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	I.

	 

	The entire sky was red.

	J should have been watching the road. He knew that. But it wasn’t easy. The bit of open sky he could see above them was just a thin strip. A ribbon of dark, hazy red glimpsed between the tops of evergreen trees.

	He couldn’t smell it. Not yet, anyway. Not close enough. But he kept imagining it in his nostrils. The sharp, tangy bite of smoke in the air.

	“Jesus Christ, this place sucks,” M said. Riding shotgun, right next to J. “When was the last time you saw a gas station? Or a house? A fence?”

	J didn’t say anything. He nodded a few times, still feeling his eyes trying to dart up towards the red sky instead of the empty road in front of them.

	“Any sign of civilization. I’d take anything,” M said. He was taller than J, lanky and wiry, his arms and legs too long for the battered little hatchback they’d managed to find. He was resting one tattered Converse sneaker on the glove box, his knee shoved up close to his chin.

	His hands wouldn’t stop moving. The fingers on his left kept fidgeting and picking at the cuff of his denim jacket. His right was hanging off the little handle above the window, tapping without rhythm.

	J wished he would stop tapping like that. But he didn’t say anything.

	It was getting dark outside. Darker, anyway. They both saw it, a brief flash of reflective tape around the border of a sign ahead.

	Pratt’s Bend, OR

	Population 8,523

	M scoffed and shook his head. “Middle of fucking nowhere,” he said. “What do you think? Two bars? Maybe three? No, no, I bet one of them’s a bowling alley. Does that even count?”

	If they served beer it was close enough. J shrugged. It had been a long time since they had been to a city of any size.

	Safer that way.

	“Whoa, whoa, what’s this?” M said, sitting up in his seat and paying attention.

	The road was blocked ahead. Two huge shining pickup trucks had been parked nose-to-nose, and three men stood in front of them. Waving at their car.

	Armed, all of them. Each of the men had a black assault rifle slung low in front of their chests, hands resting eagerly on the grips.

	“I take it back,” M said, “Civilization sucks.”

	J glanced in the rearview. Nothing behind them. “Should I turn around?”

	“No, no, I got this,” M said. “Just let me talk.”

	He came to a slow, gentle stop, the long-neglected brakes squealing. Two men walked up to J’s side of the car, the third staying in front of the roadblock.

	They were uniformed, sort of. Jeans and flannel shirts and body armor bristling with ammo pouches, loaded down like they were about to join the surge. More paunchy than anybody J had seen in Iraq, though.

	And masked, neck gaiters pulled up over their faces. Sunglasses and baseball caps concealed the rest. J rolled his window down, giving the pair standing outside a subdued little wave.

	“Hey there, boys!” M said, leaning over the center console with a wide, easy smile. Like he was chatting somebody up at a bar. “Is the road out or what?”

	“State your names,” the masked man in front said. He was wearing a Boston Red Sox hat, which J thought was weird. 

	“Well nice to meet you, too,” M said. “I’m M and this is J. Can we pass through or—”

	“You’re what?” the man said.

	J felt himself take a deep breath. Couldn’t help it. The armed men outside his window hadn’t done this before. He didn’t think so, anyway. They didn’t seem to be the right kind of scared. Too much swagger to them.

	“My name is Em, and this is my associate, Jay,” M said.

	Red Sox scoffed at him. “What the fuck are some out of towners doing way out here?”

	Not unexpected. A little more hostile than J was used to being treated, sure. He couldn’t even remember what their license plate said, but it sure as hell wasn’t Oregon.

	“We’re just reporters,” M lied.

	It was the wrong answer. Both the armed men tensed up. Red Sox gave their car a long look, a Subaru that should have been towed to a scrapyard many thousands of miles ago. J had to make a conscious effort to keep his hands from squeezing the steering wheel, and he just barely pulled it off.

	These men might ask to search the car. There was a shotgun in the trunk. They probably wouldn’t like that.

	“You don’t look like mainstream media to me,” Red Sox said.

	“No, no, fuck that, we’re independent,” M said, still wearing an easy smile. A little more conspiratorial now.

	Red Sox shifted his stance, like he was very much not smiling back. “You shit stains look like you run some bullshit Antifa twitter out of Portland,” he said. He had both hands on his rifle now. “Let me tell you right now, you think you can come out and set fires here too, I’m gonna put my boot in your ass.”

	“Dude, let’s just turn around,” J said.

	“Hang on, relax, we’re not even here about the fires,” M said. “We’re here to talk to the uh...the, you know, the family with the…”

	He snapped his fingers a few times. J was about to warn him not to reach for his phone.

	“The Ramos’s!” M said, pointing out the window. “The thing with the kid.”

	The armed man who hadn’t spoken yet relaxed a little. “That was messed up,” he said. “You heard what happened to him?”

	“They don’t know shit, look at them,” Red Sox said. “Turn around and drive away.”

	“Whoa, buddy, no need for that,” M said, still calm and easy and smiling. “What, do you want us to pay a toll or something?”

	“I said,” Red Sox said, raising his rifle slightly. Not quite pointing the muzzle at them. Not yet. “Turn around and get the fuck out of—”

	Whoop. The short chirp of a police siren. Red Sox lowered his rifle, turning to look past the roadblock.

	J followed his eyes, just barely seeing the light bar on the roof of a police SUV over the bulk of the trucks blocking the road.

	“Good,” Red Sox said, “You idiots had your chance. Deputy’s gonna sort you out now.”

	They should have just turned around. J couldn’t keep his hands from tensing up on the steering wheel, couldn’t help thinking about how quickly these people would open fire if he started moving the car now.

	“Yeah, good,” M said, “We got nothing to hide, man.”

	He really sounded like he wasn’t lying. J was jealous, sometimes, of the way M could do that so effortlessly.

	The deputy walked out from behind the roadblock. J had been expecting what every movie he’d ever seen had primed him to think—a small-town shitkicking good old boy, eyeless behind shining aviators, glaring out from under a drill sergeant’s hat.

	What he saw instead was a short woman in a khaki uniform, plain-faced with an open kind of smile. Relaxed, despite the slow, short steps she took to meet them. Her uniform shirt was untucked to accommodate her hugely pregnant belly, but she was still wearing a badge and a gun.

	“Jenny!” Red Sox said. “Glad you showed up. Got some real suspicious characters here.”

	“Yeah, I heard,” she said, stopping and looking at J with a deep sigh. “Good afternoon, strangers. I’m Deputy Marzak.”

	She rested her hand on the grip of her pistol. Fucking cops, J couldn’t help but think. Had to have a hand on their gun even when they were smiling at you.

	“Do you gentlemen have some identification?” she asked.

	“Of course, officer,” M said.

	“Deputy,” she said. Still smiling. J thought it was smug. Felt more threatening to him than it probably should have.

	“Right, Deputy, my bad,” M said. They both handed over their licenses, J reaching into his pocket slowly and carefully. Again, he couldn’t remember what state his license said this time, not until he saw it.

	Connecticut. He’d never even been to Connecticut.

	Deputy Marzak gave their licenses the briefest of glances. “You two are a long way from home, aren't ya?”

	“Reporters, ma’am,” M said. “We think it’s a damn shame what’s happening in your town right now. Can’t believe it’s getting brushed under the rug like this.”

	“What the fuck would you even—” Red Sox started to say.

	Deputy Marzak held up a hand to shush him. He shut his mouth behind his mask. Her face had changed, the easy smile slipping away into a quiet sort of grimace.

	“Reporters, huh?” she said.

	“Independent,” M said, “Nothing big at all. You’ve probably never heard of us. We just run a, uh…”

	“...Podcast,” J said, feeling like he was bad at lying even with that one lonely word.

	“...Blog,” M said at the same time. “Podcast and a blog. Mysteries and crimes and stuff. We were hoping to ask the parents of the Ramos kid a few questions. Try to get the real story out.”

	Deputy Marzak gave M a long look. Thinking. She handed their licenses back to J, nodding to herself.

	“The real story,” she said. To herself, it seemed like.

	“Just looking for the truth, ma’am,” M said.

	She gave them both another long look, her eyes stopping to linger on J. He didn’t say anything. Fought not to make eye contact, even, holding himself to nothing more than an awkward shrug and a nod and eyes forward, obediently forward.

	“Yeah, alright,” she said.

	“Excuse me?” Red Sox said.

	“Clear the road,” she said, not even looking over at him. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on them.”

	“Jenny, hang on…” Red Sox said.

	“I’ll hit you on the radio if they try anything,” she said. “You boys think you can handle following my car?” she said, looking at J.

	“Yes ma’am!” M said. “Thank you, ma’am.”

	“Don’t thank me yet,” she said. Her words were flat, her smile completely gone now. “Welcome to Pratt’s Bend.”

	 


II.

	 

	He could smell it now.

	The taste of smoke was in every breath J took. The air was slightly thick in the light of the car’s headlights. Dusty. A barely visible haze, there if you squinted just right.

	But everything seemed so normal. They followed Deputy Marzak’s SUV through a town that appeared to be just...going about its business. A winding road took them past a short sprawl of the same bullshit they had seen in every small town they’d passed through. A couple of gas stations. A McDonald’s. Some local restaurant, long since closed and boarded up.

	Plenty of cars driving around. Few people outside, but that was normal, too. All with miles of forest ablaze only miles away.

	It was far from the strangest thing J had seen, he supposed. Even without considering his current job. He had been to cities where people were going about their day as normal, sitting in their office or lining up to order food, all while trying to ignore the echoes of machine gun fire chattering only blocks away.

	Maybe that was how he’d ended up doing this. Why it didn’t feel all that strange. It wasn’t the first time the thought had occurred to him. He had been to places where the world was ending, after all.

	“Did you see a ring?” M said.

	“Huh?”

	“On Deputy Jenny,” M said. “You think the dad is still in the picture?”

	J sighed. He couldn’t honestly recall what the Deputy had looked like, not with any detail. Not to speak on whether she was attractive or not. Too busy thinking about getting shot.

	But he knew that kind of detail didn’t really matter to M.

	“I know, I know, I’m gross,” M said.

	“I didn’t say anything,” J said.

	“I can feel you judging me.”

	It wasn’t the first time they’d had this exact conversation. “I’m not judging,” J said.

	“You’ve been judging me ever since I got a handjob from Leslie Pearson under the bleachers,” M said. “Judging me since freshman fucking grade.”

	“I didn’t judge,” J said. “I was happy for you.”

	“A lifetime of judging,” M said.

	J shook his head, turning the wheel. He followed Deputy Marzak into a sprawling neighborhood of new, clean houses. They all looked far too big for the town they were in, nearly identical suburban palaces with long driveways, stretching on and on down a road that ended in a shady, tree-lined cul-de-sac.

	One of the houses had visitors. Lots of them. The Deputy’s SUV had to park far down the street, and J pulled in behind her.

	“Let’s stick with being reporters,” M said. “Just let me do the talking.”

	“Yeah,” J said. “I know.”

	They got out of the car, barely having a moment to look around before Deputy Marzak joined them.

	“That’s the Ramos’s, down there,” she said, pointing to the crowded house. “Kind of rude of you to show up empty-handed.”

	“What?” J said.

	“Potluck, huh?” M said. “Yeah, I suppose we should have brought something. You’ll just have to introduce us with our apologies, huh?”

	She scoffed at him, but she was smiling. They started walking down the street together, M falling in at the Deputy’s side. J following a few steps behind.

	How it always happened. J had never really understood. M just seemed to get along with people, somehow. Women especially. He didn’t begrudge his partner that, not really. He liked M too, after all.

	He just didn’t understand the why or how of it.

	One of the houses they passed had a whole family in the driveway, anxiously shoving suitcases and big plastic totes into the bed of an enormous pick up truck. The mother was holding a crying baby, screeching its little lungs out, cries echoing up into the smoke-filled sky.

	“Are we supposed to be evacuating?” J said.

	“Not here, no,” Deputy Marzak said. “Not yet, anyway. And God willing, we won’t have to.”

	“Some people are running for it just in case, huh?” M said.

	“Could be,” Marzak said. She nodded towards the cul-de-sac at the end of the street. “Could be the thing with the kids.”

	J stared at the end of the road. The new development wasn’t finished, had stopped short of filling the street laid out for it. A dark grove of pine trees stared back at him, needles rustling in the warm breeze.

	“If you don’t mind me saying,” M said, “I’m shocked that you aren’t booking it the hell out of here, what with a baby on the way. Is the father holding you back or something?”

	J felt himself balk a little. The shit that M said to people sometimes. The shit that he got away with saying to people sometimes.

	“My husband is currently rounding up the other deputies,” she said. Not pissed, not even annoyed somehow. Still smiling. “He is a little mad I’m not sticking to working dispatch, though.”

	“Been too busy lately, huh?” M said.

	“Between the fires and this...situation,” she said, casting another dark look towards the end of the street. “Yeah. Way too goddamned busy.”

	They stopped in front of the Ramos’s home. The front door was wide open. Lots of loud voices from inside. Crowded. Could tell from here. A trio of men were standing in the front yard, silently holding beers. Huddled in a sad little group, mostly just staring at the grass beneath their feet.

	One of them looked up. Deputy Marzak gave him a small wave, and he nodded back. Didn’t say anything, though.

	“Alright, let’s—” M started to say. He had turned to J as he spoke, freezing mid-sentence when he saw J’s face.

	J was still staring at the open door. He could see the entryway, cramped, full of people. Loud. Lots of talking. Lots of lying, excuses to be made, suspicious eyes glaring at him.

	“I’ll go inside,” M said. “Deputy, you mind introducing me?”

	“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said. “Thought I might keep an eye out here.”

	This struck J as...odd. But M shrugged and walked away. J watched him go, marveling again at the way he just...talked to people. M had barely set foot inside before he was chatting somebody up, shaking their hand and nodding and running his mouth a mile a minute and sweeping them up in a conversation.

	“What’d you say your podcast was?” Deputy Marzak said.

	“What?” J said, blinking to catch up.

	“Your podcast,” she said. “You and your friend there. The one you’re reporting for.”

	J blinked at her, feeling numb in the mouth. “Uh...you’ve...probably never heard of it. We’re not...you know...well known or anything.”

	Deputy Marzak nodded at him. Still wearing that easy, smug smile. “So what’s it called?”

	Goddammit. “Uh, you know...Paranormal...Mystery...Report?”

	She kept staring at him. Kept smiling. Waiting for him to dig himself deeper.

	“We’re still working on the name,” J said.

	“How’d you find out about this?” she said.

	That was a much easier lie to tell. Mostly because it wasn’t really lying. “M has contacts. I don’t really know much about how that part works.”

	“So you just loaded up that old hooptie and drove all the way here from Connecticut because he said so?”

	“Connecticut?” J said, catching himself before he said Oh, right, the license out loud. “We didn’t drive that far, we were coming here from a, uh...from another job.”

	“Is that right?”

	It was right. J felt it crawling up out of his memory, only a week old, still fresh and raw and flooding his veins with a brief jolt of panic. That one had gotten grisly. They’d saved someone, thankfully, and finished the job, and that was all he needed to remember.

	The way that one had bled though. Fucking...Christ. He could still see it when he closed his eyes sometimes.

	“Jay?” Deputy Marzak said, waving at him.

	“Sorry,” J said, shaking it off. “What did you say?”

	“I said you’re full of shit,” she said. “Both of you.”

	J opened his mouth, but didn’t manage to get a word in. For the best, probably.

	“And listen, this is gonna sound weird,” Deputy Marzak said, “but I really don’t care what the real story is.”

	J stared at her. This was going better for him than he had anticipated, somehow.

	“Honestly?” she said, staring down the street again. She got quiet, looked smaller than she was all of a sudden, staring at the empty trees past where the road dead-ended. One of her hands snuck up to rest on her swollen belly, protecting it.

	“Honestly, I’m fucking scared,” she said. “Can you just tell me something? One thing, look me in the eyes and say it. Stop worrying about making up some bullshit, because I can already tell you’re a terrible liar.”

	J met her eyes. She was pretty, he finally noticed. A sort of plain face, sure, but big brown doe eyes and dirty-blonde hair pulled back in a boring ponytail. She seemed nice. For a goddamned cop, anyway.

	She stared back at him. “Are you and your friend here to help?”

	“Yes,” he said, instantly. That one was easy.

	She nodded at him. A different sort of smile crept out onto her lips. Slightly hopeful. “We’re getting a search party together. Every officer we can get on the horn, and any volunteer that wants to go in with us.”

	They stared, together, down the street. At the dark shadows under the trees, branches rustling and waving back at them.

	“And it’s about goddamn time,” she said, low and growling it under her breath.

	“Yeah, I mean...ten missing kids, right?” J said.

	“Nine,” she said. “Peter Ramos came back.”

	He hadn’t lasted long. That was one of the few things they had known, right from the beginning. M had shown J the link on his phone, a news article with a frustrating lack of detail. A missing child, found. Not found, not really, it turned out. He’d wandered back from the trees on his own.

	Dead within hours.

	Deputy Marzak shook her head. “He was twelve years old,” she said. “Awful, whatever did that to him. Whatever, whoever...whoever could do that to a child.”

	But it wasn’t just children. They knew that, too. “How many are missing, total?”

	“Four more on top of the kids,” she said. “Two fathers, and one couple. Went in looking for their children when they didn’t come home.”

	Fourteen dead already. Maybe more. J wondered how many missing persons over the years had wandered too close to whatever was in those trees.

	“How’d it go?” Deputy Marzak said.

	J turned to see M coming out of the house. “Very informative,” he said, typing out something on his phone. “Poor family. Just devastated.”

	“You two up for volunteering?” Deputy Marzak said. “Lotta forest out there. Could use all the help we can get.”

	J was about to say yeah, of course, but he looked over to see M frantically shaking his head.

	“No way,” M said. “Nobody should go in there.”

	“What are you talking about?” Marzak said.

	“Not without proper equipment, anyway,” M said. “Not if you breathe air.”

	“What the—” Deputy Marzak said, sputtering out an exasperated half-profanity to go with it. “What are we supposed to do? Leave ‘em all out there to die?”

	“Don’t firefighters have those air tank things?” M said. “You know, like scuba gear?”

	“I think they’re a little busy!” Deputy Marzak said, waving a hand up at the red sky. “I’m not about to go ask to borrow their gear!”

	J felt like he should have said something to her, something to calm her down. He didn’t know what to say, though. He turned to M instead. “What is it?”

	“Not sure yet,” he said. “Definitely something in the air, though. Nobody should go near those trees.”

	“Cops are gonna go in to search,” J said.

	M shook his head again. “Suicide. Can you get them to hold off?” he asked the Deputy.

	She looked taken aback, not sure what to say. But she did nod eventually. “I can try? Can you tell me what’s going on here?”

	“Not really,” M said. “Hey, is there a hardware store nearby?”

	 


III.

	 

	“Lungs were found to be filled with a powdery, yellow substance. Possibly spores. Possibly fungal.”

	J was driving again. Listening to M as he read notes off of his phone.

	“Substance was found to be of unknown biological origin. Assistant...uh...name redacted, incidental exposure on skin of left hand while cleaning up after autopsy. Assistant reported onset of symptoms within minutes, let’s see...dizziness, nausea, fatigue...optical illusions?”

	“The parents said all this?” J asked.

	“The father wouldn’t talk to me. The mom had all this, scraps of it anyway,” M said. “Said the county was trying to cover something up, said there was an old waste dump out there somewhere. She wasn’t hot, if you were wondering.”

	J scoffed out loud. He parked their car in front of a sagging old building, walls covered in faded wooden shingles. It was part of a long row of rundown storefronts along what passed for a main street. The shop in front of them had a small Ace Hardware sign above the door, dwarfed by the pale outline of letters above it. Spelling out whatever small-town name the store used to go by. It was hard for J to make out. Pratt’s Feed and Supply, maybe?

	“Optical illusions…” M muttered to himself. “The mom said her kid was babbling a bunch of nonsense when they found him. Happy flowers. Yellow man, over and over. Said there was yellow shit all over his face, running out of his nose and eyes.”

	“Did they touch it?” J asked.

	“Oh yeah, her and the dad both ended up in the hospital,” M said. “They were both passed out when their kid died.”

	J sighed and got out of the car without another word. The door to the hardware store was propped open, and he let M go in first. J paused for a moment, stopping to look over his shoulder, to watch the road behind them.

	Empty. A few cars parked here and there. Definitely quieter than when they had come through the first time. Not totally empty, actually. A red truck with a light bar drove past, pulling in to park a few doors down. “Volunteer Firefighter” was written on the door.

	Parked in front of a closed bank, every window dark. Weird. Taking a breather, maybe. J shrugged and followed M inside.

	The store was poorly lit, a cramped cavern of narrow aisles, every shelf and wall made of dark-stained wood. An old man was perched on a stool behind the counter, and he gave them a silent nod.

	“Afternoon, old timer,” M said. “Where the respirators at?”

	The old man looked at him like he was stupid. He raised an eyebrow, glancing out the open door. “Cleaned out. Or have you not looked up lately?”

	“Fuck,” M said. “Absolutely nothing left? No N95s or those like, those painter ones with the little...you know? Cartridges or something, right?”

	The old man shook his head. “Nothing.”

	“You got any, like...I don’t know, filters?”

	“Oh, you mean for a furnace? Or an AC unit?” the old man said.

	“Yeah, maybe we can rig something up, MacGuyver style,” M said.

	“Sold out,” the old man said. He seemed very pleased about it, for some reason.

	J stared at what was in stock. The place looked like the basement of an old hoarder, or a forgotten antique store. Plenty of yard tools and fence stakes and shelves upon shelves upon disorganized shelves of screws and nuts and bolts in small cardboard boxes.

	“This is kind of important,” M said. “You heard about those missing kids, right?”

	“What does that have to do with—” the old man said.

	The sound of shattering glass cut him off. Lots of it. From a few doors down. J poked his head back out onto the street, seeing a man in a big puffy coat down the sidewalk. He was smashing the bank’s windows to pieces with a crowbar, doing it with joy all over his face. A big, dopey grin.

	His other hand held a gun. A shining chrome revolver.

	“What’s going on?” M said from behind J.

	The man with the crowbar turned, meeting J’s eyes. J bolted back inside, pushing M towards the possible safety of wooden shelves.

	“Gun,” J said. “Just one guy, I think, breaking into a…”

	He was there, suddenly. Standing in the doorway. Still holding a crowbar in one hand and a revolver in the other.

	“Steve?” the old man behind the counter said. “You, uh...are you alright there?”

	“Abner,” Steve said, with a short nod.

	“What the fuck are you doing?” M said.

	“Who the fuck are these two?” Steve said, much calmer than M.

	“Nobody!” J said instantly. “Just customers.”

	“Hey, everybody relax,” Steve said. “I’m not gonna fuck with your store, Abner.”

	“Not my store anymore,” Abner said, with an angry little glare.

	“Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” Steve said. He pointed back down the street with his crowbar. “That bank has it coming, though.”

	“What about the cops?” Abner said.

	“You didn’t hear? I caught the whole thing over my CB just now,” Steve said. “Every goddamn cop in the county just died.”

	J felt himself jolt in place, like he’d been slapped. Rocking back slightly on his heels.

	“Went in looking for those kids,” Steve said. “Not coming back. That’s for sure. The screaming. Jesus, the screaming.”

	Abner’s mouth hung open a little. “...All of ‘em?”

	“Yup,” Steve said, nodding. “All of ‘em. Anyway…”

	He turned and gave J and M a quick nod. Then he walked away. A few seconds later, the sound of more glass being shattered pierced through the air.

	“We need to get out there. Now,” J said, swallowing hard.

	“What’s the rush?” M said. “Seems like as long as nobody else goes into those trees…” 

	“We don’t know that for sure,” J said. He waved his hand at the man behind the counter. “We need some way to not die from breathing poison. We need it now. You’ve got something set aside or hidden in the back, right?”

	Abner turned to look at them, but he was a different man entirely from before. Dazed and lost, staring past them.

	M snapped his fingers. “Abner?”

	Abner nodded a few times, reaching under the counter. He pulled out an N95 mask, faded and stained around the nose.

	“Aren’t those supposed to be disposable?” J said.

	“Choosy beggar?” M said. He grabbed the mask and stepped outside.

	J didn’t follow right away. He swiped a few flashlights off the shelves, those big old clunky ones made in bright plastic colors. Some rope, too. Could always use more rope. Duct tape. Thick trash bags, the contractor ones. And a pair of painter’s white coveralls, the last ones on the shelf.

	He hesitated at the counter, arms full of his new gear. Abner stared at him, still looking dazed.

	J shrugged at him. Abner shrugged back. J didn’t bother asking, not this time anyway. It had shocked him, the first few times. How willingly people handed over...whatever. Not money, not really, because what good was cash going to do in these kinds of situations?

	But whatever was needed, whatever could help in an emergency. Food, water, tools, weapons, ammunition—J couldn’t count or even remember all the times desperate people had thrown whatever they could at him, gladly handed it over, pulled together, pitched in.

	Which made people like Steve all the stranger, in J’s mind. He stepped outside, struggling to get the trunk of the Subaru open with his hands full.

	“Em?” J called out. “Can you get this?”

	No reply. He pulled it off eventually, dumping all his ill-gotten goods inside and standing up to look around. He was alone.

	“Em?”

	Not quite alone. Somebody was moving inside the bank, a silhouette of a person swinging a crowbar around in the dark. J watched through the shattered windows, wondering why the hell Steve wasn’t out on the line with the real firefighters.

	It wasn’t like they didn’t need the help.

	He heard the sound of scraping metal from Steve’s pickup truck. J turned to see M climbing out of the bed, carrying a large, bright yellow tank. A harness and mask dangled from it, a soot-stained jumble of frayed nylon.

	Good score. A very good score. With their luck the damn tank was probably empty, but it was worth a shot. M brought it over to him, staring cautiously at the bank the whole way.

	It would do. They hopped in the car and drove off without another word.

	 


IV.

	 

	“Other way,” J said.

	“Yeah?” M said. He flipped the tank in his hands, not without a grunt of effort. It was good that the tank was heavy. Good sign.

	J had trained with these, briefly. Years ago. Never had to actually use one. M held the harness open for him, and J slipped his arms through it, clipping it secure across his chest. Like a backpack, a heavy metal oxygen tank hanging on his back.

	They were saving the mask for last. Saving whatever amount of precious oxygen was in that tank. 

	It was dark out, now. Almost dark out, anyway. The sky was still lit up with an angry red glow, odd shadows flickering under the trees ahead of them. They were parked at the edge of the cul-de-sac, surrounded by empty and abandoned police cars.

	A lot more people were out in their driveways, now. Frantically packing their cars and fleeing. J turned to see a Sheriff’s Department SUV nearby, also empty and abandoned. Probably Deputy Marzak’s car.

	He probably shouldn’t have felt bad. It was far from the first time this had happened, meeting people just in time to see them become victims.

	It shouldn’t still phase him, he tried to tell himself.

	“Hold still,” M said. He had cut the garbage bags into smaller pieces with a pocketknife, wrapping them around J’s shoes and duct taping them securely at the ankles. The coveralls weren’t as tough-looking as J had hoped. He’d seen them in their bag and imagined something plastic or latex, a clean suit. But these were clearly some kind of cheap fabric, something like canvas.

	They would have to do. He was sweating already. Just like wrestling back in high school. Cranking on an exercise bike until the gears cried out in pain, sweating gallons into a wetsuit.

	M stood up again, looking down at J. He wasn’t sweating. He didn’t look nervous. Not obviously, anyway, not in a way anybody else could have seen.

	But J had known him all his life. He could see it. It was there.

	“You look fucking cool, man,” M said. He dug some disposable gloves out of a crushed cardboard box in the trunk, those flimsy little blue ones. Not rubber, not even latex anymore. J couldn’t remember what they were actually made of.

	They both put on a pair. J held his hands out, letting M wrap duct tape around his wrists, sealing the cuffs shut tightly against the gloves.

	“Like an exterminator,” M said.

	“Help me with the mask,” J said. They got it around his face without too much trouble, pulling the straps on the back tight. J pulled the hood of his new suit up while M unscrewed a valve on the tank.

	Odorless air came hissing into the mask, cooling the sweat pouring down J’s face.  He took a deep breath. It didn’t do much to calm him down. M tore off another strip of duct tape, waiting for approval before slapping it on.

	Another deep breath. And another, just to be sure. Breathing fine, alive and well. J could feel the mask sucking a little tighter against his skin when he inhaled. Good seal.

	He gave M a thumbs up. M laid the tape on, gentle and careful now, laying it over the edge of the hood onto the mask and smoothing it down with his palm.

	“Do the lights, too,” J said.

	“Both of them?”

	“Yeah, one on each side.”

	“I take it back,” M said, as he taped one of the chunky old flashlights to the side of J’s head. “Now you look like a fucking dork.”

	One was bright red, the other bright orange. Cheap plastic. But they worked well enough. M clicked them on, a pair of headlamps strapped to either side of J’s oxygen mask. Old orange light bulbs, not even white LED light.

	The rope was already tied around his waist. J grabbed onto it, feeling along it until he found the knot at this side. Not that he could really feel how good the knot was, but it felt good just to grab it, hold on to it.

	It was muffled through the mask and all the tape on his head, but J could still hear the distinctive shhh-click of shells being loaded into a tube. M pulled a shotgun out of the trunk of the Subaru, racking it and handing it over.

	Almost as old and beat up as the car, a cheap Mossberg with wood furniture. J took it and rested the butt at his shoulder, keeping the muzzle carefully pointed at the ground.

	“Alright, dude,” M said, standing in front of him. Staring.

	J stared back, looking up at him. They didn’t usually split up like this. It didn’t make sense, usually.

	“Well, uh…” M said, shrugging. He awkwardly leaned over and hugged J, wrapping just one arm around his shoulders, throwing in a few manly pats on his back.

	“Don’t die?” M said.

	“Yeah,” J said. “You too.”

	They nodded at each other, one last time. J turned around.

	The trees were waiting for him. His flashlights didn’t do much, not at any kind of distance. The air was still hazy in their beams, the light bobbing up and down a little as he took a few steps.

	He stepped up and over the curb of the cul-de-sac. Soft dirt and dry grass under his feet now, slippery through the garbage bags taped to his feet. He hadn’t quite reached the tree line yet. The rope dragged on the ground behind him.

	He glanced back over his shoulder. M was spooling out the rope behind him, a great big coil of it resting on the ground next to their car.

	So he had a lifeline. M was his lifeline. Whatever was waiting for him in these trees, he had a lifeline.

	J kept walking. He passed a child’s bicycle, abandoned on its side in the dirt. The barrel of his shotgun clipped the bare branches of some undergrowth to his side, tangled momentarily. He jumped to the side, pointing the gun at the sudden movement.

	But it was nothing. If the safety hadn’t been on, he might have actually fired. Stupid. Jumpy. Running from shadows.

	He didn’t really feel stupid. There were plenty of reasons to be jumpy out here, walking almost blind between skinny, bushy trees. The darkness beyond the feeble light of his headlamps was almost complete, subtly flickering with the dull red of the sky.

	He had seen worse, he reminded himself. He had seen much worse. He had been through much worse. There was nothing to be worried about so far, just heat and darkness and trees and his own loud breathing in the mask.

	It was another few minutes before he saw the first of them.

	Small yellow flowers, ugly and curling. They grew in strange clumps, crowded mounds like they’d been dropped from the sky. He walked around them, avoiding them easily at first. But there were more farther in. The air was thick with dust now, mustard-colored, like dirty pollen in spring, every drifting particle vibrant in the beams of his lights.

	He didn’t realize at first what the mounds were shaped like. Not until he came across one smaller than the rest, a pile of flowers lying across his path in the perfectly outlined shape of a child’s body. Like the chalk drawings police used to use for cadavers.

	They weren’t all obviously in the shape of bodies, but...the sizes were close enough. He stopped walking, staring at the mounds all around him. One of them was smaller, like a child, but the outline was clear. Not a child. A dog, maybe?

	An adult-sized one was on the ground right in front of him. There had to have been hundreds of flowers just in this one pile, growing so thick that he couldn’t see through them. Each one had a brown, swollen bulb in the middle.

	Something was poking up out of the flowers near one end. The curved bill of a baseball cap. Blue, maybe, it was hard to tell in the dim light from his headlamps. J reached out with the gun, poking the bill to the side with the muzzle.

	Red Sox. Every flower touching the bill crumbled to dust at the movement, coughing out clouds of yellow dust as their bulbs collapsed.

	J let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Just flowers. Still horrible, sure. People had died, and he would still do something about it.

	But they were just flowers. They weren’t going to fight back. Not actively, anyway. He looked around him at the stifling darkness, still sweating in the hot, dry air. Warm wind was pulling at the tops of the trees, unable to fight its way down here to the ground.

	This would be easy. Just another forest fire. Nothing to explain, no story to make up. The shotgun in his hands was just an inconvenient weight, after all.

	He turned and grabbed his lifeline in one hand. They would have to gather up some fuel, maybe. A few cans of gas would do it. It wasn’t all that far of a walk, a few trips in and out, and then—

	He’d shifted his feet when he turned. The mound in front of him had a limb snaking out from one side, an arm or a leg, hard to tell. The side of his garbage bag-wrapped foot squished into the mound, thick slime sliding under his shoe, a cloud of yellow dust puffing out around his leg.

	J felt it before he heard it, like cobwebs lightly pulling at the tips of his hair. A growling shriek echoed through the trees deeper in, wailing on and on until he lifted his foot away. He looked up, eyes darting at sudden movement, but it was just the wind tearing at the tops of the trees again.

	He could feel it, though. Something coming closer, the ground shaking beneath his feet. He raised the gun and thumbed at the safety, making sure he could see the red dot staring back at him. Still nothing moving in the darkness around him, feeble headlamps barely reaching out past the tree trunks.

	There was a larger tree a few steps behind him. He started carefully stepping backwards towards it, shuffling one foot at a time, butt of the shotgun held tight against his shoulder. His feet dragged through one of the flower mounds. It instantly gave way under his shoes, soft and slimy and oozing. He glanced down and his ankles were covered in something sticky and black, bits of ugly yellow flowers clinging to it.

	Another shriek rose from the trees. Much closer this time.

	He put his back to the tree. The lifeline. No reason to rush this, just a little recon walk. He could grab the lifeline in one hand and follow it back and talk this over with M. M would know what to do, how to handle this.

	When he saw it, it was standing perfectly still far in the trees to his right. Tensed up like it froze the moment the flashlights hit it. It was tall and hunched, vaguely in the shape of a man, wearing what looked like a tattered cloak. Its eyes reflected a dull glow in the low light, staring back from under what could only be a large, floppy gardening hat.

	J turned and fired without thinking, the blast ringing in his ears. He would have hit it, but the creature was fast. Far too fast, down on all fours and scuttling the moment J had moved. It was zig-zagging right at him through thin underbrush, quickly closing the gap.

	He pumped the shotgun and tried again, the gun slamming back against his shoulder and rocking him against the tree. Buckshot tore through harmless pine needles, sending up a spray of dirt.

	Close enough to hear it grunting now, even over the panicked sucking of his own breaths in the mask. J led it this time, firing low and clipping it in the leg. It flinched, letting out a short little shriek. No blood, not that J could see, but at least this thing was a physical creature of some sort.

	It had clearly felt the hit. But not enough to slow it down much. It scrabbled over a mound and then it was on him, rearing up, towering over him on legs that creaked like leather.

	BLAM and then BLAM, he wasn’t even conscious of pumping between shots. He hit it twice in the chest, its excuse for clothing flying to pieces along with a cloud of yellow dust. J caught a glimpse of rotting black flesh with shaggy patches of yellow flowers instead of hair, but it was confusing to look at through all the dust and his own gasping panic fogging up the mask.

	It swung one of its arms at him, whipping a claw-like hand across the gun. Something stung on J’s left arm, a piercing tear through the coveralls. He winced but it didn’t stop him, levelling the barrel right at the thing’s awful face.

	Click

	The creature seemed to take a heaving breath, shuddering and shaking like it was in pain. It raised its other arm and J could see long fingers shining dull ivory in the flashlight beams, a crude fan made of rib bones.

	He held his arms up to shield himself and it got him good this time, its bone fingers tearing through his right arm. The shotgun went flying. J felt himself yelp, felt warm blood welling up and pooling in his sleeve. He shoved the creature back, away from him, anything to make space and bolt away into the dark.

	The lifeline. The goddamned lifeline. His right arm wouldn’t move, but it wasn’t in pain yet either. Just numb. His left hand felt the knot at his waist, the rope leading off behind him as he stumbled away. Behind him. Back towards the creature. He could still hear it grunting, could see the line in front of him along the ground, had to pull up the slack or—

	His plastic-wrapped shoe slipped on something sticky and black. J did an awkward dance, both shoes slipping in the muck before he landed squarely on his ass. He was instantly blind, surrounded by a thick cloud of yellow dust.

	Another tree-shaking shriek labored this time, full of anguish. He could hear it crawling at him, its odd guttural grunts muffled through the mask but growing louder. Of course he was sitting in one of the awful flower mounds, and he knew that, but he still looked down and felt panic creeping in around the edges of his vision. Everything narrowed into a little tunnel, staring down at rotten yellow flowers coughing out dust.

	Something shiny glinted in the flashlight beams. A police badge, staring back at him out of the tarry black slime of the mound.

	J plunged his one working hand into the flowers, searching around for something solid. The mask was keeping him alive, sure, but more importantly right now, it was keeping him from having to smell any of this. He felt a patrol belt and then a holster, sliding his stained-black glove around the grip and tearing the pistol free.

	Still mostly blind in the dust. He could hear it though, getting closer, crawling low to the ground.

	There. He saw the floppy hat, dull glowing eyes reflecting the flashlight beams. J pointed and pulled the trigger.

	Nothing happened.

	He tried to lift his right arm, but it only barely moved. His left arm flailed uselessly for a moment, thinking maybe he could work the slide with his teeth but of course he was wearing a mask and that was a stupid idea anyway. He tucked the gun between his knees and yanked at the slide, his hand full out shaking now.

	The creature was right on top of him, crawling, rib-bone claws scratching at his shoes. It sat up and its chest was made of small limbs, children’s arms and hands, black and rotten and grasping J’s legs as the thing crawled up his body. He tried to scramble backwards and only slid in the black muck, gasping in breathless panic.

	It coughed. It sounded exactly like a cough, anyway, a great heaving, sucking, rasping noise as yellow dust shot out of its mouth, or mouths, it was hard to tell. The dust smeared against his mask, a thick oily paste, more like phlegm than the stuff from the flowers.

	J shoved the gun into its face, right above a jumble of small mouths with one larger lower jaw hanging loose and wobbly, teeth stained with yellow dust.

	He pulled the trigger. It was bright and loud, shattering a chunk of the creature’s skull into shards. He pulled it again, over and over, feeling his own long breathless scream echo in the mask. He kept pulling, feeling the gun kick in his hand until the slide popped back and stayed there. The creature held still over him for a long, horrible moment, but then it finally collapsed down into dead weight, dumping what was left of its head into J’s lap.

	It was dead. Probably. J had seen things play dead before, sure. But this...thing was on him, had him, moments away from doing...whatever it had been about to do to him.

	It had to be dead.

	One of its legs started twitching. J pointed the gun at it and squeezed the trigger, actually relieved when nothing happened. The gun was still empty. Right. He knew that. He kept the empty gun trained on the corpse in front of him anyway, waiting and frozen as his heartbeat slowly, begrudgingly stopped hammering in his ears.

	He sat still, staring at it. For what felt like many long minutes. The tugging of a rope jolted him out of it, the knot tied at his waist pulling tight.

	And there it was. A sharp pain in his right arm, finally, still a little numb but most definitely in pain now. J stood up, awkwardly scooting out from under the creature’s rotten body, gasping and wheezing with every motion.

	He wasn’t fighting for panicked air anymore. But he still felt out of breath, light-headed and nauseous. He almost felt embarrassed, even by himself out there in the trees.

	It had been a long time since he had puked after killing something.

	He dropped the empty gun, finally forcing himself to stare at his right arm. Three long, jagged tears had wandered down his forearm, dripping blood and caked in yellow dust. The lifeline. He could feel it tugging again, and he flailed his good hand at it, absent-mindedly.

	The rope felt funny. He tried to look down at it but the yellow of his coveralls was blinding, wincing his eyes closed. They had been white, hadn’t they?

	He couldn’t remember.

	Thirsty. J tried to take a few steps, feeling his feet slide over the dirt, slow and stumbling. When he fell, it didn’t feel like falling. It felt like the dirt had come up to meet him, gently cradling his body.

	It felt nice, lying still there. The weight of the tank on his back pressed him down against the dirt, nice and cozy.

	Felt like a hug. A nice cozy hug. So tired. Heavy, everything was heavy, not worth the effort to try and move.

	So he didn’t.

	J slept.

	 


V.

	 

	The sky was still red.

	He could barely see glimpses of it past the treetops. Little hints, here and there. It was hard to focus. They kept moving around on him.

	J coughed a few times, still feeling numb and heavy. Lead in all his limbs. He tried to lift his head but it didn’t really work. Felt weird. Something felt weird.

	The sky moved again.

	No, he was moving. A few halting inches at a time, the ground sliding beneath him as he was dragged.

	Someone was shouting. It felt muffled, dull through the mask and the coveralls and all the tape.

	“...Em?” he said.

	“Hold on dude!” M said, his frantic voice echoing through the trees. “Just hang on, I gotcha!”

	J blinked a few times, trying to move his head. It felt like his neck wouldn’t work right, all loose and numb and weak, his skull flopping around on top.

	But he saw M, above him. Saw his friend dragging him by the oxygen tank’s harness, eyes wild above a faded and stained N95 mask.

	The trees were gone. They were back in the cul-de-sac, the soft dirt beneath him replaced with hard asphalt.

	“Em…” J groaned out. “Em, don’t touch it!”

	“Touch what?” He was farther away, somehow. Left J alone, lying in the street.

	“Any of it,” J muttered.

	“I didn’t see it. I dragged you out by the rope until you got stuck on something,” M said. He was standing over J again, holding something in his hands.

	Couldn’t hear anything. Couldn’t see, the mask was fogging up again. It looked strange now, blinding reflections on the plastic face shield. Piercing yellow highlights that made J’s eyes squint closed.

	Couldn’t breathe, suddenly. J moved his arms and winced at the spikes of pain on his right. His left hand started fumbling at the mask, picking at the tape.

	“No, no, hang on!” M said. “Jesus, you’re covered in that shit. Stop moving!”

	Something splashed down onto him. M was pouring water all over him, dumping gallons of the stuff.

	Not fair. J was thirsty, his throat so dry it hurt to move.

	“Okay, uh...yeah,” M said. “Sure. Good enough.”

	He couldn’t wait a second longer. J started tearing at all the tape with one hand, desperately trying to rip it off, to rip all of it off, to get all this heavy suffocating bullshit off his head. M sort of helped him, clumsy gloved hands mostly just getting in the way.

	The fresh air was cold on his face. J gasped in a great desperate breath the moment the mask was off, his chest heaving for a good long minute, couldn’t help it. Something was poking his arm. His right arm.

	M had his pocketknife out again, glaring down at J’s arm as he cut fabric away.

	“Ow,” J said. He’d felt another quick poke high on his bicep, above the torn gashes in his flesh.

	“Hold still,” M said. There was a large red bag on the ground next to him. J didn’t recognize it. But M dug through it for a few seconds and came back with handfuls of gauze.

	“Took it from one of the cop cars,” M said. “They aren’t gonna need this shit anymore, I’m guessing?”

	Had he asked where it came from? J felt like he kept missing moments, here and there. He looked past M, towards the trees.

	They stared back at him. Still not moving, except for faint rustles from the wind high up in their branches.

	Lights. Bright yellow pinpricks, twinkling at him from the tree branches. Like fireflies. Powerful fireflies, so bright they made J squint.

	He closed his eyes, hard. Held them shut for a few long seconds. When he opened them, the lights were gone. At first. They started blinking back to life the longer he stared, drifting around with every little minute motion of his gaze. Like those weird floaters you could see in your own eyeballs sometimes.

	“Did you get it?” M asked. “What was it?”

	J stared at the trees. It was dead, yeah. Probably. Maybe? It had stopped moving, at least.

	But the flowers were still out there.

	“Fire,” J muttered. “Finish it off.”

	M looked up from where he was bandaging J’s wounds. Didn’t say anything that time. He just nodded.

	 


VI.

	 

	You couldn’t really control a forest fire, it turned out.

	They had started out just trying to burn the little flower mounds. But it seemed like the dust was everywhere, little yellow bits of it smeared all over every branch and stray twig and dry fallen pine needle.

	So...sure, they had set a little more fire than they had initially planned. Hadn’t expected it to spread so damn fast, which in retrospect was something they most definitely should have expected.

	It had gotten out of control pretty much instantly, a wall of smoke pouring up out of the trees. The whole neighborhood was about to go up in flames, the air around them hot and stifling. Bits of ash fell from the sky all around J like snowflakes, leaving little sooty smears wherever they hit his skin.

	The houses on this street were empty, at least. They had checked, M taking delight in kicking the doors down. A few families were still in the process of fleeing, at the time. They had left very quickly.

	It was just M and J now. Parked in front of the Ramos’s house again. They were sitting next to each other on the hood of their car, staring into the glow of the fire they’d set.

	Watching as it crawled ever closer.

	M was smoking. He held the cigarette out to J, but the thought of it made him want to puke in his mouth. He took another long swig from a bottle of water he’d found instead. Still thirsty. Tired, slow and short of breath and so goddamned thirsty.

	They were done. Probably. Close, anyway. He could rest soon.

	Headlights crept across the tree line in front of them, hazy in all the smoke. They both turned to see a Sheriff’s Department SUV come screeching to a stop next to them.

	Deputy Marzak got out. She was alone, staring at the flickering light devouring the trees at the end of the cul-de-sac. J had seen a lot of people come face to face with things they couldn’t understand by now. Impossible things. Things that he knew he could never comprehend, that nobody could ever really get their head around.

	So he didn’t begrudge her standing there for a long moment, staring with her mouth literally hanging open. This was just a forest fire, sure. It was still a thing to behold up close, on par with some of the stranger things he had seen.

	“Jenny!” M said. He stood up, taking a long drag from his cigarette and only barely looking up from his phone. “Wow, we thought you went in with the rest of them.”

	“I was on dispatch,” she said, not looking over.

	“Lucky you,” M said. He didn’t seem phased at all to be in a state of undress—but he wasn’t completely stripped naked like J was. They’d burned everything they’d been wearing, tossed it all into the quickly growing fires. The only way to be sure.

	But M had put a little clothing on, digging it out of the Subaru’s trunk. Tighty whities and a black t-shirt with PUNK NEVER DIES written across the chest in white graffiti letters.

	“My...my husband?” Deputy Marzak said. She looked over at them, her wet eyes glistening in the light of the fire.

	“We, uh...yeah,” M said. “I’m so sorry.”

	She seemed to lose her balance slightly, reaching out and putting a hand on the hood of her SUV to stay standing. “I heard them screaming,” she said, quietly. “Over the radio. I heard him screaming.”

	M was still playing with his phone. That was fine. J knew that was important. He gulped down some more water, trying not to notice Jenny Marzak raising her head, staring over at him.

	“Was he dead?” she asked. “When you found him, I mean?”

	J kept trying to not meet her eyes. M glanced over at him, letting that ball fall firmly into his court.

	“...Yeah,” J said eventually.

	Deputy Marzak took a long, firm breath, nodding a few times. She glared down the road, into the fire. Not looking at J anymore.

	That suited him fine. He didn’t like being looked at, generally. Even worse when he was naked. He had a hairy gut, for one, and his whole body was shining with clammy sweat right now. Stained with soot and ash, the bandages on his right arm already filthy.

	And for two, he still got acne on his back and shoulders. At his age, still. For Christ’s sake.

	“D says it’s dead,” M said, still not looking up from his phone. “Got it for sure. She says good work, by the way. To you, specifically. Not to me. ‘Tell J good work,’ she says.”

	J felt himself frown and shake his head, sucking down more water. The water barely seemed to do anything, only quenching his thirst in the moment he was drinking.

	“Not gonna lie, that hurts my feelings a little,” M said.

	“It’s dead?” Jenny Marzak said.

	“Yes, ma’am,” M said. “Taken care of.”

	“What the hell was it?” she said.

	J didn’t say anything. Neither did M, for once. He was still tapping away on his phone. J emptied the water bottle, shaking the last few drops out into his mouth.

	“You’re gonna burn down my goddamn town over this!” she said, struggling and mostly succeeding at not crying. She sounded pissed off, more than anything. “Give me some goddamn answers!”

	“We don’t really know,” M said, looking up from his phone and shrugging. “Sorry, but that’s the truth. It was a thing. It was killing kids. We put it down.”

	“That’s it?” she said, scoffing and smiling hopelessly. “A thing? Just a thing?”

	“Just a thing,” M said back.

	“Who are you two?”

	Neither of them said anything right away. J never knew how to answer that one. Usually M said something slick and ominous and kind of vaguely cool. Usually sounding like he was trying a little too hard. That’s how it sounded to J, anyway.

	“Who the fuck are you two?” Jenny Marzak said. “Who are you really?”

	“We’re nobody,” M said. Small and soft this time. “Don’t worry about it.”

	Deputy Marzak scoffed out loud, ignoring M and glaring at J so hard he could feel it piercing into his skin.

	“Jay?” she said. “Who are you?”

	He winced away from her. Almost as bad as standing too close to the fire, prickling along his face. J stared down the road, still seeing traces and flares of strangely bright yellow in the dancing flames.

	“He’s right,” J said. He crushed the empty water bottle in his fist and tossed it away. “We’re nobody.”

	The house closest to the cul-de-sac was on fire now, falling cinders flaring to life on its roof.

	“Just hunters,” J said.

	 


02 - The Unheard

	 

	Content Warning: Suicide, Self-Harm, Implied Sexual Assault

	 

	I.

	 

	Lilith had definitely never done anything this cool when she was in high school.

	She was almost finished picking the lock. One more pin. She slid a narrow, slender hook into the keyhole, her other hand maintaining tension with a small, flat wrench. It was delicate work, something that took an annoying amount of patience and concentration. She’d already had to start over twice, scowling as the wrench slipped and the pins came unbound.

	“This is taking forever,” somebody behind her said. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

	“Shut up, Ryan,” a teenaged girl said.

	Lilith ignored them. One last pin. There were three high school students standing right behind her. Obnoxious, even the quiet one holding his phone over her shoulder, helpfully shining a light on the lock.

	She didn’t need the light. There was plenty of light from the big streetlamps in the parking lot nearby. But the thought was nice, and he hadn’t opened his mouth while she was trying to concentrate, so that was fine.

	Should’ve taken her gloves off. They were black tactical gloves, advertised as “full dexterity.” They were close, sure. But this was very delicate work.

	“Maybe we should try a different door?” the girl said. Amber was her name. She seemed tired and sad, always. But Lilith had only known her all of a day, and she was in mourning.

	Lilith’s old job had been like that, too. You never got to meet people at anything but their worst. Their most scared, most forlorn, most lost and desperate and hurt.

	“What difference would another door make?” Ryan said. “If she can’t do it, she can’t—”

	The lock turned with the wrench, finally, the door clicking open and pushing inward.

	“Cool,” the kid with the phone said. Matt. He’d asked her about aliens when they first met. Before even saying any kind of greeting, chubby face lighting up at the sight of her suit.

	Lilith had not dignified his question with a response. She supposed it wasn’t out of the question that aliens existed. She was also fairly certain she hadn’t seen any.

	Not yet, anyway.

	The door opened into a dark hallway, classroom doors lining one side. The light from Matt’s phone kept shining over her shoulder as Lilith put her lockpicking tools away, bundling them up in a little flat Velcro pouch and slipping them back into her jacket.

	“Okay, we are entering the school,” Matt said. He was holding his phone up like he was...oh, goddammit.

	“Are you filming this?” Lilith said.

	“Uh, yeah!” he said.

	She snatched the phone out of his hand, turning it off and putting that in her jacket, too. Should have thrown it to the ground and crushed it under her boot, honestly. It would have gotten the message across better. But it wouldn’t have destroyed the data.

	No, she would thoroughly destroy the phone. Later.

	“Oh. Uh...can I...will I get that back?” Matt said. “I’ll delete it, I swear.”

	“No,” Lilith said. She turned to the other two, glaring at them through her glasses. “No phones.”

	Amber held her hands up, nodding. Ryan rolled his eyes. He was taller than any of them, maybe not the biggest or most athletic high schooler, sure. But definitely the biggest of this little circle of friends, far more cocky than he had any right to be.

	Lilith had a general distaste for children. She had come to accept that about herself. Even so, she had already acquired a particular distaste for Ryan.

	It didn’t matter. She had work to do. A dark, empty hallway lay in front of them, white tiles stained with black streaks from thousands of pairs of shoes over the years. Lilith adjusted the cuffs of her navy-blue suit, straightening her lapels for good measure.

	“What agency did you say you were from again?” Amber asked.

	“I didn’t say,” Lilith said. “I just flashed you an official-looking badge and started asking questions and you went along with it because I look and act professional.”

	Lilith didn’t turn around. She heard a small, defeated oh from Amber, but she knew the girl wasn’t about to turn back now.

	She stepped inside, her black boots polished to a shine. Her real badge was long gone, taken from her because she hadn’t been able to shut up about what she had seen. Lilith had always considered herself to be a rational person. A skeptic, even. Someone who valued facts, evidence, reason.

	Definitely not the kind of person who believed in ghosts.

	“Don’t forget the flour,” she said, still not turning around. She didn’t bother asking if they were coming or not, because that was a foregone conclusion. And she knew they weren’t going to forget the flour, because Amber and Matt were still holding it, two five-pound bags for each of them.

	It just seemed a little more polite than barking at them to fall the fuck in line, already. Lilith was working on her people skills. Trying to, anyway. Shoring up her weaknesses. She took a few more steps down the hall, pleased to hear footsteps following behind her.

	This had seemed like one of the easier cases she’d been offered. Nobody had been killed by it. Some nasty injuries, yes, but no deaths yet. It had been kind of a relief, honestly, reading the messages on her phone. Going through what little there was in the local news.

	The students she had talked to were plenty upset, badly shaken. But alive. No permanent damage. Lilith had seen cases before where the dead were the lucky ones, survivors so mangled that they would spend the rest of their lives breathing through tubes.

	None of that here. She was armed anyway, of course, always was. A nine-millimeter was holstered on her hip. But that was just her default. This thing hadn’t manifested physically in any way that she knew of, which could end up being tricky.

	It was easier when you could just shoot something.

	“Which way?” Lilith asked. The hallway in front of her split, left or right.

	“Left,” Amber said.

	They kept walking, the trio of teenagers just a few steps behind Lilith. It looked oddly like her own high school. On her left was a long row of lockers and doors. On her right were windows looking out over an ugly, unkempt courtyard. Pale moonlight flooded in from outside, plenty enough to see by.

	It felt weird. Not that her experience of high school had been...bad, exactly. Just lonely, she supposed. Lilith had excelled in all the ways that she thought had mattered. Straight A’s, valedictorian, yearbook club, track star. Always busy, always occupied, always focused. She’d gone on like that for years afterward, graduating college early and then sailing through at the top of her academy class.

	She passed a poster for a student government election on her right, snuck in between the windows. She had done that, too. Not president, of course. Lilith had never been popular, not in any sense of the word. But she had run for Treasurer unopposed. It was a role she had taken entirely too seriously.

	“That’s it. Up ahead,” Amber said.

	Lilith stopped walking. They were still about thirty feet away, staring down the hallway at where it ended. A pair of double doors led into...well, it didn’t matter where they led. The incident had occurred right before those doors.

	Several occurrences. Growing stronger each time. Angrier. It always started in the girls’ bathroom, lashing out once it was disturbed.

	It. Lilith felt herself glaring, disappointed that her habits were overtaking her good sense. Use of language was important. Details mattered. This was not an it.

	This was a she.

	“That’s where they found her, correct?” Lilith said.

	“Yeah,” Amber said, still quiet and sad.

	Lilith had seen pictures. A teenage girl, cold and dead in one of the bathroom stalls. The door to the bathroom was taped off, two bright orange cones on the floor blocking the entrance. The blood had been cleaned up, and an assembly held to reassure the students that they could always reach out to school staff if they needed help.

	Needed someone to talk to.

	Too late to help poor Susan. Lilith wasn’t ready to completely rule out other explanations, but the evidence she had seemed to confirm it was suicide. No defense wounds. The knife she’d used was found right there on the bathroom floor, nobody’s prints on it but Susan’s. No known enemies, no likely suspects, no possible motive.

	“So, do I just...talk to her?” Amber said.

	“Not yet,” Lilith said. “We’re going to prepare a safe zone out here first. Then I am going to enter the bathroom and see if it causes…”

	Lilith wasn’t sure what term to use. Occurrence? Awakening?

	“...Manifestation,” she decided. “Then we attempt to communicate.”

	“Who do you think did it?” Ryan said.

	“Ryan!” Amber said, snapping at him with a nasty glare.

	“You’re not asking the right question,” Matt said. “You should be asking, what do I think did it?”

	Something changed. A drop in air pressure, maybe, something physical Lilith couldn’t really describe, triggering a twinge of gut instinct that made her tense up, shift her stance, instinctively start to reach for her gun.

	But that wouldn’t have been useful. It started low, the faintest of tremors. Like a distant earthquake, barely felt.

	She could see it growing stronger, sweeping down the hallway towards them. The combination locks on the lockers against the wall all lifted up, straining against their doors. The windows started rattling in their frames, vibrating in place.

	“Whoa, what the hell?” Ryan said. “Nobody went in yet!”

	“The flour! Now!” Lilith said, grabbing one of the bags out of his hand. “Make a circle!”

	She tore one corner open and started pouring it out onto the floor, making a shallow arc between them and the bathroom down the hall. It—she, Susan—was getting closer very quickly. Lilith could hear the metal lockers creaking now, steel whining as it strained against the bolts holding it together.

	“Oh my God, Matt!” Amber yelled. “Grab that one! Help!”

	He didn’t, standing still and staring instead. Lilith poured out the last of her bag, not quite meeting up with the line Ryan was pouring. He shook out the last of his onto the tiles, his face falling as he saw the gap in their circle.

	“Matt?” Lilith yelled, turning to see the kid still staring, an untouched bag at his feet. She was about to curse and dive for it, but Amber got there first. The girl stumbled over to their side of the circle, tearing the bag open and dumping half of it onto the tiny gap. It poofed out into a messy pile, a splash of white powder streaking out down the hallway.

	No more gap, though. Lilith did a quick check, nodding at a complete circle on the floor around them, about nine feet across.

	“Alright, get behind me,” Lilith said, holding her arms out, putting herself at the head of the group. “Don’t break the circle.”

	“Thanks for all the help, dickweed,” Ryan said.

	“Sorry!” Matt said, still staring down the hall. “God, it feels like her. You know?”

	Lilith didn’t. She hadn’t known Susan, obviously. But she could feel something, a presence, like she was being stared at. The floor and walls were shaking now, visibly, shifting down the hall towards them until the vibrations were deafening.

	“Something is different,” Lilith said, shouting to be heard. “Every incident began with a student entering the bathroom. Correct?”

	“Yeah! Yeah, uh...yeah,” she heard Ryan say.

	Lilith checked over her shoulder. Amber was nodding, staring almost as badly as Matt was now.

	Maybe she had missed something. There were plenty of variables left unaccounted for. They were the only ones here, late at night. But no, one of the incidents had started in the evening, traumatizing some poor girl leaving a late Spanish club event.

	“Amber, can you—” Lilith shouted. She had been about to say say her name, but all the noise and rattling very abruptly stopped.

	A long moment of silence. Lilith watched carefully, eyes scanning for any tiny bit of movement in the hallway. She saw nothing. But she still felt those little prickles on the back of her neck, hairs on end, heart rate up.

	“...Susan?” Amber said. It echoed down the empty hall, strangely muffled after all the racket.

	There was no response. Not out loud, anyway. Lilith saw it first, noticed the first one when it appeared but didn’t say anything.

	A footprint. The perfect shape of a bare footprint, dainty little toes clearly outlined. It appeared in the long splash of flour shooting out from their circle, the toes pointed right at Lilith.

	Facing her.

	Another one appeared, closer. And then another. Lilith did not have a lot of experience with non-physical entities, but this was still a first for her. They were usually either physical or not. No middle ground there. What she was seeing right now did not seem possible.

	But that was also something she had come to accept.

	“Holy shit,” Matt said, eyes going wide at the footprints, “holy shit guys she’s right there!”

	A shriek filled the air. Sort of. Lilith didn’t hear it, not really. More like felt it. Like something was screaming inside her own body, violently, making Lilith wince and grit her teeth. It felt like every blood vessel in her head was about to pop.

	It didn’t last more than a few seconds. The ringing in Lilith’s head faded and she could hear the kids behind her screaming, turning to see Amber holding her hands over her ears. Ryan was taking a few dazed steps back, blinking.

	She grabbed him by the sleeve, pulling him away from the edge of the circle. “Do not break the circle.”

	“Right. Right,” he said, covered in clammy sweat.

	Another shriek, long and unhinged and vibrating with rage. It felt like it was erupting up out of her own chest, making Lilith’s throat ache.

	She forced her eyes open as the shrieking faded again. More footsteps had appeared, toeing up to the edge of the circle and then turning. Walking side to side.

	Pacing. Pacing back and forth at the edge of the circle, close enough that Lilith could have reached out and...touched her?

	“Susan?” Amber said. “Susan, it’s me!”

	Nothing happened. No shriek, no rattling, no visual manifestations other than the footprints. Were those visual manifestations? No, definitely physical, the flour was being displaced. Obviously.

	“What do we do?” Ryan said.

	“Well...an incident has begun. Prematurely,” Lilith said, more to herself than anyone else. Thinking out loud. “Not quite to plan. She doesn’t seem to want to communicate. Or she can’t.”

	“And we’re safe in here, right?” Matt said. “In the circle?”

	Lilith felt an odd tremor in the air, a subtle little growl. A dull, muted version of the shriek from before, short and spiteful and frustrated.

	But not painful. No physical effects, no wounds. Nothing apparent.

	“Each previous incident was short,” Lilith said. “Between three and five minutes.”

	That was what she had gathered from interviews, anyway. It wasn’t like anyone had been timing it exactly. But Lilith had a suspicion that each incident lasted the same amount of time.

	“Let’s wait,” Lilith said. “Everyone stay calm. Let her calm down, and we’ll try again after this manifestation ends.”

	 


II.

	 

	It had been several hours. The moon had shifted in the sky, much less pale light in the hallway now.

	“I thought it was supposed to be salt?” Ryan said.

	“What?” Amber said.

	“The circle. For ghosts and stuff,” he said.

	“Zisurrû,” Lilith said.

	“What?” Ryan said this time.

	“I’m not sure if I’m pronouncing that right, actually,” Lilith said. “Zee-sur-ra?”

	“I don’t know what you’re saying,” Ryan said.

	Lilith ignored him. She wasn’t actually an expert on this kind of case. But she was trying to think it through anyway, sitting cross-legged on the floor. Her pocket notebook was open in her hand, idly flipping through the pages.

	“God, I really have to pee,” Amber said. She was also sitting on the floor. All of them were by now.

	“I mean, there’s a bathroom right there,” Matt said.

	“Why are you both like this?” Amber said. “You’re being such assholes.”

	“...Sorry,” Ryan said quietly.

	“Hey, I’m just nervous,” Matt said. “I have to piss, too.”

	Lilith’s suspicion had been incorrect, in this case. Susan was still...manifesting. Manifested? Whatever the term, the ghost had been pacing at the edge of the circle for hours now.

	She only occasionally saw a disturbance in the flour anymore. The splash outside the circle had been swept around by Susan’s footprints, spread thin and smeared to nothing in the ghost’s path.

	Lilith watched, carefully, still knowing she was missing something crucial here. It felt like the ghost was staring at her, glaring at Lilith in particular, pacing back and forth with a hungry, eager eye.

	She didn’t have any evidence to back it up, couldn’t explain the reasoning behind it. Something from her gut, something she had to trust. She was trying to get better at that, too. But it always felt like this. Lilith could swear that the things she saw—the creatures she faced—she could swear that they seemed to react strongly to her presence.

	Like they knew. Like they recognized a hunter.

	Probably ridiculous. Something she needed to back up with data. She glanced down at her notes, although she really didn’t need to.

	Victims reported loss of bodily control

	Sensation of cold, pain consistent with wounds on initial subject

	Self-inflicted injuries

	Nothing like the behavior she was currently observing. Every incident had begun and ended within minutes.

	What was different this time?

	“Did either of you three directly observe any of the previous incidents?” Lilith said, not taking her eyes off of where she thought the ghost was standing. She had already asked them this question, but she had to confirm.

	“What?” Amber said.

	“Were you there?” Lilith said. “Any of you? Did you see it happen, before?”

	Nobody responded right away. After a few silent seconds, Ryan spoke up.

	“I had a class back down the hall that way,” he said. “I was close enough to hear the screaming. It was over by the time I walked out, though.”

	Lilith paused, catching herself chewing on the end of her pen again. Lost in thought. She had to stop doing that.

	“Why is she doing this?” Amber said. “Why didn’t she...why won’t she talk to me?”

	“Isn’t it like…” Ryan started to say, trailing off into nothing. He sounded very much unlike the swaggering, smug dickhead that had caused Lilith’s initial distaste. Quiet, now. Grown much more subdued over the last few hours.

	“No, it’s stupid,” he said.

	“Speak your mind,” Lilith said. Still not turning around. Still staring at the footprints in the flour.

	“I mean...ghosts are ghosts because they didn’t want to move on?” he said. “Or couldn’t move on? You know, like...unfinished business?”

	“I don’t know man, that’s movie shit,” Matt said. “The stuff in movies is never how things actually go down.”

	“Well obviously she’s very upset about something!” Amber said. “I mean, she…”

	Lilith heard Amber choke on her words. She closed her notebook and scootched around, turning to face the students.

	“I thought it was my fault,” Amber said. “We had a big fight. The day before she...before they found her.”

	Lilith met her eyes. The poor kid looked like she just couldn’t cry anymore. All tapped out, her stare left with nothing but hollow, dry emptiness.

	“I just wanted to tell her I was sorry,” Amber said. “I don’t think she can even hear me like this. Can’t understand me.”

	“I’m sure it wasn’t your fault,” Ryan said. He glared away from them, scowling. “I was always an asshole to her. She’s probably mad because I’m here.”

	“Wow, you guys,” Matt said. “You’re sitting here wondering what the deal is, sitting right next to an actual paranormal expert.”

	“Hunter,” Lilith said. “I’m not an expert.”

	“Yeah, whatever,” Matt said. “What’s your call, here?”

	All three of them stared at her. Put on the spot. Lilith felt another short, muted growl vibrate through her, as if to remind them all that Susan was still present. She watched all three of the students wince as the silent shriek passed through them.

	She flipped her notebook open again, marking another tally under “Minor Expression.” Lilith had counted almost two dozen of those since the ghost had manifested, adding them up over the hours.

	“Major Expression” was up to seven.

	“Well?” Matt asked. “Help us out here.”

	Lilith didn’t care what he said. But Amber was staring at her, eyebrows raised. Hoping for some kind of answer.

	“Much as I hate to agree with Matthew here, movies are generally not to be trusted as a source of information, yes,” Lilith said. She closed her notebook again and slipped it back into her jacket. “However, in this case my guess would be that the deceased is suffering from some sort of emotional trauma.”

	“So it is like the movies?” Ryan said. “She needs to be put to rest, or something?”

	That was most likely the case. But they couldn’t do anything without more information. The ghost had to speak. Or they had to hear her. Somehow.

	Lilith appraised her options. Ryan still felt the most disposable to her, despite his softening over the last few hours. Matt had only annoyed her at the same baseline level as most teenagers did, so he was slightly less expendable, if only by default.

	Amber had earned her sympathy. Lilith grudgingly admitted it to herself, wondering why she felt sort of ashamed to do so. It hit her immediately on the heels of that thought, welling up out of her chest with a heavy sigh.

	Because Amber was clearly her best candidate.

	“I have an idea,” Lilith said. “I will need one of you to volunteer. It is potentially very dangerous. I will do everything I can to mitigate the risk.”

	“I’ll do it,” Amber said, instantly.

	Lilith closed her eyes for a long blink, equally proud and heartbroken.

	Good kid, she thought. At least she wouldn’t have to convince the girl, make up reasons why the other two couldn’t try it.

	“She was my friend,” Amber said. “I just want to help her.”

	Lilith opened her eyes. She took her jacket off, pulling a black Sharpie out of one pocket before setting the jacket off to the side.

	“Can either of you draw?” Lilith said, looking back and forth at the two boys.

	Matt shook his head. Ryan shrugged, looking like he wanted to say “No” but couldn’t bring himself to do it.

	Ryan it was, then. Lilith handed him the pen, then unbuttoned the cuffs of her white shirt, rolling up both sleeves.

	“Whoa,” Matt said, staring at her arms. “Rad.”

	Simple tattoos covered Lilith’s skin, stark black lines in a dizzying variety of symbols. They crept up her arms, crowded in over her pale muscles.

	“Take your sweater off,” Lilith said.

	Amber did so, setting it down next to her. She had a simple green tank top underneath, easy access to her tanned, bare arms.

	Lilith pulled her right sleeve up to her shoulder, pointing at a symbol high on her triceps. “Ryan, I need you to copy this one on her arm.”

	He nodded and crouched next to the girl. “What, just like...here?”

	“Same spot exactly,” Lilith said. “The placement is important.”

	Ryan grimaced, looking hesitant. “Hang on, I gotta like...transpose. You’re kind of jacked for a girl, Lilith.”

	Lilith narrowed her eyes at him and he got to work, tracing out a pentagram with a crescent moon on either side.

	“What is it?” Amber said.

	“Symbols of protection,” Lilith said. “From as many different traditions as I can find.” She held up her left arm as Ryan finished drawing, pointing to another glyph on the inside of her forearm.

	“Egyptian, right?” Ryan said as he started on the second symbol.

	Sort of. It wasn’t unlike an Eye of Horus. Lilith knew that it was actually a ward from a nearly forgotten ancient Coptic cult. She couldn’t recall the name of it, at the moment, and that annoyed her.

	But they didn’t require belief or even knowledge in order to be effective. Just more tools of her trade.

	“There you go,” Ryan said, capping the pen and stepping away. Amber now had two semblances of tattoos, one on each arm. Cute little things on their own like that, as if she had snuck off on a short rebellious phase, had a wild spring break. Living a young, carefree, relatively normal life.

	Nothing like the ominous symbols all over Lilith’s body. She was running out of places to add more.

	“Alright,” Lilith said. She stood up, offering Amber her hand and pulling the girl to her feet. “Now...I want you to break the circle.”

	“Oh,” Amber said. “Oh! So she’s...she’s going to...take me? My body?”

	“I think so,” Lilith said. “Those symbols should keep you from hurting yourself too badly. Stay as calm as you can.”

	“Right. Calm. Right,” Amber said, only trembling a little bit.

	Lilith led her to the edge of the circle, holding one gloved hand firm on her shoulder. She spared a glance at the two boys, both still sitting, both watching in awkward, horrified curiosity.

	“I want to help her,” Amber said, quietly, to herself.

	“I know,” Lilith said. “When I say go, I want you to carefully step over the flour. One foot, then the other, high step.”

	“Okay,” Amber said. She was just barely not hyperventilating, bunching her little hands up into fists at her side.

	“If it looks like you’re in danger, I will pull you back in,” Lilith said. “Are you ready?”

	“I still have to pee,” Amber said.

	“You’re going to lose bodily control when it happens,” Lilith said. “Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

	Amber let out a nervous little sigh, but she stopped shaking after a few more breaths. “Okay,” she said. “I’m ready.”

	“Go,” Lilith said.

	Amber hesitated, but only for a moment. She took one step, and then another, slow and careful and high, her sandals clearing well over the line of flour.

	The reaction was immediate. A shrieking tremor rippled through the air, through Lilith, something between a minor and major expression. Amber tensed up, her shoulder blades popping out on her tanned back.

	“Oh my God!” Ryan said, standing up. Like he had just figured out what was happening, had just caught up. “Oh, fuck. Oh my God.”

	Amber was shaking on her feet now, arms held stiff at her sides. The loss of bodily control was indeed complete, her cut-offs already soaked. Lilith tried not to notice, stayed focused, on task.

	“Susan?” she said.

	Amber’s body turned and shrieked at them, a long groaning wail. A Major Expression, but...diluted, actually. Far weaker than before. Dulled by the effort of forcing it through a physical body, perhaps?

	“Susan, can you hear me?” Lilith said.

	It seemed to be so. Amber’s face turned to her, eyes rolled back into her head, twitching and staring at the source of sound. But there was no recognition there, no comprehension.

	Just pain. Confused, anguished pain, Amber’s face contorted into a sweating, shaking rictus.

	“This is gross,” Matt said, still sitting on the floor. “You’re gonna get her killed.”

	Amber’s body shrieked again, turning to stare at Matt. She took one stiff, awkward step towards the circle, her sandal falling off, bare foot slapping down on the tile.

	“Shut up,” Lilith said. “Both of you, stay quiet. Susan?”

	She turned again, facing Lilith. Amber raised her arms, her fingers flexing so hard that her knuckles popped.

	“I want to help you, Susan,” Lilith said. “We want to help you. Can you talk to me?”

	No reaction this time. Amber stared at her own hands, bloodshot empty whites of her eyes failing to focus. Her hands started creeping closer to her own face, stiff and halting, jerking little motions.

	“Pull her back in!” Ryan said.

	“I said shut up!” Lilith said. She held one gloved hand out, the tips of her fingers crossing over the boundary of the circle. She felt it, the moment she broke the line, icy pins and needles, creeping only through the flesh outside the circle.

	“Don’t hurt her, Susan,” Lilith said. “She’s your friend.”

	“Pull her back!” Ryan yelled.

	Amber’s hands jerked up to her own eyes, halting just shy of touching. Lilith almost grabbed her, barely stopping herself.

	“Don’t hurt her,” Lilith said again. “Talk to me, Susan. Please.”

	Susan did not. She couldn’t, maybe. Amber’s body shrieked again, both hands flexing and darting into her own eyes, the fingers digging in.

	Lilith grabbed her by the arms and pulled her into the circle, feeling a split second of burning, tearing pain up the inside of each forearm.

	“Ow!” Amber said, sobbing instantly. Her body relaxed the moment she crossed the line of flour, bloody hands covering her face.

	Lilith held her up but turned her head to glance at the circle first. One of Amber’s feet had dragged through the flour. Not enough to create a gap, though.

	“I got you! I got you,” Ryan said, standing at Amber’s side and holding one arm. “What the fuck, Lilith?”

	“Sit her down,” Lilith said. She bent down and pulled one of her pant legs up, exposing a trauma kit strapped to her ankle. Ryan sat down with the bleeding girl, holding a gentle arm around her shoulders while Lilith tore open a packet of gauze.

	Matt was still just sitting there. Staring with his mouth hanging open. At least he wasn’t getting in the way.

	“Let me see it, Amber,” Lilith said.

	Amber was openly sobbing, chest heaving as she cried. But she did lower her hands. Lilith let out a sigh of relief for her—Amber’s eyes were fine. Red and bloodshot and clogged with tears, but intact. Her fingernails had torn lines of shallow gouges down each cheek, blood running down her face and dripping off her chin.

	“Here,” she said, handing Ryan a piece of gauze. Lilith held some to one side of Amber’s face, letting Ryan cover the other side. “Keep firm pressure on.”

	“Okay,” Ryan said, swallowing hard. He looked openly scared now, swallowing hard before speaking more. “What do we do now?”

	Lilith didn’t know. One thing at a time. Priorities. Stop the bleeding, get Amber calmed down, and then back to the drawing board.

	Unless.

	“Amber?” Lilith said, still holding gauze against her cheek. “Amber, can you talk?”

	She was still sobbing, just shy of uncontrollably. But she did nod a few times, weak and trembling.

	“Did you hear anything?” Lilith asked. “Do you remember anything?”

	“The...the phone!” Amber said, forcing it out through trembling lips. “The phone. The phone. The phone.”

	Lilith raised an eyebrow. So it had worked. Sort of.

	“Delete it!” Amber yelled, curling her knees up against her own chest. “Delete it delete it delete it delete it!”

	The phone. Lilith turned her head, staring at her jacket on the floor.

	She looked up. Matt was also staring at her jacket on the floor. Their eyes met, and he looked a very different kind of scared than before.

	He did try to grab it. Didn’t come close to beating Lilith there. She pulled his phone out of one of her pockets, standing up as she turned it on.

	“Unlock it,” she said, holding it out towards Matt.

	“Uh, no?” Matt said. He stood up, too, wiping his palms on his jeans. “That shit’s private.”

	“Unlock it,” Lilith said. “Now.”

	“Fuck you, lady!”

	Last chance. She was trying to be nice. “Un. Lock. It.”

	He wasn’t going to. Not without being forced. Lilith snapped one gloved hand out to his wrist, pulling his hand over to the phone.

	Matt tried to struggle. He punched her, once. A weak tap against her cheekbone, knocking her glasses askew.

	That was fine. She didn’t need them to see. They were just ballistic, purely for protection. Lilith forced his thumb against the phone, unlocking it and shoving him away. He yelped and flailed his arms, balanced on one foot against one edge of the circle.

	“What the—you almost—Jesus Christ!” he said, wheezing in panic as he regained his balance.

	Lilith ignored him. She adjusted her glasses, already scrolling through the pictures on his phone. It didn’t take long. She had seen other pictures of Susan, recognized her instantly.

	She winced. It took a lot these days, to make her flinch. If nothing else, it was definitely illegal for her to look at these. Susan had been a minor, after all.

	“What is it? What’s going on?” Ryan said, still holding gauze against Amber’s face.

	Lilith looked up, staring at Matt. Glaring at him.

	He didn’t even have the good sense to try and look guilty. “I didn’t...I wasn’t even one of the guys!”

	“But you took these,” Lilith said.

	Matt stared back at her. He didn’t shake his head. He didn’t try to deny it.

	“Dude,” Ryan said. “Dude, what...what did you do?”

	“I never touched her!” Matt said. “And she was always fucking leading me on anyway, and she...I told her…”

	Lilith dropped the phone, letting it clatter onto the floor. No wonder Susan was so angry. Lilith had half a mind to kill this kid herself. She could have done it, too, could have drawn her gun and blown his head off in an instant. Easy as breathing.

	But she had a feeling that wasn’t quite what Susan wanted.

	“I think you owe Susan an apology,” Lilith said. Low and slow, tension in every syllable.

	“I said I was sorry!” Matt said. “But that shit’s out there, man, it’s like...you can’t delete something on the internet!”

	“I think you need to apologize,” Lilith said. “I think you need to make sure that Susan knows you mean it.”

	“She’s already dead, what do you want me to—”

	He never finished the sentence, because Lilith took a few steps towards him and grabbed him at the chest, bunching up his t-shirt in each gloved fist. She shoved him back as she did it, not slowing down as she kept walking, holding him firm as they broke out of the circle together.

	Matt started to scream. It was cut off by a sudden ragged breath, coming back as a Major Expression. A shuddering, wailing shriek as his body tensed up, chest shaking against Lilith’s fists.

	She could feel it, too, ice-cold all over her body. A few of her tattoos were tingling, odd warmth creeping through isolated bits of her skin.

	His hands moved, but they left Lilith alone. She held him strong and stared as his own hands shot up to his face, fingernails digging and clawing into his own flesh.

	It hurt. Not to watch. Lilith kept staring, eyes blinking even as her glasses protected her from flecks of blood. But she could feel wounds in her arms, a blade sinking into her wrists, tearing up along her veins.

	Nothing there but her tattoos. But she could feel it as if it were happening, could feel the sensation of hot blood draining out along her skin.

	He tore his own eyes out first, shrieking the entire time. His tongue went next, the shrieking dying down into a wet gurgle as his legs gave out, falling to his knees while Lilith held him up by the shirt.

	She kept staring as he dug into his own arms with his fingernails, tearing the flesh to shreds. Blood pooled around her boots, soaking into the line of flour behind them. It only took him a few minutes to bleed out, eventually going limp under her gloves.

	Lilith had a suspicion. Somewhere between three and five minutes, just like all the previous occurrences.

	But then again, she hadn’t been keeping exact time.

	 


III.

	 

	She felt bad about leaving them like this.

	Lilith watched from inside her car. Amber and Ryan were standing by his car, only a short distance away, both of them looking very small and scared under the light of one of the lampposts.

	They were talking to each other. Amber was holding Matt’s phone. Clutching it close to her chest. Ryan had ended up pissing himself, too, so at least Amber wasn’t alone there.

	There wasn’t much else to say, though. Lilith had warned them to be careful with the truth. Be careful who they told. Hand over the evidence to the authorities and hope for the best.

	She’d hated every word of it.

	But justice had been served. In a way. Enough, anyway, for Susan to rest. Lilith took her gloves off, sniffing as she disinfected her hands. The sterile smell filled the inside of her car, making her nose curl up.

	She took her glasses off and set them on the seat next to her. She had a packet of disposable wipes ready for this, taking one out and cleaning the stray drops of blood off her face.

	It was almost four in the morning. She wasn’t tired, not really. Still riding the high of everything that had just happened.

	Lilith held up her hands, staring at her own wrists. Covered by her jacket again. But she could still feel it, faintly. Sharp pain along the inside of each forearm, slowly fading.

	Her phone buzzed, resting in a cup holder next to her. Lilith picked it up to see a text from D.

	Already. That was quick.

	excellent work as always

	the deposit should go through later today

	That was good. Her funds were running low. Not that she was in this for the money. But she did need money to keep going. Food, hotels, ammunition, tools. Just enough to keep herself supplied.

	Just enough to keep herself going.

	She put her phone down, about to turn the ignition and move on. But her phone buzzed again. Unexpectedly.

	It was D again. 

	are you okay

	Lilith narrowed her eyes at the message. She typed back What do you mean?

	i saw some of that

	Another suspicion Lilith had been nurturing. She hadn’t felt comfortable asking about it outright, not yet anyway. So you can watch? she typed back.

	don’t worry, not all the time

	i try to respect your privacy

	It wasn’t the first time Lilith had run into psychic phenomena. Another thing she would have scoffed at, years ago. But she trusted her experiences. Trusted the facts that she could observe.

	you did the right thing

	he deserved that

	Lilith did not disagree, exactly. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that she maybe should not have done that. There was still a part of her that protested, a part of her demanding to know why she hadn’t cuffed the kid and turned him in. Turned him in to...to who, exactly? To some incompetent local police department?

	They barely even tried to pursue sexual assault cases, most of the time. What were the odds they would even care about something a kid posted online?

	She looked up at the two teenagers across the lot from her. They were hugging. That was nice. Lilith felt herself let out a long sigh again, feeling a fleeting moment of pent-up exhaustion. Years worth of it, chewing on the edges of her thoughts, lurking deep, ready to swallow her if she slowed down and let it.

	Do you have another case for me? she typed on her phone.

	The response was not immediate. Three dots popped up on the screen and lingered, pausing, popping up again. Like D was typing and erasing and typing, indecisive.

	at least go get some sleep first

	and eat something lilith for gods sake

	This was...highly unusual. D had never spoken to her like this before. All her messages had always been, well...not professional, exactly, but not like this. Friendly, but distant. At arm’s length.

	Lilith felt her stomach growl. A Major Expression, definitely. She wasn’t sure what or when she had eaten last. Something the day before. A sandwich, maybe?

	Another growl. What was even open, at this hour? Probably nothing but a goddamn Denny’s, Lilith thought.

	But food did sound good. And a shower. And sleep. All of those things were in fact things she needed to do.

	Just enough to keep her going.

	Lilith nodded at the phone a few times, not typing anything back. She put it down, turning the ignition and throwing the car into drive.

	 


03 - The Library Card

	 

	Content Warning: Non-Euclidean Spaces, Impossible Architecture, Cognitive Hazard, Gun Violence

	 

	I.

	 

	He had always loved libraries. Ever since he was a boy. They’d lured him in with the air conditioning. But he’d ended up staying for the books.

	Crosby stepped inside, letting the door slowly swing shut behind him. This place wasn’t large, to him, nothing like the huge building he would always associate with the term. But this library had clearly been a mansion at one point, obviously the home of one of the rich white families back when the town was founded.

	It was pretty, from the outside. Part brick, part faded shingles, a rambling Colonial with a sadly unused wraparound porch. It sat right on the town commons, staring out over an empty green field and a few scattered oak trees.

	“Good afternoon!” a chipper voice said, coming out from behind the counter. “How can I help you today, sir?”

	It was a young man, fresh-faced and wearing a spotless polo shirt. Crosby took his hat off, a worn but cared-for fedora. He didn’t like showing what little hair he had left. Too much salt in his pepper these days.

	But he was indoors. He squinted at the young man’s name tag. Needed his glasses to read most of the time, but he could see it almost well enough. Melissa?

	“Now I know that I am a bit old-fashioned,” Crosby said, pausing briefly to clear his throat. “And I don’t want to be rude. I understand I should ask how you prefer to be called?”

	“Simon,” he said, his eyes slightly unfocusing for a second. “My name is...Simon.”

	Crosby gave him a long look, not lingering at all on the nametag. “I meant your pronouns, kid.”

	Simon didn’t seem to hear that. “What do you prefer to be called?”

	“Oh I’m just an old gentleman,” Crosby said, not sounding at all like he had almost said colored gentleman. He understood that was old-fashioned, too. “He and him, if you please.”

	“Will you be checking out any books today, sir?” Simon asked.

	Crosby took his coat off, making a show of looking around for somewhere to hang it. He had noticed the moment he’d walked in that there was nowhere to do so, and even if there had been he probably couldn’t have reached it. The lobby was crowded with carts full of books, overflowing, piled-up returns with little cards sticking out the top. Waiting to be checked in.

	He folded his trenchcoat in half and draped it over one arm, still holding his hat. Odd, sure. Still not as unusual as the full parking lot.

	It had warmed his heart to see a full parking lot at a library, he had to admit.

	“Will you be checking out any books today, sir?” Simon asked again.

	“We’ll see,” Crosby said, stepping farther inside. He squeezed through the narrow aisle between book-laden carts, leather shoes clacking against the hardwood floors.

	Cheap hardwood floors. Not even hardwood, he realized. Bright laminate. It broke Crosby’s heart to imagine what they must have looked like back when this was still a home. He heard Simon’s footsteps following behind him.

	“Can I just say, you are very well dressed, sir?” Simon said.

	Crosby scoffed, very quietly. Anybody with any kind of eye would’ve noticed that his bowtie and pocket square were polyester, his shoes old and scuffed, his waistcoat an out-of-date cut. He didn’t respond, walking on into the first room of the library.

	It was an enormous room, tall-ceilinged and stretching out like a great hall. Probably made a fine space for a banquet or a ball, back in the day. Now it held rows of desks, stark white walls peeking out around massive bookcases.

	Many of the desks had people sitting at them, heads bowed over open books. There were computers on a few of the tables, faded beige plastic around clunky old CRT monitors. But nobody was sitting at them. None of them even appeared to be on.

	Crosby stood still for a few moments, watching. Nobody moved. Not a single person shifted in their seat, not so much as a turned page while he watched.

	“Is there anything in particular that you’re looking for?” Simon said.

	“Just browsing,” Crosby said, not taking his eyes off of the still forms sitting in the room. “I’ll come find you if I have any questions.”

	Simon shifted on his feet, hovering in the corner of Crosby’s vision. He looked like he wanted to say something.

	“Thank you,” Crosby said.

	That worked, finally. Simon walked back to the front desk, a perfectly servile smile on his face.

	Alone, finally. Alone with his thoughts, standing at the head of a room full of people. Crosby preferred things that way, honestly. He slipped his left hand into the pocket of his slacks, resting his fingers casually around the grip of his weapon. A snub-nosed thirty-eight, concealed in a leather pocket holster.

	Not that he thought he needed it. Not yet, anyway. He walked down the center aisle between the desks, easing his eyes carefully around the people he passed.

	Still not moving. Not a one of them. Crosby passed a man on his right, a scraggly homeless-looking guy in a sweat-stained hoodie. Not unusual to see such an individual in a library, he thought. Usually sitting at one of the computers, though.

	He looked like he hadn’t had a decent meal in some time. His cheeks were hollow, his eyes glazed over. Again, not unusual to see a man in his state, dressed like that.

	But the woman sitting behind him looked just as starved, and she was dressed like an upstanding citizen. She was staring down at an open book, just like the rest of them, hands resting gently on the desk.

	Crosby briefly considered poking one of them. Waving a hand between their eyes and the books. He looked around the room again, his eyes not able to make out any of the text on the pages at this distance.

	Nothing moved. He decided against any action, for the moment. More observation. He kept walking, passing through open double doors into a long, wide hallway. Ugly plants in tacky pots rested along the walls, under paintings of great sailing ships and proud lighthouses. Crosby barely gave them any mind, keeping watch on a grand staircase leading up to his left.

	But he wanted to finish examining the ground floor first. The hallway ended at another pair of open double doors, looking out into...a great hall. Would’ve made a fine space for a banquet or a ball, back in the day.

	Almost identical. Fewer people, doing the same thing they had been doing in the other room. The wall across from him had a row of tall, ornate windows, looking out over a pleasant view of the town commons, an empty green field with a few scattered, stately oak trees.

	A few of the people sitting still in this room were uniformed. Police officers, three of them. Crosby tsked at their severe dark uniforms, trying so hard to be intimidating compared to how cops looked when he was younger. And they didn’t even wear proper police caps anymore.

	Plenty of missing persons in here, surely. Whatever was happening had ensnared the officers as well, all three of them sitting and staring down into books.

	He had been counting his steps. Carefully, his sense of distance honed sharp after hours of marching practice in his youth. Before he’d entered the library, he’d done a circuit around the building, getting a rough sense of the dimensions. The room he was looking at right now should not have been there. The building should have ended right where he was standing, just shy of exiting the hallway.

	He had been counting his steps. Carefully, taking mental note of every turn he’d made. Crosby nodded to himself and turned around. The hallway behind him didn’t lead back to open double doors anymore. It split off into a T-junction, lined with the same plants and paintings laid out in a slightly different configuration.

	So that was how it was going to be.

	The staircase leading up was still there. Crosby had suspected that this wasn’t going to be a straightforward journey. No sense dwelling over what lay behind.

	His knees didn’t enjoy the long climb up. The top of the stairs opened into a much less grand room, a wide aisle down rows and rows of bookcases, dingy fluorescent lights buzzing overhead.

	Cluttered. Books were stacked at the end of each case, hemming in on the aisle. On carts and not, piled up in haphazard stacks on the floor.

	Some of them were open. Crosby was sure he couldn’t make out the words, not without his glasses. He kept his eyes carefully up, all the same. Movement caught his attention down one of the narrow aisles as he passed, a woman in jeans and a wool sweater reaching up to one of the shelves.

	She pulled a book off the shelf, eyes vacantly passing over it. It was a glossy white softcover, a stylish simple crucifix next to its title.

	“Ah, yeah, a devotional,” she said, taking a few steps towards Crosby. She opened the book, staring down into it as she flipped through a few pages.

	He stood and watched as she froze in place. She walked backwards, retracing her steps and placing the book back on the shelf. After a short pause, she lowered her hand and then reached up again.

	“Ah, yeah, a devotional,” she said.

	Same steps. Same vacant stare. Over and over, acting out the same few seconds on repeat. Crosby shook his head and kept walking. She’d put her faith in the wrong prophet, clearly.

	He muttered it out under his breath, on autopilot, old habit. There is no God but Allah, and Muhammed is his messenger.

	But that had all ended up false for him, too. Well and truly lapsed, now, finally tasting his first sip of alcohol at the spry young age of fifty-one. Some kind of light was flickering ahead, sliding out into the main aisle, dim under the power of the ceiling lights.

	It was a fellow hunter. Crosby guessed it the moment he laid eyes on the man, a tough-looking guy in a thick canvas coat. He held a pistol in one hand and a flashlight in the other, holding it up by his head like a cop, empty eyes scanning around as he walked down the length of a bookcase.

	Crosby watched him carefully. The man kept walking down the bookcase and then pausing, walking backwards before beginning again. His flashlight was almost out of batteries, flickering as it slid over books stacked up on the floor.

	Most of them were closed. The hunter looked right at those and kept walking. It wasn’t until he hit an open book near the end that he froze in place.

	As suspected. Crosby moved on, reaching the end of this room and stopping to contemplate his one and only option. It was a narrow, cramped spiral staircase, the kind of thing hidden off in the corners of a mansion like this. For the help. Slave stairs, he would have called them. Probably just called servant stairs this far north.

	They should have led him back down to the ground floor. But these led up, towards what should have been the attic. Crosby looked over his shoulder, not all that surprised to see very little behind him. The ceiling lights were going out, the end of this long room of books now swallowed up in darkness.

	He took the stairs, grumbling under his breath the whole way. They ended at a much dimmer room, a reading room, a cozy little square lined with bookcases. A comfy armchair waited in each corner. The ceiling fluorescents had been replaced with guttering oil lamps along the walls.

	There was a doorway in the corner across from him. One and only option. Not much of a maze, if that was what this was supposed to be. Crosby kept walking, entering an almost-identical reading room as before.

	A few things were off, though. One of the oil lamps was upside down, dripping its contents onto the laminate floor. He could swear one of the bookcases was askew, as well, not quite level with the floor and jutting out from the wall around it.

	Oh, and there was a desiccated corpse sitting in one of the armchairs. It was wearing an ornate, dowdy dress of another era. Edwardian, if Crosby had to guess. Sitting and staring at an open book in its lap. Crosby paused for a moment, partially to give his knees a rest. Partially to observe, wondering if the dead would still act out awkward little tableaus.

	It didn’t move. But he did realize after a few moments that it was breathing, occasionally, slow and labored and shallow.

	He kept moving, through the single doorway presented to him. It led into a hallway. Or at least something trying to be a hallway, more like a crawlspace, a too-narrow strip of floor snaking between two walls entirely made of books.

	Crosby could just barely walk down it, elbows grazing against the spines of books on either side. About halfway down there was an odd, crooked bend in the path, partially blocked by a bookcase jutting out. He had to hold his hat and coat out at his side to shimmy past it.

	He tried not to look directly at it as he crept by. His eyes slid over some of the titles, in large enough font that he could read them.

	Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing: Life After False Prophets

	National Audubon Society’s Flesh Pits of North America Field Guide

	Thus Spoke Zarathustra, A Book For All and None: Part Five

	Insulting, to put those in front of him. Crosby grimaced and shook his head, only partially at having to be reminded of things he would rather forget. There was no way those books were coincidentally at his eyeline.

	Troubling implications, to say the least.

	He scooted past them and down the narrow hall, coming out into a...room. The pretense of normal architecture was falling away. Or perhaps the effort of expanding was causing the phenomenon to lose cohesion.

	Whatever it was, this space looked as if it had been slapped together in a hurry. A long, rambling room with a low ceiling, oil lamps jutting out vertically from above. There were rows of empty reading chairs instead of desks, and books were absolutely everywhere. Piled up on every chair, scattered all over the floor, sliding and falling off of the beige plastic of old CRT monitors perched atop still more books.

	He’d only taken a few steps in when he heard footsteps. Off to his right, not close by. The walls were lined with still more crooked bookcases, the space between them made of the same cheap laminate as the floor he was walking on.

	Something was moving. Behind the bookcases, quick footsteps scuttling away as Crosby turned to look. A pair of books were disturbed from within the wall, knocked out and falling to the floor.

	Crosby’s hand tightened around the grip of his gun, but he didn’t draw it yet. He watched, and waited, listening for anything else. Still holding his hat in his right hand, coat neatly draped over his arm. Only silence echoed back at him. 

	His patience was running short. It was a bit of a walk to the end of this facsimile of a room, carefully picking his way around books lying open on the floor.

	But he had reached the end. An open doorway waited, an archway made of upholstery fabric from comfy reading chairs. Through that last door was a last room, surprisingly uncluttered. The walls were lined with ornate windows, ceilings not tall enough for them, their pointed tops abruptly cut off. Every direction looked out onto the same pleasant view, a town commons with scattered oak trees, impossibly huge paintings of grand old ships and lighthouses looming down from the sky.

	There was nothing in the room but a table in the exact center, made of books. Two armchairs made of beige plastic sat across from each other at the table.

	The one closest to Crosby was empty, waiting for him. The one across the table was occupied by a fresh-faced young man in a spotless polo shirt.

	“Good afternoon!” he said, hands resting on the table in front of him. “How can I help you today, sir?”

	“Hello, Simon,” Crosby said. He sat down across from it, very aware of the fact that his back was to the only entrance.

	“What do you prefer to be called?” Simon asked.

	Crosby ignored this. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’d like to get right to the point,” he said. “What are you?”

	“My name is Simon,” it said. It was smiling at him, the same helpful, chipper smile he’d seen the moment he entered the library.

	Crosby sighed. They could dance around this all night, whatever riddles or tricks or mind games this thing wanted to play. But that sounded exhausting. Crosby would rather not.

	He drew the gun from his pocket. Slowly and deliberately, gently placing it down on the table in front of him. The surface of the table was book covers fused together, each of them blaring out the same title in huge letters, over and over.

	NAME NAME NAME NAME NAME

	Simon didn’t react to the gun at all. Didn’t even look at it. “Will you be checking out any books today, sir?”

	“No,” Crosby said. “I would like you to release these people.”

	“What do you prefer to be called?” Simon said.

	“Let them go,” Crosby said.

	“Will you be checking out any books today, sir?”

	Useless. Crosby picked up his gun in his left hand, cocking the hammer back and casually pointing it at Simon’s face.

	“Last chance,” he said. “I know you aren’t Simon. Or Melissa. Or whoever. Let them go.”

	It tilted its head back, mouth hanging open in a crooked, gleeful smile, eyes half-focused on Crosby. It was panting, huffing out short breaths through Simon’s mouth.

	He heard it again. Footsteps, different this time. Pounding feet, many pairs of them, echoing down the twisted halls that had led him here.

	“What is it that you want?” Crosby said.

	“What...do you prefer to be called?” it said, hands vibrating against the table now. “Will you be checking out any books today sir?!”

	Truth be told, Crosby had no idea what would happen if he pulled the trigger. He hadn’t had any idea what was going to happen when he walked into this library. He’d had no idea about anything, from the very start, any sense of certainty or safety or sanity he’d ever felt torn away from him and consumed by things darker than he would ever or could ever understand.

	The footsteps were growing louder, charging towards them, a crowd forcing its way ever closer. Whether he had wanted to play games with this thing or not, there was no time.

	Crosby pulled the trigger. If he died, well then...he would die. The only thing he was even a little sure of anymore was that nothing was waiting for him afterward.

	Simon’s head snapped backwards, his body leaning back against the armchair and then flopping forward onto the table. His arms went limp, and his right hand opened, dropping something.

	Crosby tore his eyes away. His ears were still ringing from the gunshot, but he could hear the footsteps growing louder, feel the shaking of the floor creeping up through his shoes. He had seconds, if that. Whatever had been in Simon’s hand was lying on the table in front of him, carefully and obliquely glanced out of the corner of his eye.

	He set the gun down, pulling a faded white handkerchief out of the pocket of his slacks. From his jacket he grabbed a small plastic evidence bag, a clear zip-top with a large tag covering the front for logging important details.

	Carefully, never looking directly at it, he reached for it with the handkerchief. The tip of the cloth dragged in the blood pouring out of Simon’s head, soaking up a little. But the blood was running in a neat circle around whatever the object was, never touching it.

	He grabbed it, finally, feeling a small, wallet-sized paper card through the cloth of his handkerchief. Crosby wrapped it up, his right hand shaking as he tried to pry open the top of the evidence bag.

	They were almost on him. He could hear them sprinting up the last room behind him, hear grunts of exertion, little growls from dozens of hoarse, breathless mouths.

	He dropped it into the bag, sealing it shut an instant before hands grasped at his shirt. All the noise stopped, trailing off with the flapping and thudding of books sliding off the top of haphazard piles.

	Crosby stood up, letting out a long, tense breath, looking down at the bag with a little bundle of cloth secured inside. He turned his hat upside down, a perfect little basket to hold the object. His gun was still sitting in front of him—couldn’t forget that. Tucked snugly back into his pocket holster.

	When he turned around, he was surrounded by still bodies. Dozens of them, standing and staring with vacant eyes. Crosby slid around the chair, carefully, picking his way around them, taking great care not to touch anyone.

	Not to disturb them.

	Shaking, in the floor. Different this time, minor tremors creeping up through his shoes. A few more books slid off of their stacks, one teetering down off of a bookcase along the wall. The open books were blank now, every page clean and empty.

	He could make it out. No need to rush, no reason to risk touching anyone or anything. The people did not turn as he cautiously walked out, all of them stuck staring at where he had been sitting.

	A dry wooden crack pierced the air. One of the bookcases to his right had buckled, the shelves snapping in the middle and whining as they strained against themselves. A computer to his left collapsed into pieces, spilling its electronic guts all over the books piled up on the floor.

	The doorway at the end of this long room had been replaced. It was a pair of closed white doors now, each of them with a tarnished brass push bar. He was only scant few steps away, only a handful of standing people between him and the doors.

	One of them was the other hunter. He was wearing a ballcap, unruly stubble all over his face. Eyes blank, staring past Crosby.

	Crosby gave him a polite nod as he passed by. Professional courtesy.

	He reached the doors, just as he heard a more troubling cracking noise behind him, something structurally important rending itself asunder. Crosby pushed the bar and it opened easily, letting him step out into open air.

	He was outside. Looking out over the parking lot, the door swinging shut and latching closed behind him.

	Someone screamed. Behind him, inside the library, quickly joined by more horrified voices.

	So they were alive.

	Crosby did not go back inside. He wondered if all of them were coming to, if they would suffer any permanent damage.

	But he did not go back to check.

	 


II.

	 

	It was still a very pretty building. Even prettier at a distance, honestly.

	Crosby watched from across the town common, hands deep in the pockets of his coat. The library was surrounded by vehicles now, fire trucks and ambulances and countless police cars, siren lights throwing their flashing colors all over the white shingles.

	Rows of survivors were sitting all along the parking lot, huddled under dark blankets thrown around their shoulders. Several dozen, he estimated, although it was hard to be sure from here.

	The wind picked up, rustling the leaves of the oak tree overhead. Crosby looked down, still taking care to not look directly at it, carefully giving the old metal bucket a sidelong glance. Small flames flickered up at him, the plastic of the evidence bag melting around the blackened remains of his handkerchief.

	A strange thing. Not for all the obvious reasons, not to Crosby. He had seen worse. What struck him as strange about this one was that it hadn’t seemed to have any plan or goal in mind. Nobody had come out of the library once the incident had begun a few days ago. No glassy-eyed victims carrying books out into the world, holding them open for all to see.

	The most successful viruses didn’t kill their hosts, after all. The most successful ones were just good at spreading, multiplying and propagating and infecting as many as possible. Although it struck him that this was a similarly pointless goal, in the end. Spreading just for the sake of spreading, just for the sake of existing, acting out instincts and going through the motions and being alive for no other reason than just...because.

	He pulled out his phone. An old flip phone, forcing him to take his time typing out a message, pushing each of the number keys multiple times until they clicked over to the letters he needed.

	Finished

	He hit “Send” and closed the phone, putting it away along with his glasses. When he looked up at the library again, they were wheeling stretchers out into the parking lot. Covered bodies on stretchers, bathed in flashing red and blue as the evening light grew dim.

	A shame.

	Part of him was curious, sure. Another hunter was over there in the parking lot, probably blending in with the rest of the survivors, slipping away before he could be properly identified by the authorities. Crosby felt a polite impulse to run the man down and introduce himself.

	But he didn’t.

	No reason to, really. No point to it at all.

	 


04 - The Waiting Demons

	 

	Content Warning: Vomit, Mormons

	 

	I.

	 

	She could feel it burning through the wet cloth. Almost imagined a hiss and wisp of steam as she laid the cold, wet rag onto the girl’s forehead.

	The girl bucked up against her hand, letting out a low, angry growl. Her eyes were not blank. On the contrary, they were intensely focused. Glaring with pained hatred up at Mrs. Patience as the girl thrashed her head around, teeth snapping as she tried to bite.

	“Heavenly Father, we are so blessed for this opportunity to help a soul in need,” her husband said, standing on the other side of the bed. “We thank you for guiding us to this home. We thank you for giving us the tools to aid this family in your name.”

	He was standing with a placid smile on his face, not even looking down at the poor child. Looking up, hands clasped in front of his chest. Dressed as if they were knocking on doors again, a white short-sleeved button-up with a red tie, the black straps of his backpack stark across his shoulders.

	They’d even made their own name tags. “Mr. Patience,” his read.

	“Please help us to cleanse this home of evil,” he said, still looking up. “Please bless and protect us as you do all your soldiers, at home and far away. Please aid us, as we shine your light upon even the darkest of places.”

	The girl snapped her head back and forth, letting out short grunts. Mrs. Patience’s hand was thrown off of her forehead, but only for a moment. The girl’s wrists and ankles were bound to the bedposts, only able to thrash around so hard.

	“Shh, my child,” Mrs. Patience said, leaning into it, firmly pinning the girl’s head to the pillow. “Shh.”

	“In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen,” Mr. Patience said.

	“Amen,” Mrs. Patience said.

	“Amen!” the girl’s grandmother wailed, bawling her eyes out at the foot of the bed. She was a heavyset older woman, crying and shaking her head and carrying on as they tried to save her granddaughter’s soul.

	She crossed herself. Made a sign in the air in front of her face and chest. Mrs. Patience narrowed her eyes at the motion.

	“Silence, please,” Mrs. Patience said.

	The grandmother sobbed and nodded and wiped at her eyes with a Kleenex that was falling apart at this point. They were all sweating, had all been standing here for hours now, trapped in the dim, stuffy master bedroom of the family’s ranch house.

	It wasn’t theirs, Mrs. Patience reminded herself. She hadn’t asked, but this family was most certainly renting the place.

	“Daniela?” Mr. Patience said, finally looking down at the bed again. “Daniela, we can only do so much to help. We can only extend our hands in peace. You must take my hand and stand up against the darkness wrapped around you.”

	“Fuck you!” Daniela said, hoarse and raw and heaving with otherworldly hatred. “Fuck you! Untie me! Let me go!”

	Such a shame. She was a teenager, barely more than a child. But her family had allowed her to grow up too fast, to dress herself like a slattern, to wear makeup and expose her cleavage and make a home in her once-pure mouth for such vile language.

	There was a tattoo on the girl’s shoulder. A demonic symbol, a pentagram with the upper two points curved to form a heart.

	A heartagram, they had explained to her.

	As if it were nothing. As if it were a cute trifle, not a mark of beasts masquerading as pop culture. Hiding in plain sight.

	“Where’s my mom?” Daniela yelled. Her eyes were unfocused now, her head looking around in confusion instead of thrashing. “Mom? Mom, help me! Help!”

	The poor thing. It wasn’t her fault, not really. She was still just a child. She should have been spending her days in quiet study or helping her grandmother to keep this home. The grandmother clearly needed the help.

	Should have been preparing to become betrothed, forging herself into an ideal wife and mother.

	But it was too late for all that now. Even if they were successful in driving out this demon, Mrs. Patience had her doubts. Daniela would be forever stained, forever marked by the weakness that had allowed this corruption to take root.

	Perhaps some people believed that such transgressions could be forgiven. Confessed and forgiven and forgotten and buried, like so many other abused children.

	But Mrs. Patience walked a brighter path. She pulled the rag away from Daniela’s forehead and felt herself sigh.

	“Can I have some water?” Daniela said. “I’m dying. I feel like I’m dying. Can I please have some water?”

	“We won't fall for your tricks, demon,” Mr. Patience said. He drew closer, leaning in over the bed. “We will weaken your hold over this girl, so that she may rise above your grasp.”

	“Help!” Daniela yelled, only loud for a moment. She was delirious, pale and weakened and only capable of short bursts of desperate strength. “Help me! Somebody...help me…”

	Incredible, that it had held its talons around her soul this long. They’d been at this for days now, starving it out, praying over her. Keeping the demon’s vessel confined here, that it may be forced to move on.

	It was almost a hundred degrees outside, asphalt dry and sizzling in the desert sun. Hardly better in here.

	Something happened. Convulsions, great shaking heaves of Daniela’s chest. Mr. and Mrs. Patience both leaned in closer, eager to hem the demon in with their presence. Make it uncomfortable. Shine their light upon its vessel, that it may be burned enough to take its leave.

	“Oh! Oh, it’s happening!” the grandmother said, raising her hands. “Leave her, Satan! Leave her, padre nuesto, que estás en el cielo…”

	She carried on like that in Spanish. Not helping. But Mrs. Patience did not glare at her this time, too focused on the girl. Perhaps it was finally time. Daniela was letting out shaking, choking gasps, eyes unfocused again, straining against her shackles.

	They leaned in close over her body, holding their hands clasped in front of their chests. Mrs. Patience stared intently, wondering if she would see it this time. She had seen many demons now, each more grotesque than the last, in so very many different forms that mocked the will of God.

	A gagging cough. This was it. Finally!

	Daniela strained up against her bonds, chest wracking as she vomited straight up into the air. She turned as she did it, spraying sour bile all over Mrs. Patience’s face. Mrs. Patience barely reacted, wincing her eyes shut and keeping her hands firmly clasped against her chest.

	At least there was nothing solid in it. They hadn’t given Daniela any food since they had restrained her. Two days ago now, two straight days of praying and beseeching Him to let them shine His light.

	“She’s choking!” the grandmother said. “She’s choking, oh my God, she’s choking!”

	Mr. Patience forced Daniela’s head to turn, pointing it away from him against a filthy, sweat-stained pillow.

	Daniela coughed out a few more dribbles of thick vomit. “Please…” she muttered, “please, help me...water…”

	Mrs. Patience let out a heavy sigh. She turned to the grandmother. “May I use your restroom?”

	The grandmother nodded through more sobs, blowing her nose into the tattered remains of a tissue as she opened the bedroom door. Mrs. Patience walked out, annoyed but not surprised to hear the grandmother follow behind.

	Not annoyed. She reminded herself as she picked her way carefully past narrow end tables cluttered with family pictures. Not annoyed, she was not annoyed. The grandmother was leaving her post, that was all. Disappointing.

	There were children’s toys in her way as well, deadly traps left scattered on dirty, fraying throw rugs. Mrs. Patience frowned as she stepped around them towards the only bathroom in the house. She could still smell the place, even through the cloying stink of the vomit. The whole house reeked of cigarettes and cat litter.

	She passed a doorway looking out into a crowded living room. A dozen pairs of eyes looked hopefully back at her, aunts and uncles and cousins, so many cousins, gaggles of them. Everything from other sullen teenagers to a newborn sitting with its father, crying as he bounced it on his knee.

	The poor children. Living in a place like...this. Mrs. Patience walked into the bathroom and left the door open behind her, turning both hot and cold handles on the sink to full blast.

	She could at least wash her face. Every surface in the bathroom was covered, cluttered, cheap shampoo and makeup in little caddies and dirty razors and toothbrushes and…

	Mrs. Patience ignored it. She rinsed the vomit off her face, allowing herself to enjoy cool water on her skin. So many children. So bountiful. So blessed. It didn’t seem fair to her, sometimes. Not that she actually thought it was unfair, no, of course not. God had a different plan for her, clearly, and she thanked Him for it every day.

	She would serve His purpose, one way or another.

	Mrs. Patience dried her face off with a threadbare towel, opening her eyes to see...something unpleasant. It was just over her shoulder, staring at her through the mirror. An ornate crucifix on the wall, graced with a faux-gold likeness of Christ himself, bleeding on the cross.

	Gaudy. Ostentatious. Blasphemous, even. A mockery of the solemn symbol of their faith.

	“Thank you so much,” the grandmother said, still struggling through tears. “You and your husband are so good to come here for us.”

	She was standing in the doorway. Blocking Mrs. Patience’s way out.

	“I don’t know what we would have…” the grandmother said, trailing off into a few Spanish words, probably blubbering some nonsense. “Daniela was such a good girl.”

	Mrs. Patience scowled at herself in the mirror. She was nearing thirty. Glaring at her own hazel eyes and cornsilk hair, parted demurely down the middle. Nearly thirty now, far past her childbearing prime, and yet God had seen fit to bless this household with so many beautiful children.

	“Do you need anything?” the grandmother asked. “Can I...can I get you anything?”

	No. She had all she needed. Mrs. Patience turned and stared at the woman. A crying, blubbering mess, overweight and tackily dressed and ungrateful, no, ignorant of all the bounty in her life.

	This was not Daniela’s fault, after all. Daniela was just a child. From rotten roots would come rotten fruit.

	“You can save her?” the grandmother asked. “Tell me you can save her?”

	So presumptuous, even now. Mrs. Patience could make no claims on what God would do. On what He would see fit to happen.

	Mrs. Patience closed her eyes, holding them closed for a long moment of mental self-flagellation. Where was her grace? She was being unkind. This was still a mother, standing before her. A mother in pain.

	She forced herself to place a hand on the grandmother’s shoulder. “We will do all we can,” Mrs. Patience said, in what she thought was a reassuring tone.

	“I told her mother,” the grandmother said, “I told her she was wrong...I told her she was…”

	The grandmother trailed off into yet another wail and grabbed Mrs. Patience in a hug. Mrs. Patience stiffened up, patting the old woman awkwardly on the back. She let out a few “There, there’s” and “Shhh’s” as well, eager for the hug to end.

	“I have to get back,” she said, eventually, extracting herself from the hug and leaving Daniela’s grandmother crying and nodding in the hallway. She lingered a moment too long as she passed the living room again—children, so many children—heaving another heavy sigh as she marched back into the master bedroom.

	Mr. Patience was standing over Daniela, still. Hands clasped against his chest, muttering solemn prayers to himself.

	Two days. More than two days, really. They had tried everything. Prayers of beseechment and forgiveness and mercy, prayers of penitence and petition and supplication. Daniela had shown no signs of improvement.

	Mrs. Patience placed a hand gently on her husband’s arm. He turned to her, raising his eyebrows as one last Heavenly Father died on his lips.

	“May we have a word outside?” Mrs. Patience said.

	 


II.

	 

	It was still hot. But much more restful, clean and orderly and her own space, their cozy home on the road.

	Mrs. Patience sat right next to the fan, scratching the tips of her fingernails against her own palms. She couldn’t stop. Restless. Perhaps she was nervous? What she was about to ask was no trivial thing. They had faced many demons together, but this was surely a much more thorough test of their devotion.

	Mr. Patience stood by a little hot plate with a kettle on the counter of the RV. It was an old Winnebago. More than enough space for the two of them. They’d gone many hundreds of miles together now, thousands maybe. Pilgrims, hunting in His name.

	Cleansing His kingdom of darkness.

	Her leg was bouncing. Knee jittering up and down, sending ripples through her plain gray skirt. She hadn’t changed, still wearing a pink cardigan stinking of vomit. Mrs. Patience barely noticed, watching the fingers of her left hand as they anxiously curled against each other, picking at her nails.

	It was getting late in the day. Hours since they had last taken a tea break, her mind dulled and thoughts dragging ever more as the sun crossed through the cloudless sky. Mrs. Patience took great pains to maintain the body God had gifted her with—they both did, of course—never having once profaned herself with drugs or alcohol or even caffeine.

	But she had always drank the tea of her ancestors, a calming brew made of the powdered stalks of ephedra viridis. Her husband had introduced her to his family’s version, a potent concoction that they called “composition tea.”

	The kettle was steaming. He prepared two cups, a mixture of three kinds of powder in little stainless steel infusers, taking pinches of the powder out of shining foil bags.

	“You don’t think she can be saved,” Mr. Patience said.

	He hadn’t even turned around. There wasn’t much room in the RV. She could have reached out and touched him.

	All the same, he felt very far away.

	“No,” she said. “I do not.”

	“I think it is worth trying to save all of God’s creatures,” he said. “It is always worth extending our hand.”

	“You saw that home,” she said. “You saw them. All of them. Can you really call them God’s creatures?”

	“You think we should give up on them?” Mr. Patience said. Still not turning around, standing over the steam wafting out of their tea cups.

	“I think it is not up to us whether she will be saved or not,” Mrs. Patience said.

	He turned around, looking like he was struggling to find the words he wanted. “We cannot just leave the girl to her fate.”

	“That is not what I am suggesting,” she said.

	He nodded at her. Slowly, crossing his arms and leaning back against the counter. He never looked angry, never even looked sad or distraught in any way. Her stalwart rock, tall and broad and dark-haired handsome, eyes clear with shining light.

	But he did look like this, at times. Troubled. More often since they had begun this journey together.

	“Do you disagree?” Mrs. Patience said.

	“Of course not, my love,” he said. “Later tonight, then? We’ll have to get the rest of the family to leave somehow.”

	“Richard,” she said.

	He blinked at her, meeting her eyes. Almost as if she’d struck him. But that was a silly thought to have.

	“...all of them?” he said.

	“I think you and I both know that the problem runs deeper than just the girl,” Mrs. Patience said. “This entire family has turned their back to God.”

	“I don’t…” Mr. Patience said, catching himself. “You really mean all of them?”

	“And why not?” Mrs. Patience said. “What do you think will happen if we don’t? We leave this family to keep multiplying? To keep bringing their children up to be easy targets, empty vessels waiting for any eager demon who finds them?”

	She was right. She knew she was right, and she knew that he would see that she was right. He nodded a few times, slowly, dragging his heels.

	He always did. It was the only thing she did not like about her husband, if she was being honest.

	But he always joined her, in the end. Always would.

	“It’s easier when they don’t look human,” he said.

	“I know, sweetheart, I know,” she said. “But this will be far from the first time.”

	He nodded, meeting her eyes. He nodded again, sweating in the stifling air of the RV.

	“Is the tea ready?”

	She knew it probably wasn’t quite finished steeping. Usually they left it for a few more minutes. But she had waited long enough. Mr. Patience pulled out the tea balls and brought her a cup, sitting down across from her at the narrow table against one side of the Winnebago.

	They clinked their cups together, thanking God for gifting them with such wondrous bounties. Mrs. Patience took a deep sip, burning her tongue a little. The sharp alkaline smell of it in her nostrils invigorated her before she’d even finished swallowing, the nervous tremors in her body dying down almost immediately.

	Bliss. Complete and total, a pleasant warmth radiating out into every light-filled fiber of her being. They drank together in silence, not even making any pleasant sighs or quiet hums of satisfaction.

	It was a shame, yes. It was not the children’s fault. But it could not be undone, could not be taken back. From tainted seeds they had grown, and their tainted selves would only be fuel for the fires that threatened to swallow up God’s creations.

	Easy prey, all of them. There were demons everywhere. She had always known that, but Mrs. Patience had been shown in the last few years just how right she had been. Demons were truly everywhere, watching. Waiting. Waiting to pounce. Waiting for any sign of weakness, any way in, any poor fool leaving themselves open through their sin.

	Satan had been let into that household by the parents. By the grandparents. Probably farther back than that, honestly. Just another place in need of cleansing, now.

	And light was the best of disinfectants. She would be His light. They would be His light.

	Mrs. Patience sipped the last of her tea, feeling very much awake now. Alive and alert and ready, smiling at her husband as he also finished.

	“Now, then?” he asked.

	She nodded, smiling deeper. Something buzzed in her pocket. Mrs. Patience pulled a phone from her sweater, unlocking it to see new messages.

	I AM NOT PAYING YOU FOR THIS

	PLEASE STOP

	THIS IS NOT AN ASSIGNMENT

	“One moment,” Mrs. Patience said. Their mysterious benefactor had been very helpful, yes. But she could be so squeamish, sometimes.

	“Everything alright?” Mr. Patience said. His pupils were dilated, darting around rapidly, back and forth from her face to the phone.

	Do not be afraid, Mrs. Patience typed back. We will cleanse this place.

	I AM NOT GOING TO PAY YOU

	Mrs. Patience put the phone away before she could read more. As if they were doing this for money. They had plenty. More than plenty, enough to ride around in this RV doing their work for years to come.

	“That was the voice, wasn’t it?” Mr. Patience said.

	Mrs. Patience felt her brow furrow. “She is not a voice, dear.”

	“How do you even know it’s a she?”

	There was no way of explaining it. She felt it, knew it in her heart, just as surely as she knew that the woman sending messages was nothing but a woman.

	A gifted woman, yes. But not a voice. Not an angel. Not the Divine, as they had first suspected the initial indicated.

	“Woman’s intuition,” Mrs. Patience said with a gracious smile. “Shall we?”

	He put his cup down, giving her a long, thoughtful look. But it ended with a smile.

	They stood up together, walking casually over to the cases stacked up on a couch built into one wall. Nowhere left to sit, but that was fine. It was only the two of them. And they had owned all of their tools even before they were called on this journey. Ever prepared, ever self-reliant, ever ready.

	They took turns helping each other into their armor. Army surplus vests, in desert camouflage that clashed with their humble clothes.

	“Put on the armor of God,” Mr. Patience said.

	“That we take our stand against the schemes of darkness,” Mrs. Patience said. She held her arms out at her sides, allowing her husband to equip her for battle.

	“I trust that I will walk in Your righteousness,” Mr. Patience said, as he strapped a black gas mask around his head.

	“That I may be led by Your light,” Mrs. Patience said, muffled as she was encased in black rubber, peering out through two circles of glass.

	He brandished their weapons next, checking the loads on them in turn. A pair of his-and-hers AR-15 rifles. They had come with the stars and stripes engraved on the magwells, but Mr. Patience had added a simple cross over top of the flag on each weapon.

	She looped the sling over his head like a necklace, bowing her head so Mr. Patience could adorn her in turn. There was no telling what the demon would do once it realized their intentions. How it would fight back. They had to be ready for anything.

	But they would start quietly. As quietly as they could, anyway. Mr. Patience handed her a machete, light and quick and razor sharp. For himself he held a simple fire axe, one that had slain many a foul creature.

	They stepped down out of the Winnebago, out into the blinding sun of an Arizona suburb. Hot and dry and heart-stoppingly still, surrounded by prefab ranch homes with impossibly green lawns.

	Mrs. Patience paused, looking at the house of the afflicted. A home that had been tainted, a place of darkness now. 

	Waiting for their light.

	She stood staring with her husband. Their hands met, clasped together, machete held tight at her other side.

	Their eyes met, through the glass of their gas masks.

	“I love you, Mrs. Patience,” he said.

	“And I love you, Mr. Patience,” she said.

	They had to move quickly, now. Some misguided soul was sure to call the police. They would come, and they would be dealt with as well.

	Mrs. Patience was not worried.

	She knew that the laws of God were higher than any law of man.

	 


05 - The Slouching Beast

	 

	Content Warning: Psychic Trauma, Privacy Violations, Substance Abuse

	 

	I.

	 

	It was eating his face.

	She watched through eyes that weren’t hers as something held the man down, its long neck stretching over his body. It was hard to tell in the darkness, beams of flashlights sliding over the thing in panic, shining off of leathery skin. It was big, she could tell that. A thick, eyeless head was crunching its jaw against the man’s face as his limbs flailed around, gurgling screams muffled into its mouth.

	The woman she was watching through roared and charged forward, slamming something into the creature. A baseball bat with nails pounded through it, the wood wrapped in metal wire. Thick, pale blood oozed out of leathery skin, drops of it spraying out as she ripped the bat out for another strike.

	Gunshots. Another hunter, on the other side of the thing. She felt it more than she heard it, just as she felt her host throw up her hand and yell Wait! Stop!

	It hurt. A bullet caught the woman in the chest. It didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should have, but she still felt it. The creature raised its head, turning and pouncing on her in an instant.

	Diana flinched back, opening her eyes. Gone. She let out a shaking breath, rubbing a hand against the ache in her chest. Just above her left breast, a dull ghost of a bullet wound.

	She took a deep breath, shaking a little. Maybe the man with the gun would finish it. She closed her eyes, reaching out.

	Nothing. Gone already. Her connection to the other two had always been weak. Tenuous. But this was different.

	She opened her eyes again. This was starting to happen too often. Diana did not know why, or how, or really anything about how any of this worked. But certain people’s minds cried out to her. Shining like beacons whenever she reached out, begging for her attention.

	It was very similar to the way certain other things seemed to beg for her attention, too. She tried not to dwell on that. The number of people she had an easy time reaching out to seemed to be dwindling. She tried not to dwell on that, too.

	Diana rolled her chair over to her vanity, ignoring the disorganized clutter of makeup and opening a simple spiral notebook instead. She found three names and crossed them out, writing DECEASED over the trio. Probably should have done it in a different color. Probably should have some system better than random notes, having to flip through page after page every time something needed updating.

	She needed to put a different team onto that...thing. “No-eyes leather skin,” she wrote in the notebook. “Eats faces,” she added under that.

	It was fast, and aggressive. And hungry. She knew that now. Needed a different team, one with a good track record. M and J had just finished an assignment, hadn’t they?

	M and J. She shook her head, but felt herself smiling anyway. Diana had cautioned all of her hunters to assume a fake name. M had texted her back saying they were on it, would go by their first initials. Not good enough, she had told him.

	So they switched. M, formerly J, announced it to her like it was very smart, clearly proud of his amazing cleverness. Diana had pretty much written them off after that, assuming they wouldn’t last long. Not that every hunter wasn’t precious—there were few enough candidates, and it was hard enough convincing them sometimes.

	And the turnover rate was nothing to sneeze at.

	But M and J had just...not died, somehow. And gone on continuing not dying. Diana texted M, wondering what it would take to get J to touch a phone one of these days.

	let me know when you two are ready for another assignment.

	The response didn’t take long. It was late, here, and they were...west coast, she reminded herself. At the moment, anyway.

	Gonna take a day or two to rest, J took a hit, M texted back. Could use a vacation. Company pizza party? Would love to meet you.

	Not a chance, Diana didn’t text back. At least he wasn’t asking her if she was single anymore. He was always politely oblique about it, always not quite subtle. But it was there. Not anywhere near as clever as he thought he was.

	M wasn’t the interesting one to her, anyway. His mind was a feeble little flicker next to his partner’s. She could barely even see M when she reached out. Lost in the shine of his lifelong friend.

	Reaching out was risky. It was watching. Always there, usually subtle. Far away. But it was still always there, even if only in the background.

	Her curiosity won out, this time. Her chair creaked as she leaned back, closing her eyes and reaching out with her mind, across hundreds of miles as easily as taking someone’s hand.

	J was driving. The sky was an angry, dark red, something falling outside. Snow? Diana didn’t have time to think about it, because she realized J was completely naked. She could see it, yes, but she could feel it too, little shadows of all the sensations J was experiencing.

	Which was how she knew that something was wrong with his eyes, wrong with his body. Odd flashes of bright yellow glimmered here and there in his vision. His whole body was swimming with a strange tightness, a worrying shortness to his breath.

	“I think D is into me,” M said next to him, smiling down at his phone.

	“You think every girl is into you,” J said, and Diana could feel the words in her own mouth.

	“You think every girl isn’t into you,” M said.

	J didn’t say anything back. She couldn’t read his thoughts, sadly. J didn’t talk much. She had only gotten brief hints of what kind of person he was, here and there whenever she checked in.

	His right arm was bandaged, the gauze filthy with soot. There were shallow scratches on his left forearm, crusted over with dried blood. She was fairly certain he wasn’t going to die—she’d read some of the local news reports she’d sent them. A few other people had been minorly exposed, hadn’t breathed anything in. They had recovered.

	She could feel death coming on, usually. Had experienced it through others enough times by now. J would be fine. Probably. Most likely.

	It was there. Watching. Right over her shoulder, hovering behind J’s eyes, peering into her. Diana snapped her eyes open, startled, shooting upright in her chair. Her skin was crawling, suddenly, cold sweat creeping out of every pore.

	Every time. Every goddamn time. Diana shivered, bunching her hands up into fists and taking deep, calming breaths. It hadn’t been too bad, that time. No screaming, no uncontrollable, panicked crying.

	But the feeling still lingered. She told herself that it couldn’t see her when she wasn’t reaching out. She had no way of knowing if that was true, but she held onto it anyway. The alternative was to break down completely, and she had had enough of that in her life. No more institutions for Diana, thank you very much.

	Not that her time inside had been particularly stressful, all things considered. Her family had enough money to send her to high-end facilities, more like therapeutic resorts.

	She had still hated every moment of it. Confinement was still confinement, no matter how nice the grounds were.

	There was no chance she could sleep like this. Diana walked to her other room, which didn’t take long. She had grown up in much more lavish accommodations, but she kind of liked this little apartment. A cozy little one-bedroom cave to seal herself into, curtains drawn and front door only opened when she absolutely, desperately had no alternative.

	She had a couch out in the living room, the only furniture aside from a coffee table in front of it. The kitchen was just an open space along one wall, barely touched. More like a depository for whatever take-out Diana ordered. She only bothered when her body left her no alternative, sometimes going days forgetting to eat entirely.

	The things cluttering her coffee table were more often used. Illicit substances of every variety she could get her hands on. Some of them heightened her senses, sent her into an overcharged spiral up and out, unable to stop herself. Third eye opened wide, seeing all.

	MDMA in particular sent her into a frenzy, laid out on the couch with her eyes rolled back into her head. Jumping into minds all over the world, wondering what the foreign words she felt on her tongue meant.

	She’d never found the courage to try that again. It had found her, and she’d been unable to stop, to wake up and escape, trapped screaming under its gaze until the drugs had worn off.

	Other substances dulled her abilities. Again, she could never really know if it helped keep her hidden. It made her feel better, whenever she had felt its eyes on her. In her, probing in her mind. But it helped the feeling pass, helped her sleep off the surge of animal panic still lingering in her veins.

	There was half a bottle of some cheap brand of vodka there. More than enough for her, frail and skinny and undernourished. She opened a little tin of chocolates as well, the highest concentration of THC she could find.

	Between those two, she would be well and truly gone, unable to reach out even if she tried. She would wake up feeling awful in a different way, sure. But at least she would get some sleep.

	 


II.

	 

	Diana had never thought of herself as jealous of white girls. Never bought into that whole thing, not when she was growing up anyway. It wasn’t until she was out of high school that she caught herself thinking it, disgusted at her own thoughts.

	Not for the usual reasons, though, she reminded herself. It wasn’t her fault that she was drawn to goth fashion, black lace and tall boots and witchy, antiquated dresses. Maybe it was a consequence of her...talents. Maybe it was just her tastes in partners. At least she had the hair for it, long and thick and jet black.

	She was sitting at her vanity again, carefully applying an excessive amount of black eyeliner. Not that she was planning on going anywhere. Nobody would see her but herself. That didn’t matter. She still felt a little pang of disappointment at her own skin color, along with a fleeting rush of annoyance at her own weakness in feeling it.

	Dark eyeliner and black lipstick just popped against pale skin, though! Unbelievably sexy. Of course she wanted to look that way, sometimes.

	Her phone buzzed, skittering across the top of the vanity.

	Diana froze, staring at it. It kept buzzing. Not the brief buzz of a text message. Ringing. An actual incoming call. She never would have considered picking it up, not in a million years.

	Until she saw who it was.

	She slammed her finger down on the “Accept Call” button, turning on the speakerphone. “Hello?” she said.

	“Is this Dispatch?”

	Diana had never actually heard the voice before. Not with her actual ears. But she knew it, knew it instantly and well enough that she could tell Lilith was in pain, her voice stilted and strained around the edges.

	“Dispatch, come in?” Lilith said.

	“That’s not what the D stands for,” Diana said, fighting to keep her voice calm.

	“Oh,” Lilith said. “Probably...says something about me. That I assumed it stood for—”

	“It’s Diana,” she said. She had never told any of the hunters that before. “It’s not my real name, though.”

	“Lilith isn’t my real name.”

	“I know,” Diana said. Lilith was the only one she hadn’t had to instruct to make up a false name. By far the smartest of her hunters, sliding into the role like she’d been born for it.

	Lilith didn’t say any more, not right away. She was making little grunts of pain though, struggling with something.

	“...What’s wrong?” Diana said.

	“If I die out here, you’re just going to send someone else. Correct?” Lilith said.

	Diana winced at hearing it spoken out loud like that. She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes to reach out.

	She almost didn’t. It was watching. She knew it was watching. It would find her.

	But she had to. Diana reached out, opening Lilith’s eyes, hearing her gasps of pain in her own throat now. She was in a small stone tunnel, like an old sewer, narrow and cramped. Lilith was barely able to sit up, hunched over her own leg.

	There was blood. Too much of it. A dull red trail shone in the beam of a flashlight, a path leading into shadows where Lilith had dragged herself down the tunnel. She was tightening a tourniquet around her leg just below the knee, winding a little metal rod and tucking it into a clip.

	Something had bitten her, deep cuts up the calf of her right leg.

	“Tell the next hunter that there are more of them than you think at first,” Lilith said. Diana could hear it in her vision and from the phone, dull words falling over each other like feedback. “Tell them—”

	Something came skittering at her out of the darkness, following the trail of blood. Thick and hairy and with far too many legs, growling weird little high-pitched grunts. Lilith grabbed her gun off the ground and fired at it, the flashlight on her pistol jumping all over the tunnel with each shot.

	It shrieked and crawled away, vanishing back down the narrow tunnel.

	“Sorry,” Lilith said, over the pings of empty brass cases bouncing off of stone. “Tell them I think there’s some kind of mother down here. Like a beehive, or an ant colony, or—”

	“Let’s focus on you not dying,” Diana said. She was searching for more to say, something encouraging. Something to keep Lilith going.

	Nothing came right away. She watched, helpless, as Lilith dragged herself a few more feet backwards down the tunnel. She put her gun down, pointing the flashlight at her own wound, tearing gauze out of a pouch on her other ankle and pressing it down over her calf.

	“Are you almost out?” Diana asked.

	“What?” Lilith said. “Maybe. Not sure if I can climb right now.”

	“You’re not going to die,” Diana said, “I know you can—”

	Diana shrieked, jolting upright in her chair, her eyes snapping open. It had been right behind her, right on her, about to see her.

	“What happened?” Lilith said from her phone, still sitting on the vanity. “Are you okay?”

	Was she okay? Diana scoffed, leaning in over the phone, trying to ignore the way she was trembling and sweating again. “Listen, Lilith, you can do it. I know you can—”

	The phone beeped a few times at her. Call lost. Diana stared at it in horror for a half-second, cut off, even more helpless than usual. She couldn’t reach out again. She could have, maybe. But it was right there, waiting for her.

	She picked up the phone and tried to call Lilith, but it didn’t even ring. Went straight to a generic voicemail message. Diana didn’t bother to leave one, dropping the phone back on the vanity in disgust.

	Still shaking. It had been close that time, probing into her again.

	Had to calm down. Had to breathe again, slowly. Diana shook a cigarette out of a pack on her vanity, lighting it up and taking a calming drag.

	Just a regular old cigarette. She missed cloves. Pain in the ass to find them, these days.

	She could feel people. And things, but mostly people. Could feel them without reaching out, exactly, feel them in a way that didn’t draw the attention of it.

	Lilith was not dead. Not yet, anyway, still shining bright in Diana’s sight, as strongly as J’s mind. It made her feel better, but Diana forced herself to stop looking. To stop feeling, receding into herself, just a girl alone in a small apartment in some nowhere little town. 

	She was being stupid. Diana could not afford to let herself become attached to these people. Especially not a solo operator like Lilith.

	She didn’t have many solo acts on the roster. They didn’t tend to last very long.

	Diana tried to take another drag on her cigarette and choked on it, coughing a few times, her eyes watering. She snubbed it out in a tacky little pewter ashtray shaped like a spider’s web, sighing and burying her face in her hands.

	It was late. It always was, and not just because her hunters tended to be active at night. Diana had always been a night owl, and it suited her.

	But right now, she needed to take something bad for her, so she could sleep.

	 


III.

	 

	This one was new.

	It wasn’t like how she felt people. She couldn’t see through them, could not jump into their minds and feel what they were feeling. If they even had minds. Probably for the best, in the end. Diana was sure that nothing would have driven her insane faster.

	But there was always a frustrating lack of details. She had a laptop out on her coffee table, scrolling through local news sites near where she thought she’d sensed the newcomer. It took her days, sometimes, skimming through articles and popping onto random streets in Google Maps, trying to match up anything with the little glimpses she saw when she tried reaching out.

	She didn’t think it was alive. Not really, not this one. It was a physical thing of some sort, she could feel that.

	It was growing. She knew that. She knew that, and she knew that it had not killed anyone.

	Yet.

	Someone had seen it, and wisely ran away. Diana wasn’t sure if it really was new, in the sense that it had not existed before. Maybe it was just that a human had finally seen it.

	It didn’t matter. It had to be dealt with.

	Her roster was a bit thin at the moment, most of her hunters already occupied. She dragged one finger down the list in her spiral notebook, eyes settling on a name she knew well.

	Crosby. The only other solo hunter on the list. He was free.

	Crosby was an odd one. His light shone...differently. Bright, but different. Diana had felt an incredible coldness the first few times she’d looked through his eyes, something that made her shudder.

	It was still there, but...she liked looking through his eyes, all the same. Couldn’t really explain it. Her phone was lying on the other side of her laptop, and she typed out a quick message to him.

	Are you ready for a new assignment?

	No response. She gave him a minute, knowing that he typed slowly. He was awake. She could feel that. Crosby was usually quick to respond.

	Maybe he was in the bathroom or something. He was an old man, the oldest of the hunters. Not just in age, not in that sense. Diana had been surprised the first time she’d talked to him, surprised when he expressed a total lack of surprise at the things she told him.

	He’d been doing this for a long time. Long before Diana had even been born. Hunting on his own. She still had no idea how he’d gotten started, what had set him on this path.

	Would probably never know. He wasn’t very talkative. Diana finished her cigarette, putting out the butt on a different but equally tacky pewter ashtray, this one a silly jack-o-lantern.

	Minutes more had passed. Crosby had literally never taken this long to respond before. She tried not to reach out unless she really had to. Not just because of it, although that was always in the back of her mind.

	It did feel like a violation. An invasion of privacy. Especially against a dignified old gentleman like Crosby.

	But then again, fuck it. Just a quick peek, in and out. Diana leaned back on the couch, closing her eyes.

	She opened Crosby’s eyes to see him looking down at a crossword puzzle. He was leaned back in a wooden chair that Diana wanted to think was uncomfortable, but she could feel that Crosby didn’t mind it. He had a newspaper folded up in one hand, the other thoughtfully tapping one of the clues with the tip of a pen.

	It was raining outside, pattering against a window nearby. Music drifted through the air, faintly heard through his ears. Jazz, maybe? Or swing, or something. One of those old-timey genres. Diana wasn’t sure. Not her thing, not even remotely.

	But it was calming. She read the clue he was staring at.

	User of divine decks

	It started with an “s”. Four letters. She felt herself smirk. Easy one. She was about to open her own eyes and back off when she heard something.

	A muffled little grunt.

	Crosby put the newspaper down, turning his head to the left. A man was tied to a chair next to him, bruised and beaten and bloody. He was naked, eyes puffy with tears and a length of tape covering his mouth.

	He was trying to say something.

	“Are you ready to have a polite chat?” she heard Crosby say.

	The man grunted out some more muffled sounds. There were burns all over his arms, Diana realized. Bloody cuts on his chest.

	He was pleading, it sounded like. Begging.

	“A very simple yes or no will suffice,” Crosby said.

	He shook his head frantically, straining against the ropes holding him to the chair. Diana could tell he was trying to say just one thing, over and over again, desperately throwing it against his own sealed lips.

	Please.

	Crosby nodded a few times, going back to his crossword puzzle. “Alright then, be that way. I can do this allllllll night, young man.”

	She opened her eyes. She had felt it, not as bad as other times, but it was there. Looking for her, sensing her presence, moments away from finding her.

	Such a relief, when she got away clean like that. A relief tainted by...well, that was the other thing about invading people’s privacy. You would end up seeing things you didn’t want to see.

	She tried not to pry into the private lives of her hunters. To look into whatever life they may have had outside of...come to think of it, none of them really seemed to have much else in their lives. It wasn’t the kind of job that allowed for other things, she supposed.

	But she hadn’t expected something like that. Not from Crosby.

	Her phone buzzed. She had a short moment of panic that Crosby had sensed her somehow, was about to scold her for peeking. He knew what she could do. Not all of her hunters had figured it out.

	But it wasn’t Crosby. It was her other solo hunter, another one who knew about her talent.

	Are you there? popped up in her text messages. From Lilith.

	Nothing personal, Diana reminded herself. No attachment. No prying. She picked up her phone and typed back, I am. How can I help you?

	Ugh, way too formal. Awful. She hated it, had already hit “Send”, regretted every letter.

	Have you assigned anyone else to this case yet?

	She hadn’t. She’d been stalling on that one all day. Too much to think about, too overwhelming. The sense of relief had been so sharp that it hurt, that morning when she dipped into Lilith’s eyes for a mere moment. Saw that she was safe in a hotel room, changing the dressings on her leg.

	Lilith had texted the night before, though. Short and simple, while Diana was passed out on the couch in a stupor.

	Made it. Still alive. Thanks.

	She told herself that it was not flattering, that Lilith had called her. None of them had anything else in their lives. That was all. Another message popped up on Diana’s phone.

	I’m sorry, but I need time to recover. I would like to brief my replacement.

	Apologizing. As if she had any reason to. Diana bit her lip, knowing that she was about to break several of her own rules.

	She called Lilith. An actual phone call. Lilith picked up immediately.

	“Hello?”

	“Hi,” Diana said, and then nothing else presented itself. No words at all, stuck staring at her phone with a dry throat.

	“Look, I hate to disappoint, but I think I need backup on this one,” Lilith said. “I don’t think it’s smart to put it off until I’m healed up, and if I go back in like this I’m drastically hurting my chances.”

	The smartest of her hunters, by far. Such a simple thing, admitting that you needed help. This was the first time Diana had heard it. It hadn’t even occurred to her, honestly. That she could put her hunters together. They all seemed like such loners, it just...hadn’t seemed possible. Like herding cats.

	“Is that...hello?” Lilith said.

	“I’ll arrange something,” Diana said. “Have you been to a hospital?”

	“Not yet,” Lilith said. “I’m stabilized.”

	Diana was already looking up clinics on her laptop. She knew where Lilith was, closely enough. “I’m sending you an address. I’ll pay. I’m sure you can come up with some kind of story?”

	“I...sure,” Lilith said. “It looks an awful lot like a dog bite.”

	“Perfect,” Diana said. “Can you get yourself there?”

	“I got myself back here, didn’t I?” Lilith said.

	Diana couldn’t help letting out a tired smile. “Go. Now.”

	“...Okay,” Lilith said. “Thank you. Again.”

	“Hanging up now,” Diana said, and she did. Still smiling, though. Couldn’t help it.

	 


IV.

	 

	They had gone too far, this time.

	Good hunters were hard to come by. Few and far between. Diana had never thought she would want to fire a hunter team, if that was even a thing she was capable of. It wasn’t quite how their arrangements worked.

	But goddamn if Mr. and Mrs. Patience weren’t making it hard for her, right now. Like J and M, Mrs. Patience’s mind shone so brightly and so strongly that it completely eclipsed her husband. Looking at her was like staring into a welding torch, feeling bits of her senses without even trying to reach out.

	Diana had figured it out, very quickly. What they were about to do. She’d reached out for just a few moments, feeling it already there, searching for her. Snapping her eyes back open before she could feel its horrible gaze.

	She typed a few more frantic text messages.

	STOP IT RIGHT NOW

	THERE IS NOTHING THERE TO HUNT

	LEAVE THEM ALONE

	Still no answer. She thought about calling, but honestly, the idea scared her. Actually having to talk to Mrs. Patience was not something she would do willingly.

	This was her fault. Diana had been putting up with these two for far too long. They were effective, no doubt. But she’d had a feeling something like this was coming.

	They probably weren’t even looking at the phone. Probably already slaughtering those poor people. Diana cursed under her breath, again, feeling every bit as useless as she really was. She hated these moments, hated being reminded of how little she could do.

	The only thing she really could do was watch.

	Diana leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes. She felt it the moment she reached out, adrenaline surging through Mrs. Patience’s veins. Bursting with righteous confidence, every nerve tingling with whatever the fuck was in that tea they drank.

	Something was over her face. Looking through goggles. Not just goggles, smothered with rubber, every gulping breath echoing against the filter of a gas mask. Gunshots echoed in her ears, high-pitched cracks, vibrations of them ripping through her chest.

	“We forgive you, officers!” Mr. Patience yelled out at her side. “You know not what you do!”

	Mrs. Patience didn’t waste breath on words. Diana watched in shock as she shredded the windshield of a police car to pieces with a rifle, sprays of red shooting up from the driver’s corpse. They were walking out onto a street together in broad daylight, guns blazing. Fighting their way to their stupid Winnebago.

	Already done. She was too late. Diana felt a strange, dissonant moment of awful joy, shuddering under the weight of Mrs. Patience’s complete lack of guilt. She could feel every terrible moment of it, as surely as she was watching through Mrs. Patience’s eyes.

	There had to be something she could do. Diana had often wondered why it was a one-way street, wondered if it truly always would be. She could reach out. Didn’t it make sense that she should be able to touch somebody, even over this kind of distance? Somehow?

	She concentrated. Narrowing her sight into a glare. Focused. Too focused. Distracted.

	It found her.

	Diana froze, all her efforts forgotten. It had never...touched her. Not like this. She’d felt its awful gaze, many times, felt it probing into her thoughts.

	This was different. She tried to open her eyes, to snap out of it. Nothing happened. She was still watching out of Mrs. Patience’s eyes, forced to watch as she finished off a wounded cop with an already-bloodstained machete.

	It was touching her. Cold against her chin, gently but firmly turning her head. Her vision slid, away, out of Mrs. Patience’s eyes. Turning around to see a ranch house with bloody footprints leading out the front door.

	And all that lay beyond it.

	Diana was screaming. She knew that. Distantly, in an empty kind of way. She had never seen it before. Didn’t think it was possible to see it, didn’t think it was a thing that could ever be seen.

	Of course it could always find her. It was everywhere.

	Blood and bone and rusted metal and pulsing, yearning flesh, filling the sky. Miles and miles and miles of it, everywhere and not, a hollow thing sagging over her, enveloping her.

	She could feel it. Could feel its feelings, the way she could feel the people she reached out to. It was tearing her mind apart, roaring into her thoughts. Not angry, not even malevolent.

	Indifferent. Like a hungry animal, overwhelmingly cruel in its indifference. It only wanted one thing, one urgent need that drove it, slick and salivating at how tantalizingly close it was.

	It wanted to be born.

	Diana fell out of her chair, her convulsing body finally flopping down onto the floor. Her eyes burned, blinking long and hard, her apartment a blurry mess around her.

	She was wailing like a child, unable to keep herself from curling up into a ball. Sobbing openly, chest heaving in great painful gasps.

	She’d never seen it before.

	It had been there, right behind her, all along.

	Breathing. Focused on breathing again. She kept crying, that was fine. No way to stop that. That was okay. But she kept breathing, fighting to regain control. Slowly. Rocking back and forth on her side, sniffing great wads of phlegm out of her nose.

	She’d completely lost control of her body. At least she lived alone. Nobody had to see that she’d soiled herself. She would crawl over to the tub and curl up in there in a few more minutes, bawling her eyes out under the soothing touch of a hot shower.

	It had always been there. But it was closer than ever before. She had felt it, filled with its sick yearning to cross a line she did not understand and join her in this world.

	Soon. She had felt that, too. It was close, its hour come round at last.

	Diana needed help. She could admit that, now. Finally. She’d felt a glimpse of what it would look like if it got what it wanted.

	That could not happen. This wasn’t just her own life on the line. It was hungry enough to devour the world.

	She couldn’t let that happen.

	Diana needed help. She was going to need help. Lots of help. An assignment unlike anything she’d seen before.

	More than one hunter.

	No, she thought. Screw that.

	All of them.
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