave a broad smile when he caught sight. I headed over.

      “Good to see you, Michael.” Mathieu gave me a warm embrace. Lana delivered one as well when her husband was done.

      “Both of you as well. Azile, the kids?” I asked. No reason to feel nervous, they were both smiling, and around a thousand soldiers were milling about. It didn’t seem like an endangered encampment.

      “Down by the river. Azile said something about the kids smelling like low tide in New Jersey during a mafia convention, whatever that means,” Lana said as she went to sit back down.

      “Which one of you thought it was funny to let Tim go in and wake me up?”

      Mathieu’s smile was wider if that were possible “Definitely me.”

      “Payback’s a bitch, Mathieu. Did you know that I have a roll of duct tape?”

      “Tape? What are you going to do with that? An entire roll wouldn’t keep me restrained in werewolf form.”

      “No, no, I’m sure it wouldn’t, but can you even begin to conceive of the pain when you try and take it off?”

      He dry gulped. “Sending Tim in was funny, you’re just being mean,” he called out as I headed to the sound of running water.

      Maybe the angels were singing, I don’t remember, all I had was the vision of my wife and kids playing around in the water, and I could think of nothing more than to go down the slight incline and join them.

      “Eww, gross!” MJ proclaimed when I scooped up a protesting Azile and kissed her.

      “You don’t like that?” I asked him.

      “No!” He was laughing. I tossed Azile aside and let her splash into the water.

      “What if I did it to you?”

      He was squealing in laughter as he tried to get away. I snagged Ali on my way, if anything she was laughing harder than her brother. When I finally caught up to him, I ended up with a kid under each arm and was dunking them under water.

      An hour or so later I was wiped out. We were all laying atop a blanket, soaking in some sun while we dried off.

      “I told you that you needed to rest,” Azile chided. She had rolled onto her side and propped her head up so she could look at me.

      “Ali, we should go find Mathieu; I think they’re going to get kissy faced again.”

      “God, you two! We’re the ones supposedly with all the hormones running loose inside of us.”

      Ali gave us a glimmer of the teenager she was about to become. I thought back on my difficulties with raising Nicole and shuddered. Of all the horrors I’d been through in my life, that remained in the top ten. Top five, if you considered it was a five-year-long period.

      Azile stroked my face a couple of times, and maybe if we weren’t in view of a few hundred people, things could have progressed to what I can only say would have been a happy ending. She lay back down, flat on her back.

      “This isn’t over,” she said as I contemplated a nap.

      “It never is.”

      “I’m serious,” she replied.

      “As am I. At least Grundholm is dead.”

      “Is he?” she asked.

      “He has to be. Last I saw him he was defenseless, surrounded by his hostile allies.”

      “There was no sign of him…being eaten. Even if he is gone, which I can only hope, he was merely a puppet in a much larger game. The lycan are agitated enough about something to unite their clans and wage war. Terreurs are loose; whatever evil magic was cast on Becka’s village is still out there.”

      “Is she alright? I would think you’ve checked in with the cat by now.”

      “His name is Sebastian, and yes, she’s fine, but until I can figure out what has a hold of her, she can’t leave our land.”

      “That wasn’t Grundholm?”

      “It doesn’t appear so.”

      Plus, we still have whatever is out there laying bowling ball-sized craps.”

      “What?” Azile asked.

      I spent a minute telling her about the pile and even the arrangement. She seemed as perplexed as I was. Not sure how anything that big could go undetected, but then again, it was going to be hundreds of years, if ever again, that human overpopulation was going to be a problem. Besides ourselves, it seemed we had enough other enemies out there to keep us in check.

      “Want to know what the scariest thing of all is?” I asked.

      “What could possibly be the scariest?”

      “Another teenager in our home. Doesn’t that frighten you?”

      “What about Tim?”

      That cut through the chaff easily enough. “What about him?” I asked suspiciously.

      “You allowed his release onto this plane; you have a responsibility for him.”

      “You mean kill him? I can do that.” Nearly everything I said had some degree of sarcasm infused into the words. It’s just the way Bostonians are raised, those words rang true. Killing the clown would be distasteful, but leaving a demon to run roughshod over everything he encountered would be laid at my feet, and I did not need another constant influx of guilt.

      “You can’t kill him.”

      I didn’t know if she meant I couldn’t or that I shouldn’t. “Why not? Do you want to?”

      “Michael, he has promised to become a better person. You are going to guide him when he invariably strays from the path.”

      Shock at what I thought she was hinting at began to set in. “Wait…wait—I just want to make sure I fully understand what the hell you’re saying before I tell you how crazy you are.”

      “I’m listening.” She wore a small smile, maybe because she thought it was going to be funny when I said it aloud, or maybe because she was going to do me harm when I began to call her names.

      “You want Tim to live with us?” Of all the things I thought I would say in this life, that was never a combination I thought I’d put together. “A teenager and a clown? After everything I’ve been through?”

      “Just until such time as the demon within can be rung out.”

      “Are we talking about Tim or the teenager?”

      She took my face in her hands and squeezed. “Yes,” she said, and all was right with the world.
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      Epilogue to this story and possible prologue to the next.

      

      “I thought we were going to be in way more trouble than it ended up,” MJ told his sister.

      “What? We did all the chores in the house without the use of magic for a month, had to go to bed early for that month, and were allowed no snacks during that whole time. I’d call that being in trouble,” Ali protested.

      “Amateur. That’s usually my warmup.”

      “I feel bad for Becka,” Ali said, her hands behind her head as she stared up into the sky, perched atop the family’s favorite picnic spot and her favorite place to perform magic. River Rock overlooked a vast lush valley, a sparkling blue ribbon of water winding its way through the green terrain.

      “You should feel bad for me. I’m the one that gained a sister; do you have any idea how difficult a time for me this is? As if one of you wasn’t bad enough. I thought Uncle Mathieu shed a lot...our sink looks like its growing hair.” He shrugged his shoulders. “But it is our house, weirder things have happened.”

      “Yeah because having a dirty grubby brother is better.”

      “You say that now, but I’ve never once worn one of your sweaters and spilled mustard on it.”

      “You spilled mustard on my sweater just last week!”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t wearing it, Becka was.”

      “Hey, what are you little peckers up to?” Tim asked. “Shit, I meant peeps, what are you two little peeps up to?” He was just coming out of the woods and into the clearing.

      “Dad says you’re not supposed to call us peckers anymore,” MJ was smiling at his chance to freely use the word. Ali frowned at him.

      “Yeah, well, fuck him. I mean...I will take his words under advisement, and deeply ponder them until such time as I can convey a less vulgar message. Now move over.”

      Mike watched from a distance. He’d gotten better about the demon clown being around his kids, but he didn’t figure that if the demon lived here for the next five centuries, he would ever be truly comfortable with it, no matter what assurances Azile offered.

      “I’m telling you, Mike, I have placed wards atop those children that if Tim so much as tries to pluck a hair from one of their precious little heads his arm will disintegrate in the most painful way possible. Besides being mildly crude and borderline disgusting, he’s been the perfect guest.”

      “Yeah, maybe to you and the kids. To me he’s been a nightmare. He knows how I feel about clowns and goes out of his way to be in places I don’t expect him to be.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating.”

      “Yeah? You think so? Every time, and I mean EVERY time I go into the bathroom during the day, he stands outside the door. Sometimes he just breathes heavily, other times he scratches on the wood. It’s disturbing, to say the least. When I tell him to get lost, he just laughs and doubles down. A man should be able to enjoy his alone time!”

      “It’s not forever, only until he mends the holes in his soul.”

      “What you don’t know is that his soul is like a fishing net. There’re more holes than material to work with.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she lightly touched the side of his face before walking away.

      He was shaken out of his thoughts as he watched that enormous footed behemoth climb atop the rock with two of the people that mattered the most to him in this world. The kids, for their part, were comfortable around the man-thing. MJ thought he was a hoot. And Ali would often frown at Tim for most of the things he would say, but other than that she found his stories of the underworld enthralling.

      “This is nice,” Tim said as he copied MJ’s earlier relaxed pose, hands behind his head, sun beaming down upon his face. “Your dad’s watching; do you two want to fu..screw…err, mess with him?”

      “Definitely!” MJ was all game on.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. He might come after you before we can tell him we were kidding,” Ali said.

      “Your sister thinks too much about the consequences.”

      “Don’t I know it,” MJ lamented.

      “Someone has to. And maybe, Tim, if you’d done so you wouldn’t be in the predicament you are.”

      “And what’s that? I find myself living my best life in this idyllic place.”

      “Are you forgetting your time in the underworld?” she asked.

      “As best I can,” he told her truthfully. “Okay, fine we won’t fu…tease your dad. Want to hear something gross?”

      “Of course!” MJ sat up.

      “Not particularly.”

      Tim ignored Ali’s comment and began. “I had a friend.”

      “Is this one of those stories where you had a friend,” Ali used air quotes around the friend part, “when we know it’s about you the whole time?”

      “You know about that?” Tim levelled his gaze on her.

      “Yeah, you’re not that sneaky,” MJ told him.

      “Hmm, can’t say I like that. Maybe I’ll start saying it was my cousin.”

      Ali sighed. Tim had a habit of speaking his thoughts aloud; she figured it had to do with the length of time he’d been alone with nothing but his thoughts. Her father did it from time to time. A human coping mechanism for perpetual loneliness. When her dad did it, it made her sad; with Tim she was embarrassed for the man. The stories were not generally flattering. MJ looked over at his sister and rolled his eyes.

      “Other stories aside, this one was about my friend.”

      Ali gave him a questioning look.

      “Hey! I had friends in college! I played football and was a beloved teammate. Fine, beloved might be a stretch, but when you’re a star player on a winning football program you’re going to be popular, and I found that people will let a lot of shit slide for winners. Maybe that’s not one for the win column,” Tim said after some impressive inter-speculation. “Fuck, I just wanted to tell a gross story. I hate getting all contemplative about my actions; it was so much easier doing whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted. I blame my father for my lack of impulse control. You understand that, right MJ?” He didn’t wait for an answer before a smile split his face and he got lost in his story. “It was Junior year, we’d just beat Nebraska in a nail biter—they were ranked third at the time. A bunch of us went to a bar off campus, it was called the Basement, or some shit. Pretty unoriginal considering it was located in a basement. Low ceiling, dark, cramped, pipes hanging above, cement walls, the underworld had more atmosphere. The only good thing about it was the two-dollar pitchers for the football team when we won. Was supposed to be five dollars on a regular night, or when we lost, but the owner had a change of heart about pricing once we threatened to get extremely drunk and destroy the place. Not a wise business decision to anger a football team. Lots of muscle, not as much brain.”

      “Are we getting to the gross part soon?” MJ asked.

      “You’ll have to excuse my brother, his attention span hasn’t fully developed.”

      “I’m working on it kid. I have to set the scene, can’t just jump into it. What fun is that?”

      “I guess I’ll get comfortable then, if we’re in for the long haul.” MJ lay back down staring into the sky.

      “We were partying hard, I was slamming pitchers on my own. I think I growled at the punter when he asked to pour a cup from it. Anyway, my buddy, Jim—”

      “Your buddy, Jim?” Ali asked disbelievingly. “If you’re trying to hide your complicity in the story, you should have picked a better name, like…like Eugene,” she offered.

      “Eugene? Eugene was a class-A prick. He was the golden boy quarterback, far too aloof to hang around with the men in the trenches, the ones that gave him the opportunity to do all he did. I accidentally,” he used exaggerated air quotes for the word, “broke his ankle in training camp the next year. All the papers talked about was how our chances at a national title were all but gone. I didn’t care. Not having the insufferable d-bag on the field was worth it. Funny thing was, the kid that came on, Red Shirt freshman, lit up the conference. Would have won it all if he hadn’t got a concussion the last game of the season. He was never right after that. I wonder what ever happened to him.”

      “What about Eugene?” MJ asked.

      “That nut-juice wad was going to go pro, no doubt about it. He had a cannon for an arm, big for a QB, fast, game smart, guy had it all. It was the plates holding his ankle together that did him in; the thing never healed right. He sold insurance for a couple of years before blowing his brains out. What a pu…baby.”

      “That’s horrible!” Ali gasped. “If you hadn’t broken his ankle, he likely wouldn’t have killed himself!”

      “Huh, never thought about it like that. I guess you might be right.”

      “Might be right!?” Ali shouted. Mike took notice of that and thought about intervening, but held off for a little while longer hoping he would witness Tim doing something actionable that would be worthy of kicking him out.

      “Little missy, there was a reason why I was where I was. When I did nearly all of the bad things I did, I wasn’t thinking about the consequences, or the ultimate results. I wasn’t actively ignoring these things, they just never entered into my realm of thought at all. I lived in and for that moment and that moment alone. I’ve been understanding more and more lately how fucked…fuck I wish I could stop swearing.”

      “I don’t mind.” MJ patted the man’s shoulder.

      “I’m beginning to understand,” he paused partially to get the words right and partially to avoid other words, “…the implications of my actions, and sometimes the implications of my non-actions. It’s not easy. Although I have existed in some form or another for close to three hundred years, I am just now looking inwards.”

      “Introspection,” Ali said.

      “I’m telling you right now, Ali, if we’d been in grade school together, I would have pulled your braids for being a teacher’s pet.”

      “I don’t wear braids.”

      “Fine. I would have chewed an entire pack of gum then slapped the juicy, moist saliva-soaked clump into your hair, and as close to the scalp as possible so you would have had to cut off most of your hair. Sorry, that’s just the person I was back then. See? I’m getting better, now I’m only thinking about it, and not acting on it.”

      “I can get some gum,” MJ offered.

      Ali smoothed her hair. “You will do no such thing,” she told her brother.

      “I wouldn’t do it. You two are all right in my book. Even you, Miss Smarty Pants. Shall I continue?”

      “You shall,” MJ told him.

      Tim sat up and looked over at Ali. “So, Jim,” he emphasized the name, “was drinking, having a grand old time when this curvy blonde,” he was making an S motion with his hands when he remembered his audience and quit. “This woman comes over—she was blasted, not even sure how she stumbled toward our table, probably kept upright from the press of bodies. The place was always packed after a win. This bimb…slu…hoe?”

      Ali shook her head. “Woman works.”

      “Woman! Ah, that’s what I meant to say. This classless hoey woman straddles Jim’s lap, grabs the hair on top of his head, and pulls his face close to her.”

      “That’s horrible! That’s assault!” Ali said.

      “What? No, it’s not, it’s only assault if the guy does it.” Tim looked confused. “And, uh even if it was, Jim didn’t seem to mind. Even being a player on a winning football team didn’t always mean you were going to get lai…”

      “Tim.”

      “Right, right, know your audience.”

      “What was he going to get?” MJ asked.

      “Ladles!” Tim said quickly. “Ladles were usually given out to the winning team, but not always. We coveted those ladles, tried to get ladles from as many women as we could.”

      “Not much of this is making much sense to me,” MJ offered.

      “It will some day, my boy.”

      “Can you just finish the story? I’m going to have to have a debriefing with my brother afterward for damage control.”

      “So this blonde, she’s got her hand all tangled up in Jim’s hair. Numbnuts kept it long, thought it made him look like a Viking, it sort of did, but all sorts of unimaginable things get ripped at on the bottom of a tackle pile, hair being one of them, he still wouldn’t cut it. Her hand is wrapped around his hair, she pulls him in close and their mouths open like a momma bird feeding her babies. It was unnatural. Tongues flopping about like enormous pink grubs on fishing hooks. I’d only watched for a second or two and was going to look at just about anything else I could when I saw jets of saliva shoot out of her mouth. I knew, I fucking knew what was going to happen next, and I made sure to not even blink because I had to see it with my own eyes. It’s one thing to be told a story, it’s another to witness it firsthand.”

      “No, no, no!” Ali slapped her hands to the side of her head in a desperate bid to cover her ears.

      MJ waited expectantly.

      “What the fuck is he telling them?” Mike had arisen from what he thought was a perfect hiding spot, and was approaching when he heard Tim speak, he wished he’d remained hidden.

      “She started puking! At first, it was like these little chunks of half-chewed beef stew, then it was this projectile vomiting of brown gooey bile!” Tim was howling in laughter; as soon as MJ got over the initial shock he joined the clown. “And…and Jim!” Tim was holding his stomach. “He…he couldn’t get away because the girl had his hair all tangled up. She looked like a rodeo cowgirl riding a bull with rabies. Jim was slamming around in his chair trying to get away, he finally stood and she went right with him, still puking! Fuck wad was so far gone he didn’t even have the presence of mind to close his mouth! She just kept sending streams of puke down his mouth! It was fucking hilarious! Then….then the real fun began! He’s twirling around with the regurgitating wench like he’s been lit on fire, then because who wouldn’t, he starts upchucking. And maybe that girl had an impressive display of upheaval, but Jim ate over five thousand calories a day to keep that offensive lineman physique—what she’d puked looked like an over-pressured shower head—what Jim let go looked like Niagara Falls. He was hitting her face so hard with food chunks he could have been charged with assault and battery. I started moving away before that shit bouncing off her could rain down on us like the burning rocks of Vesuvius.”

      MJ was laughing so hard tears were streaming down his face, Ali had lowered her hands and sat there with her mouth hanging open in shock.

      “People…people were getting pelted with the hellacious hailstorm, at first wondering what was going on until they figured out what it was. Those that weren’t fighting to get out the exit joined in the retching festivities. Oh, man, it was a sight to behold.” Tim was wiping the corners of his eyes where tears had formed. “Had the bar to myself after that, I mean except for the waitresses who had to clean up the mess. The funny thing was though that they kept adding to the piles. Fucking place smelled vile, closed down for a couple of weeks and had a professional cleaning crew come in. Never really got the stink out, and once the story spread, less and less people went until they finally had to shut down permanently.”

      MJ had rolled completely off the rock and into the underbrush, he was still laughing when he stood back up; the smile on his face froze when he looked down to the valley.

      “Oh dear God,” Mike said as he came up behind his son. “Everyone back to the house! Now! Run!”
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