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Chapter One – Richard

Cobwebs dangled from splintered windows that dotted one side of the rusty trailer. Screams emanated from behind the thin, poorly constructed walls. Near the front door, a tall, thin man in a dark tailcoat shouted above the joyous rumble of the crowd. “Come one, come all. Take a journey through the afterlife. Mingle with spirits, dance with monsters, but don’t stay too long or you may forget your way out of the Tomb of the Dead.”

Richard rolled his eyes at the carnival barker. Kids spending an hour’s income of their parents’ wages for the privilege of three minutes of being scared by plastic skeletons and rubber spiders. Little brats had no idea what really peered out at them from the shadows at night. How could they? He hadn’t known. For more than seven decades he’d gotten along just fine, more or less, thinking humans ruled the prime spot in Earth’s food chain. Then Stan friggin’ Kapcheck, his neighbor at the Everest Senior Living Facility, got him mixed up in monster hunting and he hadn’t trusted a dark corner since.

Today, though, he clung to his determination to enjoy the moment and ignore the world of monsters. He tuned out the nonsense going on at the carnival “fun house,” and focused his attention upon the masterpiece before him. That particular corndog rivaled anything ever created by some over-bred, high-falootin’ French chef, and he’d go to the mat to defend that opinion with anyone who dared tell him otherwise. This lumpy, slightly misshapen masterpiece bore no resemblance whatsoever to any factory-made frozen food-like product. He’d watched the kid with purple spiked hair jam a stick in a hotdog and dunk it into a clear plastic tub full of creamy batter before dropping it into the basket of bubbling oil. When it came out, golden crust gleaming like the life-giving sun, Richard knew he’d won the culinary lottery. The kid then proved he was a genius in freak’s clothing when he scooped a handful of fried onion petals into a paper basket and laid his creation upon that glorious bed of grease.

Richard asked for a Coke to go with it, paid roughly the same amount as he had for a week’s groceries back in his lonely widower days, and shuffled across the blacktop to the picnic table Burke and Stanley had staked a claim to. He had to weave his way through a crowd that included a ten-foot-tall Uncle Sam, two enormous peanuts with legs, and a frazzled-looking woman with a troupe of children bouncing along in her wake like a row of over-sugared ducklings. Finally, he reached the table and set his treasures on the rough wooden tabletop. All the while, the rich, heady aroma of fried cornbread and onions rose from the flimsy basket, teasing him with promises of flavor to come.

Too eager for lunch to care about dignity, he used his right hand to hoist his leg over the bench, plunked down on his bony butt, used both hands to get the left leg up and over, and swiveled into a proper seated position. He neither knew nor cared how he’d ever manage to extricate himself from the table and its attached benches when the time came. That first bite made it all worthwhile—crunchy on the outside, moist and steamy on the inside, with the salty meatiness of the wiener in the middle. He mashed it up between ill-fitted dentures, struggling to stifle a moan. The second bite held more meat and less bread and contained a surprising little burst of delicious grease.

When he lifted the tab on the can of Coca-Cola, it popped with a satisfying hiss and a snap that sent an effervescent spray of icy soda raining down to settle like so many dewdrops upon the white hairs of his forearm. The sweet, tickling liquid sowed a row of cold satisfaction down his throat.

He closed his eyes and sighed in pleasure while Little Anthony and The Imperials sang over the loudspeaker about tears on pillows and someone revved the engine of the 1968 Shelby GT they’d brought to exhibit in the classic car show. When he opened his eyes, he found Burke sitting directly across from him, eyebrows raised just above the rims of her enormous mirrored sunglasses. Her cheeks lifted in a smile that displayed the freckles on her tawny brown skin.

“Why you grinnin’ like a possum eatin’ a sweet potato?”

She selected a peanut from the cup on the table and used her manicured pink nails to break it open. “I just don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone enjoy a meal so completely.”

Richard popped an onion petal into his mouth. The crunchy tang highlighted the other flavors, overwhelming none of them. The culinary lottery, for sure. “Now it’s a crime for a man to enjoy his lunch?”

Unaffected by his gruff tone, she ate her peanut and reached for another. “I think it’s nice that you are so happy.”

“To truly, thoroughly enjoy a meal is considered by some to be a high form of meditation, capable of bringing a man into communion with the gods,” Stanley said in his fancy British accent. He sat on the tabletop, his perfectly shined black shoes propped on the bench. He wore slim fit blue jeans and a bright white, starched shirt with the top two buttons open and the sleeves rolled up to the elbow. A newsboy hat protected his bald head from the bright Alabama sun.

“Why can’t you sit on the bench like God intended?” Richard asked.

Miss Peanut Festival strode past in impossible, sparkly silver shoes. Her tan legs flexed and stretched beneath a pale-yellow skirt tossed about by the gentle breeze. Golden locks hung in ringlets nearly to her slim waist. Her eyes lingered on Stanley a moment and a smile kissed the dimpled corner of her full, wide mouth.

Stanley tipped his hat in her direction. “The view is delightful from up here, Richard.”

Richard harrumphed into his corndog. “I ain’t some dirty old man.” But he couldn’t quite keep his eyes from following the princess’s progress as she sashayed around a corner and disappeared.

Paul Anka took over the music and started crooning for his girl to put her head on his shoulder and whisper in his ear. A group of teenage girls on a ride screamed high above their heads. “It ain’t a bad little festival,” he admitted.

“Indeed,” Stanley agreed. “Did you know that most of the carnival companies in America aren’t actually operated by humans at all but by—”

“Stop it,” Burke said. “I don’t want to know. For half a year I’ve been chasing hide-behinds and fighting shapeshifters. If the ride operators here are all descended from Big Foot, I don’t even want to know. For one day, I just want to sit here and eat these peanuts and not worry about what might be looking to eat me.”

“They don’t eat people. They—”

“Stanley Kapcheck, I swear to God, I will pistol whip you if you try to finish that sentence.”

Stanley chuckled. “I don’t often see the resemblance between you and your grandfather, but at moments like this, there is no doubt in my mind.” He waved at a troupe of silver-haired cloggers clad in impressively supportive tights and leotards bedecked with all manner of red white and blue spangles and fringe. The taps on their shoes click-clacked against the pavement, creating a ruckus akin to the wheels of a steam engine rattling along a rusty rail. The ladies blushed and waved back.

Richard rolled his eyes and focused on enjoying the last of the corn dog. An unsettling weight pressed against his ribs but another sip of Coca-Cola carried the pressure away on the wind of a long, low belch. Several of the cloggers’ smiles turned to dirty looks flashed at him. He shrugged, unapologetic. Everybody burped. If some people wanted to pretend otherwise, well, he couldn’t stop anyone from being as uppity as they chose to be.

When the noise from the cloggers died down, the paper basket was emptied, and the peanuts reduced to a pile of empty shells, Stanley said, “You know, at some point, we’re going to have to decide whether or not we have the collective courage to face this challenge.”

“Stanley,” Burke said, a warning in her voice.

Stanley shifted so he could more easily see Burke. “I know you’ve no desire to discuss the hidden dangers of the world today but, honestly, isn’t that why we stopped here? To take some time to evaluate what we know and proceed with prudence.”

“You might be the expert hunter in this group,” Richard said, “but you don’t know about this. Not the way Burke and I know.”

“Once you enter her world, it’s nearly impossible to get out again,” Burke said.

“She’ll suck at your soul until you start praying for death,” Richard added. He shuddered at the memory of sitting in his room at the nursing home, waiting for his body to realize his life had ended long ago. Those were the days before Stanley had dragged him into the whirlwind of a monster-hunting existence. He’d been blind to the wonders, both good and bad, hidden in plain sight all around him.

“She’s protective of her offspring, but she’ll turn on them, too, given the slightest provocation,” Burke said.

“Then we must be exceedingly careful not to provoke her,” Stanley said.

“She draws you in with tears, makes you feel sorry for her, so you aren’t expecting when she moves in for the kill,” Richard said.

“We shall remain on guard against all forms of emotional trickery,” Stanley said.

“She’s clever. She’ll try to separate us. Divide and conquer,” Burke said.

“No one goes in alone. That’s just good hunter sense,” Stanley said.

“That nest of vampires in California was downright open-minded by comparison,” Richard said.

“I cannot force either of you to face this, but the connection between her and you is powerful and I don’t believe you’ll rest well until this matter is settled. You two will not dissuade me from my opinion. Together, we are strong enough to deal with her,” Stanley said.

Burke wrapped the end of one long braid around her finger. “You don’t have anything like her in your journal, Stanley.”

Richard sucked down the remainder of his Coke. “She’s got these pointy little fingernails and they make this noise—”

“It’ll destroy you from the inside out,” Burke finished for him.

“Surely you both exaggerate. In all this time fighting monsters—”

Burke leaned forward on both elbows. “What will you do if things go south? We can’t defeat her by stabbing her with a silver dagger or shooting her with lead bullets.”

“Salt won’t keep her away. She thrives on the stuff.”

Stanley cocked his head to one side and regarded them in silence for a little while. On the loudspeaker, a low southern voice announced that the greased pig contest would start in thirty minutes. A teen boy walked by lugging a stuffed monkey as large as himself. A banner flapped against the wall of a nearby building. In big red letters on a white background, it announced, “Coleum Corp, where there’s space for all.” At last he said, “She’s your family. Your daughter. Your mother. And since you are the closest thing I have to family, when she calls and asks that we come for an early Thanksgiving, I say we ought to go and eat turkey and pumpkin pie. And no amount of chatter from the two of you will convince me that the woman is some kind of demonic entity.”

Burke dropped her head onto her folded arms. “She’s going to try to hook me up with someone horrid,” she mumbled against the tabletop.

“She’ll try to get me back in the nursing home,” Richard said. “She thinks I’m old.”

“You are old, Dick.”

Richard scowled. Lord, but he hated being called Dick.

Stanley just chuckled. “Come on, you two sourpusses. It’s a festival. Let’s enjoy it.”

“I was enjoying it until you insisted we have this conversation,” Richard said. Already, his stomach had begun to send out distress signals, but no matter what came, the delicacy had been worth it.

“There’s a greased pig contest,” Stanley said, hopping lithely down from the tabletop.

Unnatural. Even if he didn’t have aches and pains, which he ought to have at his age—well, technically, he should be dead at his age, but all things considered—he still ought to have the decency to move at a certain accepted and expected pace. To do otherwise served no purpose but to brag. Pompous old peacock.

Richard carefully hoisted himself out of the picnic table with a fine and proper amount of grunting and crunching joints, as befitted a senior citizen.

Burke collected their trash and dropped it in a nearby bin. “What exactly is a greased pig contest and why are we going to see it?”

Stanley strolled through the crowd with his hands in his pockets, face tilted slightly up toward the crystalline sky. “They grease up a pig and set it loose and try to catch it. There’s a skill to it. Not everyone can manage.”

“No doubt,” Burke replied.

“This year, the organizers of the race wanted to get more bang for their buck.”

Richard’s guts squirmed. After six months with Stan Kapcheck, he understood this sensation had little to do with his gastric worries and more to do with the pending announcement that death and destruction loomed in their near future. With Stan, there was always a pending announcement of death and destruction in the near future. That was Stanley’s stock in trade.

“They sought out the fastest, most powerful pig they could find,” Stanley said.

Burke’s glasses remained pointed straight ahead, her lips pressed into a thin, tight line.

“They selected a real doozy. Not just an average pig, but a saehrimnir.”

“One day, Stanley. Just one day of hanging out at a festival,” Burke said.

Stanley pulled one hand from his pocket and lifted it in a gesture of surrender. “Festivals are tricky. Like I tried to tell you. More often than not, the carnivals are run by—”

“Just tell us what the devil a saehrimnir is,” Richard snapped.

“They are pigs destined for the tables of the Norse gods. If anyone here dares slaughter one, the wrath of the gods could well wipe Dothan, Alabama, right off the map.” Stan winked at a redhead in a pair of teeny tiny shorts and a crocheted halter top that served little purpose beyond keeping her just this side of a public indecency citation.

The woman winked back.

Richard burped and immediately felt a little better. “They’re just going to catch it though, right? Not like they’ll tear it limb from limb.”

“Well, that’s true,” Stanley agreed. “They won’t slaughter it right now, but once it’s been caught it goes back with the other pigs.”

“So?” Burke asked.

“What do you think happened to the little piggy who went to the market fair, my dear?”

“So, we need to steal a pig and set it loose?” she asked.

Stanley nodded. “Precisely, but we need to be quick about it.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because, as I tried to tell you, the carnival is run by—”

“Forget it,” she said, holding up a hand to stop him. “Forget I asked. I seriously don’t want to know.”

“Great. We save the pig and then we head north to eat turkey,” Stanley said. “I can’t wait to meet your daughter, Dick.”

“Maybe we can just stay here, eating pork chops and bacon, until the gods come to kill us,” Richard said.

Stanley laughed. “I love that you’re developing a sense of humor, old boy.”

Richard harrumphed again. Who said he was joking?

Chapter Two – Burke

The greased pig contest was to be held in an arena of twelve-inch-deep black muck, ringed by a welded steel fence. Spectators gathered around the edges with their tub-size lemon shake-ups and fried food of every sort. Near the gate that led into the circle, two old farmers sat at a table. As each competitor arrived, the men signed him in and gestured for him to pass through the gate into the muddy mess. So far, six young men in cowboy boots, jeans, and tee-shirts with logos advertising beer, cigarettes, and conservative political candidates had progressed through the registration process. They laughed loudly and slapped each other on the back.

Burke crossed her arms. “Now what?”

“The pig is in that little white shed behind the registration table. They’ll let it into the ring once everyone is ready to begin,” Stanley said.

As if it heard him, the animal let out a snort that Burke felt in her bones. The little plywood shed shuddered.

“Whoever thought this was a good idea must have been nuttier than a squirrel turd,” Richard said.

“It’s usually a baby pig,” Stanley told them.

Burke eyed the shed. It must have been five feet long and four feet across. The structure shifted as another grunt emanated from within. “That’s no baby.”

Richard shuffled a step or two forward and faced Stanley with a scowl. “How’d you even know about this, anyway?”

“They announced it on the loudspeaker, Dick. Didn’t you hear?”

“That ain’t what I mean. How’d you know about this pig and all the trouble?”

Stanley nodded toward the registration table where one of the old farmers was now standing, saying something to the crowd around him. “Last call for registrants. Burke, you need to hurry.”

A laugh burst out of her before the sneaking suspicion that the old man was serious snuck in. “You’re kidding.”

“How else will we get the pig?” Stanley asked.

“We could wait until it’s over and the thing is tied up again.”

“And if it’s injured in the contest? Loaded onto the meat packing truck immediately after? Carted off to some unknown location? Then what?”

Burke looked to her grandfather for help but he just shrugged. I should have taken his sorry butt back to the nursing home when this all started.

“It won’t be so hard, my dear. You’ve faced far worse monsters than this.”

“Not... not...” She gestured vaguely toward the filth. “Not in the mud.”

Stanley smiled. “Mud is good for the complexion.”

Her nails bit into the flesh of her upper arms. “If it’s so fantastic, you go catch the pig.”

He laughed. “There is a reason the old men are sitting at the table while the young men compete. They’d never let me in, Burke. I’d be considered a liability.”

She glared at him.

“Time is of the essence, Burke.”

Perhaps her grandfather would take her side. “Don’t you have anything to say about this?”

“It would be a shame to see this pretty little town burned out of existence.”

She gritted her teeth and spun away from them. Crazy old men ought to be locked up for their own safety and the safety of others. She stalked to the table and told the men she wanted to catch the blasted pig.

They exchanged a look and burst into laughter.

Burke took a deep breath and fought for control of her rage. “Did I say something funny?”

The guy on the left knocked his John Deere hat askew as he wiped his eyes. “We just don’t get many participants of the female persuasion.”

The guy on the right mopped his face with a red and white bandana. “There’s a quilting bee tonight in the grange building.”

She slapped the $10 participation fee on the table. “Take my money. Write my name down. Don’t make this difficult.”

John Deere’s smile faded. “You could get hurt.”

“I’d say that’s my concern, not yours.”

They exchanged another look and a shrug.

“Okay, then,” bandana guy said. “Don’t say we didn’t warn you.” He asked her name and wrote it on his clipboard.

The other man leaned forward and whispered. “Watch out for Cletus in the white undershirt. He’s downright mean and too darned stupid to know better.”

Burke glanced toward the group of men inside the arena. They all stared at her.

The guy in the white shirt stood half a head taller than the rest. His long blond hair was tied back in a sloppy ponytail. He had a tattoo of a cross on his left bicep and a naked woman on his right. He grinned at her, revealing teeth that were at least three short of a full set.

She thanked the old man for the warning and proceeded through the rickety gate. Her feet, clad in boots she’d purchased less than a month earlier, sank into the bog. Each step produced a sucking sound loud enough to be heard above the noise of the crowd—an impressive feat, now that the entire group was hooting and whistling, jeering, and screaming both insults and encouragement.

Cletus jabbed the short, skinny cowboy next to him with his elbow. “Hey, pretty lady. I think maybe you took a wrong turn.”

Burke ignored him and took in the rest of the group. They were short and tall, slim and stout, but clearly bonded by a love of belt buckles the size of dessert plates.

“Did Mammy sent you in here to fetch something special for Massa’s dinner table?”

Her attention snapped back to the gap-toothed man.

He spit out a yellow glob of nastiness. “You’re in the wrong place, girl.”

Burke put on her prettiest smile and joined the group. “You boys all here trying to catch this pig because you’re unhappy with the sausage God gave you?” She winked at Cletus. “I guess that’s why you seem most desperate of all.”

His gap-toothed grin melted. “You best be careful, girl. A person could get hurt doing this kind of thing.”

She inched closer to him and lowered her voice. “I’ve felt the blood of monsters twice your size splash across my face. I know what it is to sink a knife into living flesh. You want to hurt me? Bring it, pencil dick.”

The little crowd of men backed away.

Cletus blinked at her as if trying to puzzle out the meaning of her threat.

A voice boomed over the loudspeaker, “A great big thank you to Coleum Corporation for sponsoring this here event and most everything else in the great forty-eight these days. Now, y’all ready to rastle some pork?”

Burke searched for her companions.

Her grandfather clung to the railing. He watched her with wide eyes. His wrinkled hands gripped the wire fence, and he pushed his dentures around the inside of his mouth.

Stanley stood with his feet shoulder-width apart and his hands in his pockets. The bright sun reflected on his polished shoes and twinkled in his eyes.

The man in the John Deere hat yanked a cord that pulled the shed door open. A beast easily three times Burke’s weight and nearly as long as she was tall burst out in a blur of shiny pink skin and squealed at a pitch that reminded her of the metal-on-metal shriek of locomotive brakes.

The gate to the arena was slammed shut behind the animal and the men leapt into action. Two of them managed to land on the animal’s back. One slid straight across. The pig slipped out from under the other, squealing even louder.

Cletus put himself directly in the pig’s path and was knocked on his butt in the muck.

Burke watched the men grab, again and again, trying and failing to get a hold on the trunk-like neck. Each time, the pig shot out of their arms like a watermelon seed being spit out. The animal grew wilder and more frantic with each passing moment.

Cletus was tossed in the air and landed next to her.

She gazed down at him.

He glared up at her. “Girl like you belongs on her back.” His hand flashed toward her ankle, but before he could pull her down, she hopped and shuffled and felt the satisfying crunch of his hand under her foot. The earth was soft. She didn’t think it was broken, but his pained grunt was satisfying, nonetheless.

The pig always turned to the left. It watched over its left shoulder. It tilted its head to the left. Something was wrong with its right ear or eye. It had a weak spot.

“Excuse me.” She twisted her toe into the back of his hand as she stepped away.

A cowboy flew through the air past her and landed with a muffled thump on top of Cletus, who let out a grunt not entirely unlike those made by the angry beast.

Burke remembered that pigs’ bodies bore striking similarities to human bodies. She knew a fair number of tricks for fighting humans. If the gods wanted their bacon, they’d best grant her wish that her tricks would carry over.

She jogged around the arena, her feet making horrible, squelching, sucking noises with each step, and came up on the pig’s right side. Two men tried to leap on it from the left, but it saw them coming and danced out of their way, leaving them in a tangle of filth-covered limbs.

Now or never.

Honing in on the spot on the neck, between the shoulder and the ear, that would instantly incapacitate a human, she threw herself at the beast, arms outstretched like superman.

Bingo!

Her fist struck the exact location she’d been aiming for. The force of punching a five-hundred-pound creature jolted through her hand all the way up into her arm, into the middle of her back, and she landed on her back with a sickening splat.

The pig stopped squealing and thrashing and stared at her with surprisingly human eyes as if to say, “Really, that seemed rather uncalled for.” And then, with the slow grace of a Giant Redwood succumbing to a lumberjack’s axe, it toppled.

That was the general idea of what she had hoped to accomplish with the maneuver; however, she’d not planned on the creature falling in her direction. Scrambling away through the mud was a lost cause. She only managed a sad, sticky half-revolution before she found her legs pinned under enough pork to feed an entire village of heathens.

The crowd fell silent.

Burke turned her head, wincing at the sensation of slimy goo being rubbed into the back of her scalp. He grandfather’s mouth hung open. Stanley gave her a thumbs up.

If she had access to a gun, she might have shot him.

Contest officials, believing the animal had been killed, drove a tractor on tank-like treads into the arena and used chains and the tractor’s shovel to lift it and carry it away.

John Deere extended a hand to Burke and she allowed him to help her up. All her parts seemed to be in working order, if a bit numb from being squished so very thoroughly.

“Ain’t never seen anything like that in seventy-three years.”

She pushed a dirty, wet braid away from her face with a dirty, wet hand. “Life’s full of surprises.” Her attention stayed on the tractor and the two old men trotting in its wake. “I gotta go.”

“I reckon you get a prize,” he said, though he seemed unsure if that was true. Probably because she was supposed to catch the pig, not kill it.

Burke couldn’t help but ask, “What’s the prize?”

“Two free passes to the demolition derby.”

“What’s a demolition derby?”

He regarded her with the expression of someone gazing upon an oddity that was hard for the mind to accept. “‘s a race on a figure eight track. Means the drivers gotta get past each other in the cross.”

“People pay to see that?”

“Well, yeah. Runs ‘bout six bucks a person.”

No way she heard that right. “Six dollars?”

“Yes ma’am. Course, there’s a discount for veterans.”

She gestured at the mess around them. “People do this for twelve dollars’ worth of prizes?”

He scowled. “They’re good seats. Right up front.”

A yelp near the gate caught her attention. A medic was wrapping Cletus’s hand in white tape. Cletus barked obscenities at him.

Burke shook her head, trying to clear the clutter. “Yeah, well. Give them to that guy. He earned it for dealing with Cletus the Assclown.”

The tractor and both of her companions disappeared in the distance.

“I’ve got to go. It’s been real.”

As she passed, Cletus yelled an unimaginative racial slur at her and then yelped. “Careful!” he shouted.

She peeked over her shoulder in time to see the medic give an unapologetic shrug that made her happy he’d be receiving the free race tickets.

In a field behind the steer barn, Richard stood watching the tractor dump the pig into the back of a semi-trailer. “You weren’t supposed to kill it,” he said. “That was the whole point.”

“It’s not dead. I just knocked it out.”

“Knocked it out?” he repeated.

“That’s right.”

“But... You... It...” He blinked slowly. “How?”

She tried to brush some of the mud away. It smeared, giving better coverage than high-quality latex gloss. “Girl tricks.”

“Nobody likes a smart alec,” he muttered.

She rolled her eyes.

The trailer door slammed shut and the guy drove away on his tractor, passing a long red Cadillac on the way. Stanley parked the car and opened the trunk. “Think it’ll fit in here?”

Burke strolled over to size up the space. The false bottom that concealed their stash of illegal weapons and questionably acquired cash reduced the available storage, but it was still plentiful. Apparently, people in the 1950’s had expected to be able to travel with everything but the kitchen sink. Their duffels and a little bag of snacks from a convenience store were in there, but they’d fit in the back seat without a problem.

A muffled thump came from inside the trailer, the sound of a very large, very unhappy animal waking up.

Richard reached for the handle.

Burke’s heart leaped into her throat. “Grandpa, don’t!”

But it was too late.

The pig burst through the doors with a screech not unlike that made by a banshee in the moments before an untimely death. In three seconds flat, it had taken in its surroundings and pointed its snout in the direction of a distant patch of scraggly-looking trees.

Burke searched the trunk for something—a net, a hook, a dang lasso would do—but then her eyes fell upon the bag of snacks. She thrust her hand into the sack and snatched out the first thing she latched onto, which happened to be a half-full package of Oreo cookies. Ignoring the ache creeping through her muscles, she threw the treat so it landed in the pig’s path.

The animal almost passed it up before putting the brakes on and shifting its half-ton of bulk to sniff the cookie. In three quick crunches, the little chocolate and cream sandwich disappeared. Burke threw another, not quite as far this time.

Both men stood frozen as she lured the Saehrimnir ever closer. At last, she lay a cookie on the back seat of the car and backed away.

Crunch, crunch. Gone.

Burke scrambled to the other side of the car, yanked open the rear door, and dropped a cookie in the middle of the seat.

The freakishly human eyes stared at her. Burke could have sworn the pig knew it was being tricked and was trying to decide whether or not the cookie was worth it.

Apparently, it was.

One surprisingly small hoof was lifted to the floorboard, and then another onto the seat, and in a flash of frantic motion, all three hunters and the gods’ livestock were tucked into the Caddy. The white wall tires tossed a cloud of dust into the air and the Peanut Festival became another story in their past.

Chapter Three – Albert

Albert Peters knew in his heart of hearts that he was special. His mother had told him so. When he attended second grade and the fourth grader with facial hair and his gang of ogres attacked him on the playground, his mother bandaged his wounds and told him not to mind those guys. They had brawn, but Albert had brains. Someday, he would rule the world and they would be his paltry little servants.

When he lost the Science and Math Olympiad in Jr. High to a team of girls from a nearby private school, his mother had explained that no one was more clever than her little Alby. Those girls came from rich families who probably bribed the judges. 

When not a single one of the thirteen young ladies Albert invited to prom said yes, his mother promised him that women would be begging to be with him when he was a rich and famous computer scientist.

Some days, memories of his dear saint of a mother crept up on him like an intruder, bludgeoning him until he wept and begged them to stop. Life had been hard since she’d passed. He had to find time to work and cook his own meals and wash his own laundry. All the hardship of life was more than a man could bear alone. Men, as a rule, were not designed to handle domestic tasks and so could manage them in only the most basic terms of survival. Even worse than going to the grocery store for himself was the cold, cruel fact that his mother had never seen him live up to his potential. When she died, he was only a grunt at a superstore, driving around fixing computers for old ladies.

But things were looking up. Maybe Mom was helping from above, because a couple years back, not long after she died, he’d come across an advertisement for IT help. Coleum Corporation was a hot new up-and-comer. Everybody knew about them. There wasn’t a soul in the tech world who hadn’t heard the name, but no one seemed to know exactly what they did. Some guessed they were going to blow Apple out of the game with a new communications device unlike anything seen before. Others compared them to the hottest app developers—they’d take over the software world.

Albert went to his interview and a fat, sweating man who smelled vaguely of bad eggs and wore a suit from the 1970s called him into an office and asked him to take a new computer out of a box and connect it to the local network. Albert was given one hour and left alone. Child’s play. When the guy came back, the task had been done for thirty minutes and Albert was on his phone, flirting with a busty fairy in an RPG.

The boss grunted, sounding like a dog choking on a bone, and gave Albert the job. “We’re flying to Mars. You’re staying here to make sure the computers work.”

Albert laughed.

The man stared at him with bloodshot eyes. The left side of his face drooped as if the skin weren’t firmly attached.

“You’re serious?” Albert pushed his spectacles up to the top of his nose.

“Do I look like I have a sense of humor?” the man asked. 

The news hit the wires that same week and the world exploded. Everywhere you went, people were talking about Coleum Corporation—where there was space for all. Albert mentioned his job and people took notice. They asked questions. They found him interesting. At last, the world began to see the truth of his greatness.

Of course, jobs always sounded more glamourous than they really were. A great deal of his day involved stringing cable between offices and wiping viruses from the computers of executives who’d “accidentally” stumbled into ethically questionable and often illegal websites. No one needed to know all that. 

Almost overnight, the world had learned the name and face of John Jones—the public face of Coleum Corp—and Albert had been inside Jones’s office. That single degree of separation made him interesting, and being noticed was intoxicating. 

The thing about intoxication, though, is that an addict grows accustomed to his addiction and more fuel is needed to fuel the fire. 

Albert Peters knew he was special, and he knew that being a regular old IT guy wasn’t enough anymore—not even an IT guy for a company as prestigious as Coleum Corportation. He wanted more.

He adjusted his paisley print tie in the mirror and told himself, “Don
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