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        This book uses British English conventions, spelling, and grammar. Some colloquialisms may appear, but hopefully this just gives you some new and funny words to use in real life.

      

        

      
        The recommended reading order of this series is in sequential order, but ‘The Little Book of Lesser Known Monsters’ short story collection is best read before the finale, ‘The Torn Earth’.
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        The content of this story may be upsetting or distressing at times, but stay with me. The themes of this series are hope, love, and inner strength. We may travel through darkness to get there, but we will get there together.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        For you, who never stop fighting for the right to be yourself.

        You are needed.
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      Eighteen months ago, Oscar Tundale’s friends saved the world. That was, of course, only after Oscar almost ended it. A careless word striking a dangerous bargain was all it took, with a monster who wanted to save her own.

      The problem is, actions tend to have consequences.

      So now, Oscar finds himself once more in a cemetery, on a mild springtime night in Prague. He courts danger, as if and as well as it is his lover. But they have yet to realise one thing from that fateful night in London...perhaps the world has not stopped ending yet.
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      Oscar ran as fast as he could. Faster than he’d ever been able to before.

      Well, practice makes perfect, and I’ve had plenty of that.

      He darted through the crooked tombstones and behind the pale building with the jaunty red roof. His backpack bounced against his spine through his thin jacket; he could feel the weight of the rusted hilt rattling around uselessly. That thing hadn’t done anything since the night with the world parallax in London, but he still kept it close. ‘Keep it close in case it doesn’t make things worse,’ the Bean-Nighe had said. He could always use things not getting worse.

      Oscar burst around the corner, the lights of the city sprawling into view through the tall bars of the perimeter fence. Prague.

      Well, at least it’s pretty here.

      He couldn’t help but imagine what it might have been like to be here under different circumstances. The last few months had been a blur. All long travel, strange locations, and full of⁠—

      A huge clod of stone and soil shattered into pieces against the wall beside him, kicking off a cloud of dirt, forcing him to duck away and cover his eyes. A massive form emerged from the shadows. The creature opened its mouth, a yawning maw of earth and clay, and let out a gasping moan as it lumbered forth. Yeah, full of that.

      Monsters.

      The thing’s thick arms reached out, misshapen earthen fingers grasping at him.

      Oscar took a step back, readying himself. It must have been eight feet tall. “I’ve seen bigger.” Oscar forced a grin, even as panic threatened to pull the edges of his nerves to tatters.

      The creature ambled forward, raising an arm. Its body heaved. A swelling mass of earth bulged through its leg as it channelled from the ground beneath its feet, and bubbled up to its arm like a loaded missile. Oscar was already moving as it began to spew from its hand, running back the way he came. He heard the shower of soil and stones behind him and the dry, gasping moan of fury.

      Oscar pumped his legs, running off the path into the small copse of trees nearby. He didn’t know how long he could keep this up, but at the same time, his heart pounded with dreadful excitement.

      Oscar Tundale, Fearless Monster Hunter.

      The earth burst open before him, showering him with debris. Oscar let out a scream in a very un-Monster-Hunter fashion and raised his hands to protect his face from the incoming soil shower. Stopping his forward trajectory proved too much, and Oscar lost his footing on the ground beneath him, falling onto his backside with a jarring thud.

      Blinking, he watched as the monster heaved itself up from below.

      Gaeant. Terrakinde. An Earth Elemental. He knew it had several other names, but they had all escaped his mind almost as fast he’d learned them. What mattered right now was that it was here, and it wasn’t happy.

      Oscar scrambled back, avoiding a thudding stomp from one of the monster’s thick legs as it lurched toward him. “Wait!” he cried out hoarsely.

      Maybe I’m not ready for this. Should I call for him?

      The gaeant stomped again.

      Oscar twisted and rolled, pushing himself to his feet so adroitly, he surprised even himself.

      No. I can do this.

      One huge fist rushed toward him.

      Closing his eyes and clenching his teeth, Oscar danced back, feeling a rush of air and spray of dirt as it passed close by.

      I’m doing it! I⁠—

      A massive crumbling hand caught his arm. Oscar’s stomach sunk. The grip closed like a vice, painfully squeezing him from wrist to elbow and pulling him into the air.

      Oscar felt ridiculous, his legs cycling desperately, mouth gaping like a fish. But he only felt ridiculous for a moment. Then, he felt terrified.

      A whistling sound sang in the air. Oscar opened his mouth, taking a breath to cry for help.

      THUNK.

      Oscar fell to the ground, and the bulk of the gaeant’s arm shattered to pieces on and around him. One heavy clod landed on his chest, winding him.

      The monster twisted, letting out a dusty wheeze, its dark round eyes searching the night for its attacker. Its stumped arm was swelling, regrowing from the broken earth beneath its feet.

      Oscar rolled away, blinking the dust out of his eyes, and saw him. He looked...terrifying.

      Oscar grinned.

      Taller than when they’d met, his dark hair had grown a little longer over the months spent travelling. Now, it hung loose and wild, framing his pale features, angled jaw, and delicate nose. His eyes flickered like flames in the darkness, lighting his handsome face ghoulishly. He smiled back at Oscar, flashing a mouth full of pointed teeth. Oscar’s heart soared.

      Here he was, just on time, like always. Oscar didn’t think it was possible to love him more.

      The gaeant staggered forth, and thrust both arms toward Dmitri. Its body trembled with building force.

      Oscar was about to open his mouth to cry out for Dmitri to move when the first volley of earth cannoned loose. Huge clumps of it sprayed out of the monster’s massive fists, hurling through the air at Dmitri.

      Dmitri flowed with the darkness, a swirling blur of movement. Dodging under one of the monster’s outstretched arms, he snatched at the handle of what he’d thrown. The large, curved tooth was deeply buried in the bark of the nearest tree. Dmitri snarled as he tore free the axe that had taken off the gaeant’s arm. It had bitten so deep into the wood that his muscles bulged with the effort, straining the sleeves of his snug vermillion shirt, as the tree groaned and shook.

      Oscar shivered in the show of power as Dmitri snarled and the blade came loose.

      Wait, did I just swoon?

      The beast let out another rattling roar, dust billowing from its jaws, raising its heavy arms toward Dmitri once more.

      Burning eyes and a singing blade soared through the night.

      Oscar closed his eyes as the axe struck home across the thing’s face. He’d seen Dmitri fight a few monsters now. Tentacles and eyes, barbed limbs, or teeth like knives; things that regrew, inflated, and burst. Be that as it may, one thing remained true: stabbing something in the face is usually a pretty safe bet to end a fight.

      There was another thud as something fell to the ground. Oscar peeked to see the thing now on its knees, its head and one of its arms missing.

      Dmitri swung, again and again, broad blade biting deeply into its shoulder, then chest, a look of cruel determination on his face and sweat on his brow.

      Oscar turned away, walking back around the quaint little building. The skyline of Prague unfolded before him, but behind, he could still hear the dull, grizzly thudding of the axe.

      Not for the first time, Oscar wondered at the changes in his life this past year. He’d gone from nervous care assistant on a children’s ward in London to world travelling, adventure having, Monster Hunter.

      Well, maybe Dmitri did most of the monster hunting, but it certainly does feel like I’m in the thick of it too. Okay, running away from the thick of it.

      Prague wasn’t the beginning. Paris, Lithuania, Buenos Aires, Lima, Beijing, Rome—Dmitri had taken Oscar to places he wouldn’t have been able to point to on a globe. They’d travelled through rain and storms, searing heat, and deep, wet jungle, all in search of clues about other world parallaxes. They’d destroyed two potentials and found lots of monsters that wanted to stop them and even more monsters drawn to the hum of Oscar’s blood. His ancestral touch from the other world, Theia.

      Oscar sometimes struggled to separate the places they’d been in his mind, let alone put all of them together with what his life had been before all this. Who he had been. He stretched, night air catching at his hips where his T-shirt lifted. He unhitched his backpack and set it on the grass beside him. From the way Dmitri had been chopping, he may be waiting a while.

      Oscar sighed and was just wondering if the ground was too damp to sit on when he realised the hacking noise had stopped. He was about to turn, when firm hands gripped his hips, and hot breath rushed against his neck. He froze still, skin rising in goosebumps.

      “What’s this? Delicious prey bringing itself to my cemetery?” The deep voice rumbled, slightly breathless, lips tantalisingly brushing the flesh at the side of his neck like a butterfly’s wings, his scent charred cedar spiked with fresh sweat.

      Oscar swallowed, his heart skipping a beat. “You are mistaken, fiend. I am not prey, but a fearless Monster Hunter.”

      The monster chuckled, the heat of his breath blossoming across Oscar’s throat once more. “Well, little Monster Hunter⁠—”

      “Fearless,” Oscar repeated stubbornly.

      He felt Dmitri’s smile against his skin. “Well, fearless little Monster Hunter. You have vanquished me with your perfection.” One hot hand slid under Oscar’s T-shirt, large enough that it almost crossed his chest completely, fingertips catching his left nipple. The other ventured lower, pushing into the seat of his jeans and squeezing him as sharp teeth grazed his throat. “Perhaps I will feast upon you, but only for pleasure.”

      Oscar shivered, a helpless moan escaping him as Dmitri squeezed his nipple.

      “Would you like that?”

      Dmitri was always like this after a hunt.

      Oscar swallowed thickly. “I would.”

      Dmitri chuckled again, his hands pushing the denim of Oscar’s jeans over the rise of his hips. They fell loosely around his knees, underwear following in short demand.

      Oscar gasped as the night air enveloped his bare bottom half. A low growl escaped Dmitri as he slid to his knees behind him, sending a thrill through every fibre of Oscar’s being. The feeling of Dmitri’s mouth against his most sensitive spot had a more mechanical effect, jolting Oscar’s body and pushing his chest and face up against the railings as he was devoured.
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      It watched.

      Watched as the darkborn toyed with the human, forcing mewling cries of pleasure. Deep within him, what was left of the man whose body it wore recoiled in disgust and fury.

      Oh, he doesn’t like that at all.

      It smiled.

      That kind of loathing was exactly how they had gotten here.

      Hate, humans called it.

      Such an amusing word. So short and simple for such a complex maze of nonsensically self-destructive energy.

      But hate could be a useful thing, too.

      Every action has an equal or opposite reaction. A term plucked from this withering mortal’s memories, which it had consumed months ago. It was an accomplished idea for this pathetic world, if somewhat lacking in vision.

      Everything was, is, and will be.

      Hate was creation too. These fools just had no idea what it was they were creating.

      The face that had belonged to the man called Harry Barlow smiled. It was a languorous and satisfied smile that the man himself would never have worn. Weeks of carelessness had caused this shell to degrade. Skin like crepe paper with a gruesome pallor, showed thick, dark veins beneath—eyes bloodshot and raw from all the times it forgot to make the stupid things close and reopen to wet them with its hideous serous mucus. Its fingers were raw and bleeding, and flesh covered in weeping sores and blistering rashes. It simply didn’t have time for the kind of maintenance this vessel required.

      The human cried out in pleasure as the darkborn claimed him.

      It smiled again at that.

      So primitive. That isn’t how to fully claim a being at all.

      It watched as their movements heated, mouths linking hungrily, hands desperately grasping at each other. The human’s essence sang louder, from a whisper to a moan.

      It licked its cracked and bloody lips.

      Soon, it would claim him completely.

      And then, this will all be over.
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            THE MAGIC OF HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Oscar stared out the window as London rushed by. It had been just over a year since they’d left. Eighteen months since the stone altar in the cemetery tried to consume his essence. It had taken him months to recover. Then, a year of running, laughing, loving, and screaming. How could the most terrifying time of his life also have been the best?

      At some point over the last year, between grand suites and remote castles, Oscar had stopped asking Dmitri about money. It turned out he’d never been in the habit of spending it, and it was possible to amass quite the piggy bank in...well, however long he’d been alive. Another morsel of information his supernatural lover seemed to plan on keeping to himself. Stock market growth, he claimed. Just a few key shares in little companies. Like the ones that made the phone in Oscar’s pocket or the televisions sitting in most households across the world.

      Judging by the activity on the streets, London was returning to some semblance of normality. The shops were open again, and some people were walking around without masks on. Dmitri sat in the driver’s seat, long hair pulled neatly to the nape of his neck, angular jaw stubbled above his crisp white shirt. His stormy grey eyes scanned the road, the people. London had been his home for longer than Oscar could imagine. Sometimes he wondered just how much Dmitri had watched this place change.

      Not long after the events in the cemetery, people started getting sick. Really sick. At first, they’d thought it was a passing thing, but it just got worse. That’s when everything changed.

      Dmitri had been fraught when the sickness spread across London. Oscar had still been weak from the world parallax, and Dmitri worried he was unlikely to survive such a terrible illness. But Oscar never became unwell—nor had Zara or Marcus. That was when they began to speculate that the illness may have been related to the world parallax. Dmitri suspected those who’d been previously exposed to the veil had a greater level of immunity. Dmitri’s microbiology knowledge and skills had been useful as he studied the aetiology and epidemiology of the sickness and hypothesised that the disease’s epicentres may have been where more breaches in the veil had occurred. Breaches could mean another world parallax.

      Dmitri had brooded for almost a week before explaining to Oscar that he had to leave; he planned to use the sickness as a compass to search for more world parallaxes. He’d never expected Oscar to come with him. Oscar had never expected not to follow. The results had been mixed. There was nothing to link the illness to breaches after all, though they had found a couple more suspicious parallaxes out of two dozen sites.

      Oscar’s world had changed the night the strange little girl was admitted to the ward, her back cut to ribbons, and whispering that Dmitri was a bad man. From then on, life was a bottomless rabbit hole of mossy-skinned grave goblins and spooky waifs with a penchant for dramatic foretelling. Not to mention having a boyfriend who was some kind of dragon-wolf were-thing. That wasn’t it at all, of course—It was all more complicated yet simpler than that. Monsters were real, and Dmitri was what some called a zburător. Born in this world to parents from Theia, the dark world balancing this one in energy and form. A zburător that, right now, looked a little sulky.

      “Are you okay?” Oscar asked.

      Dmitri grunted, his face shifting back to neutral. “It’s just strange. This place feels different now.”

      Oscar nodded. “Maybe it’s you. I feel different, too.”

      A crooked smile played across Dmitri’s lips. “You are different. You’re getting better.”

      Oscar felt his cheeks colour at the compliment. He’d been training. Not on purpose to begin with, but as weeks passed, he asked Dmitri to help him get stronger and faster. With the song of Theia in his blood, monsters were drawn to him, so why not learn how to handle them a little better? At first, Dmitri had been against it, but a few close calls changed his mind. Now, he often hung back as he had with the gaeant in Prague—to let Oscar practice escaping, though he was always close enough to intervene should there be any real danger.

      Oscar smiled. “I had a good teacher.”

      Dmitri’s hand moved from the gear stick to Oscar’s knee and gently squeezed.

      The car pulled heavily as Dmitri steered to the right. The boot was fully loaded. A few strange relics and the broken remnants of the heavy clay man were loaded into different suitcases in the back. Those, and Dmitri’s axe. He’d picked it up when they passed through Romania. A family heirloom he claimed had some kind of special property.

      “Are you sure you’re not grumpy because we didn’t find more parallaxes?” Oscar ventured.

      Dmitri grunted, that slightly sour cast to his face returning.

      Oscar squeezed his hand. “We did everything we could. It’s time to go home.”

      Those words brought a smile to Dmitri’s face, though it didn’t quite meet his tired grey eyes. “I like it when you say that.”

      Oscar felt more colour rush to his cheeks. It had been an accident. Had he meant London or had he meant Dmitri’s house? Well, Oscar’s house now, technically. “I like saying it.”

      “Are you nervous?” Dmitri asked.

      “Nervous?”

      “About being back. About what’s next.”

      “Oh.” Oscar chewed his lip, his eyes wandering back to the window. “A little bit, I suppose.”

      He’d been in touch with Zara a handful of times and Marcus even less. He’d left his job at the hospital, and now he was back, so there definitely was a deep feeling of uncertainty. Would he go back to his old job? What was going to be the new normal?

      “Do not worry,” Dmitri said, as though he could hear his thoughts. “There’s no rush. We can talk about what you want to do next. Anything you want.”

      Oscar smiled tiredly. “I’d settle for a cup of tea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            HOMECOMING

          

        

      

    

    
      The spring sun hung low in the sky and gravel crunched under the tires of the car as it pulled up before one-hundred and thirty-eight Kinmount Street. The house was just as gothic and imposing as when Oscar had first seen it, despite having had some major renovations. Oscar was shooing Dmitri away so he could pull one of the suitcases out of the boot himself when he heard the front door open. He’d barely managed to turn around when a huge, fuzzy bundle of grunting fur and slobber pounced at him.

      Ed, mercifully, shifted as he collided with Oscar’s chest, shrivelling from a breed Oscar barely had time to recognise into something much smaller—a dark terrier that made up for what it lacked in size in panting excitement. Oscar would have fallen flat on his back or dropped him if this had not become Ed’s favourite game some time ago. Instead, he laughed, trying to keep a grasp on the wriggling puppy in his arms as he showered his face with wet kisses.

      “He’s been waiting by the door all day.” Zara leaned on the porch with her arms folded, wearing some pleasantly battered pale dungarees.

      Oscar laughed as Ed wriggled free of his arms and dropped paws first onto the ground. He bounded toward Dmitri and leapt again. This time, he bubbled and swelled in the air, dark fur shortening. By the time Dmitri intercepted him, Ed was as big a mastiff as Oscar had ever seen, all sagging flesh and heavy mass. Even Dmitri staggered slightly under his bulk. Ed, for his part, panted in his master’s face happily.

      “I blame you,” Dmitri growled with a grudging smile at Oscar. “He was never this playful before.”

      Ed gifted his master with a lick that set his wide flat tongue right up the centre of his face.

      Oscar abandoned the suitcase and rushed up the steps to grab Zara in an embrace. She looked different. “Your hair’s long,” he said, surprised as she squeezed him.

      The patch she had kept shaved on the side for as long as he’d known her had grown in, so it was barely noticeable. The brightly coloured streaks she had sported in various tones were gone too. Now her dark hair was choppy around her round tawny face, hiding the studs in her ears.

      “Look who’s talking,” Zara snorted, flicking the wavy chestnut hair that now hung almost to his chin depending on how unruly it was feeling that day.

      Oscar grinned.

      “You’re not becoming those boyfriend twins, are you?”

      “No.” He blushed. “It’s just, everywhere was closed, or we were too busy.”

      Zara smiled, pulling him into another hug. “I know, same here. Half of London has been shut forever.”

      Zara hadn’t mentioned the sickness much in their conversations, but work at the hospital must have been difficult. Children seemed to be relatively immune, but the ward had been under pressure to send support to the adult units and intensive care. That, along with her newfound supernatural responsibilities handed over by Dmitri since her near-miss with death, must have had her constantly busy.

      “Is Marcus inside?” Oscar asked, leaning to peer over her shoulder.

      Zara sighed. “No. He was supposed to be here, but he flaked.”

      “Oh, really? He’s still doing that?”

      Zara shook her head, looking troubled. “It’s gotten worse. Even when we were all supposed to be staying home I didn’t know where he was half the time. I honestly don’t know what’s going on with him.”

      Oscar chewed his lip. It was true. Marcus hadn’t followed through on more than half of the video calls they’d organised.

      His thoughts were interrupted by the heavy thud of Dmitri setting a large suitcase beside him.

      “Jesus, what did you buy?” Zara’s eyebrows climbed. “Is there a body in there?”

      “Yes,” Dmitri said nonchalantly.

      Oscar cringed.

      Zara stared at him dumbstruck for a moment before she burst into an easy laugh. “Good to see your sense of humour hasn’t changed.”

      Dmitri cocked his head, confused. Zara only paused for the briefest of moments before embracing him in a quick hug that left him looking surprised.

      “I’ve missed you.” Zara smiled. “Mostly Oscar, but I’m happy you’re back too, dogface. Pulling double duty is exhausting.”

      Dmitri grimaced. “Has it been eventful?”

      Oscar thought they may have made it into the house before they started talking shop. No such luck, it turned out.

      “Oh, some nights it’s like I just lifted up a big fucking rock for the number of many-legged things scuttling around,” Zara said tiredly. “I’ll tell you all about it. But first, why don’t you come into your house and make me some tea?”
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      Oscar had barely sat before Ed, now a soft-haired Scottie dog, scooted onto his lap and curled up. The sound of Dmitri rummaging in the kitchen still felt strange. Oscar had barely settled into the house before they’d left, and the clean decor and warmth felt alien. He remembered it still as a derelict skeleton of a place that had tried to gobble up Marcus and led to everything else that happened.

      “So, Oscar Tundale, traveller extraordinaire! Tell me everything.” Zara smiled, sitting beside him on the sofa, her sparkling golden-brown eyes rapt with attention.

      “Everything?” Oscar grinned. “Even the boring bits?”

      “Even the boring bits. Maybe skip the sex scenes, though. They’re the most boring—too many dicks involved.”

      “I don’t know, I think it’s just enough dicks,” Oscar answered quickly.

      Zara’s eyes bulged before she snorted with laughter.

      Oscar felt his face heat.

      “You’ve changed so much, Os. I mean, the hair getting longer is one thing, but you seem livelier. Happier.”

      “I am.”

      “Plus, I’m pretty sure when we hugged, I caught a feel of something under your shirt—I swear it was an actual bicep. Don’t tell me you’re going and growing muscles on me now, Booboo.”

      Oscar blushed again. It was true, months of carrying bags and running from a variety of weird and wonderful beings had him in the best shape of his life, but compared to Dmitri, he was still a gangly limbed beanpole. “Biceps might be a push, but Dmitri has been training me to fight monsters.”

      Zara’s eyes narrowed. “Sounds...dangerous.”

      “He’s always there, ready to step in. The world is more dangerous than we ever knew it was. It’s important to me that I don’t just always need to be rescued. I want to be able to save myself.”

      “I get that.”

      “I’ve gotten stronger, I guess. Since that night.”

      Zara grinned. “Me too.”

      Oscar leaned forward excitedly. “What do you mean? Can you do anything new?”

      “Not exactly.” Zara shrugged modestly but couldn’t stop herself from smirking. “I mean, not like laser vision or flight, but I have better control and a couple new tricks. How about you? Any developments with the glowing sword of doom?”

      Oscar sighed. “No, nothing. I stopped even trying after the first few months because nothing ever happens. It makes me wonder if there was a certain trick to it, like maybe it only works when there’s an active world parallax nearby.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, let’s hope we can never confirm that theory,” Zara said darkly.

      Oscar grunted in agreement as Dmitri came into the room, carrying a tray loaded with a cast iron teapot, a few beautiful earthenware cups, and a bowl of small cookies.

      Zara whistled through her teeth. “Hey, where did that come from? I didn’t see them when I went rummaging through all your cupboards.” She caught the guarded glance Dmitri shot at her. “Oh, don’t worry, Wolfgang, I didn’t go in your precious attic.”

      “It’s dangerous,” he growled.

      “I said I didn’t go in!”

      Dmitri set the tray down and somewhat sulkily sat on the opposite couch. The house had been full of relics and no shortage of stashed weapons that had needed to be relocated during the renovations. They had all been hidden in the attic until they returned, giving him due time to get them in order and find new places to put everything.

      “We got the tea set in Tokyo.” Oscar hoped that might cut the tension.

      “No way?!” Zara leaned forward to examine it excitedly. “Marcus is going to kill you for going before he got the chance; he’s obsessed.”

      Oscar cringed. “I know.”

      “Was it amazing?” Zara picked up a cup examining its crackled glazing.

      Oscar shot a look at Dmitri, smiling at the memory. It had been. But Dmitri’s face was sullen, his eyes impatient.

      Oscar sighed, leaning back and folding his arms. “Go on then. Get it out of your system.”

      Zara looked confused, but Dmitri needed no further prompt.

      “Please, Zara, tell me everything that has happened whilst I’ve been gone. What have you encountered, and what kind of measures did you take?” His words were soft but earnest, his eyes searching her for answers.

      “Jeez. Checking if I did my homework?” Zara poured herself some tea.

      Dmitri remained silent, but his eyes bore into her as she leaned back and took a leisurely sip.

      “Well, I followed your list. I went to all the places you told me to check every night. Every. Night. Not a small amount of work, I would add. I came across a few things. Mostly smaller monsters. Flecks, as Oscar would say.”

      Flecks. The shadows Oscar had seen at the corner of his eyes his whole life. It hadn’t been until the world parallax had opened that he learned they were real. Since then, he’d learned online that many people had seen them just like him. Dmitri said that some of them might have been sensitive to the veil, or caught glimpses where it was thin, but none of them carried the touch of Theia like Oscar did.

      “They weren’t much trouble, I smooshed them pretty good. There’s just a lot of them. There have been two deaths; one I’m sure was them, the other is a maybe. It was too clean.” The tiredness hidden in Zara’s eyes rose to the surface. “Other than that and a weird pointy-headed thing in Stratford, nothing.”

      Dmitri frowned. “Nothing?”

      Zara shrugged.

      “That is unusual.” Dmitri leaned back, looking troubled.

      “That’s what Gax said when I checked in with him. He said, all things considered, full-grown monster traffic was particularly low at the moment.”

      Gax. The disgruntled Bugge living in the nearby cemetery. Oscar remembered his croaky voice fondly. Plus, Gax had been the one to save them and tip the odds to destroy Ocampo when he rode in on the giant fire breathing Gwyllgi and tore her in half.

      “Maybe they’re scared of the flecks?” Oscar ventured.

      “Unlikely.” Dmitri sat back, retreating into his thoughts.

      Oscar chewed his lip for a moment whilst Zara took another sip. “So, how is Marcus?”

      Zara leaned forward and picked up a tiny cookie, nibbling it thoughtfully. “Even weirder than usual.”

      “He’s out a lot?”

      “Constantly.” Zara rolled her eyes. “I mean, he wanted to come on patrol with me a few times, and I let him. He’s been keeping a diary of different types of things he sees. Calls it his Taxonomy of Monsters. Some of the things he’s got in there, I’ve got no idea how he found out. Been researching in some weird places if you ask me.”

      “Where does he keep it?” Dmitri’s voice had a dangerous edge.

      “Oh, it’s secure, don’t worry. He has it on an offline laptop that looks like it was unearthed from the Cretaceous period. He wanted all modern things to be unable to connect to it so that it was unhackable.”

      Dmitri grunted. “That’s smart. Low-tech lockdown.”

      “Ugh,” Zara moaned. “Don’t say that word, you’ll trigger me.” She stuffed the rest of the cookie in her mouth.

      “How’s work?” Oscar ventured. “I mean, nurse work, not shadow smooshing work.”

      “Tiring,” Zara mumbled through her full mouth, taking a few chews and washing it down with a swig of tea. “Understaffed, overworked, and the new consultant is pretty useless.”

      Oscar cringed sympathetically.

      “Why? You wanna come back?” Zara brightened. “They’d take you back in a heartbeat; they’re desperate for staff.”

      “Maybe.” Oscar avoided Dmitri’s gaze.

      We still need to have that talk.

      “Nobody asking where Ocampo went?”

      Zara’s eyes sparkled, and she looked down at her tea, shaking her head emphatically. “They mostly seemed glad to see the back of her. Everyone still acts like if they say her name three times, she’ll be taken off the missing list. I don’t even think they would be more scared of her if they knew she was a shadow riding mega-bitch.”

      Oscar smiled weakly. He had to admit, talking about her made him feel uneasy, and he had seen first-hand exactly how many pieces she’d been torn into.

      “Anyway, you must be tired from all the travelling. I guess I should leave you to it.” Zara moved to stand.

      Ed perked up curiously in Oscar’s lap.

      “Not at all,” Dmitri said. “You should stay for dinner.”

      “Really?”

      “He’s not being nice, he’s just going to grill you more about what you’ve been doing,” Oscar translated.

      Dmitri nodded, stern and guileless. “But I will buy you pizzas.”

      Zara pointed at him sharply. “Sold, to the too handsome man who can turn into a Dragon-Wolf.”

      Oscar grinned. “Plus, we need to talk to you about something for this weekend.”

      Zara cocked her head, curious.

      “Well, since we’ve been away so much and need to make the place feel more like home, Dmitri suggested we have a gathering. A small one, of course, just a couple of people.”

      “Oh my God,” Zara gasped, hands covering her mouth. “You’re having a housewarming party? Does that mean we get to pretend to be normal?”

      Oscar smiled and rolled his eyes. “Normal? What’s that?”
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      “Os, I could just carry it.”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yep.”

      “Your face is turning purple.”

      “Yep.”

      “Oscar, put it down.”

      “Yep.”

      Oscar dropped the suitcase the last few inches to the floorboards with a heavy thud that made him grateful for the thick patterned rug covering their new finish.

      “Jeez, Dmitri wasn’t kidding when he said there was a body in there, was he?” Zara folded her arms.

      “Gaeant body.” Oscar shrugged. “Like a big, earthy, rock guy. Well, maybe not its body; it could be a leg. Or an arm. Or its other leg. I’m not sure, but whatever it is, it’s really heavy.”

      “Wow. You made friends without me,” Zara dead-panned.

      “Yeah, he was cool. Shot out clumps of earth from his hands like cannons, was about this tall.” Oscar waved his hand vaguely as high as he could reach in the air.

      Zara raised her eyebrows and hefted the suitcase easily with one hand. “Hey, it is kinda heavy. Where did you want it?”

      Oscar’s jaw dropped.“The landing’s fine. Why couldn’t I be the one to get possessed by a powerful ancient Indian ghost?”

      “Because that would be cultural appropriation, Booboo,” Zara shot back, striding through the hall.

      With both hands, Oscar took one of the smaller bags and followed.

      “Besides, you have the magic sparkle sword.” Zara was already halfway up the stairs. “Full potential to be equally as fabulous.”

      “Not that it does anything when I want it to,” Oscar grumbled, voice strained as he struggled with the weight of the bag. Was this the gaeant’s head? “Plus, even when it did get swordy that one time, it was more like a sad little dagger.”

      Zara set the suit-cased remains carefully on the landing. “Why did you bring back the chopped-up rock guy anyway? Kind of creepy to travel with chopped-up bodies, even monster ones. Maybe especially monster ones.” She looked perplexed at the predicament the loss of normality had provided her with.

      “Some guy in Slovakia said its body could be used to ‘trace the dark.’” Oscar dumped his bag down with a thud. “We thought it might mean it would be good for hunting world parallaxes, but when we got close, it turned out it was just more interested in me than most monsters. Like a sniffer dog for Oscars. Since he implied it didn’t have to be alive, we figured we’d just bring its bits back.”

      “Witchery.” Zara scowled.

      “Pretty much.”

      “So, did you see any other weird monsters on your travels?” Zara asked, grinning excitedly.

      “You sound like Marcus.”

      Zara rolled her eyes, but the grin didn’t leave her face. “An appreciation of the bizarre may have found its way to me—it’s not like I have much choice but to be invested nowadays.”

      She made her way back down the stairs, and Oscar followed.

      “A heap, really. I mean, a few were flecks, but there was this thing in Thessaloniki with fingers like tentacles and a big old face the size of my whole body. It was super creepy.”

      “You need to stop name dropping all these cool places; you sound like someone who just came back from a gap year. It’s insufferable,” Zara shot back, trotting down the porch steps.

      “You asked! Plus, I kind of did go on a gap year.”

      “I believe it’s pronounced ‘gap-yah,’” Zara replied in her best toff voice, hefting another bag with one hand. “This one’s even heavier!”

      “Dmitri has been doing all the heavy lifting.” Oscar frowned, trailing behind and stretching his back. Could he even manage another trip?

      There was a sound from above as something scraped in the attic. Dmitri had been up there for the last hour making space.

      “How has it been? With Dmitri?” Zara asked softly, setting the case back down and putting her hands on her hips.

      “Great!” Oscar smiled. Dmitri could probably hear every word they said from up there. “Maybe we should check if there was anything else in the car before we move the rest of this stuff?”

      Zara looked puzzled but followed him to the front door obligingly.
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      “Nothing in here.” Zara peered through the back window of Dmitri’s car before turning and leaning on it, arms folded. “What’s going on?”

      Oscar wasn’t completely sure how good Dmitri’s hearing was, but this ought to be far enough.

      “Nothing! It’s great. I mean, we barely knew each other, and next thing I know, we’re together all day, every day, most of the time with no one else that can even speak the same language within a hundred miles. Well, the same language as me—Dmitri speaks like fifty languages, it turns out,” Oscar finished glumly.

      “So?” Zara said a little impatiently. “Is the novelty wearing off?”

      Oscar frowned, shifting his feet with a crunch of gravel. “No, it’s not that. Actually, the opposite. It’s just intense. He always wants to know how I am, what I’m thinking. If I’m happy.”

      “And the sex?”

      Oscar bared his teeth. “Constant. Like, it’s amazing, and I love it, but sometimes maybe I just want to get out of the shower without needing to take another shower an hour later. Sometimes, I just want to read a book and eat pizza without it being⁠—”

      “A meat feast?” Zara offered.

      Oscar tilted his head, confused. “You know I like margherit—ohhhhh, I get it.”

      Zara grinned. “No one likes margherita, Oscar; it’s the vanilla ice cream of pizzas. And about the rest, well, Oscar, it sounds terrible. I have to say, it sounds almost like he adores you.”

      Oscar winced. “I know. And I adore him. He’s kind and thoughtful and so very, very hot. I mean, seriously, sometimes I look at him, and my heart just gets all weird. But I can’t shake this
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