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        By C. Gockel

      

      

      ONCE UPON A TIME, IN OUR ORDINARY WORLD, THERE WAS A GRANDMOTHER.

      She died.

      She was reborn as a Vampire in a world of Magick.

      The grandmother de-aged. Her ailments healed, her body became strong, and her wrinkles faded.

      Her wisdom, however, did not diminish. She knew monsters need monstrous names, so they never forget the monsters they are.

      She named herself Grendel, after the medieval haunter of borderlands and drinker of warriors’ blood, vanquished by the hero Beowulf.

      The name seems appropriate. Grendel the Grandmother haunts the borderlands and drinks the blood of (mostly) evil warriors.

      But in a Magickal world, names don’t just have meanings—they are prophecies.

      And a new hero is rising. He has been molded since birth to fight evil and been given the skills to vanquish the most insidious evil of all: Vampires.

      His name is Beowulf, and he’s coming for Grendel.
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      “He’s … not … that bad a person,” Grendel said. “He’s only trying to kill me.” Arms and legs pumping, she raced along the deer path, almost too tired to answer herself. “He could be a … a … slaver …”

      She panted. Faltered. Pain shot from the big toe of her right foot, and she went tumbling. Rocks and grit bit her palms, and her fangs bit her tongue as she hit the ground. Her own Vampiric blood, warm but unsatisfying, pooled in her mouth.

      The quest for human blood had gotten her into this mess to begin with.

      “God damn me,” she muttered. Struggling to rise, knees and fingers slipping in cold spring mud, she snickered. “God damn me again.”

      Off in the distance, wolves howled. Closer, boot steps sounded behind her, and something else, the thrum of Magick like a drumbeat. That drumbeat had seduced her into getting too close to her pursuer. How far back was he? A hundred yards? Surely far enough away to execute Vampirism’s greatest trick. Snarling, she exhaled, and her soul ripped from her chest with her breath.

      She left time.

      Her body instantly felt lighter. Sound did not exist in the out-of-time, and the pre-dawn bird song vanished. The world became colder and dimmer, and the breeze no longer moved. The scant clouds that had been drifting steadily across the Midwestern sky hovered now, frozen in shape and place.

      Pushing herself up, Grendel took a few steps and cursed.

      She could still feel her pursuer’s Magick, and worse, she could feel him in the out-of-time with her. Humans could not slip out-of-time, but they could let a Vampire drag them out-of-time if they wore specialized “Vampire armor.” But Vampire armor only had an effective radius of about five yards. He should be too far away to be clinging to her wake like an unbloody barnacle.

      Lunging along the deer path, Grendel felt the weight of the man chasing her with every step—not like a barnacle, she decided—like an anchor. Her mind spun faster than her feet on the forest floor. Her pursuer had to be young. He—she’d caught a glimpse of him, and he was definitely a he—had a young man’s strength and speed, and he was obviously powerful and skilled.

      She had just a little more strength and speed than the elderly woman she’d been when she’d died. He would catch up to her soon, and he would beat her in a fight. She remembered the stakes she’d seen dangling at his waist and wondered if this was finally the end.

      Faces of all those lost in her human life—husband, children, grandchildren—and those she’d lost—or murdered—in her Vampiric life flickered through her mind like a reel of old film. The lack of definition in the faces made them eerier. How long before that reel lost all semblance of those gone?

      A fallen log invited her to sit. A boulder covered in moss looked like a delicious place to lie down. A stake would be quick and … “An end would be nice,” she whispered, the words lost in the soundlessness of the out-of-time.

      More faces flashed through her eyes, and the words of one of the dead rang in her mind, You will save my family. And you will destroy those who did this. The voice was so clear and familiar, Grendel almost looked for the speaker’s ghost.

      Snarling silently, Grendel pressed on, the drag of her pursuer growing heavier with each step. He was gaining on her. She could not outrun or outfight him. She couldn’t allow herself to be caught. She’d made promises.

      Glancing over her shoulder, Grendel confirmed she was still out of sight, looked up, spotted a target, and leapt. Gravity was a force, all forces were a function of time, and she was out-of-time. She landed with the grace of a cat and weight of a feather thirty feet above the forest floor, on a branch nearly as wide as her waist. Taking a deep breath, she pressed her back to the tree’s trunk and slammed back into real-time.

      The bird song, her full weight, and the sound of her heartbeat returned—she had a heart, and as far as she knew, it performed the same function as before her death. The organ’s beat sounded too loud. She ached to breathe deeply but sealed her lips to avoid being overheard. She no longer heard wolves.

      Her pursuer’s footsteps slowed, and her heartbeat quickened. She reminded herself she was well camouflaged in clothing that matched the brownish greens of the forest, the Magickal bracelet at her wrist only hummed with Magick around canines, and people hunting earthbound quarries rarely looked up.

      A few moments later, her pursuer came into view, so close the sound of his Magick was like a hundred drums. She didn’t sigh. All humans were delicious, but Magickal humans were ecstasy. It had been months since she’d had human blood, let alone a Magickal human. Her mouth watered, and her fangs bit her lip. She couldn’t take her eyes off him—what she could see of him, anyway.

      He wore head-to-toe Magickal “armor.” Not the sort of armor that knights wore in the Middle Ages, it was more like the body armor worn by soldiers and police officers of her own time in the early aughts. Unlike the armor of her time, it completely covered his face, and veins of the dust-like Ember that gave all Magickal animals, humans, and objects their power hummed along its surface. The armor made him nearly invisible. It also protected him from bullets. She knew the last because she’d shot him with the pistol that hung at her hip: twice in the head, twice in the heart. The bullets had slid down him like water droplets.

      Her muscles tensed at the memory. Usually, Magickal armor only granted one type of protection—impact resistance, camouflage, or the ability to slip into the out-of-time with Vampires. Armor that offered more abilities tended to be bulky and cumbersome, but this man’s armor was lightweight.

      She’d been able to hear his footsteps when he ran, but now he stalked, and if it weren’t for the drumbeat of his Magick, she wouldn’t hear him at all.

      He slunk below her along the trail, back to her, a stake half-raised. Every instinct in her screamed to fall upon him and find his throat while his back was turned. Shivering, she fought her urges.

      He moved three more paces past her, and Grendel’s shoulders relaxed. Her eyes flicked to the horizon. The lights of the highway, with its Ember fueled cars, were just visible. There were hours before sunrise.

      In the out-of-time, she could get to the highway in less than seconds and spend the day in one of the drains beneath it. She just had to sit here and wait for the man to be gone. Her attention returned to her pursuer.

      Ambient Ember was everywhere—in the air, the dirt, the water. Some Magickals “saw” it, “smelled,” or “tasted” it. If Grendel listened, she “heard” it, or more accurately, felt it: constant as cicadas in summertime. Around Magickal objects, animals, and humans, like the man below her, it condensed and became “louder.” As he moved away, it became “fainter.”

      Watching him go, she reminded herself that letting him go wasn’t a failing on her part. He wasn’t a slaver, which meant he was not an immediate worry … except to her.

      The man all but disappeared from view beneath the boughs of an elm farther down the trail, and Grendel almost sighed in relief. But then his steps slowed. He came to a halt, and Grendel clenched her teeth in an effort not to scream out, “What is wrong with you?”

      Back to her, the man scanned the forest floor. Grendel looked around, considering finding another branch on the other side of the tree. She swallowed. Moving might make noise and …

      The man turned around.

      She froze.

      His head moved side to side as he scanned the forest beneath Grendel.

      Again, he did not look up. Grendel’s eyes slid closed. She was safe.

      At that moment, a bird ripped out a melody right above her head. She was going to kill that bird.

      The man’s head jerked up. His faceplate was a solid sheet of black, without any indication of nose, mouth, or eyes, yet Grendel imagined their gazes locked. He raised the stake higher. Grendel had a sudden realization and promptly lost control of her mouth. “You work for the slavers, don’t you? You don’t like me not letting you send farmers to your Ember mines. You son of a basilisk. I hope someone feeds you your testi⁠—”

      The Magickal slaver leaped for her in real-time, all thirty odd feet. It should have been impossible.

      Grendel fell out of the tree in shock. The sensation of falling sent her out-of-time. He went out-of-time too, but in midair he couldn’t change direction or the force of his jump. He hit the tree trunk face first; at the same time, Grendel landed on her backside. Fortunately for her, she was out-of-time, and it didn’t hurt. Unfortunately, her pursuer was out-of-time, too. He quickly adjusted himself and dropped toward her.

      Slipping into real-time, Grendel rolled to the side. “Break a leg, bas⁠—”

      The man landed in an easy crouch and sprang toward her. Grendel rolled again. Leaves crunched on either side of her. She spun over and found the man above her, stake still clutched in one hand. Intellectually, she knew it was over, but her arms flew up to protect her from the coming blow.

      He lifted the stake higher, and shadows rose above him like dark wings. In that split second, Grendel wondered if she were in Hell again. She hadn’t thought she’d upset the demons last time she was there, but⁠—

      The man fell on top of her, knocking the wind out of her, but the piercing sting of a stake did not arrive. The shadowy “wings” snarled at his wrist and on his back, and the man cursed. “I’ll kill you, beasts!”

      Grendel’s growls rose with the beasts’, and she clawed at the man’s throat. Her fingers found fabric, but it could have been titanium; her claws couldn’t pierce it. Cursing, the man struggled against his shadowy adversaries, momentarily forgetting Grendel. One of the shadows whined. Sparks went off somewhere close, but then vanished. Grendel snarled.

      The other shadow growled, “Run, Grendel!” Blind with rage, she had to fight. Wrapping her legs around the man, she pinned their hips together so he couldn’t get away and raked her claws down his armor from chin to sternum … and found nothing … Snarling, she swiped again, and her nails caught on a seam. She dug her claws in. The man cried out in fear or shock, but hunger and anger clouded any pity Grendel might have felt. She peeled the armor away from his neck like the fabric it was. The next instant, her jaws found one of his carotid arteries, and blood poured into her mouth and over her face, the drumbeat of his Magick thumping in time with her heart, and then slowing to nothing, his body going limp.

      The shadows retreated, one of them growling, “He tried to set Lupina’s tail on fire.”

      Lupina yelped.

      Grendel released the man’s neck and pushed him off. She lay back, staring at the brightening sky. His blood hummed in her veins, and she felt like she could slip out-of-time and jump to the moon.

      One of the shadows, a Magickal she-wolf, shoulder as high as Grendel’s hip, whined. The other shadow, a Magickal wolf, slightly taller than his mate, growled. “Definitely the man who staked farmer John and burned him to ash. His humans will want to know.”

      Grendel grunted. It wouldn’t bring John back to “his humans.” They were his family and friends, and they’d loved him.

      She wiped her face with her arm. Her sleeve came away coated with blood. Blinking at it, she said, “Thank you, Lupin and Lupina.” They had other names—howls that could echo for miles through the Midwestern forest—but she couldn’t pronounce them. The two sat on their haunches. Lupin cocked his head.

      Belatedly, Grendel reminded herself that wolves didn’t express thanks with words; they thanked friends with deeds, but as though trying to be mindful of humanish customs, Lupina weakly thumped her tail.

      Grendel looked at the dead man. Face and body still in armor, his bare throat shone like bleached bone in the moonlight where it wasn’t blood and gore. “Who is this guy?”

      The wolves sniffed his body. “Magickal human. The scent of Southwestern deserts clings to him, and a train ride.”

      Lupina whined, and Lupin said, “Hasn’t been to the mines, but close to them. And he killed John, just like his family reported to you.”

      Grendel peeled the armor from his face. All humans were beautiful to her, but this man appeared particularly handsome, his jaw strong, cheekbones high, the shadow of stubble on his cheeks, dark hair contoured in a military cut. His hazel eyes were still clear. His lips were parted, his expression shocked. He couldn’t have been older than her son when he’d come back from engineering school, a long time ago, before Vampires, and Ember, and Magick, before the Change.

      “What is he, twenty-three at most? Too young,” Grendel whispered, feeling weak despite the strength of his Magick pumping through her veins.

      Lupin sniffed him. “Thirty-five.”

      Grendel frowned. Magickals always looked younger than their real ages. Thirty-five was still too young. Something at his collar caught her eye. She rolled it up over his ruined throat. A pin of dark orange, outlined by red, about the size of her thumbprint sat at the base of his neck.

      “A symbol of some sort?” Lupin asked.

      Grendel shivered. Most Magickals had one skill they excelled at, and some could learn others. This one had Magickally set Lupina’s tail on fire or tried to. He’d also followed Grendel into the out-of-time from a hundred yards away, jumped thirty feet in the air in real-time, seen her in the dark—in the shadow of the trees, that would have been difficult for human eyes, even with the moonlight—and he’d killed John.

      Stroking the emblem, she whispered, “The real question is what is this guy?”
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      The maid’s dress, cheap, thin, faded yellow, and ostensibly modest, did not disguise the curve of her hip, or the softness the woman possessed even after decades of physically demanding work.

      “Can’t keep your thoughts off the ladies, Bayo? Is that why you lost the Channel Swim match?” Eclason asked.

      Bayo flushed.

      The maid, bent over with the weight of a tray with refreshments for eight, looked up and past Bayo to Eclason. Bangs of dark hair fell over a face with deepening smile lines, but still pretty. Her lips parted, and Bayo felt her embarrassment. She thought Eclason was teasing her, that she was too old to catch Bayo’s eye—Bayo wasn’t trying to read her, but her emotions were so obvious, he couldn’t help it.

      She scrambled to complete her task, banging some of the serving ware onto the small table by the door, and hurried off.

      Bayo glared at the smirking Eclason, doubly annoyed by the accusation and scaring her away. The Order forced them to take vows of celibacy, not of not looking. There would be plenty of hard stone, dry sand, snakes, and scorpions when they returned to the temple of the Order, but no gentle maids. “I finished last because I went back for Gray. The sea serpent would have drowned him.”

      Raising his hands in supplication, Eclason took a step back. “I was just kidding.”

      Bayo scowled.

      Beyond their room, dishes and silverware rattled. A second later, the door from the suite slammed as the maid fled. Eclason tipped his head in the direction she’d gone. “You can’t be so obvious, Bayo.” In a softer voice, he added, “She wasn’t even Magickal.”

      Bayo’s hands curled into fists. He’d only been looking.

      Rolling his eyes, Eclason picked up a book and flopped onto his bed. Flipping through the pages, he muttered under his breath, “How the Hell did you not get caught up in that business in Santa Clara?”

      Bayo flushed. It would have felt like cheating. He eyed Eclason carefully. How much did he know? Eclason’s strongest Magickal talent was touch telepathy. He could rifle through the unsuspecting mind as gently as a butterfly. But Bayo was a suspecting mind, and he carefully monitored his thoughts when Eclason got too close. Bayo exhaled.

      Eclason knew nothing. If he did, Bayo would have been disciplined.

      Shaking his head, Eclason huffed. “I can’t believe after you got Gray to the emergency boat that you dived down after that monster yourself.”

      Bayo winked at him. “Killed it, didn’t I?”

      Eyeing Bayo over the book, Eclason said, “You. Are. Crazy.”

      Bayo shrugged. He had to be crazy. Proficient at all the skills of their Order, he was master of none. He wasn’t the fastest, the strongest, and when he explored someone’s mind telepathically, they felt it. He made up for his deficiency by pushing himself harder than anyone else and taking the biggest risks.

      Eclason raised an eyebrow, and then bounced on his bed. “Do you think all this luxury will make us soft?”

      Maybe it would just make them sleep better. Since he’d just been caught admiring a woman, Bayo kept his mouth shut. He’d silently enjoy the luxury: soft bed, soft carpet, bathroom with hot and cold running water, gentle soaps and oils, and his own bed, big enough for three. Instead of answering, he wandered over to the tray the maid had left and found a plate of meats, cheeses, smoked fish, and fruit. He picked up a strawberry and bit in.

      The juice exploded on his tongue at the same time Trent and Gareth exploded into the room. They stormed past Bayo to Eclason.

      “Aion isn’t here?” Trent asked.

      Bayo blinked. Aion was supposed to be in charge over the next few days.

      Eclason looked up from his book. “He was sent North. There’s been reports of a nasty Vampire up there along the border with the Alliance.”

      Bayo forgot about the food and wished he was with Aion, doing something meaningful.

      “I heard Ohio is thinking about joining the Alliance,” Gareth added, lip curling in disgust.

      Bayo glanced at him in alarm. The Midwest had been part of their homeland, the United Magickal States, before Bayo was born. But then Chicago had broken away, and their rebellion had spread like a cancer. Too weak at the time for a Civil War, the United Magickal States had not reacted when Illinois, Indiana, Minnesota, Michigan, and the Dakotas broke away, and most of the Northeast along the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River seaway were sympathetic to the Alliance cause and doctrines.

      The laws of the United Magickal States weren’t enforced in sympathetic territories.

      Trent hissed. “Vampire lovers. Wish we still had nukes and could turn the whole Alliance to glass.”

      Eclason raised an eyebrow. “Most of the people in the Alliance stake their dead just like we do. Radical Magickals have taken control of their governments and won’t let the Common people, or anyone else, stake the Vampires that are already made.”

      Trent and Gareth bowed their heads. They were all Magickals, and Magickals had committed terrible crimes in the United Magickal States, too, before the Reformation, when Commons had deposed the Magickal Queen and seized control of the government.

      Bayo looked away and squinted out the window. The park around the palace was just visible in the distance. Did he feel shame for what people like him had done? Sometimes. Maybe. Other times, he felt like the oaths he’d taken to defend the States and the Commons more than made up for any inherited sin.

      In other, darker times, he wondered why he should be punished for something he’d had no control over. He hadn’t asked to be born with Magick.

      Eclason sighed. “We can’t blame them for being under the thrall of Magickals and Vampires.”

      Bayo scowled. Chicago had been cursed by the Fae and put under a sleeping spell for two hundred years. After enduring that, in defiance of all common sense, the city had opened its arms to not just the Fae, but all Old Magickals, and worse, the most insidious evil, Vampires.

      Vampires knew humans in a way Fae and demi-gods never could. Vampires could ingratiate themselves to humans and slip through human society all but unnoticed, but they saw humans as no more than chattel. Worst of all, they could spread their plague to others.

      Gareth muttered, “They could revolt like our Commons did.”

      “Considering how many Magickals and Commons died during our Reformation, can you blame them for not?” Eclason snapped.

      Bayo could blame them. Better to die on your feet than live on your knees.

      Throwing down the book, Eclason said, “Anyway, the point is, if we offer help to the regions on the fence, they’re going to ally themselves with us more firmly and turn away from the Alliance.”

      “That makes sense,” said Trent, flopping down on the bed next to Eclason.

      “Yeah,” Gareth grumbled, lying down at their feet and spreading out his arms. He sighed and closed his eyes.

      Bayo’s eyebrow hiked. Maybe being unused to luxury made one more susceptible when one encountered it?

      “You’re quiet, Bayo,” Trent commented.

      “I’m looking forward to Aion’s stories of slaying the beast,” Bayo said, which was true, if not the precise direction of his thoughts. Aion was their senior’s nickname, earned for his ability to slide out-of-time with a Vampire at over one hundred yards. The strength of that talent impressed Bayo, even if Aion was too dependent on armor for projectile deflection.

      Trent nodded at him. “A Vampire dead anywhere is good for peace everywhere.”

      Gareth’s and Eclason’s gazes met Bayo’s. Gareth said, “You’ve brought more peace than any of us.” His voice was hushed and deferential.

      Bayo felt the warmth of pride in his chest. It was true. Not wanting to look vain, he dropped his gaze. His eyes fell on his own bed. On top of the gold quilt lay a small, crimson box, the sort jewelry came in. He knew from a picture on a billboard he’d seen on their trip from the Order’s Temple.

      They’d been stopped at a checkpoint for a quarter of an hour, and he’d had plenty of time to memorize the billboard’s message. Tell her you care in language louder than words. Was jewelry what you needed to hold on to a woman? He tasted bitterness in his mouth. Such things weren’t supposed to matter to him.

      Lifting the box, he smirked. “What’s this? Are you proposing to me, Eclason?”

      The ambient Ember in the room warned him of the pillow coming for his head, but he didn’t duck. Grinning at the impact, he popped the lid and found a circular metal pin: orange enamel surrounded by a line of red.

      “We all got them,” Eclason said. “We’re supposed to wear it with our armor … here.” Eclason touched his thumb to his collar.

      Gareth and Trent bounced up. “We did?” said Gareth. Trent dashed out the door. Gareth followed. Their footsteps thundered to their own rooms.

      Bayo frowned down at the pin. “I thought one of the strengths of our Order was that we are anonymous.”

      Eclason’s expression grew somber. “The Vampire you killed last time you were here scared the Commons of Congress.”

      Bayo frowned. The Commons weren’t Magickal, and they were all but defenseless against Vampires, however … “It wasn’t after them,” Bayo said. “It was after my brother.” His fingers curled reflexively, remembering the battle with the creature and its feelings. His lip curled in disgust that he didn’t think would ever go away.

      Eclason shrugged. “It was right before his testimony.” Eclason nodded at the pin. “It will make the Congressmen feel better seeing that, knowing who we are, and knowing that we’re watching over them.”

      Bayo’s eyebrows rose, unconvinced. He plucked the pin from the box and weighed it with his hand. It felt cheap.

      Eclason’s eyes drifted to the spot where the maid had stood. “And it's a way of compensating us for all our sacrifices.”

      Rolling the pin between his fingers, memories of the Vampire’s bloodlust came back to Bayo. Most of the missions he’d been sent on since being ordained into the Order of Ember occupied a moral gray zone: destroying “terrorist” cells in occupied Northern Mexico and their sympathizers in the States. The “terrorists” and “sympathizers” were just ordinary Commons and some minor Magickals, caught up in events beyond their comprehension and control, often justifiably outraged by the petty but endemic corruption of the Occupation Government. Killing the “terrorists” had felt like a waste. Sending sympathizers to show trials felt … false.

      But killing Vampires was different. They were all that was evil … narcissistic as much as they were blood thirsty, brutal and manipulative, but ultimately, more cowardly at the end than any mortal.

      The last Vampire he’d killed in particular had been a monster. Bayo could still feel its rage, and the shock the creature felt as Bayo had driven the stake into its heart. Bayo had let his own rage set the thing alight before it had lost consciousness and had reveled in its pain. It hadn’t been painful enough, not with the things it had wanted to do to his brother.

      Ending that monster had made the desert’s heat and cold, the lack of food, the sleeplessness worth it.

      He didn’t need a cheap token to validate his membership in the Order of Ember.

      He needed to kill more Vampires.
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      “That man came closer to killing you than any before him,” Lupin said. “You need to alert the King and his Princess.”

      “Jack isn’t really a king and doesn’t like to be called one,” Grendel said by way of deflection.

      Slinking along the forest edge beside her, Lupin nipped at her heels. “Stop being obstinate.”

      Ahead of them, Lupina stopped and turned, ears high. She gave a bark.

      “Get ready,” Lupin growled. “Here comes another one.”

      Grendel dutifully ducked. She heard the rumble a moment later. A moment after that, she felt the ground beneath her rise and fall. Something shattered—a window in the farmhouse nearby, maybe. As the ground settled, Grendel rose, arms outstretched to the sides. “It’s like surfing.”

      The two wolves glared at her through narrowed yellow eyes. Lupina growled. Lupin said, “My mate is right. You’re being foolish. It’s been three days. You delivered the body of the killer to John’s family. Now you need to report the incident. Take the strange armor and the pin to the others.”

      Lupina growled again, and Lupin added, “And you need to report all these damned earthquakes.”

      “They probably know about the earthquakes. They are felt for long distances,” Grendel replied weakly. She looked to the south, to the neat farmhouse, dwarfed by its red barn. From this distance, the Ember lights looked like electricity. It could have been a scene from her own lifetime. “They need me here to protect them. John is gone, the slavers are coming more often, and they’re more vicious.”

      Her chest got heavy. The farmers needed more than her or John; they needed the mine that bought humans to work its dark tunnels destroyed. Grendel shivered at memories of darkness so deep even a Vampire felt terror.

      She reminded herself she couldn’t destroy the mines alone. She couldn’t. She’d be destroyed. The people in this region and the Alliance couldn’t destroy the mines either, not without starting a war with the United Magickal States … a war that they would lose.

      “You need to report John’s death and the slavers' increased activity, too,” Lupin said.

      Lupina made a noise that wasn’t quite a bark. Lupin said, “My mate will take us by a shortcut.”

      Grendel played with the bracelet of shells at her wrist. It hummed softly in the wolves’ presence. They were right. It was time to go back; the armor needed to be studied. The armor alone meant she couldn’t just report incidents via a phone or Magick mirror, but she whispered, “I hate going back.”

      “You love going back,” Lupin protested.

      That was true, too, and a problem. But because she was contrary, she plucked the pin from her pocket and held it up to the moonlight. “I hardly think it will be important.”
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        * * *

      

      The guard stripped Bayo of his weapons—not that he needed them—and inclined his head for Bayo to enter. Bayo stepped into the office to find it a flurry of activity. Officers, Magickal and Common, swarmed around General Gram’s desk, heads bent over a map.

      Bayo stood at attention and waited, trying to keep his heart rate level.

      Gram snapped some sharp words at the officers, and Bayo felt their trepidation. Although Gram was a good man, he was impatient. Hence, his nickname, “the Dragon.”

      At length, Gram looked up. “Beowulf, is that you? Take off the damn mask and the gloves too; it's hot in here.”

      Bayo pulled the hood from his face. Outside the tiny windows of the Keep, the capital’s military annex, the night was dim, but Beowulf blinked. Gram’s office was overly bright. He left his gloves on to be polite. Some of the Commons thought he needed touch to read emotions. No need to make them feel uneasier than they already did after Gram’s tirade.

      “Dismissed,” Gram said to the others.

      They filed out of the office, and General Theodore Alonsyius Gram came forward. “Brother,” he said, but didn’t smile. He radiated guilt, fear, and affection, though he looked well. His Magick was not as strong as Bayo’s, but Bayo tasted it, a very faint flash of sweetness, so light and so brief, it was almost as though he’d imagined it.

      Theo touched his own collar and nodded at the pin on Bayo’s. “You’ve got your insignia. It should be made of gold.”

      Bayo shrugged.

      Theo’s brows drew together, and he wiped his jaw.

      “Theo, what’s wrong?” Bayo asked.

      Theo leaned against the desk and rubbed his eyes. “The Congressional session … sorry to put you through that.”

      Bayo shrugged again. It was his duty. Did Theo really feel guilty for that?

      “It’s tedious, I know,” Theo continued. His hand went to his neck and the good-luck charm he wore there, a gift from their father. It was faintly Magickal. Bayo didn’t envy Theo for its Magick, but he wished he had some similar token. He only had scant memories of their father, and none of their mother.

      “Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?” Bayo asked, snapping his attention back to the matter at hand. He still had weeks more of the session, and he wasn’t looking forward to it, but he’d also never known Congress to be any different. It might be interesting when they elected a new Prime at the end of the session, but the last few days had been budgets … and more budgets …

      Theo barked a laugh. “They’ll be the death of us. Always squabbling, while what remains of the States disintegrate around us. They never get anything done.”

      Bayo didn’t pay much attention to the antics of Congress or the Primes. Maybe because he hadn’t known any other world or way things were done. In Theo’s memories, all of Texas, the Southeast, Northeast, and Midwest had been part of the United Magickal States. His brother’s dismay over the loss of former territories and decisive leadership was evident.

      Bayo’s job wasn’t to question that. His job the past few days had been to see that no monsters, Magickal or otherwise, interrupted the Congressional proceedings, so the soft Commoners who decided the fate of the remaining states could go back to their soft spouses and spoiled children. He wasn’t jealous. So much of the Commons’ lives was banality. To be a Magickal in the army, Medical Corps, or the Order was a higher calling. It was protecting all children of the smaller, but arguably stronger, nation they now inhabited.

      That was doctrine.

      Not all doctrine could be untrue.

      Bayo studied his brother, who appeared to be studying him. Bayo said, “I hope you didn’t ask me here to apologize.” He’d hoped for a mission. Something meaningful.

      Shame flared from Theo’s chest and sadness, too, both too strong for Bayo to miss.

      “No,” Theo admitted.

      Bayo waited. Theo would get to the truth eventually.

      Crossing his arms, Theo looked at the ground. “You know the story of the Reformation and the Slaughter.”

      Bayo blinked. Who didn’t? “The Commons rebelled. To punish them, the Queen released the monsters from the Keep.” The building they stood in now used to be the prison for all sorts of Magickal monsters. When the Queen had freed them, the beasts had laid waste to the capital. “The Commons cut off her head.” Which had never been found. He shrugged.

      Theo raised his eyebrows. “That isn’t what father said happened.”

      Bayo went still. He’d never known his mother. She’d died hours after giving birth to him. He’d barely known their father. Bayo had been sent to the Order’s Temple for training at seven, only coming home for a few brief holidays. Bayo’s father had said that the story of the Keep wasn’t as it was told. “Father once told me he’d tell me the whole story when I was old enough,” Bayo admitted. And then his father had died just before Bayo turned fifteen.

      “He told me,” Theo said. “I wasn’t sure if I believed him. So, I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want it to be true.”

      “Spit it out, Theo,” Bayo said.

      Theo raised his eyes, and an emotion flashed in them too quickly for Bayo to identify. Theo’s gaze dropped back to his feet, and he said, “The Commons did riot, but the Queen didn’t release the beasts of the Keep. She wasn’t that vicious. A Vampire got into the palace grounds and into the Keep. The Vampire released the monsters and cut off the Queen’s head.”

      Too much was wrong with the story. Bayo took a step forward. “The Vampire would have to be invited in, and it would have had to get past every trained dog for hundreds of miles.” Not to mention ordinary dogs. Dogs hated Vampires.

      “It seemed far-fetched,” Theo agreed.

      “But you believe it now?” Bayo guessed. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Again, Theo glanced at him sharply. His brows rose, he looked away, and his shoulders fell. “Father said the Vampire’s name was Grendel.” Theo huffed. “The archenemy of your namesake.”

      Bayo was a nickname. Bayo’s namesake was Beowulf, the hero of an epic poem who killed a blood devouring monster named Grendel. The preposterousness of the coincidence made the corners of Bayo’s lips curl, and he almost laughed.

      “Don’t laugh!” Theo said, fear and shame rolling off him. “You’re my brother and I …” He ran his hands through his hair.

      “What?” Bayo asked.

      Theo exhaled. “There’s been attacks by a Vampire along the southern borders of Ohio and Indiana.”

      “I heard that,” Bayo said.

      “Horrible attacks. Hundreds of Commons dead. Dozens of Magickals.”

      “Aion was sent to handle it,” Bayo said. “He’s the most skilled member of the Order of his generation and he’s⁠—”

      “Dead,” Theo said.

      It took a moment for Bayo to recover from his shock. “How do you … That’s …”

      “The creature left his naked body impaled on a pike, just across the border for the Commons of Kentucky to see.”

      Bayo’s eyes went wide. Aion couldn’t die by Vampire. That was impossible.

      Theo spat out the next words. “He died by exsanguination. His jugular was gored.”

      Not slashed. Not punctured. Gored. Vampires didn’t have to kill to feed, but they did anyway. Usually brutally. Bayo put his hands behind his back, for fear he might punch something. “Send me,” he snarled.

      “Our intel is limited⁠—”

      Beowulf roared.

      “Send me!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eyeing the strange pin, Grendel muttered, “Returning to the city is a lot of effort for such a cheap thing.”

      Pausing as they lapped water from a fast-moving stream, Lupin and Lupina glared at her.

      Grendel shrugged. Movement on the horizon caught her eye. Squinting in the moonlight, she watched mastodons move slowly past a glacier.

      Grendel and the Lupins were traveling along Lupina’s “shortcut.” It was another world. All Magickals—humans and animals—could learn to do multiple Magickal tricks, but they usually had an innate talent that came without training or practice that they were particularly good at. Lupin could speak. Lupina’s talent was slipping between Earth and the realms of the Old Gods.

      When Earth went through the decades of Change, and Ember had destroyed electrical tech, the worlds of the Old Gods had opened. The Old Gods’ realms intersected Earth at odd intervals, and sometimes a few feet on one world would be hundreds or thousands of miles on the other. This one belonged to Coyote, the Trickster God of Native American legend.

      Grendel scanned the horizon. Not seeing Coyote, she exhaled. She liked the Trickster, but sometimes⁠—

      The wolves’ heads jerked up.

      Grendel’s lips pursed.

      A familiar male voice exploded behind Grendel. “Did someone mention my name?”

      “No,” said Lupin and Grendel in unison. Lupina growled.

      “I missed you, too,” Coyote exclaimed.

      Grendel turned with a sigh. And then clamped her jaw firmly shut.

      The Trickster God himself stood among the prairie grasses, his eyes the color of flame, his long black hair turning to smoke at the ends. He wore a headdress featuring a human skull adorned with raven feathers … and nothing else.

      Stroking the headdress, he said, “I always have room in my heart for the one who gave me my favorite hat.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      Wincing, Grendel ran her fingers over her bracelet. “We’re more than even.” There were too many terrible things about being a Vampire to count, but all dogs hating her had been the thing that nearly broke her. Only Cerberus, the three-headed canine guardian of Hades, could see past her bloodlust. Since Coyote had gifted her the bracelet, no dog, fox, coyote, or wolf ever growled at her.

      Sashaying closer, Coyote waved a hand. “I had no use for those worthless beads.”

      Somehow without tasting Coyote’s blood, Grendel knew she wouldn’t derive any sustenance from it. Still, Grendel flushed at his nearness.

      In some of the Native American myths, Coyote’s human form was the model all men were cast from. He deserved that legend, and she thought it might be worth it to taste him to sip fire … or to feel the heat of him, the weight of him … Grendel blinked at the grass. She didn’t think about such things anymore. To cover her embarrassment, she said, “Aren’t you cold?”

      She could hear his smirk when he replied, “My thermometer says I’m hot.”

      To Grendel’s horror, her eyes slid to the side. And yes … Grendel jerked her gaze away.

      “Made you look,” Coyote said slyly.

      “Time to be on our way,” Lupin declared, trotting away from the stream and into the tall grasses of the plains. Lupina loped after him.

      Bowing her head, Grendel followed the wolves.

      She was a Vampire. An old woman Vampire. She might be de-aging, yes, but the process was slower for her. She had no family she drank from regularly, and she didn’t drink slavers, at least not often. Unmagickal humans could become Vampires. A slave trader would be too dangerous if they wound up a Vampire.

      Magickal humans could never turn, but Grendel usually was smart enough to shoot Magickal slavers from a distance. Too bad it hadn’t worked on the bearer of the strange pin. She clutched it more tightly.

      Quick footfalls sounded behind her, and Coyote walked at her shoulder a moment later. “I may lie to others, but I don’t lie to myself. What lies do you tell, Grendel?”

      Squinting into the distance, pointedly away from the naked man beside her, Grendel frowned. “Are riddles the price of your company?”

      Coyote barked a laugh. “Nothing is free, especially wisdom. But your bafflement is payment enough.” In a more serious tone, he said, “No matter how fast or far you run, Life will catch you.”

      Immortals and their games.

      “I have so much to do,” Grendel blurted. In her mind, she heard Annette’s voice. Protect my family. She swallowed.

      “You have a long time to do it,” Coyote commented. She blinked. She was an immortal now. Sort of. But the ones she loved were not.

      Halting, Coyote sighed. “Give him my love.”

      Grendel kept walking. She didn’t need to ask Coyote who “him” was. She turned, to promise she would, but found only a smoldering clump of grass a few paces behind her.

      “Grendel,” Lupin called. “The gate is here.”

      Grendel jogged to catch up to the wolves. As she approached, the air around Lupina hummed. The she-wolf vanished, but reappeared a few moments later, ears flat, a whimper in her throat.

      “We must hurry!” Lupin declared. “It’s almost daybreak on the other side.”

      Grendel cursed and followed the wolves back to Earth. On the other side, she lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the brightening sky.
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      The sky brightened over the tops of the trees. Treading down the slope of the Kentucky road, Bayo didn’t curse. Frustration was uncalled for. He hadn’t expected to catch Grendel the night before. The Vampiric attacks were farther north, across the border, in Ohio and Indiana.

      He shifted his pack. Still, he’d hoped …

      His brother had suggested Bayo follow Aion’s path and had given him contacts to rendezvous with, in Lexington, Kentucky. But his brother had also given him free reign to conduct the mission as Bayo saw fit. Considering that Kentucky was only nominally a part of the United Magickal States, and that Aion’s corpse hung impaled on a stake on the other side of the Ohio River, Bayo didn’t want to follow Aion’s path.

      A veteran of the ongoing war in Mexico, Aion was among the best of the Order. Someone in Lexington had to have warned the Vampire of Aion’s coming.

      So, Bayo had skipped Lexington and the contacts. His brother had generously funded the mission with gold and silver coins that would work in any territory. Bayo had bought secondhand clothes, stowed all but his armor’s boots in his pack, and covered those with pale brown shoe polish.

      Looking like an ordinary Common, he’d taken a bus to the closest stop to Anderson Ferry. The ferry crossed the Ohio River, the border between Kentucky on the southern side and Ohio on the north side. The ferry didn’t operate at night, and he’d spent the night wandering the riverside in Kentucky. The Vampire could walk across the river out-of-time … and if the Vampires slipped out-of-time, so could he, but hopes of that were fading with the night.

      Still, it had been good to get out and explore the terrain. The trees, the gently rolling hills, the smell of mud, decay, and new growth were very different from the valley of the Temple and the capital. As was the early spring air that held a bite of the Northern winter’s cold. Other things were familiar.

      Bayo could sense the slumber of hibernating rattlesnakes and the playful thoughts of bobcats. The night birds’ calls were different than in the Southwest, but the intensity of their attention as they swooped toward their prey and the prey’s swift terror were familiar. The morning birdsong differed in its tones, but the territorial meaning, “Stay away, stay away, stay away,” was amusingly consistent. As he took it all in, he told himself that it wasn’t wasted effort.

      Any variation in the slumber, attention, terror, or song could signal a Vampiric presence, or the presence of an Old Magickal: Fae, Elysians, Jutonn, Asgardians, djinn, trolls, and the like. The farther east and north you went, the more unclosed Gates one encountered. His brother complained that the failure of the Queen to close the Gates at the edge of the United Magickal States had led to justifiable frustration among the Commons. Theo often cursed Congress’s unwillingness to spend the funds and allocate the Magickal resources to get it done themselves.

      Bayo shouldn’t regret not finding a path to one of the Old Magickal realms … but he did.

      Adjusting his pack, he headed back up the slope toward the road that would take him back to the ferry. He hadn’t gone one hundred yards when the Ember lights of a vehicle spilled over him from behind, casting his shadow in sharp relief. The vehicle slowed, whoever drove it careful and silent.

      Bayo closed his eyes. Emotions were caught in Ember, and flickers of memory of physical objects. He could feel the outlines of the vehicle—a pickup truck—the happy excitement of the truck’s canine passenger, and the more complex emotions of the Common drivers and passengers. The sight of Bayo filled them with caution and worry … Bayo’s fingers twitched. Did they fear Vampires?

      The driver hit the accelerator and rolled up beside Bayo. “What the Hell are you doing walking out here alone, son?” The comment was laced with exasperation.

      The pickup was an old one, and it honked in exasperated echo. Ember powered machines eventually got so much Ember built up in their gears that they developed personalities of their own. The army always decommissioned their vehicles after five years or so.

      Halting, Bayo faced the Commons in the pickup. “Waiting for the ferry. Couldn’t sleep,” Bayo replied. Close enough to the truth.

      The man on the passenger side tilted his head to the back. “Get in before they get you.”

      That sounded promising. “Who?” Bayo asked, playing dumb, preparing to politely decline.

      “The recruiters,” said the second passenger sitting in the pickup’s flatbed. Turning his head, he spit.

      “For the mines,” the man on the passenger side said. “They see a lone man walking, well, they might get a little aggressive in their hunt for commissions. It’s illegal but …” He shrugged.

      Bayo stared. Ember mining jobs in Mexico were sought after, despite the dangers—shortened lifespans and health spans—but they paid relatively well. He’d never heard of recruitment being an issue. He wondered what “aggressive” meant. But that was not his mission.

      The driver inclined his head to the flatbed. “Don’t be an idiot. Get in.”

      They were all sincere, and sincerely annoyed with him. Except the man in the flatbed; he radiated rage, but not at Bayo.

      Mindful that any sort of confrontation would draw attention to himself, he threw his pack into the back and hopped in. The dog in the flatbed, a white mutt of no particular breed, wiggled and thumped its tail. The driver hit the accelerator, the pickup lumbered into gear, and the dog’s nose went to the breeze.

      Bayo blinked around him at tackle boxes and fishing gear. A fishing expedition explained the early hour.

      He looked up at the other human occupant of the flatbed. With gray hair and slightly sagging jowls, his companion appeared to be in his late sixties. He wore a plaid flannel shirt, quilted vest, rubber waders, and an expression of deep disgruntlement.

      “Almost thought you were going to tell me to look out for Vampires,” Bayo said, seeking information.

      Staring eastward, the man said, “No Vampires in these parts for over a hundred years. We stake and cremate our dead. Not sure why anymore.”

      Every hair on the back of Bayo’s neck rose at the heresy.

      The passenger in the cab turned around and said through the window, “Daniel.” Admonishment was clear in his tone.

      “I’d heard there might be Vampires,” Bayo pressed.

      “Vampiric attacks only happen across the river,” Daniel replied without any hint of concern.

      “Sounds a little too close,” Bayo commented.

      Daniel leveled his gaze on Bayo. The man on the passenger side studied Bayo as well. The truck passed a sign that declared the ferry less than a mile away.

      “You’re a stranger here. From your accent, I’d say you hail from the Southwest.” Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “Tell you what, you interested in Vampires, you head up to Indiana for yourself.”

      That was exactly what Bayo planned to do, but the malevolence of Daniel’s words unnerved him. He might as well have said, Go get your throat gored.

      The pickup slowed and pulled into the ferry lot. A few cars were already parked there. Lights winked on the boat as the crew made their way along the deck.

      Shouldering his pack, Bayo hopped out of the pickup. He waved at the three men. “Thanks for the ride.” He started toward the river. From behind him came fast footfalls, and the next minute, he found the passenger in step with him. “Don’t mind Danny,” the man said. “His son disappeared, and he thinks it was the recruiters.”

      Bayo came to a halt, skin prickling. “‘Aggressive recruitment’ is abduction?”

      The man rubbed his neck. “I don’t know … The authorities say nothing like that is going on … but you hear things.”

      Bayo stared at the man, incredulous. Didn’t countryfolk often have strange superstitions? Aion had commented on that, but Aion hadn’t died by “recruiters.”

      Losing patience with his pretense of humble, uninformed traveler, Bayo snapped, “You hear about things worse than men having their throats gored open and being impaled on stakes?” How could anyone stand to let evil occur, even “across the river?”

      The man’s jaw fell open, but then his lips pressed together and his expression hardened. He nodded at Bayo. “Watch yourself,” he said, and turned back to his friends.

      Bayo watched him go uneasily. Shaking his head, he continued to the ferry. The ferry’s lights winked out as the sunrise spilled orange light from the east, turning the wide, slow Ohio River to gold. The gangplank was down, and Bayo walked aboard and up to the small hutch for passengers.

      A poster taped to the cabin made him pause. Adorned with blue stripes and red six-sided stars, it declared, Citizens of Kentucky, ensure your liberty. Join your Midwestern Kin. Vote to join the Alliance.

      He resisted the urge to rip it from the wall.
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      Grendel resisted the urge to run from the cemetery.

      She’d slept through the day, and as soon as the sun had dipped, she’d met with the “King” and “Princess” of Chicago: Jack and Cherie. She’d also met with Jack’s sister, Mizuki. They were the three most powerful human Magickals Grendel knew. Penelope had been there, another Magickal. Geoff and Ashwin had been there, too. Geoff and Ashwin weren’t Magickal, but they were “technomages.”

      They’d all had the distinction of calling themselves Grendel’s friends. All but Ashwin had donated blood to her. Grendel sometimes thought of them as blood children.

      After she’d met with them and delivered the pin and the armor her mysterious pursuer had worn, she’d gone to hunt for the prey allowed by law: non-Magickal animals. Coyotes roamed the city streets after dark, and had since before the Change. Their size made them the most obvious and convenient prey, but she didn’t drink from them. She touched her bracelet.

      Some of them were Coyote’s relatives, and she had affection for the confusing demi-god. She preyed on wild rabbits, rats, and squirrels. It took a lot of little critters to be “full.”

      It was quite late—or very early, depending on how you looked at things. The cemetery should be empty, but instead, three familiar figures—one Magickal human, one non-Magickal human, and one four-legged and Magickal—stood off in the distance, backs and tail to her.

      She heard the Magickal man say, “What are you doing, Geoff?”

      “Lay off, Cillian,” Geoff replied.

      Grendel would have run then, but the four-legged Magickal member of the party woofed and turned around, and she couldn’t.

      Magickal animals, like Magickal humans, lived longer and aged more slowly than their counterparts—Grendel knew a megalomaniacal mouse and a nosy rat she suspected would live forever just to spite one another—but the golden retriever-Irish setter mix that wagged his tail and loped toward her was showing his age. His snout and forehead had gone white, and his fur had gotten thin in some spots. His movements were stiff, but the old dog had dignity and held his tail high.

      Meeting the older gentleman halfway, Grendel sat on her heels and threw out her arms. “Chance.”

      Chance stepped between her arms, pressing the soft fur of his snout to her forehead, tail wagging. She wrapped her arms around him and sighed in contentment.

      Swiping her across the cheek with his tongue, Chance pulled away and loped back to his boy, Geoff, who wasn’t a boy anymore. She noted the dog avoided the other Magickal man.

      “Grendel,” said that Magickal man.

      “Councilman Jones,” Grendel responded, rising to her feet.

      Councilman Cillian Jones was the fourth most powerful Magickal Grendel knew. Handsome, youthful in appearance, articulate, and a passionate advocate for the preservation of rights for non-Magickals, Cillian had devised the Alliance’s Legislature, dividing it into non-Magickal and Magickal branches, proportionate to their respective populations.

      The division ensured non-Magickals always had a branch where they could not be outnumbered, and in theory, were less likely to be manipulated.

      Grendel approved of every public agenda Cillian had pursued, and his blood hummed in his veins, loud enough to make her mouth water from yards away. She should like him. She should be a fan. But off the record, Cillian had made sure his personal associates knew he disliked Vampires, and Grendel in particular.

      Common knowledge was that Cillian’s Magickal talent was charm. When he spoke, Cillian’s Magick had the full force of an orchestra, his tone impossibly warm, his pitch perfect. Tonight was no exception. “Geoff, you and I can get an early breakfast. Like old times.”

      Grendel found her own stomach rumbling at his words, not for blood, just for food; she did need to eat for the calories. She had a sudden vision of pancakes oozing with melted butter and maple syrup.

      “I want to speak to Grendel,” Geoff said. Geoff and Annette had a theory that Cillian’s Magickal talent wasn’t charm, but ambition, and that knowing that could give even non-Magickals resistance to his power.

      Cillian’s lips pressed together.

      “Alone,” Geoff added, eyes on Grendel.

      Grendel’s stomach sank, and her mouth went dry, knowing where a conversation between just the two of them would go.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Cillian whispered.

      Geoff was allowed to be stupid. If Geoff wanted to take a stake to Grendel, Grendel would forgive him.

      Geoff narrowed his eyes at Cillian. “Go, Cillian,” he said.

      Casting a glare at Grendel, Cillian trudged off through the cemetery stones. Geoff caught Grendel’s eye and turned away. Chance turned with him. Grendel didn’t run away. She didn’t deserve to. Instead, she walked closer and gazed down at the tombstone of Annette Hughes Evans, Geoff’s wife, who’d been murdered five years ago to the very day. Grendel had sped the murder along.

      “I’m sorry,” Grendel whispered. The wind rose from Lake Michigan, cracking tree branches and sweeping the previous fall’s dead leaves from the ground.

      “Grendel, don’t⁠—”

      “But—”

      “I don’t blame you!” Geoff said.

      Grendel stilled. Those were not the words she expected.

      “I never told you I don’t blame you,” Geoff said. “I never have. I’ve been angry at myself. And angry at her …”

      Grendel inhaled sharply, her eyes sliding to Geoff. Unlike her Magickal friends, he looked his forty-odd years of age. Gray hair fanned across his temples, and lines crossed his forehead. She still thought him handsome.

      Geoff wiped his face. “I knew when her Magick came on later in life that she would never turn. Still, I hoped …”

      Grendel bowed her head. Magickal humans never turned. Only the non-Magickal became Vampires. When she had first drank from Annette and Geoff, years ago, they both had been non-Magickal and had vowed to love each other even if they turned.

      Most Magickals’ talents appeared around age three. Some “bloomed” at puberty. Annette’s Magick had come on in her twenties. Her talent had been knowledge—or maybe wisdom. Coyote himself had declared Annette scarily smart even before she’d become Magickal. Annette knew so many things, and if she didn’t know, she could find out. If you got your facts wrong, she would tell you … kindly … but still. People didn’t want to be right; they wanted to feel righteous.

      Annette had invited Grendel into her home “anytime.” Foolishness. Grendel’s claws bit into her palms. And yet it had ensured Grendel would kill for her. Grendel had killed for Annette and would keep killing for her.

      “You saved our children,” Geoff murmured. As though in afterthought, he added, “And me.”

      Grendel’s eyes slid closed, thinking of the children as they had been the night Annette had died. They’d witnessed such violence but seemed … resilient. She was afraid to ask if that impression was true.

      Geoff said. “If I had been in her place. I like to think I would have done the same.”

      They’d been on the road in Southern Indiana when a band of “recruiters” approached them in the afternoon, while Grendel had slept. They’d taken Geoff and the kids and left Annette to die from a wound to the abdomen. She’d given her last drops of blood to Grendel and commanded Grendel to kill the people who’d taken Geoff and her children. Grendel had.

      Grendel swallowed, and her eyes got hot. If it had been Geoff who’d died, it wouldn’t make anything less murky. All her guilt would be transferred to Annette.

      A stray garbage bag, whipped by the wind, passed them like a ghost. Two hundred years past the age of petroleum and plastic, and the city still wasn’t clean.

      Geoff cleared his throat. “The armor you brought in today … It’s too sophisticated to be the work of the Mining Conglomerate—that sort of tech isn’t their core competency.” Under his breath he muttered, “Tech isn’t their competency.”

      Grendel raised an eyebrow. Geoff considered the Mining Conglomerate morally repugnant. Justifiably. But his technomage’s engineering heart was also repulsed by its “medieval methods” and “lack of innovation.”

      “It’s also too sophisticated for the slavers,” Geoff said.

      Grendel nodded. Slavers sometimes wore armor, but it was usually bulky, second rate, secondhand, and usually incomplete—a helmet, a chest plate, a pauldron, a shield—never a complete suit that was light and provided impact resistance and the ability to slip into the out-of-time at such a great distance.

      Grendel frowned. The Queen had been able to follow Grendel into the out-of-time without assistance. Conceivably, other Magickals could be taught to do so … but the Queen was dead, and she seemed to have guarded that secret jealousy.

      Grendel picked at the hem of her jacket. The Queen had been powerful. This Magickal had been powerful, too.

      “Maybe they’re contracting to someone with this level of sophistication,” Geoff said. “Someone who wants you dead.”

      “I already am dead!” Grendel said brightly.

      Geoff exhaled. “Grendel⁠—”

      “You could have the decency to laugh at my joke.”

      “I am worried about you,” Geoff said, brows furrowing.

      Well, that … that hurt. And she didn’t want to look at why.

      “The man who came after me worked alone,” Grendel said. “Maybe he was a lone wolf. A Magickal rich kid with aspirations⁠—”

      Geoff took her hand, and then continued as though it were nothing. As though anyone would feel comfortable touching her. “I think there has to have been a connection between him and the slavers. The amount of money involved for armor like that to be developed would have to be financed by more than a rich kid.”

      Grendel stared at his fingers, broad and strong, his skin darker than her own. The silence stretched too long. So, she changed the subject. “Coyote says hello.”

      Geoff chuckled. “I’m sure he used exactly those words.”

      “He didn’t say anything obscene.” Grendel added, “Which is remarkable coming from him.”

      Coyote had been flirting with Geoff unsuccessfully for nearly thirty years.

      Geoff flushed. And then his eyes slid to her suspiciously. “You’re changing the subject.” He scratched his chin meditatively. His hand squeezed hers. “I wonder if the United Magickal States is part of this. They need the Ember now that the Northern Mexico mines are failing. It makes the northern mines more important.”

      Staring at their fingers, Grendel let out a breath. “I still have to go back.”

      Geoff released her hand. “I understand.” He exhaled. “Kill them all, Grendel.”

      In the distance, Lupina howled at the Gate to the “shortcut.”

      Pulling away, eyes still riveted to his hand, Grendel nodded.

      “Grendel …” The hand came up, as though he might touch her again.

      Grendel froze.

      “Be careful,” Geoff said again, sounding like the words came from the bottom of his soul.

      That hurt, too.
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        * * *

      

      Ohio might be fifteen hundred miles from the Temple, but it could have been another realm. In the four days since Bayo’s arrival, he hadn’t ceased being overwhelmed by how alive the land was. It was barely spring, and the fields were covered by the remains of the fall’s cover crops. The new shoots of the spring's plantings were just beginning to poke through, but they practically glowed with their vibrancy. The dirt beneath his boots was damp and dark, prone to clump, and filled with living things.

      Life was everywhere, alien and fascinating. Bayo watched a furry, rotund, yellow and black insect crawl over his hand. The touch transferred the creature's simple desires: longing for colors that seemed impossibly bright and aroma that seemed impossibly sweet. He saw the world in the creature's fractured vision: strangely washed of red but filled with glowing blues and purples Bayo couldn’t see.

      The creature saw Ember, too, sparkling around Bayo
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