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Prologue

“WHAT WOULD IT take for you to go on a date with me, handsome?”

Ravi, startled mid-jog, spun around and pulled out his single earbud. He raised his hands.

“Mince alors, you’re a jumpy one! Let’s try that again. Hello, I am Cayenne, they/them pronouns, s’il vous plaît, absolutely a pleasure to meet you.” The redhead flashed a wide grin from an exceptionally attractive, fine-boned face, and stuck out a sideways hand.

Ravi glanced warily up and down the trail that, five seconds ago, he would have bet on his life had been devoid of anyone else. It was possible this stranger had been obscured by one of the many moss-clad oaks dotting the trail, but they’d have to be pretty damn obscured for Ravi’s keen eyes to have missed them. He took a step back. “Where did you come from?”

Cayenne sighed, resting their unshaken hand on their hip. “Very long story. Look, darling, I’ve got a narrow window, here. So can we just skip the foreplay and get down to business?”

Ravi squared up, shoulders firming. “Who the fuck are you and what do you want?”

Cayenne’s green eyes flashed with undisguised delight. “Ooh, tough guy! I thought I was pretty clear from the get-go: I want to know what would convince you to go on a date with me.”

This time, when Ravi checked his peripheral vision, it wasn’t for a trap or an ambush, but for eavesdroppers. “Is this how you usually pick up dates? Accosting them in parks at five in the morning?”

“No, no,” they laughed, “this is just—what do you call—reconnaissance. Don’t worry about it, darling, you can tell me the unvarnished truth. Pretend it’s a dream, if that helps. None of this”—Cayenne tossed a vague gesture encompassing the trail, the two of them, perhaps the whole world entire—“none of this is going to count.”

Ravi took another step back. “You’re crazy,” he said, automatically sizing up the stranger for hidden weapons, but stopped still as his own words sank in. “Do you need help?”

Cayenne made a little sound of pleased surprise, hand going to their chest. “Aren’t you a sweetheart.”

“I can call someone for you,” Ravi offered.

Cayenne tapped a slender finger to their chin, eyeing Ravi from head to toe. The little hairs on the back of his neck all stood on end, his heart rate skipping. “Guarded, but altruistic. This actually has been illuminating, darling, despite your best efforts to deflect.” They stepped closer, tilting up a sharp, suggestive smile. “I’ll be seeing you, Ravi.”

Ravi’s pulse froze, every limb tensing in preparation for a fight. “How do you know my name?”

Cayenne grinned wide, winked, then Ravi was again alone on the trail, earbud back in with his workout playlist thrumming up a beat that matched his ground-eating stride. He continued his morning run as if nothing had happened, because for him, nothing had.


Chapter One

CAREFULLY PEERING DOWN the sights of his 9mm, Ravi squeezes off a shot. It strikes true, lodging deep into the monster’s exposed heart. The creature doesn’t falter in the slightest, snarling in his direction as if he were a particularly irritating gnat. A perfect shot, and it isn’t good enough. Typical, really.

In all his years hunting monsters, Ravi has never seen anything quite like this before. Strips of flesh hang off grayed bones between swathes of icy-white fur, a looming eight-foot-tall humanoid crowned with twisted icicle horns, baring a mouthful of jagged fangs while the freezing air steams with its breath. The heart seems to be the obvious target, a stark knot of dark ice threading around exposed ribs into the monster’s chest, but nothing the team has thrown at it has had any effect. Val’s giant double-handed maul would surely put a crack in it, if they can get her close enough for a hit, but any time they try, the giant beast summons up a swarm of ice serpents from the surrounding snow, keeping the hunters at bay. Because being a giant, slavering behemoth with no obvious weaknesses wasn’t enough; it’s got magic too. Again, typical.

Ravi curses and ducks back to rejoin the rest of the group as the monster lets loose another bellowing roar, snaking out a many-jointed arm to rip up a huge chunk of earth and fling it at Ravi and his team. Val, eyes burning blue-white behind mirrored sunglasses, calmly steps forward and deflects the projectile with a blow of her maul. It shatters into a shower of snow and icy dirt.

“Little cover, Constance?” Harry suggests. She lowers her gun after Ravi’s shot hit dead center to zero effect, looking supremely annoyed. “Also, if you’ve got any idea what this thing is, that would be really useful.”

Constance steps forward, hands working feverishly as she pulls a tangle of thorns from her satchel and slaps it together with a handful of hastily procured dust from another pocket. A thick wall of thorns rises from the ground, cutting them off from the monster and granting a momentary reprieve. “I hast ne’er beheld such a beast ’ere, mine niece.”

“Getting a little ye olde there, Constance,” Harry tells her ancestress.

Dropping her hands, Constance turns toward the rest contritely. “Ah, yes, my apologies. I have no knowledge of this creature. Hey, nonny-nonny,” she adds with a flash of mischief.

“I think it’s a chenoo?” Nate pokes his head out from behind one of the torn-up tree trunks, still intrepidly wielding his hockey stick. He slaps one of the ice serpents away as it gets too close. “Fuck! These things are quick.”

“What’s a chenoo?” Ravi asks, eyes darting from the thorn wall and scanning the snow for more serpents. “How do we kill it?”

Nate winces. “I’m pretty sure it’s like an Algonquian version of a wendigo.”

Everyone groans. Wendigos are the worst. Harry shakes her dark hair, gun hand gesturing to the chenoo. “Okay, Professor, so how do we take it down?”

“Is it not the heart?” Val asks, peering up on her toes over the thorn wall. She’s so tall she barely needs to stretch. “It is on the outside of its body.” She ducks back down as the chenoo tears another skeletal tree right up by the roots and sends it crashing against the thorn wall.

Constance grimaces, rocking on her heels as if she’d been dealt the blow. “I cannot keep this wall up for much longer, my comrades.”

“Noted,” says Harry, forehead furrowed.

“A direct hit to the heart did nothing,” Ravi reminds her. “You’d think fire would do it, but Constance’s first spell did nothing except melt some snakes.”

Nate shakes his head. “I’m not sure what will kill it. Usually, you get the Ojibwe version of these things here in the Midwest, and the heart shot would have killed one of those. I’d have to do some research. Would have been nice if the client gave us this info before sending us here, don’t you think?”

“Take cover!” Val bellows as a massive tree trunk flies their way. Ravi grabs the person closest to him. He drags Harry out of the way while Val snatches up Nate and Constance and teleports them out of sight just as earth and bark crash down through the thorn wall onto the churned-up snow where they had all been standing.

Ravi helps Harry to her feet as they take cover behind a tangle of fallen oaks. “I guess it would have been too easy if this ice monster was vulnerable to fire, huh,” she says wryly, kicking at an errant ice snake. “If I could talk to it, I might be able to figure out what it wants. We’ve talked down monsters from a fight once or twice before.”

“If it’s like a wendigo, it just wants to eat people. I could set up a sniper nest,” Ravi offers. “There are decent vantage points there”—he points up at a pair of snowy hills—“and there.”

Harry gives him an incredulous look. “Is that what you have in that big bag, a friggin’ sniper rifle? Where’d you learn to snipe?”

“Israel,” he answers shortly.

Her eyebrows lift. “What were you doing in Israel?”

Mourning. “Training,” he says. “The Trust has a few consultants in Mossad.”

Harry rolls her eyes. “Of course you do. I bet all you covert agent types get together for regular potlucks and barbeques.” She scans their surroundings. “No rifles. Let’s try to keep any more gunplay to a minimum,” she says with regret. Ravi knows how she feels. The two of them are the marksmen of the group, and sometimes it’s not easy being overshadowed by an Amazonian angel warrior with a big magic hammer and a spell-slinging sorceress. At least the new guy just has a hockey stick.

Ravi watches her face, sees where she’s looking, thinks he can intuit her plan. “You want to give Val an opening?” It’s standard ops to get a team’s main damage dealer where they’ll do the most harm, and Harry has surprisingly good instincts for team dynamics, considering she operated as a lone PI before all this supernatural shit entered her life. She nods decisively, and he holsters his gun. “Good plan. I’ll back your play.”

“Okay. Let’s do it.” She breathes out, then they both burst into motion. Harry grabs a couple of branches, hands one to Ravi, and, wielding them like clubs, they wade out into the open. The ice snakes are quick and agile, but only take a hit or two before they shatter. The pair fan out in different directions, smashing and stomping, creating a pie slice toward the others. “Constance!” Harry cries out. “Distract it!”

Constance runs forward into the cleared space, bright energy already swirling around her hands. While she gathers up her magic, Harry nods at Ravi. He nods back and moves to cover their witch, stomping an approaching ice snake’s head under his oxfords before it can get too close to her. “Where’s Nate?”

“He went down the embankment,” Val intones. “He claimed he had an idea.”

Constance finishes her spell, speaking an unfamiliar word and pulling her hands up into twin claws. Fire spreads up from cracks in the ground in front of the chenoo. It reels back, roaring with fury, and turns toward the fire, leaving its back open and unguarded.

“Let’s hope the Professor is right,” Harry mutters, thwacking a pair of ice snakes. “Val, got your wings on?”

“Always.” Val’s sunglasses reflect the blaze, and white, feathered wings appear from nowhere, unfurling behind her. With a flash, she teleports behind the creature, raises her war hammer, and slams it down onto the monster. A solid hit. The pained screech of the thing is so piercing and terrible it raises the hairs on everybody’s arms. All the ice snakes stop their advance and writhe in place.

Ravi takes the opportunity to stomp a few more of the snakes before they recover as Constance throws open her satchel. “To battle, my familiar!” Her cat, Griswold, leaps from the bag and pounces on the nearest ice snake with a bold, strident battle cry.

“Take that, loathsome serpent! Have at thee, villains!”

The cat sinks his fangs into the back of the snake’s head and shakes fiercely.

It’s a weird team, Ravi admits, but it works.


Chapter Two

A FEW HOURS earlier, and one year in the future, Ravi’s wrapping up practice at the gun range when Harry’s group text comes through.

Hey team, I got us a job. Paying crazy well. We’re going to Chicago first thing in the morning to meet with the client. The brief says to wear warm clothes. Also, we can’t take pictures of the client, and Constance and her cat have to stay two yards away from the client at all times.

Constance eventually texts back.

What did’st I do to earn this ire?

Though first, she sends a series of random letters and symbols. Modern technology is likely always going to be tricky for her.

Harry sends back a shrug emoji.

So pack up your guns, swords, magic potions, or whatever the fuck. No idea what’s going to be waiting for us, let’s be ready for anything. New guy, you ready for this?

Nate’s text back is just a series of exclamation marks and cheering emojis. Val tersely chimes in with her confirmation; like Constance, she’s not much of a texter.

Ravi dials the secure line to his superior.

“Ravi,” his handler answers smoothly, and even though she can’t see if he is slouching or not, his spine straightens automatically at the sound of her gunpowder voice.

“Ma’am. McAllister got a lead on a job in Chicago.” She is not a fan of small talk. Better he jump straight to the matter at hand.

“Ah, yes. The network just delivered this potential issue to my desk five minutes ago. Someone on your end must be very well informed to get it before The Trust did. Interesting.” She sniffs, an expressive sound that manages to fully convey her displeasure.

Very interesting. The Trust’s network operates via a combination of intelligence agents, data mining, and seers, so they are usually extremely well-informed. “We’ve got no specifics on the threat. Any relevant details from the network?”

She breathes an irritated sigh. “None. Only that the event is to occur in Chicago, but there’s some confusion from the seers on when this is supposed to occur. It’s possible some lines have been crossed.”

It’s rare, but it happens. “I’ll keep my eyes open, ma’am.”

“Ravi,” she says, her voice lowering with what he knows is going to be some sort of chastisement. She always finds something. “Your reports have been light on details lately. Especially after the incident with the young somamancer. You convinced me that we shouldn’t recruit the young woman for a few years, despite my better judgment. She could easily become a danger to others.”

“Constance has been very successful in teaching Lucy to control her abilities.”

“The girl made blood monsters, agent.”

“By accident. Lucy is twelve—” he begins, but his handler’s voice goes cold and unassailable. He falls silent as she speaks over him.

“That is quite enough.”

He takes a slow breath. “Sorry, Aunt Padme.”

“I expect a certain standard from you, Ravi. You are not a common field agent. You’re an Abhiramnew. We’ve placed a great deal of faith in you to handle these independent contractors in whatever way you see best. See that we don’t have cause to regret that decision.”

Long practice keeps his voice calm as a stone. “Of course, ma’am.”

He can almost hear her firm nod of approval. “Very good. Maintain the appraisal on McAllister’s team. If they keep doing so well against these supernatural threats, we might be interested in offering them a full contract within the Atlanta branch. As always, if you find any useful artifacts, do be sure to retrieve them.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And I expect your next report to be thorough.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She hangs up. His spine finally loosens.

Ravi checks the group text. A lot of crosstalk about when and how to use emojis, jokes and affection flying back and forth between the rest of the team. He considers this for a time before sending a simple, I’ll be there.

*

THE FIRST THING Ravi thinks when he sees the client is, This one is going to be trouble.

“Bonjour and enchanté, I am Cayenne!” A young man in an expensive summer outfit waves at them enthusiastically, French accent ringing clearly through the park. He wears small round sunglasses and a wide, inviting smile, and is surrounded by blankets, picnic baskets, and over to the side, a chalk dust circle decorated with candles and pocket watches. It’s an unusual scene, to say the least.

His name is Cayenne. Ravi is glad his mirrored shades help hide an uncharitable eye roll. The client is easy to size up: loud, flamboyant, shameless, moving through the world easily and unapologetically. A quick assessment doesn’t reveal any obvious weapons. Long-limbed, slim, athletic. Ravi clocks his lithe muscles and is sure he’d be nasty in a fight. If they got in hand-to-hand, he’d watch carefully for tricks; this one looks like he’d go for all the soft spots. Fiery red hair, green eyes like faceted gems, an angular face cut fine. Straddling a tenuous line between handsome and beautiful. Something off about his looks. Like seeing a magazine come to life. There’s an artsy tattoo of a clock on the back of his left hand.

Constance tilts her head curiously. “Cayenne. That is a type of pepper, yes?” The gaps in her knowledge are sometimes unexpected, but it makes sense that a fair few spices would be new to her. After all, she came from a time when plain salt was worth its weight in gold.

“Mais oui! You don’t think the name appropriate? I am a very spicy pepper.” The client laughs with an artful shake of his hair, sun catching bright coppery highlights. “Now, I have gone through considerable effort to procure a delightful assortment of picnic baskets for each of you. All of your favorite foods! Shall we enjoy un petit repas while we discuss this contract? My dear Constance, if you could just stay on that far side of the blankets, it would be most appreciated, thank you, darling.” Constance looks baffled but doesn’t approach.

“I do not eat,” Val states.

Cayenne looks all six-plus feet of Val up and down with open admiration, from her sporty sneakers to her ash-blonde ponytail. “My dear lady, would you be so kind as to step on me?”

Harry coughs sharply in surprise, and even Ravi has to wrangle his eyebrows back down into place. Nate leans over to Constance as if to whisper an explanation, but she holds up a hand with an amused expression. Looks like some things stood the test of time.

Val’s pale brows furrow in confusion. “No.”

“Such a shame,” Cayenne sighs. Ravi bristles, folding his arms across his chest. Abruptly Cayenne looks over at Nate, frowning. “Please, Dr. Corbin, put your phone away. This is the third time you’ve attempted to take my picture.”

Nate blinks and protests, sliding his phone back into his pocket with some embarrassment. “No, it isn’t.”

“Aha, you merely don’t remember the previous attempts, because they’ve never happened. Not for you.” Cayenne smiles enigmatically, which is only slightly marred by Harry’s exasperated sigh.

“Great, another time traveler,” she says. “This is the second time we’ve met one, now.” It’s only there for a flash of a second, but Cayenne looks a little put out by Harry’s pronouncement. She must have spoiled a planned surprise.

“Third,” pipes up Constance mildly. “I only managed it the one time, but still.”

“And doth not I count?” Griswold’s strident voice rings out from Constance’s satchel. “I hath traipsed through the very barrier of time and space itself, mistress!” He pokes his small furry head out from under the leather flap.

“Quite right, my noble prince. Fourth.” Constance corrects herself, giving the cat a scratch between the ears.

Cayenne pouts a little before grinning at them all archly. “Oh, believe me when I say that you haven’t met a time traveler like moi before. And Dr. Corbin has perfectly demonstrated why everyone needs to leave their phones here in this basket before we go any further with this arrangement, s’il vous plaît.” After Harry nods reluctantly, they all deposit their devices into the basket.

“Do you know James?” Constance asks. “He is a time traveler as well. A nice fellow.”

Nate gives her a small friendly shove with his shoulder. “I’m sure all time travelers don’t know each other. It’s probably offensive to ask. By the way, are we seriously talking about time travel right now? You’ve met a time traveler before?”

“You missed that one, Doc,” Harry says. “Before your time. Tell you about it later.”

Cayenne mutters, venomously, “James barely counts,” then gives them all another easygoing smile. “I do in fact know James, and while that utter bore uses science to achieve but a small fraction of what I can do, my talents come naturally. And believe me, I have many of them.” He grins, broad and flirtatious. “I am a chronomancer, you see.”

Ravi shifts impatiently. “What do you want?” he asks, voice flat. “Why are we here?”

“That is so like you, Ravi, straight to business.” Cayenne rolls his green eyes heavenward, then drops them to flicker over him with appreciation. Each hair on the back of Ravi’s neck stands on end. “Though the secret agent mystique certainly works on you.”

“You know him?” Harry jerks a thumb at Ravi.

He is about to protest that he has never seen this person before in his life when Cayenne spreads his hands wide, the gesture encompassing all of them.

“I know all of you, in fact! Well, your possible future selves, pour être exact. We are all quite well acquainted.”

“Ugh,” Harry says with feeling, “this is gonna be some cryptic time travel bullshit, I can already tell.”

Cayenne continues as if Harry hadn’t interrupted. “You see, I am less a client to you, per se, and more of an…accomplice. In fact, I even know dear Lucy as well! Believe me, it can occasionally be difficult traipsing around the timeline with the same face throughout the years. But fortunately, I know the best somamancer around in case things get a little dicey. Do you like her work?” He strikes a pose. Ravi looks away, uncomfortable with the display.

“Thou knowest my young flesh-wizard pupil?” Constance asks.

“Great-Aunt Constance, I’m begging you,” Harry says, voice strained, “please never say flesh-wizard again.”

Constance clucks her tongue. “In my time, ’tis what we called the rare mage with the innate magical ability to painlessly shape flesh and bone according to her wishes. Why you folk mix Greek and Latin to title things is beyond me.”

“It’s just the worst name in the history of names. Flesh-wizard. Ugh.”

Constance leans in toward Cayenne with an appraising eye. “Little Lucinda did all this? Her power now is still unreliable. Doubtless why James traveled back through time to warn us she needed our guidance.”

If this Cayenne knows Lucy, it means a lot of things. That Lucy was older and more accomplished to have achieved this sort of skillful work. That Cayenne was trusted enough to know about her talents. That they all might even trust this Cayenne, to some degree. It was an interesting play, Ravi realizes. A calculated reveal. It also explains why he looks so annoyingly perfect.

As Constance steps closer, Cayenne recoils away as if she were radioactive. “Ah, ah, non, non. Sadly, and believe me, it is a tragedy, my dear Constance, but you and I cannot ever touch. As I told Miss McAllister in our communique, it would be best if we remain six feet apart at all times at the very least. We two are truly star-crossed,” he laments, hand to his head in a dramatic swoon. “Your…brand of time travel is a blunt instrument, let’s say, whereas mine has a bit more finesse to it. As much as it pains me, you do not want to see what happens when we get in close proximity. And sweet fluffy prince Griswold, you too.” This is said with a twiddle of the fingers toward Constance’s satchel. Griswold flattens his ears.

“Why. Are. We. Here?” Ravi says again, slamming down every word firmly, like knives into a table.

Cayenne actually looks annoyed for the first time, the first expression shown beside a mask of flirtation. “Very well. There was a monster in this park last year that ended up killing hundreds of people.”

They glance at each other cluelessly. “We would know about this occurrence,” Val says.

“Ugh,” Harry groans, even louder than last time. “Time travel bullshit. Let’s just skip ahead. So, what, we’re here because we prevented it from happening, so now we gotta do it again or there’s a time paradox, or whatever the fuck?”

Cayenne smiles, pleased. “Sharp as ever, Angharad! As clever as you are enchanting.”

“It’s Harry,” she says flatly. “Only Harry.”

Nate breaks in excitedly, “This shit is wild. What’s the future like? Flying cars? Renewable energy? Do I get tenure?”

“Ah, dear pretty Professor,” comes a flirty purr. “Most pop culture is full of misinformation about the reality of time travel, but one thing they do get right; the less you know of the future, the better.”

Nate looks around at the other hunters. “I know I’m pretty new and this is my first major mish with the training wheels off, but does this kind of thing happen all the time? Is this guy for real or what?”

Val shakes her head and says, “This is a new one. We have not met him before.”

“Ah,” Cayenne interjects smoothly, “my pronouns are they/them, s’il vous plaît.”

Through the safety of his sunglasses, Ravi quickly gauges the group’s reactions. Nate is a professor at a liberal college, so as expected he is completely unfazed, and Val’s normally impassive face doesn’t flicker. He can’t tell if she gets it or just doesn’t care one way or the other. Harry leans over to her great-great-great etc. grandaunt Constance and gives her an eloquent later flip of her hand.

“We have not met them before,” Val corrects herself easily.

Nate continues, “But you say you’ve met another time traveler? Besides you, Constance, I mean.”

Cayenne interjects with a little so-so gesture of their expressive hands. “This may merely be semantics, but can one really be called a time traveler if they once accidentally tripped into the future? ‘Traveler’ indicates some measure of control.”

Constance gives them the evil eye, and for all Ravi knows that might be literal. He once saw her set a monster on fire just by looking at it. “I hath traveled near a thousand years in a single second, with only mine will. I will not be disparaged by some rogue claiming to know us.”

“She has a point,” Ravi adds. “We’ve got nothing to confirm any of this.”

Cayenne pouts. “So, no one wants to sit and enjoy the picnic I put together?”

Everyone stands awkwardly silent.

Cayenne sighs, then airily waves a hand. “Well, no matter! I have set up a little magic circle, you’ll be interested to see, dear Constance. It will take you where you need to go. Or when you need to go, more accurately. Now, this is very important: when you are ready, you need to all hold hands, jump into the air at the same time, and shout, ‘Cayenne!’” They hold up jazz hands, and the team all look at each other with varying levels of incredulity. “The jumping is a very important part of the spell.” Cayenne gestures to the cleared area next to the picnic baskets, where sigils and lines drawn out in chalk dust are surrounded by pocket watches and candles.

They all look around at the beautiful spring day, sun shining on this secluded corner of a Chicago park, the distant sound of children playing. Nate asks nervously, “Are they being serious?”

“I’m assuming this is why we were told to bring warm clothes,” Ravi muses, already starting to sweat in the winter wool suit he’d chosen to wear. He hitches his drag bag up to his shoulder, the rifle case disguised as a sports bag. Hopefully, there’ll be no need to get out his sniper rifle—his 9mm in its shoulder holster is usually sufficient for these hunts—but better overprepared than dead. “What information do we have about the threat?”

“Yeah, any tips beyond ‘monster’ and ‘kills hundreds’?” Harry asks. “We’re going in totally blind.” She pulls up her jacket to check the gun on her hip, looking troubled.

Cayenne gives them a careless, Gallic shrug. “All I know is that it’s made out of ice. Or has control over ice. Something like that. Oh, and it’s very hungry. The park has already been cleared, you’re welcome, so you don’t have to worry about any poor little innocent bystanders getting in the way. I’m sure that’ll please you big strong hero types.”

Harry sighs. “Well, it’s something.”

“One more question. Is shouting ‘Cayenne’ really necessary?” Nate asks.

“But of course, darling!” Cayenne looks surprised.

“Words of power can be used for a spell like this,” Constance says dubiously as she inspects the chalk circle. “It seems sound. There are many aspects I do not recognize, but methinks the overarching structure appears fair.”

“Such a vote of confidence! I’m honored,” Cayenne says, mock-serious, hand over their heart. “Well, if none of you truly want to sit together and enjoy the meals I have packed very specifically for each of you…” They wait, eyes roving over each of them expectantly.

Harry shoves her hands in her pockets. “Thanks, but no. Let’s just get this party started.”

“Now that’s a sentiment I can appreciate,” Cayenne grins. “Whenever you are ready,” they say with an airy flip of their hand toward the circle. “And when you are ready to come back, just repeat the process. The circle shows on the other side too. Remember! Hold hands, jump at the same time, and shout Cayenne! All those steps in that order, understood, darlings? Happy hunting!”

The hunters step over the chalky grass and into the circle. Ravi frowns. Being involved in magic makes him nervous, having the situation be so far out of his control. But Constance appears at ease, and he trusts her abilities.

Everyone gathers their things, weapons and otherwise. The five clasp hands, with a fair share of eye-rolling, and Harry looks at each of them in turn. “Everybody ready?”

There’s a loud pronouncement from inside Constance’s satchel. “Aye, the noble Griswold is prepared for anything! Beware, ye fiends of beyond, lest you meet my claws!”

Nate grins widely. “This is so cool. I’m so glad I joined up with you guys.”

“On three,” Harry says, “one, two, three!”

They all jump in the air and, feeling utterly ridiculous, shout “Cayenne!” They land in a crunch of snow, and a loud roar rings out in the freezing air.

*

WHILE RAVI AND Harry bash errant ice snakes with makeshift clubs, Val tangles with the giant beast one-on-one, darting around it and slamming her two-handed maul into its ribs. It manages to twist and avoid a direct hit to its ice heart, slamming a meaty fist into her chest. She skids back a few feet, still standing, wings braced wide. Then she dives back in, and the monster is thoroughly distracted. At least for a little while.

Harry hefts the tree branch and calls out in her clear voice, “Okay, on my mark, we move in and give this thin—”

“I got it!” Nate yells from down the hill. “There was a park maintenance station a block away!” He hauls a couple of bright-yellow bags up the incline. Fortunately, he’s unusually buff for a professor type, because each of them must weigh over fifty pounds. Ravi runs over to grab one, kicking snakes as he goes. Nate gives him a grateful nod.

“What’s in these?” Ravi asks, settling one bag on his shoulder. White powder trickles out of the bag from a rip, and he spares a tiny part of his brain to bemoan the state of his suit.

“Road salt!” With a broad grin, Nate trots up to where Harry, Constance, and Griswold are keeping the area clear of ice serpents with a combination of branches, boots, and claws.

“Aye, a fine plan!” Constance exclaims. “Do we bind this beast in a circle of salt?”

“Nope,” says Nate, “we get Val to smash one of these bags straight into its heart.” They all stare at him. “Trust me, I’m half Canadian. I know how to deal with ice.”

Harry shrugs. “Worth a shot. You two swing one of the bags over to Val when I give her the heads-up.”

Ravi and Nate heft a bag by either end, Griswold twining gracefully around their legs, biting approaching serpents with loud cries of, “Thou shall not prevail, knaves, for you face the mighty Griswold!”

“Constance?” Harry asks, and without further discussion Constance darts forward, braids flying. She goes to her knees and jabs both arms deep into the snow. A low rumble sounds, and from beneath the chenoo two thick vines curl up from the hard-packed snow and wrap around the monster’s arms, holding them fast. It roars, cords of its exposed muscles bulging against the restraint. The vines creak alarmingly.

Harry calls, “That won’t hold long. Val! Batter up!”

Val looks over from her battle and quirks her head to one side. Harry groans, and mutters, “I have got to get you and Constance more caught up on cultural references.” She cups her hands around her mouth and shouts, “Hit the bag into its heart!” She slices a hand down toward Ravi and Nate, and in unison, they heave the bag at the chenoo.

Val spins her arms out in a perfect arc and slams her maul into the bag of salt, propelling it directly into the icy heart of the chenoo with astounding force. The bag shatters on impact, a cloud of coarse rock salt temporarily blocking the action from view.

The chenoo snaps through Constance’s vines and staggers forward. Water runs down its torn body in thick rivulets as its heart melts, steaming as it hits the snow. All the serpents writhe in on themselves in a tangled knot and shatter into icy shrapnel.

“Fuck!” Harry shouts as they all get pelted by the little shards. Ravi grits his teeth as a few slice into his ankles. He ignores the sting as he approaches the fallen monster with gun drawn. He positions himself at a 45-degree angle to Val and sets his sights on the creature just in case it tries anything.

But its strength is rapidly waning. The icy block of its heart has dissolved into a lump the size of an apple, and the chenoo snarls feebly. Val rears back, maul raised overhead, and slams it down into its chest.

After that, it’s over.

Ravi holsters his gun, drags over the other bag of salt, and upends it onto the monster’s dissolving body for good measure. The snow steams unnaturally for a few seconds, but then all is still. The only sign of what has happened is a patch of reddish slush. That, several trees torn up by the roots, a couple of huge craters scooped
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