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      “Mac! Mac! Are you okay?”

      With the inside of her head pounding like a rock band playing inside a rolling cement mixer, Mac's first answer would have been, no.

      A very firm no.

      She put a hand to her aching forehead. Yelped at the goose egg there. A very painful goose egg. One that would only hatch misery and nausea if she dared to touch it again.

      It took her a few moments to realize her eyes were open. Mostly because they weren't focusing. A pink and blonde blob hung over her face. One that smelled vaguely of melon-scented shampoo.

      “What’s that shampoo?” Mac said, “It smells great.”

      She concentrated on focusing. A worried looking Kessie resolved out of the pink and blonde blob.

      “I’m so sorry, sweetie,” Kessie said, “The roads up here are pretty rough.”

      “Especially at Indy 500 speeds,” Mac said.

      Kessie grinned. “Don’t be silly. I couldn’t go anywhere near that fast.”

      “You were trying.”

      Kessie patted Mac’s shoulder.

      “You’ll be fine,” she said, “I’ll get some ice for that knot on your head.”

      Kessie disappeared from view. Leaving Mack with a fresh view. One that included rustic wood beams and a wooden ceiling.

      So she was no longer in Kessie’s 4x4 deathmobile.

      Good to know.

      She was also laying down. On what felt like a bed. A pillow-like object lay under her abused head.

      That was nice of Kessie, wasn’t it?

      For having her brains nearly bashed out of her skull, Mac was feeling strangely calm. Mellow even.

      Maybe because she hadn’t gotten around to thinking about all the horrible things that had happened the last couple days.

      Whups.

      Everything came rushing back in a blaze of burning memories.

      She groaned and covered her face with her hands.

      “Here you go sweetie,” Kessie said.

      Something cold settled on her forehead, draping the protrusion there.

      “Ow,” Mac said.

      Kessie’s face reappeared over hers.

      “Anything I can get you, sugar?” She said.

      There were lots of possibilities there.

      “Can you get my life from three days ago back?” Mac said.

      A soft hand on Mac’s shoulder, gently squeezing.

      “No going back, I’m afraid,” Kessie said, “Only forward. Ya hungry? I got some hotdogs and marshmallows and enough hard liquor to float the Queen Mary.”

      “No Margaritas?”

      Kessie shook her head.

      "Margaritas are really more of a town thing. When you're out in the woods, it's either beer or liquor. And it's really hard for me to keep a buzz with beer. It just doesn't kick hard enough anymore."

      Sure, that made sense.

      “I hope you have your liver insured,” Mac said.

      Kessie laughed. “I do,” she said, “I’m on Havington’s executive health plan. Not the cheap ass, doesn’t-cover-crap plan they offer the few hourly guys they keep on. They charge the hourly guys an arm and a leg for that plan, too. While the execs don’t pay a dime.”

      “Yay corporate class warfare,” Mac said.

      “You got it.”

      Mac (gingerly) put a hand to the ice pack over her forehead. The chill wasn’t doing much other than making her head ache with cold. She rolled to her side and slowly pushed herself upright. With a groan, she swung her feet over the edge of the bed and set them down on soft carpeting.

      Or maybe it wasn’t carpeting.

      She looked down.

      The carpet had a head and glassy eyes.

      “A bearskin rug? Seriously?” Mac said.

      Kessie got a mischievous grin. “Better him be a rug in my cabin than me be bear scat in the woods. Now that’s a story. It was back in the Fall last year. I was–"

      Mac held up a hand.

      “How about we save that story for later,” she said, “What happened to Langres? Did he follow us up here?”

      Kessie’s grin grew even more mischievous. Or maybe it was a wicked grin.

      “I gotta give that guy credit,” she said, “He tracked us up here like he was a prize bloodhound and we were a pair of slow foxes.”

      Mac’s heart went into triple overtime. Which only made her head pound harder.

      She bolted to her feet.

      Then nearly fell back on the bed as a wave of dizziness and nausea washed through her. She managed to just barely steady herself. Somehow.

      “Where is he?” She said.

      Kessie stood. She was still a head shorter than Mac. Though with her enormous chest, Kessie seemed to fill whatever space she was in.

      Or maybe that was just her bubbly personality.

      “He’s fine. Don’t worry about him,” Kessie said, “So you feel good enough for some food? I’ve already got the fireplace going. I’ll poke some wieners and stick ‘em over the flames. Don’t worry, I brought chocolate and graham crackers, too. Though, I know, they’re better over a campfire. This is pretty close though. You can open a window and get a good whiff of the outdoors.”

      Mac put a hand on her hip. The other hand continued to hold the ice pack on her aching forehead.

      “Kessie. What did you do?” She said, “What happened while I was out?”

      Kessie waved a hand. “Oh, your boy toy is fine,” she said, “He and I just came to an understanding, that’s all.”

      Why did that sound ominous in Kessie’s bright, chirpy voice?

      “He’s not my boy toy,” Mac said.

      Kessie’s face lit up.

      “Really? Can I have him then?” She said.

      “No! I mean…whatever. I don’t care. I just need him to help get to the bottom of whatever happened to Morley.”

      Kessie’s look turned sly.

      “Uh huh. Sure, sweets. Come on, you can sit and rest a bit while I get dinner going.”

      Kessie toddled toward a door. Leaving Mac to realize that she was standing in a small, simply furnished bedroom. The wall next to her was made of honey-colored logs.

      So Kessie had an actual log cabin somewhere in the woods.

      Several million dollars could make all sorts of things happen. Even a small log cabin in a remote spot.

      Mac followed Kessie through the door.

      Then stopped as her jaw fell open.

      A huge room stood in front of her. One with high, vaulted ceilings. At one side of the room was a massive fireplace. Made with large stones. Some of the stones could have been boulders in another life.

      In the fireplace was a roaring fire.

      Arranged around the fireplace were comfortable looking sofas and recliners. Enough seating for a small convention.

      At the front of the room were floor to vaulted ceiling windows. Windows that afforded a spectacular view of the nearby mountains and the gorge. The sun was low in the sky, painting everything in view with a warm, orange glow. The waters down in the sound sparkled like it was strewn with diamonds.

      “Holy crap,” Mac said.

      Kessie headed for the other side of the room, opposite the fireplace.

      “I know, extravagant, right?” She said.

      She went to what looked like a high-end, gourmet kitchen with enough honey-pine cabinets and hanging copper and cast iron pans to put any restaurant kitchen to shame.

      “This place was originally built to be some fancy resort lodge for people with more money than sense,” Kessie said, “But the dumbasses who built it couldn’t bribe the feds to let them build a paved two-lane road up here. Too hard to maintain. Too many washouts. With just a crappy Forest Service road they couldn’t convince enough people to come up here. They tried to build a helipad, but the weather up here is just too tricky for helicopters. They’d only be able to land a chopper here maybe three days in the middle of summer. So when the place came on the market, I made a ridiculously low offer. They jumped on it. So now I have a fancy lodge that pretty much only I can get to. Well, and your boy toy and his spiffy rig. Have to admit, I’m a little jealous of that thing, whatever it is. I might have to get me one.”

      She turned to a large bay window next to the kitchen.

      “Where’d you get that, anyway?” Kessie asked.

      Mac’s eyes followed hers.

      She let out a gasp.

      Langres sat in the alcove. Very securely tied to a sturdy chair.
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      Langres was also gagged with a good amount of duct tape.

      His eyes burned with fury.

      It was a definite sign that he didn’t command any Dark Energy. Otherwise, Kessie might have been literally on fire.

      That is, if Langres was able to command elements with the threads. Not everyone could.

      Mac made her feet move across the huge, high-ceilinged room. The size of the room made her feel a little insignificant. The roaring fire in the giant fireplace blasted heat like it was the entrance to Hell itself.

      But it did put out a pleasant, pine smoke scent.

      So that was something.

      She set one foot in front of the other toward the ridiculously extravagant kitchen.

      And Langres.

      Kessie was still turned toward Langres. Waiting for a response to her question about where he got his stupid weird SUV.

      She seemed to realize the man might have a little trouble answering.

      “Whups,” Kessie said, putting her hands to her cheeks in a display of comic dismay, “I forgot I put some shut-the-fuck-up tape on your beer hole. Silly me.”

      Kessie winked at Mac.

      “That boy toy of yours sure has a potty mouth,” she said.

      Oh god.

      This wasn’t helping.

      Also, there was a strong possibility that Kessie was insane.

      That trip to the Hades Realm and back must have driven her over the edge. She was a high-functioning kind of insane. But still cuckoo-banana-pants, nonetheless.

      Kessie turned back to the kitchen. She opened a massive stainless steel refrigerator and rummaged inside.

      “I know I put those wieners in here somewhere,” she said.

      Mac slowly approached Langres. His eyes seemed to plead with her to do something.

      She resisted the urge to give him a couple one-fingered salutes. If he hadn’t put those stupid inhibiting bracelets on her…

      She cleared her throat. “Uh, Kessie,” she said, “Maybe we could take the duct tape off him. So he can answer some questions.”

      Langres nodded with vigor. His eyes wide. And definitely pleading now.

      “Maybe later,” Kessie said, coming up from the fridge with a warehouse store sized package of extra large franks. “He tried some mumbo jumbo words earlier. Almost caught me on that one, didn’t you, cutie pie?”

      Mac scowled at Langres, putting her hand on her hip again.

      His eyes widened further. He shook his head.

      She recalled him using words of power the previous night. He might not have any native abilities…but he certainly had a bag of tricks at his disposal.

      “I took a bunch of trinkets off him,” Kessie said.

      She was right at Mac’s shoulder.

      Mac jumped.

      How had she snuck up on her like that?

      “Don’t know what all the stuff is,” Kessie said. She wagged the package of franks at Langres, “But I bet there’s a whole lot of naughtiness he can do with ‘em.”

      Langres paled a bit. Muscles bunched along his jaw as he stared daggers at Kessie.

      Kessie laughed.

      “He was not a happy camper,” she said, “But then he was trespassing on my property. And he was stalking my old buddy Mac. So that was two strikes right there. Then he started mouthing off. Third strike. You’re out!”

      Kessie giggled. Then tossed the franks on the counter–which was made from some sort of black and silver stone. It looked unnecessarily expensive. The countertop, not the franks. Though they were probably expensive, too.

      It seemed Kessie had acquired a taste for the good stuff since becoming a multi-millionaire.

      Nice problem to have.

      She started pulling open drawers on the gigantic island at the center of the kitchen.

      “Now where did those extra long pokers go?” She said, “Can’t roast wienies without the pokers, right?”

      “Sure, nobody wants to get their fingers burned,” Mac said.

      What the heck was she going to do? She looked around. Were there any rubber mallets around that she could knock Kessie out with?

      And if so, what was her plan after that?

      Free Langres?

      Eh…that didn't sound appealing.

      Maybe she could take Langres’ fancy SUV and drive down off the mountain and back to New Bedlam.

      No. Probably not. She had no confidence in her ability to find her way back to civilization.

      Maybe if she had her damned threads.

      She fixed Langres with an icy glare.

      Jerk.

      Somehow this was all his fault.

      Besides, even if she got back to a normal road, what if more of Havington’s minions were looking for her?

      Again, she didn’t have her threads to deal with what was obviously becoming an incursion of Dark Energy into the normal world.

      She went back to glaring at Langres.

      He really was a jerk.

      “Here they are!” Kessie said.

      She came up with a couple swords.

      Actual swords.

      Who the hell keeps swords in their kitchen?

      Kessie Kinsey apparently.

      Kessie must have noticed Mac’s startled and dismayed stare. She giggled.

      “They’re Turkish Shish Kabob skewers,” she said. She clashed them against each other. “Pretty cool, right?”

      Oh god, oh god, oh god…

      “Maybe a little overkill for roasting wienies and marshmallows, but what the hell, right?” Kessie said, “Makes it more fun, I think.”

      Oh god.

      Kessie laid the swords over her shoulder and grabbed the package of franks. She started to march off toward the roaring fireplace. Which was far enough away there should have been bus service between the fireplace and the kitchen.

      Or at least a golf cart. Or something.

      “Wait! What about him?” Mac said, waving at a visibly frustrated Langres.

      Kessie shrugged. “I don’t feel like roasting his wienie at the moment. There’s some potato salad in the fridge if he’s hungry. Can’t remember how old it is, though. Could be a little iffy.”

      Mac looked back at Langres. Who was doing his best pleading puppy dog look.

      Which tugged at her heart, damnit.

      The man was too adorable. And he knew it.

      “But…” Mac said.

      “Don’t worry about him, sweetie,” Kessie said, “He’s fine for now.”

      Kessie headed out across the vast plain of hardwood floor, trekking toward the fireplace.

      Mac gave Langres a rueful smile and a shrug.

      Then hurried off after Kessie.

      Ignoring Langres’ muffled cries of dismay and/or rage.

      By the time Mac reached the fireplace, Kessie was already skewering franks onto the swords. She handed a sword to Mac.

      “Here ya go. Cook it however done you want. There’s buns and mustard on that little table over there,” she said, “Oh, there’s a cooler with ice in that little cabinet below it. The other table’s got the booze.”

      Kessie held up a cut crystal glass filled with amber liquid and ice. It made a pleasant rattle.

      “Jack Daniels bottle is already open. But take whatever you want, darlin’.”

      Mac eyed the other table. It was half hidden by a magnificently overstuffed leather couch. But she could tell it was not a small table. And, judging by the number of bottle necks sticking up, she suspected that somewhere a liquor store was missing its entire inventory.

      Was there any way to delicately suggest Kessie might have a drinking problem?

      “Actually, some water might be better right now,” Mac said, “Would you like some?”

      Kessie laughed. The smell of liquor coming off her was strong. Strong enough Mac worried about her standing so close to the fire.

      She’d never seen anyone spontaneously combust. She’d seen a couple five-legged toad goblins burst into flame once. But there’d been nothing accidental about that.

      Kessie held up the glass and rattled it again.

      “Got plenty of water in here,” she said, “The crunchy kind.”

      Oh god.

      Kessie waved glass at the fire. “Go on, get that wienie cooking, girl. We got an interrogation to conduct. Don’t want to do it on an empty stomach, do we?”

      Mac stiffened.

      “Interrogation? You think Langres is going to tell us anything?” She said.

      Kessie snorted and tossed back most of her drink.

      “Not him,” she said. She kicked a metal box at her feet. “This thing.”

      The box…

      The one Kessie had stuck the six-tailed rat demon into!

      “Uh…” Mac said, “You sure that’s a good idea? Demons are liars. And threatening them with violence doesn’t bother them. If a demon gets killed, their spirit just goes back to the Great Demon Mother. She reclothes their spirit with new flesh and off they go.”

      Kessie flipped her frank over. It sizzled and popped, its skin darkening and bubbling.

      “Yep, knew that,” she said.

      Chills ran down Mac’s back.

      “How did you know?” She asked.

      Kessie winked and grinned. “Little birdie told me,” she said, “Been doing a little research, too.”

      Morley.

      He was the most likely Kessie’s source of Unseen World information. Unless it was Maggie Bell. Or had Kessie made friends with the Warlock, Mare Colbalto?

      Or all of the above.

      “What are you going to do?” Mac asked.

      Another wink.

      “You’ll find out,” Kessie said, “Now get your wienie roasting there, sweets. I’m not going to do it for you.”

      Mac closed her eyes. How had she gotten into this situation?

      Oh, right. She had gotten on an airplane and flown here all of her own volition.

      That was her problem right there.

      She had volunteered to come back to this crazy patch of the universe.

      What had she been thinking?

      Ha.

      She’d been thinking she could quickly wrap up Morley’s business and then run like hell.

      Silly Mac.
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      Mac sat back in one of the ridiculously overstuffed easy chairs and burped spicy hot dog.

      The roaring fire in the massive fireplace warmed her to the point where her eyelids grew heavy. That and the two franks she’d eaten.

      They were really good.

      Kessie had good taste.

      Okay, the booze helped, too.

      A tumbler with several fingers of Jack Daniels sat in a convenient cup holder built into the easy chair.

      What a brilliant idea. Cupholders in easy chairs.

      Genius.

      There was a possibility she might be slightly drunk. Not really really drunk. Just a bit past tipsy.

      Kessie on the other hand…

      Two empty bottles of Jack Daniels sat on the floor by Kessie’s chair. Kessie refilled her cut crystal tumbler from a third bottle.

      And that bottle was looking close to expiring.

      Mac was still working on her first glass of whiskey.

      Kesse definitely had a drinking problem. In that, she apparently couldn't drink fast enough to get drunk.

      Because that gal was still bright-eyed and chipper as she put the bottle of Jack down and picked up her (mostly eaten) third hot dog.

      “Isn’t this fun!” Kessie said.

      Mac raised her glass. “Hell yeah!”

      She glanced across the room. Toward the distant kitchen. Really, the place was so big, the fireplace and the kitchen were probably in different time zones.

      If she squinted, she could just barely make out the bound form of Langres. Still tied to the chair over by the big bay window next to the kitchen. A part of her felt guilty that she was enjoying herself while he was all bound and gagged.

      But then she remembered the invisible restraining bracelets around her wrists.

      To hell with that jerk.

      She took another sip of whiskey. Savoring the burn down her throat.

      Definitely not as smooth as Uncle Morley’s stash of fine booze.

      Kessie popped the last of the hot dog into her mouth. Chewed and washed it down with another slug of whiskey.

      Letting out a rumbling, non-lady-like belch, Kessie stood.

      “All right,” she said, “Shall we get to the main event?”

      Main event?

      Mac tried to focus through the alcohol fog in her brain. There was something Kessie was going to do…

      Oh, right.

      Interrogate a demon.

      Mac giggled.

      Burped some more spicy hot dog.

      If she weren’t feeling so pleasantly full, she might skewer another frank and hold it over the fire. But she needed to save a little room. Kessie said she had marshmallows.

      Mmmm…s’mores.

      Wait.

      Interrogate a demon…

      Oh, crap.

      She sat up. Fumbled her glass, nearly spilling it. By some inebriated miracle, she plunked the expensive cut crystal glass into the armchair cupholder. She got to her feet. A little wobbly, but otherwise steady.

      She eyed the metal box at Kessie’s feet.

      “What are you going to do to it?” She said.

      Kessie grinned and winked. She pulled a large paper shopping bag from beside her chair. The bag advertised something called Precious Ones Boutique.

      Mac’s half-sauced brain dug up a memory of a shop in Hanly Cove. Some sort of little kids’ clothing store?

      What the…?

      Kessie plopped the bag down next to the metal box. She pulled a pair of leather gloves from the bag, then knelt beside the box.

      “This is gonna be great,” Kessie said.

      It was?

      She unlatched the lid, then flipped it open.

      A rancid stench fouled the air. Like a swamp full of dead skunks on a hot day.

      Making Mac glad she hadn’t gone for that third hot dog. And making the first two do an unsettled gurgle in her stomach.

      The six-tailed rat demon lay curled up in the box. Its scaled skin was a dull, mottled charcoal gray. Not its usual black.

      The thing’s eyes were open. But instead of the normal fiery glow, the eyes were dim red spots in its skull. Like its batteries were almost dead.

      Around its skinny neck was a wooden ring. Wood that was a deep red.

      Bloodwood.

      Where had Kessie gotten it?

      Bloodwood was rare. Extremely rare. The Dark Energy sapping wood was prized by Mages, Warlocks, and Wizards.

      And hated by pretty much every other type of creature in the Unseen World.

      Kessie grabbed the demon by its neck and hauled it out of the box. Holding it at arm's length she shook it.

      “Hey, wakey, wakey, Pollard, you piece of shit,” she said.

      The demon’s eyes brightened slightly. Its snout parted, wisps of fetid smoke curling out.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuck…..yoooooooooou,” the six-tailed rat demon said.

      “No thanks,” Kessie said, “You’re not my type. You ready to talk, or you want some more time in the box?”

      The demon hissed. It clawed feebly at Kessie’s gloved hand.

      “Nooooo….box…bitch.”

      Kessie thumped its snout with a gloved finger.

      “You keep a civil tongue in your head,” she said, “Or back in the box.”

      It hissed in answer. But it didn’t immediately start spouting profanity in five languages.

      Mac was impressed. Either this was a fairly weak demon…or it was at least a little afraid of Kessie.

      “Take…bloodwood…off,” it said.

      “Nah, I don’t think so,” Kessie replied, “Now I think it’s time for you to answer some questions. I got lots of them.”

      The demon croaked out a laugh.

      “What…you do? Throw me in fire? Go ahead,” it said.

      Kessie glanced at the fireplace. As if she were considering it.

      “Kessie,” Mac said, “Demons aren’t afraid of fire.”

      Which got an eye roll from Kessie.

      “Well, duh,” she said, “They live in Hell. Of course they’re not scared of a little fire. But…I bet there’s other things they’re afraid of. Right, Pollard?”

      The demon laughed again. A harsh, rasping sound.

      “Nothing you can do…I die before I break…Mom will just give me new flesh.”

      “Awwww,” Kessie said, “That’s so sweet. You still live with your mom. Why doesn’t that surprise me, Pollard?”

      Mac wanted to point out that the demon wasn't Pollard. Or maybe it was. Did the rat demon have the ability to pretend it was human? Or had it just been piloting the puppet while a higher entity was the mouthpiece?

      Kessie was already moving on, though.

      The demon still scrabbled at her gloved hand with its claws. Claws that were normally razor sharp. But the time in the metal box, or maybe the bloodwood ring, had dulled those as well.

      “Let…me go,” the demon said.

      “Nope. I’ve got questions. You’re gonna give answers,” Kessie said.

      “Screw…you.”

      “We’ve already decided that’s not happening. I’m not opposed to a bit of kinkiness now and then, but you’re definitely way over the line for me,” Kessie said, “First question. Do you work directly for Havington? Or someone else? Give me a name.”

      The demon hissed and tried to spit at her.

      Unsuccessfully. Which was good. Demon spit could be acidic to varying degrees. Sometimes the smaller demons had the most acidic spit of all.

      Kessie cocked her head to one side.

      “You don’t want to be nice and cooperate?” She said.

      She sounded disappointed.

      “Go…fuck yourself,” the demon said.

      “That doesn’t sound like the answer I’m wanting,” Kessie said, “You’re gonna force me to punish you, you little shit.”

      The demon laughed. Strongly this time. Enough so that Mac’s skin crawled.

      “Do your worst…stupid bitch,” the demon said.

      Mac half expected Kessie to fling the demon into the roaring fireplace.

      Instead, she reached into the large shopping bag beside her.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Kessie said.

      She pulled out…

      A sparkly pink and purple dress?

      A tiny dress. Sized for an infant. Or a very small toddler. Mac wasn't tuned in with the sizing on kids' clothes. Whatever it was, it was…

      Adorable.

      “You see this?” Kessie said, “I’m gonna dress you up in it. Plus this.”

      She set the dress down where the demon could see it. From the bag, she pulled out…

      A jaunty little hat with a sparkly unicorn horn jutting from the front of it. A band circled the hat. Tiny, chubby unicorns danced in various poses on the band.

      It was nauseatingly adorable.

      “Once I get you all dressed up,” Kessie said, “I’m gonna take a whole bunch of pictures of you. You’re going to look a-maz-ing. Then I’m going to make giant posters of you in this adorable outfit. Guess what I’m gonna do with them?”

      The demon’s eyes widened. And widened.

      “No…”

      “Yes,” Kessie said, “I’m going to plaster them all over Hell. So your buddies can see them.”

      Mac had never heard a demon scream in terror before.
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      The demon’s answers turned out to be fairly straightforward.

      Especially after Kessie got him into the sparkly pink and purple dress.

      The unicorn hat completed the ensemble perfectly.

      Pollard the six-tailed rat demon had to be the cutest demon ever.

      Kessie had propped his mostly limp body in one of the easy chairs. Then took his picture and showed it to him on her phone. At first, he hissed at the image. Then he leaned forward to get a closer look. His dim red eyes brightened a little.

      “Say…not…so bad,” he said.

      He really was adorable in a too-hideous-to-exist kind of way.

      Too bad he smelled like a garbage truck on fire.

      Kessie sat on a padded footstool in front of the recliner, a tumbler filled with whisky and ice in one hand. Mac stood a little ways back. Closer to the crackling fire. It had died down a bit, but it was still throwing off epic amounts of heat.

      It helped with the chills rolling over her.

      All traces of inebriation had vanished.

      She considered plucking a fresh bottle from Kessie's liquor store table. But decided sobriety was the better choice. Even though a belt would soothe her jangling nerves.

      Kessie had let the little demon hold her cell phone. It was using the front-facing camera to look at itself. And take selfies.

      Was it wrong that the demon was making duck lips and posing? Click…Click…Click…

      Yes. Yes, it was. Very, very wrong.

      Maybe just a small drink wouldn’t hurt.

      Or maybe a series of small drinks.

      Maybe she could just glug it straight from the bottle.

      She glanced over at the liquor table.

      But then the demon started talking.

      “Yes…work for Havington…Stupid normals…Think they can take Unseen World…Very stupid.

      Mac’s heart stuttered, then sped up.

      “Wait, what?” She said, “Havington wants to take over the Unseen World? Are they…are they insane?”

      Kessie sat with an elbow on her knee, one hand propping up her chin.

      “They got ambition,” she said, “Gotta give them that much.”

      “But…” Mac said, “Do they even know what the Unseen World is?”

      The little demon laughed. Then cocked its head in a coquettish way and took a couple more selfies.

      Mac’s stomach turned. The spicy hot dogs she’d eaten earlier weren’t sitting well.

      “Think they know…” the demon said, “The High Lord Kinzaar bring Havington princes to his realm. Make tricks for them to impress. Tells them there are opportunities for profit.”

      Oh god.

      She’d never heard of any High Lord Kinzaar. But that didn’t mean anything. There were dozens, if not hundreds of High Lords of the Dark Places. Not as many as regular Lords of the Dark Places. Though, according to Maggie Bell, most of those had disappeared in some event many years ago.

      “High Lord Kinzaar…he tell Havington princes that corporation and Unseen World have many synergies they can maximize for vertical integration to actualize low-cost high-profit convergence.”

      Mac groaned and rubbed her face with both hands.

      “Who the hell taught this Kinzaar about corporate doublespeak?” She said.

      “Is very handsome, in a normal world way,” the demon said, “Went to Harvard business school.”

      The demon lowered the phone and slowly looked left and right.

      “Do not let him know I said, but High Lord Kinzaar graduated bottom of class. Sensitive about it still. I tell him diploma still work no matter grades bad. Gets mad, though.”

      Was this happening?

      “So the guy’s just a regular corporate prick, then?” Kessie said.

      The demon gave her a thumbs up and posed for another selfie.

      “High Lord Kinzaar be biggest prick he can be,” he said, “Leverages prickdom bandwith for cross-platform adaptive information channels."

      Oh good god.

      “What’s his angle?” Kessie said, “What does he think he’s gonna get out of this?”

      Click…Click…Click…

      The little demon angled the phone to capture a pouty look, one clawed finger on its lower lip.

      “Dude. Pay attention,” Kessie said, “Don’t make me take the phone away from you.”

      The demon hissed.

      “Am very pretty,” it said, “Can borrow makeup?”

      Kessie took a long swallow from her tumbler of booze. By the look in her eyes, she might have been wondering if her plan was backfiring just a wee bit.

      “Sure, I got makeup,” she said, “I know how to use it, too. I spent three months in the Sophia Claire Beauty School. Got the diploma and everything. Didn’t graduate at the bottom of the class, either. I could give you a makeover that would make you squeal with delight. I have nail polish, too. Ever wonder what those skanky claws of yours would look like after a mani-pedi and five layers of hot pink glitter polish?”

      The demon lowered the phone. It contemplated the claws of its free hand.

      “Would look…dazzling…” it said, “Gives me tingles.”

      God…god…god…

      Kessie cocked her head to one side. “I’m totally seeing it,” she said, “Time was, I wouldn’t have thought a demon could pull off such a bold transformation. But you, bud…you can do it. You’ve got that look. There’s a possibility…just maybe…Nah, you wouldn’t be interested.”

      The demon straightened up. Leaned forward, its beady eyes on Kessie.

      “What? What maybe possible? Tell, tell!”

      Taking a deep breath Kessie leaned in just a bit, her voice lowering to a near whisper.

      “I bet you could be a fashion model,” she said.

      The six-tailed rat demon–the one in the sparkly pink and purple dress (plus unicorn hat)–squealed like a twelve-year-old girl meeting the lead singer of her favorite boy band.

      It dropped the phone, waving its clawed hands in front of its snout.

      “COULD?” It shouted.

      Kessie gave a solemn nod. “I wouldn’t say so if it wasn’t true,” she said, “Though it’s gonna take a lot of work. You’d need to really commit.”

      The demon put its hands over its beak.

      “Can commit!” It said.

      Kessie rubbed her chin, taking on a thoughtful look, staring off into space. After a few moments, she made a decisive nod.

      “Okay, then,” she said, “We’ll do it. Soon as we get these pesky questions out of the way, I’ll go get my makeup kit and we’ll do this thing.”

      The demon clapped its clawed hands and bounced up and down on the overstuffed seat.

      “Yes! Yes! Ask questions!”

      All Mac could do was stand there in dumbfounded silence. Kessie was either completely bonkers…or she was the cleverest, slyest bullshitter ever to exist. Or something.

      One thing was for certain.

      Underestimating Kessie would be a very bad idea.

      “Okay, bud,” Kessie said, “What’s this Kinzaar dude’s goal? What does he think he’s gonna get?”

      The demon picked up the phone and clicked off a couple more selfies. This time making an OMG face, one palm to its cheek.

      “High Lord Kinzaar hates Unseen World since the Bahtiv Hevesta return,” the demon said, “Lot of High Lords of the Dark Places unhappy since the light returned to the Unseen World. But Kinzaar hate it worst. He think he can make the darkness return if he can unbalance Unseen World and Normal World. Normals and their technology weapons and Dark Energy. Enough to kill Bahtiv Hevesta, High Lord Kinzaar thinks. Havington Princes think they getting rights to harvest energy sources. Make big investment in infrastructure in Unseen World. Silly normals.”

      Mac went cold with sudden terror.

      She had no idea what the Bahtiv Hevesta was. But it was really clear what High Lord Kinzaar was after.

      The bastard was determined to start a war between the normal world and the Unseen World.

      A war that neither side could win.

      A war that had Hanly Cove right smack in the center of Armageddon.

      Oh, Uncle Morley!

      Why hadn’t he called her?
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      Mac thought she was good at interrogations.

      Kessie put her to shame.

      Between pointed questions, Kessie buttered the demon up with promises of magical makeup transformations and more sparkly dresses.

      The six-tailed rat demon ate up every bit of it.

      Mac sat down on the nearest magnificently overstuffed couch and listened to the master work.

      Her estimation of Kessie kept going up.

      Though, she was still sure Kessie was cuckoo banana-pants.

      The crackling fire in the gigantic fireplace gave off soothing warmth and a pleasant scent of pine smoke. It kinda offset the rancid stench of the demon.

      Kessie had a plan for that, too.

      “Oh, I think with some blush and eyeliner, those cheekbones of yours are just gonna pop, hun,” she said to the little demon, “And we’ll go through my perfume collection and spritz you with something that will just make everyone’s heart go pitter patter.”

      “Really?” The demon said.

      It turned Kessie’s phone and took a couple more selfies. This time going for a sultry look.

      Which made Mac’s stomach turn.

      The little demon sat in one corner of a gloriously overstuffed armchair. The sparkly purple and pink dress it wore made it look like some hideously deformed child.

      Or maybe it just looked like a six-tailed rat demon in a sparkly purple and pink dress.

      One wearing a sparkly unicorn hat.

      Because Kessie was a genius. Possibly an insane genius, but a genius nonetheless.

      “Really truly,” Kessie said, “Now was Pollard a real person, or did you guys just make some puppet to liaison with Havington?”

      Click…Click…

      More selfies. Kessie's phone was going to be jam-packed with demon selfies.

      If it had been Mac’s phone…

      She would have tossed the phone into the fire and gotten a new one.

      “Puppet very expensive,” the rat demon said, “High Lord Kinzaar will be very upset when finds out it broken. Took Iron Dwarves and Glass Fairies long time to make.”

      “Yeah, my bad,” Kessie said, “I’m kinda impulsive. So what was the purpose of Pollard?”

      “Pollard puppet easiest way for High Lord Kinzaar to keep Havington happy. They think Pollard Executive Vice President in High Lord Kinzaar’s company. Very excited to let Pollard have run of Havington offices. Pollard give Havington access to Unseen World objects of power. Help them acquire other objects. Though cost Havington some soldiers. That okay. Havington got lots of soldiers. Easy to get in normal world. Not so expensive like Orcs in Unseen World. Orcs very expensive. High Lord Kinzaar not rich enough to have entire Orc army. Have to kidnap Ogres to fill out army. Ogres not so good at soldiering. Ogres more into farming and family making.”

      Mac sat in rapt attention. Her sleepiness had vanished.

      This was incredible stuff. She was learning things about the Unseen World she had no idea about.

      Ogres liked farming and…uh, making families? Who knew?

      Not her.

      She glanced at Kessie.

      Who had a dark look on her face.

      “Yeah, Havington doesn’t mind losing a few soldiers to get what they want,” she said.

      Whups. The little demon had accidentally touched a sore spot on Kessie.

      Kessie was already zeroing in on the acquire other objects, the demon had mentioned.

      “So what would Havington want with the Morningstar?” She said.

      The little demon looked up from its selfie making.

      “Morningstar is a High Power,” the demon said, “Not many left. The Icons have fallen over time. Destroyed or faded away for reasons unknown. Last one to die was Sinzerklaaz. His bones still lie in the Ice Realm over the river Phlegethon. The Lords of the Dark Places thought they could breach the walls between worlds. The Clown stopped them. Now most of Lords of the Dark Places are gone. Some say the Clown still holds them prisoner.”

      Mac sat up.

      The Clown.

      She had rumors of a clown. Some powerful Unseen World entity that lived in the normal world. Like so many legends and rumors, she had never figured out what, if any truth, was behind it.

      Maggie Bell’s knowledge of the Unseen World had quite a lot of gaps. Or Maggie had held back.

      A strong possibility.

      Kessie gently brought the demon back around to the point.

      She would have made a great reporter. Or maybe an interrogator for a spy agency.

      Instead, she chose a life of driving logging trucks.

      Who was Mac to say what someone else should do with their life?

      Well, she might say something, but people were free to do whatever the hell they wanted.

      And frequently did.

      “That’s great, hun,” Kessie said, “But what does Havington plan on doing with this High Power?”

      Did Kessie suspect the tomb she brought back to the normal world actually contained the Morningstar? It seemed likely. Why would Kinzaar arrange for a box of rocks to come back to the normal world?

      The demon shook its head.

      “High Lord Kinzaar did not share his plan for the Morningstar,” it said.

      Kessie rubbed her chin and sipped from her tumbler of whiskey.

      “Well, you’re a pretty smart fella,” she said, “What would a sharp cookie like you do with this Morningstar?”

      A shrug of the demon’s narrow shoulders.

      “High Powers are concentration of Dark Energy,” it said, “They have many powers. Their realms are shaped by their power. Some of the entities in the realms, too, are given form by the Icon’s power. The power can last even after the Icon’s death. Though it fades in time. The Morningstar is not dead. Put in some sort of sleep by the Mad Titan Tharia. Maybe because Tharia wanted to add the Icon’s power to his own. Or just use the Icon’s realm. If I had a sleeping Icon, I would use his power to make myself mighty. Mighty enough to crush my enemies. If I could find a way to do it without the power destroying me. So much power in the Icon. How to tap it without annihilating my very soul…that would be question.”

      Mac rubbed her arms. Trying to make the shivers running through her go away. There wasn’t enough heat coming from the massive fireplace to make the cold in her ease, though. The things the little demon was saying…

      Chilled her down to the bone.

      She had no idea about High Powers or Icons. Like so many things about the Unseen World, they were new to her. Her knowledge was spotty at best.

      Maybe if she’d spent more time paying attention than making life miserable for Morley and everyone around her.

      Wait.

      Had she really made Morley’s life miserable?

      Her mind skittered away from that question.

      Kessie was already onto her next question for the little demon.

      “Does this Kinzaar guy think he can tap into that power?” She said.

      The demon in the sparkly pink and purple dress nodded, taking a couple more selfies with its claws curled up under its chin. It looked like it was trying for a pensive look. With fair to middling success.

      Maybe the demon could be a fashion model.

      For a horror magazine.

      “Is possible. Don’t know why else High Lord Kinzaar would want the Morningstar. Unless he wants to make Morningstar nova. That might be of interest.”

      Mac's eyes went wide. For a couple seconds, it felt like her heart stopped beating.

      Holy crap!

      Kessie frowned. “What’s a nova? Why would Kinzaar want to do it?”

      The demon laughed. A rasping cackle that made Mac's skin crawl.

      “Nova happen when a Mage–or entity with big powers–turns their Energy on itself,” the demon said, “Make big BOOM!”

      Kessie’s frown grew. “You mean they can turn themselves into a bomb?”

      The demon nodded. “BOOM!”

      This was something Mac knew about.

      “I’ve heard about it,” she said, “Warlocks, wizards, mages, witches…anyone who can command threads of Dark Energy…they can focus their energy down to a single point within themselves. The energy pours into that singularity. Until it reaches a critical mass. Then it releases. Consuming everything around it."

      Kessie locked eyes with her for a few moments.

      “I’m guessing the amount of everything consumed depends on how powerful the whatever is, right?” She said.

      Mac gave a careful nod. “Yes. I don’t have firsthand knowledge, but I’ve been told that there were powerful Warlocks who went nova and destroyed entire realms. I have no idea what kind of destruction a High Power going nova could do. I’m guessing enough to make most of this continent a crater.”

      Kessie turned her gaze back to the demon.

      “You agree with that, little bud?” she asked.

      The demon shrugged and clicked off a few more selfies.

      “Could be,” it said, “Big waste of power. But High Lords of the Dark Places sometimes like that. Sometimes…if they cannot possess something…think it better to destroy it.”

      For a few seconds, Mac couldn’t breathe.

      Kessie asked her next question.

      “You think this Kinzaar is like that?” She said, “That he’d want to blow up the normal world just because he couldn’t possess it?”

      Another shrug from the demon.

      “Don’t know. He want to destroy the Bahtiv Hevesta. Maybe he thinking there a way to do it from the normal world. Probably wouldn’t mind if normal world gets chunk bitten out of it. Especially since so much Unseen World entities in this part of normal world. Might solve bunches of problems maybe.”

      Mac put a hand to her mouth.

      “The Coven,” she said.

      Both Kessie and the demon looked at her.

      Mac shook her head. “The Coven’s High Council is somewhere along the coast. Near New Bedlam.”

      The demon nodded. “Good reason to blow up the Morningstar. No Coven make things easier for the High Lords of the Dark Places.”

      Mac trembled. Yeah, no kidding.

      Without the Coven protecting the normal world…

      There would be nothing to stop the creatures of the Unseen World from overrunning everything.
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      Mac stood in Kessie’s ridiculously large and fancy kitchen. Holding onto the countertop with both hands. Staring out the window.

      Except it was dark outside. All she saw was the reflection of a scared woman with dark circles under her eyes and hollow cheeks.

      Her hair was kind of a mess, too.

      An insignificant thing considering the end of the world might be coming.

      Her body trembled. The countertop, carved from some kind of black stone, shot through with silver streaks, was smooth and cold. The edges were rounded, too. She couldn’t get them to bite painfully into her palms.

      If she wanted pain…she’d have to bite her tongue or the inside of her cheeks.

      For a moment’s distraction.

      She’d just wanted to get Uncle Morley into the ground and get back to her life. Some kind of life, anyway. As long as it was far away from Hanly Cove.

      But here she was, stuck in Kessie’s grand mountain retreat. With Kessie and a demon who was giggling and cooing as Kessie applied makeup to its hideous, scaled face.

      The end of the world was coming. And Mac was in cuckoo banana-pants-land.

      Okay, she didn’t know for sure what High Lord of the Dark Places Kinzaar was plotting. But what Kessie had dug out of the little six-tailed rat demon made enough sense to scare the living crap out of her.

      There were a bunch of questions Kessie hadn’t asked the
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