
Chapter One

			Chloe’s side burned from running, and the muggy air of a Texas autumn leached the sweat from her every pore. Her job often took her down some strange paths, but she rolled with it, took pride in dependability. It was just a shame that it often included running through small-town parks at one a.m., chasing the ghosts of Confederate officers.

			And this particular bastard was fast.

			Chloe spotted his ghostly shimmer through a gap in the line of trees that separated this tiny park from the courthouse and businesses of Main Street. He’d switched directions yet again, but if Chloe stopped, her feet would refuse to restart. Who knew someone named Chester M. Goodspeed would live up to his name even after the son-of-a-bitch had died?

			When Chloe had arrived at the park, Goodspeed had been hanging out near his statue, ranting about sacrilege and history and shame on everyone. He’d seemed to think people could hear him, a sign that he’d been summoned rather than hanging around for over a hundred years.

			A crane and a flatbed truck had sat nearby, no doubt waiting to take the statue down, but the workmen had been gathered around their equipment, shaking their heads. For two days, the statue removal had been thwarted, plagued by mishaps like cables coming loose, random shocks from equipment, or the controls of the crane acting up, all things a ghost could manage. And there had been so many that local officials suspected sabotage.

			And they were right. They just didn’t know that all the petty problems had been caused by the unquiet dead. Of course, they couldn’t see or hear him, bless their hearts. No, that was her privilege alone.

			She’d loitered, watching the confounded crew as Goodspeed had used charges of ghostly energy to work cables free of their moorings or trip the foreman, all while yelling curses they couldn’t hear. She’d almost admired his tenacity. And she’d watched too long. He’d gone still, staring at her, and she should have looked away, but she’d been seized by a fit of obstinacy and had met his eye.

			When spirits knew she could see them, they knew she could end them, some awareness of the dead. He’d vanished. Lucky for him, the crew had already decided to try again tomorrow. One a.m. had forced him out of hiding, the witching hour calling forth all the unquiet spirits in the world.

			Chloe glanced at her watch where a timer ticked down. She had just over forty minutes to send Goodspeed’s spirit to the other side, or he could vanish, ready to rematerialize tomorrow and mess with the work crew again. She couldn’t banish a ghost in front of an audience without answering a lot of questions people didn’t want answered.

			“Shit, shit,” she said, wheezing but grateful for the cardio she got in when she wasn’t tracking down monsters or chasing ghosts through parks or museums or graveyards. Most spirits weren’t very powerful, thank God. Any power they had only came from how many statues or carvings or figurines they had in the world and how well they were remembered.

			Chester M. Goodspeed was but a drop of history.

			Thankfully, she’d brought a flood.

			“Ready to tap out?” Chloe heard in her mind, the tone teasing but with enough affection that she didn’t want to press further and say that she could handle it.

			“Yeah,” she said, slowing and putting her hands on her knees as her breath came so hard, her throat ached. Her satchel felt like a bag of lead across her right shoulder. “But only…because you…don’t get tired.”

			Ramses the II, third pharaoh of the Nineteenth Dynasty of Egypt, Chosen of Ra, the greatest ruler of the New Kingdom appeared before her and held out a hand lined in the blue fire of the powerful dead. “Pay up, chump.”

			Chloe glared up at him. “After…you catch him.”

			He shrugged before looking around, cracking knuckles he didn’t have to crack. Chloe counted herself lucky he wasn’t pretending to stretch with one leg on a tree. She’d seen up that pleated kilt one too many times.

			“He’s there,” Chloe said, pointing toward the farthest edge of the park. Goodspeed was trying to hide beneath a clump of bushes, but the soft white glow gave him away, especially with no moon and only the orange shine of old streetlights lining the road.

			“Run right and cut him off,” Ramses said. “I’ll steer him toward you.”

			Easy for him to say. Chloe threatened her body into moving again. Goodspeed couldn’t go far from his statue, and he wouldn’t be able to outrun Ramses for long. She could still redeem herself. She dipped into her pocket and grabbed a plastic baggie full of salt and cayenne pepper. That should hold his ass long enough for her to banish him. She popped open the top, grabbed a small handful, and cocked her arm back, planning to nail him when Ramses chased him around the corner.

			There, his glow rounded a tree. She launched her arm forward, the cloud of dust catching the light.

			Someone screamed and coughed, a woman’s voice, and a small dog started barking like a fiend. The light swung crazily, shining over a leash and a rabid-looking chihuahua and a person trying to wipe their face while light came from their phone.

			“Shit,” Chloe yelled. “Sorry…I…” She looked behind the dogwalker but couldn’t see any glow.

			“Are you fucking crazy?” The dogwalker backed into the dark street, towing the squirming dog that looked ready for some hearty disemboweling.

			“Sorry…I’m…security,” Chloe stammered, nerves swallowing the usual excuse she had ready. “Just…go home.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the bright blue glow of Ramses on the other side of the park. Goodspeed had switched directions on him, too.

			Ha.

			Chloe turned her back on the dogwalker before she could do something like start filming and darted between two trees and through some shrubbery, hoping to catch Goodspeed on the other end of the park this time. She had to promise her body three full days free from workouts before it would run again. Stupid ghosts and their stupid stamina.

			She was still a dependable gal, but right now, she would have been tempted to return to the days when ghosts and magical creatures hadn’t recognized her, when her mother had still been the chosen monster hunter, her sister had been next-in-line for the job, and she could pretend the world was normal.

			“Come on, come on,” she muttered, hurrying for the right corner this time. She glanced at her watch again. Thirty minutes left to get him. “Damn.” They might have to pack it in tonight and come back tomorrow, especially now that the dogwalker was still shouting.

			And another voice answered hers.

			Chloe turned, stumbling, trying to run backward while she peered through the trees. The strobing amber lights of a security car bounced around the park.

			Oh, that was all she fucking needed.

			The security car passed by where the trees and shrubs hid her, but the dogwalker had no doubt pointed in the direction she’d gone.

			The car stopped at the corner. The ghostly glows headed straight for it. The security guard wouldn’t see them, but if Goodspeed was smart…

			“No,” Chloe yelled. “Ramses, stop him.” She ran harder, breaking through the trees just as the security guard set foot on the sidewalk, and Goodspeed dove into him as if into a deep pool.

			“Shit.” Chloe lunged, but the security guard turned in a jerky dance, limbs flailing as if he was being attacked by ants. Goodspeed really didn’t want to get banished. He wasn’t that strong of a ghost, so possession would sap his strength and push him out of the man’s body soon enough, but before that, he could use the man to hide, use him as a hostage, maybe.

			Or use him to kill. There was more than pepper spray on that hip.

			Chloe jumped into a hedge as Goodspeed drew the guard’s gun. She rolled behind a tree and halted, trying to hear if Goodspeed was coming after her now. “Come out and face me, you swine,” Goodspeed said with the guard’s mouth. “The Confederacy shall not be defeated so easily.”

			“Oh shut up,” she muttered.

			Ramses walked through the tree and knelt by her side. Stuck in a human body, Goodspeed wouldn’t be able to see him as well, if at all. “What are you thinking?” he asked quietly. “Wait him out?”

			That sounded like a fine idea, except the dogwalker was yelling, “Did you get her? She threw something all over me and Tiger.”

			Chloe rubbed her forehead and groaned. “We’ve got to do something before he shoots her or someone else. I’m not taking Tiger home with us.”

			Ramses cocked his head expectantly, brows raised. “You know what we have to do.”

			“Being possessed won’t make my body impervious to bullets.”

			He waited, and his look continued to speak volumes. They had to disarm the guard quickly, and though she was getting better at self-defense, she wasn’t as good as the leader of an ancient army.

			And combined, they were both stronger than they’d ever be alone.

			But goddamn, she hated being possessed.

			“Fine.” Chloe shut her eyes. The double vision while merging still nauseated her. A series of tingles passed over her skin, but she didn’t jerk around like the guard. She was used to being possessed, and it helped that Ramses wouldn’t do it without her permission.

			And it helped knowing that no other fucking ghost could.

			When she felt herself stand, her eyes opened. The feeling of being a passenger in her own body had been the hardest to accept. She felt like she was staring at the world’s largest TV as she bent low and crept through the darkness. She sounded less noisy now than when she’d been in control. If only she didn’t still feel as tired, as if she should still be panting. But Ramses never felt her fatigue. He could push her farther than she could on her own.

			And he never had to deal with the consequences, like that one time he’d broken her rib.

			“Oh, quit complaining,” he said in her mind, their mind.

			“And as I was about to think, it’s not fair that you can hear my thoughts like this.”

			“It’s a feature. We’re quieter this way. Now, shh, I have to listen.”

			Chloe fought down her irritation at being told to shush in her own mind.

			The dogwalker said, “Hello? Sir?”

			Goodspeed didn’t bother to respond, and Chloe listened hard for footsteps. He was probably easing down the sidewalk, listening for her, too.

			“What are you…oh my God,” the dogwalker shouted. Tiger yipped, then squealed as footsteps hurried into the night. Good, she was running away, but she’d probably call the police, which meant Chloe had to wrap this up even quicker.

			“I know, I know,” Ramses said in their shared mind. Chloe was about to censure him for not paying attention when he leapt through a gap in the bushes, scaring the hell out of her. By the shriek of alarm from Goodspeed, she wasn’t the only one.

			They tackled the guard’s body, and a stab of pain came from where her knee collided with the sidewalk. She would have winced or recoiled, but Ramses pushed through. With a move she could never re-create in a thousand self-defense classes, he flipped the guard over. The gun bounced from his fingers, and Ramses knelt on his back. The guard’s body was larger than Chloe’s, stronger, but Ramses had never let that stop him, even when it should have. When the guard struggled and heaved, Ramses bounced his head off the sidewalk.

			Chloe winced. “For God’s sake, don’t kill him.”

			“I won’t. I’ve just got to shake him…loose.” He gave the guard another jolt to the head.

			Chloe bit back her disapproval. All they had to do was knock the guard out. No one could manipulate a body that couldn’t move on its own anymore. She just wished it wouldn’t be so hard on the mortal body later.

			The guard finally went limp. “Yes,” Chloe and Ramses said at the same time, though they’d have to save the high five for later.

			Goodspeed burst from the guard’s body like candy from a pinata, and Ramses leapt from Chloe’s body at the same time. He pounced on Goodspeed, their spectral forms passing through a few bushes, hovering slightly as they lost their focus to stay near the ground.

			Chloe gasped, the pain in her knee a sharp knife. Figured. She shambled forward, following Ramses and Goodspeed. Physical strength didn’t matter so much in a contest between spirits. Neither could hold the other for long. But Chloe didn’t need long. She got another handful of salt and cayenne from her pocket. “Now!”

			Ramses flung Goodspeed away, and Chloe got him full in the face.

			Goodspeed froze, his form rippling, caught by the salt and weakened by the pepper.

			She wanted to whoop in victory, but she had no doubt that she’d soon hear sirens in the distance. She swung her satchel to the front of her body and unzipped it hurriedly, not needing any light to find her carefully packed tools. With a small hammer, she drove two long iron nails through Goodspeed’s spectral boots. He shrieked and sunk until the nails were embedded in the ground.

			“Your time is come, spirit,” Chloe said, her heaving breath somewhat spoiling the effect of the ancient words, but luckily, that didn’t matter. “Your body covers you no more, and you are but dust.” With a tingle of power running through her, she placed a loop made of rowan branches and red thread over his head and brought it down through his chest. It dragged a little as it passed, his will fighting hers, but it was no use. “The wind in the north calls you.” A faint red line appeared inside him, rippling like a string in a creek. It followed as she took the rowan loop all the way to his feet. “The rain of the south invites you.”

			His lips worked as if he was trying to say something. Chloe shook her head. This always went easier if they just gave in, but she couldn’t interrupt the ritual to tell him that. Not that he would have listened anyway.

			Chloe brought the rowan loop back to his chest, the red line following, becoming darker, more tangible than the spirit who held it. She tilted the loop and followed his right arm where it was stuck straight out from his body. “The earth of the west summons you.” She came back down the left. “The fire in the east compels you.” When she moved to his chest again, the red spread through him like the blood that had once run through his veins. “Your kin await you, spirit. Move along unto eternity and pass easy.”

			He shivered once as if letting loose the biggest exhale of his life. Then, he was gone.

			Chloe didn’t know if Chester M. Goodspeed deserved to pass easily from this world to the next, but those were the words she had to say, and it eased her mind to think that spirits moved on to somewhere better, somewhere they could see their folks again.

			“Chloe, move your ass.”

			She put her tools back in her satchel and rolled her eyes. “You have no poetry in your soul.” And all her aches and pains were hollering for her attention. She always wished she could lie down and nap after a banishment, but she could hear sirens now, and she couldn’t afford to be caught. Not like the time she’d been pulled over, and a highway patrolman had found what he’d called, “a bunch of woo-woo junk,” in her back seat.

			Hunting ghosts and monsters would have been hard anywhere, but damn, it seemed doubly hard in Texas.

			




Chapter Ten

			This fucking helmet was amazing. Chloe could still see herself; her inherited abilities always let her see invisible stuff, after all. But she hadn’t expected the sheer power filling her limbs and begging to be used.

			She’d lifted a fucking wyvern. On her own.

			True, she’d only meant to wiggle it a bit, distract Helen and the siren. She’d managed that the first time she’d shifted it. She’d decided to try a little more, maybe stand it up so they’d come running. She hadn’t even doubted that she could. With the helmet on, she could do anything. Apparently without even meaning to because she’d hurled the wyvern hard enough to bring down the barn, almost squashing Helen, the two unknown intruders, and Tabitha.

			Still, Helen and the siren had seemed pretty damned distracted. And the resulting dust cloud had let Chloe sneak in, haul Tabitha over one shoulder like a sack of corn, and run like she had the devil on her heels.

			Now, it had to look like Tabitha was flying through the air, doubled over like Superman after a night of tequila-Kryptonite shots. She hoped no one else was watching and that Helen and the siren were too far behind to see Tabitha clearly.

			“Slow down,” Ramses yelled from where he barely kept pace.

			God, she’d never been as fast as him. That was squee-worthy alone. “The faster we go, the less chance we’ll get caught.”

			“It’ll be a wonder if Tabitha doesn’t vomit down your back with the way she’s bouncing on your shoulder.”

			Chloe slowed a little, trying to ignore the pull of the new strength. She could run like a deer, leap over trees, throw cars. Hell, she could have lifted the Waffle Hut and carried it down the freeway, bringing waffles to the masses.

			“Chloe!”

			“Right.” She slowed again. They’d passed the makeshift parking lot by the gravel road, hoping to throw off any pursuit. They were now approaching the corner of the field that would let them onto the paved road where Chloe’s car waited. She slid to a stop and grabbed the fence, wanting to lift it enough to pass Tabitha through instead of chucking her over the top. With this helmet, she might hurl her into the next county.

			When she pulled, several of the fence posts sprang from the ground with a loud broing, the barbed wire curling between them, vibrating in the air. “Oops.” She dropped it. “Didn’t mean to do that.”

			Ramses walked through the downed fence and beckoned. “As soon as we get Tabitha in the car, you have to take that helmet off.” He was right. She was more likely to bludgeon the masses to death with the Waffle Hut than feed them.

			“Gently,” she told herself when she reached the car. She opened the back door with her thumb and forefinger. “Now, slowly lower her to the seat.”

			But instead she tossed her hard enough to bounce off the upholstery and wind up in the floorboard.

			Chloe stared for a moment. “Good enough.” She took the helmet off and felt ten times heavier but just as relieved. That was too much power to have in one’s repertoire without practice, worse than a bull in a china shop. A bull in a china world.

			She hopped in the front with Ramses, threw the helmet onto the floor at his feet, and drove as fast as she dared down the dark country road. After a moment of silence, she and Ramses said, “What the fuck was that?” at the same time.

			“A siren and a human working together?” Chloe added.

			He shook his head. “That Helen must have god blood, might even be a demigod.”

			She snorted. “Yeah, right.” When he didn’t laugh, a chill passed through her, but she shook her head. “Come on, Ramses. We’re fighting gods now? And I suppose you believed all that stuff about me having the blood of Isis? Descended from a god, woo.” She wiggled her fingers at him.

			He stared out the window and said nothing.

			“Ramses?”

			“I thought you knew, that your mother told you.”

			“What?” Was this just one of a thousand lessons Jamie had gotten instead? “But there’s no way.” She felt sick. And intrigued. But mostly sick, though that could have been from the off-gassing of Tabitha’s remaining jalapeño ranch chips.

			“Are you okay?” Ramses asked.

			“Was anyone ever going to tell me?” She raised a hand before he could respond. “I thought our legacy was to hunt magic stuff, like we were born as an opposing force, but now you’re telling me we’re part of that magic?”

			“Well, you also hunt ghosts while working with one.”

			“That”—she tried in vain to find an argument—“is not what we’re talking about. How much of me is god, and how much is human?”

			He rolled his eyes. “There are no DNA-testing kits with a godhood edition, sadly.”

			“Okay, the sarcasm is completely unappreciated right now.” She took a deep breath. “Putting aside my own heritage for a moment, if Helen is a demigod, how the hell do we fight her? Find another demigod and ask them to do it for us?”

			He stared at her now, face stoney.

			“What?”

			“Find another demigod?” When she shrugged, he pointed to himself. “Hello?”

			“You’re not…are you?”

			His mouth fell open. “Seriously?”

			“What? I know the Egyptians used to worship pharaohs like gods, but…” His affronted expression grew with his glow. “Really?”

			He looked ahead at the road, his chest moving as if he was taking deep breaths that he no longer needed. The crown of Egypt replaced the cloth nemes on his head, the top of it poking through the roof of the car, but she didn’t dare laugh while he was clearly calming himself down. An anger-fueled jolt of his power could fry the car’s electrical system.

			But that wasn’t the only reason she wouldn’t laugh at him. She hadn’t meant to piss him off so much. Tears pricked her eyes, no doubt also from the fading of adrenaline and the aftershock of the exorcism, but there was more than enough guilt from having insulted her best friend.

			Her only friend.

			“I’m sorry, Ramses,” she said, taking her own deep breaths so she didn’t bawl like a baby and crash into a tree. “No one ever told me you’re a demigod.”

			“I would have thought it evident,” he said, his tone clipped.

			She thought of everything she’d learned about his life, the countless books she’d read, even when she’d thought she’d never hear or see him. She still had his long-ago note, now a laminated bookmark. “I guess it should have been obvious with everything you accomplished in life. I just never thought, oh, he was able to do all that stuff because he’s a demigod. It was more like, he was able to do it because he’s Ramses, unstoppable as the tide. After all, a demigod could still sit on their ass and eat chips all day and not accomplish anything, right?”

			His glow faded back to normal, the striped nemes once again adorning his head as he smiled softly. “Right.”

			He passed one spectral hand over hers on the steering wheel, making the hair on her arm stand up, a feeling she’d long associated with the comfort of having him around. “Thank you, Chloe. You’re forgiven.” He glanced over his shoulder. “And once we’re rid of Tabitha, I suppose I should tell you exactly what it means to have the blood of Isis.”

			And exactly why her mother had kept it from her.

			




Chapter Eleven

			After a few phone calls and more than a few favors called in, the wyvern was finally loaded into the moving truck, courtesy of a troll who lived about an hour away and supported himself via an Etsy shop. He made pretty good money selling carvings made from the pieces of his rocky body that occasionally dropped off. Helen had to put in quite a few orders before he’d even agreed to drive out to meet her. Now he’d come and gone, and she would have to find somewhere for over one hundred figurines detailing the bulk of the cast from The Lord of the Rings trilogy.

			Still, it was worth it to get the hell out of this field. But not worth the loss of the tarnkappe.

			“I’m sorry,” Ligeia said again, no doubt reading Helen’s expression in the dim light of the rapidly dying campfire.

			She shook her head, staring at Fatma and Ali and wondering what to do with them. “I know. It’s all right.”

			“Ugh, you keep saying that, but it’s not true. You should have let me chase that woman with the ghost.”

			“She was gone before we could see what direction she’d taken Tabitha in.”

			Ligeia blew an obnoxiously huge pink bubble, the pop echoing. “I’m still sorry, whatever.” After a moment, she added, “Are we gonna, like, go or…”

			“These two seem well-informed about paranormal goings-on. I have a feeling they’ll keep dogging my steps if I don’t do something.”

			“Like?” Ligeia dragged a thumb across her throat. “I mean, it’s probably for the best.”

			“Oh yes? Well, go ahead.” She moved out of the way, too tired to lecture and in no mood for murder.

			“Me?” Ligeia took a step back. “No way.”

			“Why do you care if they live or die?” Helen asked, using one of Ligeia’s earlier questions against her.

			The tattoos on her hands glimmered gold as she crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Okay, I get it. None of us are mad-dog killers anymore. How many times do I have to say whatever? Life is precious, blah blah. But what do you want to do with them?”

			“Take them with us,” Helen said, the decision easy compared to the alternatives. “They can ride in the back with the sleeping wyvern. Maybe that will make them more inclined to talk when they wake up.”

			* * *

			The cargo area of the moving van stayed quieter much longer than Helen expected. After Fairfield, she was starting to suspect that Fatma and Ali were more injured than she’d realized, and guilt persuaded her to pull over in an abandoned weigh station to check.

			Ligeia didn’t comment, but her side-eye spoke volumes, all with the title: Helen’s Gone Soft on Humans.

			Worse still, Helen couldn’t recall exactly when that had happened. She’d been betrayed by them, disrespected, her entire history morphed until she was nothing more than a pawn of gods and men. And she’d killed more than a few humans in defense of her sanctuary and its denizens. She’d sunk whole shiploads without batting an eye, and now here she was, checking on two she didn’t even know.

			Maybe she was getting soft.

			She paused before opening the back of the truck. Instead of checking on these two, perhaps even letting them go, she could slit their throats. Her stomach churned at the thought, and she snorted at herself. She had no desire to add to the bloodshed in the world. In fact, she was willing to go quite out of her way to avoid it.

			Case in point.

			As soon as she lifted the door, two voices spoke over each other in a sort of whisper-yell:

			“Let us out of here.”

			“The wyvern could wake up.”

			“You have no right—”

			“I demand—”

			Helen began to lower the door again. If they were healthy enough to bitch at her, they were probably fine.

			“Wait, please.” Fatma’s voice, a tad more conciliatory. “We know who you are.”

			Interesting. Well, if they felt like talking. She lifted the door again, encouraged by the silence that greeted her. Except for the wyvern’s snoring, of course. “And who am I?”

			Fatma and Ali were sitting against the wall, their hands and feet bound in front of them with cord from the creature-wrangling kit Helen had brought. She and Ligeia had laid them on a moving blanket at first, and now, besides the purple bruises near their temples, they seemed no worse for wear.

			Helen handed them a bottle of water, and after both had taken a few sips, they glanced behind her, but they’d discover nothing but darkness, even with the dim streetlight overhead. Dawn was still a few hours off, and the freeway was largely silent at that time of night.

			“You run some kind of zoo,” Fatma said, disgust lacing her tone.

			Helen clenched her jaw and fought the urge to argue. She didn’t want to just hand over information. But a zoo? “Go on.”

			Fatma glared. “Sick old animals deserve better than that.”

			“And antiquities should stay in their countries of origin,” Ali added.

			Very interesting. And she agreed for the most part. But magical antiquities did not belong in human hands. “And here I thought you were common smugglers. I didn’t know you had convictions. Beyond the criminal, anyway.”

			“Are you going to lock this wyvern in a cage so your rich friends can gawk as it dies?” Fatma asked.

			“Yes, because I’m friends with Satan himself,” she said flatly. “I don’t think our intentions are as misaligned as they appear. The wyvern will be looked after and gawked at by no one.”

			They glanced at each other and said nothing.

			“What were you going to use the ambrosia for?” Helen asked. “You and your dealer with the fairy blood?”

			Ali smirked. “To tempt people like you, follow you, and raid your magical hoards.”

			Recalling the brief confrontation with Fatma in the alley behind the dry cleaners, Helen put on her own smirk. “Not exactly a success on your part, then.”

			Fatma looked a bit sheepish. “I didn’t realize you were…” She mashed her lips together.

			“Anyone important? Yeah, that’s kind of the point of a disguise.” But did it still grate? Oh hell yes. Worse, now she liked these two a little, even if they didn’t have nearly enough facts to be tinkering in the realms of the paranormal. But it wasn’t her job to educate them. “If I ask you to stop interfering with me, is there a chance that will work?”

			Ali had the savviness to at least appear to think it over, but Fatma kept her signature glare.

			Well, that was it. Helen still didn’t want to kill them, but if they weren’t going to at least lie about leaving her alone, she wasn’t going to help them, either. It was time to cut them loose with their phones and a warning that if she ever saw them again, she would reevaluate the whole no-murder thing. She cut them free, then waved them down and away from the truck so she could close the door.

			They spoke quietly to each other, pausing when Helen handed back their phones. Now for the threat…but nothing came to mind. No one Helen had met that evening had come across as a trademarked Bad Guy. And if it had been Chloe standing there, Helen might have even said something like, “It’s not a zoo. It’s a sanctuary.”

			When those words actually came out, she bit her lip, not meaning to speak aloud. But now that she had, she surprisingly wasn’t sorry about it. 

			“What?” Ali asked.

			Fatma’s frown turned confused. “But we heard—”

			“I know the rumors. Hell, I started many of them, but since you seem like you might be on the ethical side of this business, I thought you should know that my efforts go into creating a retirement village for creatures who aren’t exactly welcome in the world anymore.”

			“Why should we believe you?” Fatma asked.

			“Believe it or not, I don’t care.” She started toward the driver’s side of the truck. “But if I was some evil Mommy Fortuna, you’d be dead several times over.”

			“And what of the artifacts like that one?” Ali asked, pointing at the kladenet.

			“They are not for human hands.”

			“Except yours, of course,” Fatma said, crossing her arms and sporting a smirk identical to Ali’s. “Fucking hypocrite.”

			That was the line. Helen pushed through her fatigue and summoned her godhood, letting it flow beneath her skin, lighting her up as if she had molten gold in her veins. Fatma’s and Ali’s shocked expressions grew brighter as they bathed in her light.

			They took a step back, faces shifting from surprise to awe.

			Better. Helen climbed into the truck, letting her godhood settle but not before catching a glimpse of her blazing eyes in the side mirror. Still got it. She drove back to the freeway, feeling quite smug, even if the flex was quickly giving her a headache.

			“Feel better?” Ligeia asked.

			“Much, thank you.”

			Ligeia snorted a laugh and put her feet on the dash as she began to fiddle with the radio.

			Helen smiled to herself but had to wonder how that encounter would have gone if the intriguing Chloe had been there instead. A disturbing tingle went through her at the thought, surprising her. They’d barely interacted, but Helen’s desire to see her again had crossed the border of “might be nice” and was on the disturbing cusp of “really, really want to.”

			And why? Had she been disappointed so many times she was now in love with the feeling? She hadn’t been bitten in the ass enough and wanted another wound? 

			More alarming still, was she drawn to humans because she was seeking a connection with someone she didn’t know as well as the back of her hand, someone she hadn’t spent centuries with in her sanctuary? She’d told Fatma and Ali more than she’d intended. If Chloe had been there, who knew what information Helen would have blurted out?

			She shook her head and focused on the road, determined not to think of any human as intriguing. The only adjective they needed? Dangerous.

			* * *

			“It’s basically what you’ve already guessed.” Ramses walked up and down the waiting room in the hospital. “The goddess Isis is one of your ancestors, so to speak.”

			They’d brought Tabitha in just to be safe, saying she’d gotten hurt when a barn had collapsed. One of the nurses had even heard of the teenage hangout, lending credence to Chloe’s story of hijinks gone awry, though the nurse had also given her a look suggesting she’d passed her hijinks days long ago.

			The nerve. It hadn’t been that long ago. Must have been the job aging her. She kept her phone pressed to her ear and said, “You make it sound like Isis was just a traveler who showed up in town one day and decided to warm the bed of a local.”

			He tilted his head back and forth. “Nothing quite so human. We say someone has the blood of a god, but it’s really more like an ancestor received an infusion of godly power, usually while pregnant or shortly before impregnating someone, and the result was a demigod, with several subsequent generations sharing a decreasing fraction of power.”

			“Until you’re left with a small gift like being able to see the invisible.” Chloe shook her head. “If I’m a demigod, I should have cooler abilities.”

			He gave her a wry smile. “Isis was very long ago for our family. Now our gift can only be carried by one relative at a time. And it’s more than just seeing the unseen. Your senses are more in tune with the paranormal—”

			“I know, I know.” Chloe sighed, feeling like she’d had one of the longest nights in years. She wondered how many other demigods were ready for bed well before midnight. Though the clock above the nurses’ station read one a.m., and she was still wide awake. Still young, baby. “I was just lamenting that I didn’t get fire breath or something.”

			He sat next to her, hovering slightly above the seat. “Take up Tabitha’s diet, and you might.”

			She chuckled, then glanced around to make sure no one was paying her too much attention. “I’m too far removed from Isis to even call myself a demigod, aren’t I? Especially if you think Helen is one. I can’t do nearly the things she can.” Like exuding beauty and grace and a kick-ass confidence that made Chloe want to follow her around like a lovesick idiot.

			“She did seem to have inner power to tap into. That exorcism spell.” He rubbed his neck.

			Chloe nodded. She was still having the occasional muscle spasm, too. And a few brain-pickling jolts of lust, but that had nothing to do with any spell. “Why didn’t Mom tell me? I mean, it’s a bit jarring to find out I have a god in the old family tree, but I’m not cut up about it.”

			He sighed and slouched, sticking out his long legs. Chloe fought not to flinch when a nurse walked through them. “We had an idea that the knowledge would make you both reckless, that you’d think having god blood made you immortal. She did promise to tell you one day, and I hoped—”

			“Wait.” She coughed and had to remind herself to keep her phone up and her voice low. “Make us both reckless? She didn’t tell Jamie, either?”

			“Not as far as I know.”

			What the hell did that mean? That Chloe finally knew something about this job that Jamie hadn’t? Of course, Chloe had found out from a random siren, so it wasn’t like her mother had favored her.

			God, she was going to have to call her mom. Again.

			And what else could having the blood of Isis do for her besides make her able to see invisible stuff?

			When a nurse came out to tell her that Tabitha only had a minor concussion and could go home soon, Chloe couldn’t put it off any longer. She and Ramses headed out, leaving it to the hospital to call Tabitha’s family or the cute girl from the Waffle Hut to come get her. Still, Chloe told herself she could wait until the hotel, at least.

			Until her phone chimed while she was driving. “If that’s Mom, I don’t think she lost all the family’s psychic gifts when she temporarily…”

			Shit, she really thought she’d have been able to say died while making a joke, but she guessed not.

			Ramses bent to peer at the phone where it sat in the cupholder. “It’s an alert on your browser.” His finger hovered over the screen, a speck of power letting him manipulate the apps. “Well, well, looks like my exhibit won’t be the only thing we see in Houston. We’ve got another ghost. Maybe two, by the looks of things. But we can head out tomorrow after we check on the wyvern.”

			“You don’t think they took it with them?”

			“Only one way to make sure.”

			“What the hell do they even want it for? At least if they’re busy with it, they won’t show up in Houston. No guns crashing our banishment or sirens or demigods named…Helen,” she whispered, the name tumbling together with all her lessons on mythology. “Holy shit.”

			Ramses glanced at the nearly abandoned freeway as if Helen might appear. “Let’s hope she doesn’t show up again. You couldn’t seem to keep your head last time.”

			She ignored that, her mind still whirling. “Helen, Ramses. Demigod. Daughter of Zeus. Her mother was either Leda or freaking Nemesis.” When he said nothing, she added, “Trojan War? Golden apple, all that jazz?”

			He stared at her blankly; he’d never been one to pay attention to myths that didn’t involve monsters. Or himself. “Helen…of Troy?”

			“Yes.”

			He nodded. “The Iliad and Odyssey. They had a sorceress, a cyclops, some gods, Scylla, that other sea monster—”

			“Charybdis.”

			“And sirens. I wonder if Helen and that siren have been friends all this time.”

			“No, Helen wasn’t on the boat that…” Chloe sighed. “Look, who gives a shit? It’s Helen. The Helen. Face that launched a thousand ships.” And Chloe could believe that now. The face, the body, the presence, the sheer chutzpah. Chloe wouldn’t have gone to war for much, but damn. “God, I threw a wyvern at her. You told her and that woman to get a room. We were so rude.” 

			Ramses gave her a flat look. “Being rude? That’s the part that worries you?”

			“She is beyond famous. She is an actual legend.” She put a hand to her forehead and rubbed at the headache that had been dogging her all night. Thank goodness they were headed to the hotel. She could die peacefully of embarrassment there.

			“Ooo,” Ramses said, “maybe we can get her autograph next time she interferes in our affairs. Or make her some cupcakes.”

			“Look—”

			“Next time we see her, wait until she’s foiling our plans, then write her a sonnet.”

			“I don’t—”

			“Propose on the spot.”

			“Okay,” she yelled. “I get it. She’s dangerous, especially if she’s going to keep crashing our party with sirens and tranquilizer guns.” She held up a hand when he opened his mouth. “And whatever magic forced us apart.”

			He nodded. “Promise me that any research you do about her will be purely for defensive purposes.”

			She nodded back, happy he couldn’t read her mind at the moment. Freaking Helen of freaking Troy. Yeah, Chloe was going to research the hell out of her. And she wouldn’t blame herself if defense wasn’t the first thing on her mind.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Staring at her phone for fifteen minutes before making a call was part of the process, or so Chloe told herself. When she’d woken up a few moments ago, there had been too many “hates” to start the day with: she hated talking on the phone, hated talking to her mom, hated talking about stuff she should have been taught, Jamie or no Jamie. She deserved to know her roots, even if, like many Americans, those roots were sort of everywhere.

			So with more than a little bitterness, she typed, Blood of Isis, huh? in a text to her mom and hit send.

			After a moment passed with no reply, she figured she had time to pee. She’d crashed immediately when they’d gotten in around two a.m., but her dreams had been absorbed by the fact that she was descended from an actual god and seemed doomed to have another demigod as an adversary, though this one was a lot closer to the source.

			And this one was also freaking Helen of freaking Troy. Whom she’d quite like to—

			“Are you going to shower?” Ramses asked from where he sat on the bed watching TV.

			“I thought my mom would respond quicker than this.”

			“She didn’t answer?”

			Chloe picked at the edge of the duvet cover with her toes. “Texted,” she said, trying for nonchalant. She felt his look. Her mother was notorious about not texting back, but surely blood of Isis would have her calling right away.

			She could still feel his look.

			“Fine, ugh.” She sat on the edge of the bed and dialed, hoping she’d at least distracted him from his five-millionth show. When the call went unanswered, she hung up and tossed her phone on the covers. “She’s either out or in the bathroom or something.” She fled for her own bathroom. Calling her mom and not getting an answer was one-tenth as stressful as actually speaking to her, but it was still stress.

			Though emerging from the shower to discover that her mom still hadn’t responded was more stressful still. Ever since Chloe had taken over the family duties, her mom had never waited this long to return a missed call.

			The image of the EMTs working to bring her back from the dead flashed in Chloe’s mind. Along with Jamie, all covered as if to shield her from the cold. “Would you know if Mom…” Again, she couldn’t say it.

			Luckily, with Ramses, she didn’t need to. “No,” he said quietly, this look feeling a lot kinder as he smiled. “Not since the connection passed to you. But I’m sure she’s okay.”

			“Yeah.” A comforting lie was better than nothing. She thought about calling her dad, but he hadn’t spoken to Mom much since they’d split. He would be sure she was okay, too. “Let’s get on the road.”

			She packed quickly, could have done it blind. Ramses hung around while she packed where he sometimes vanished to wherever he went, only reappearing when Chloe reached their destination. When he showed no signs of leaving, it was time to give him a look.

			“What?” he asked, the picture of innocence.

			“You don’t have to…hover,” she said, absurdly proud of the pun.

			He rolled his eyes. “So you’ve decided to make me regret doing so?”

			She shrugged, still pleased.

			“I just thought I’d stick around, that’s all.”

			“Well, you don’t have to.”

			“I know.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Duly noted.”

			“Okay.” But when she had the key in the ignition, fear crept over her like an oily slug, the anxiety of too many unknowns converging. “Of course, you are welcome to stay.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I mean, good company and all.”

			“Quite. You too.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Of course.”

			“Right.” She tapped the steering wheel for a few seconds, hating the tiny talk, hating her fear. “It won’t be really taxing for you, will it? Like, sap the energy you can use later?”

			“No, Chloe,” he said softly. His head was bare again, a sure sign of him feeling paternal, and she wished for the umpteenth time that she could hug him. “Chlo,” he said after a few moments. “Drive the damned car, would you?”

			She barked a laugh, shaken out of her melancholy. “Houston, here we come.”

			* * *

			A quick stop by the ruined barn proved that the wyvern was indeed gone. Maybe it would have an easy life from here on out. Or at least a short one. No matter who’d wound up with it, Chloe and Ramses couldn’t linger.

			When they reached Houston, they decided to save the exhibit for last and check out rumors of a local ghost haunting a comic book store, of all things. In the afternoon, it was mostly dead, one bored-looking employee behind the glass counter, and a few browsing the rows of comic books or the shelves full of collectibles. And everyone she could see looked very much alive. Great, this was probably another wild-goose chase, one of many Chloe had experienced in this job. She supposed she should count her blessings after the busy few days they’d had, but doing nothing gave her mind room to wander. About bills, Helen of freaking Troy, the fact that her mom still hadn’t called back.

			Chloe took her phone from her pocket and stared, tempted to drive straight to her mom’s house in Austin, but she knew she couldn’t drag Ramses all the way here and not go to his exhibit. He asked very little for the amount of shit he put up with.

			“They have a scale model of me,” he called excitedly from where he peered at one of the glass cases. “We have to get this, Chlo.”

			She fought the urge to smirk and leaned down to examine a very detailed twelve-inch-tall model labeled Ramses II, though many of his features were off, and the bulging muscles on his arms and torso rivaled the most flattering statues. When she saw the price tag, she choked on her smile. “It’s almost two hundred bucks,” she said out the side of her mouth.

			His expression crumbled like a kid who’d been told Santa wasn’t real. “We can’t afford that, can we?”

			“Not unless you want to cancel a bunch of streaming services for a month.”

			When he sighed, she nearly threw her credit card on the counter anyway, but he waved it off and sniffed, drawing himself up. “It’s not very accurate anyway.”

			“Right.” She hoped she didn’t sound too relieved. “Though I do wonder if you could appear around your action figure like you can a statue.”

			“Model,” he said, not breaking eye contact.

			For heaven’s sake, do not laugh. “Model. Though you are a superhero.”

			He shrugged and smiled, seemingly mollified.

			“And it begs the question, could that be why a ghost is here?” Chloe took another look around, slower this time. The ghost could simply be choosing to be elsewhere at the moment. Nothing seemed disrupted, and her brief internet search hadn’t turned up stories of anyone being hurt, just merchandise sometimes rearranged when the store opened in the mornings. If they did have a ghost, it was very benign and likely hadn’t been summoned. Those were always ornery as hell. Like Goodspeed.

			But she’d take anything at the moment to avoid worrying about her mom. She leaned on the counter near the employee. “Hey there, I heard a rumor this place was haunted.”

			He sighed, straightened from scrolling on his phone, and muttered something about tourists. “Yeah, I guess.” He ran a hand through his blond hair and made studious eye contact with a spot just above her head. “Weird stuff happens sometimes.”

			“Like what?” She tried smiling brightly, hoping an interested audience would break through his indifference, especially if she played cute.

			He yawned, clearly not biting. Either she’d lost all her natural charm, or he simply didn’t care. Her pride told her it had to be the latter.

			And she wasn’t in the mood to try more flirting. She headed for the door. They could come back tonight after the exhibit and see if the ghost was in a mood to show itself. A comic book store shouldn’t have much security.

			She hoped.

			“Wait,” Ramses said, ducking into an aisle of board games.

			She followed, really hoping he hadn’t spied something else about himself, though if it didn’t cost much—

			“Someone powerful,” he muttered, glancing back the way they’d come.

			Chloe rubbed her neck and used the motion to look but only saw the same three people who’d been there the whole time. “Which one?”

			“Coming in the door.”

			She pressed her back into the games, hoping to remain unseen until she got a look at the newcomer, wondering if they were tied to the ghostly rumors.

			When Helen walked through the door, Chloe had to throw a hand over her mouth to keep from shouting or squealing or just dissolving on the spot.

			* * *

			Helen was exhausted, never mind the hours she and Ligeia had spent sleeping at a truck stop just north of Houston. Dealing with the wyvern and then Fatma and Ali had taken much longer than she’d guessed, so they’d been forced to stop for a bit of shut-eye.

			They’d woken up just after four when a wandering truck driver had peeked in the windows and asked if they were up for a little late-night delight.

			Ligeia had sung him into oblivion. Helen hoped he was still somewhere in that parking lot, sucking his thumb and rocking back and forth.

			Traffic through Houston had been proving its usual crawl when the Sphinx called. Helen put her on speakerphone after they said their hellos: “My friend Colin is having trouble with a ghost in his shop,” the Sphinx said. “It’s been fairly quiet until now, but lately, it’s been rearranging his stock in the middle of the night, and it scared some customers.”

			“And?” Helen asked, fatigue making her snappy.

			“I told him you could look into it, seeing as you’re nearby. Don’t you know a spell to banish ghosts?”

			Ligeia pursed her lips. “Funny, we just had a run-in with a ghost.”

			“Really? With the wyvern?”

			Helen held up a hand to stop everyone talking at once. “It’s a long story. How good of a friend is this Colin?”

			“Well, I mean, he is a good Houston contact.”

			“That doesn’t answer my question.”

			“And he knows a lot of people.”

			“And…”

			The Sphinx sighed.

			Ligeia snapped her gum and grinned. “And she might have dropped your name more than a few times and now wants to impress her friend with how awesome you are.”

			Flattering, but…

			“Pretty please,” the Sphinx said. “I’ll be your best friend.”

			Helen had to laugh. “Tell him to have a cup of coffee waiting.” She disconnected.

			Ligeia poked her in the arm. “Softy.”

			“Yeah,” Helen said with a sigh. “I remembered how to exorcize a ghost, but I don’t exactly remember how to banish one.”

			Ligeia waved boredly. “Just, like, flex and it’ll run for the ghost hills.”

			That would be a nice ego boost. “Fine, but you’ll have to wait in the van.”

			When they arrived at the shop, Helen went in alone, taking off her sunglasses inside. The man behind the counter nearly sprang over, his face alight with a grin. “Colin?” she asked.

			He nodded like a bobblehead. “Gosh, I’m so happy to meet you. S has told me so much. It’s an honor.” He bent as he gushed and produced a tall to-go cup from behind the counter. “Coffee as requested. It’s a caramel latte. S told me that’s your favorite.”

			Ego boost indeed. She sipped it gratefully. Magic prickled her skin, no doubt Colin’s glamour. “What can I do for you?” She lowered her voice as she leaned closer. “With magic like yours, I don’t know why you’d need mine.” She added a wink, enjoying the way he grinned and squealed, holding his arms up close to his chest. Good to know her celebrity still counted in some circles.

			“Oh, S really shouldn’t have bothered you, but I’m so glad she did. It’s Basil, our ghost.”

			She blinked. “The ghost has a name?”

			“He’s been really upset lately, like, big time. Some disruption in the ether is making him act out.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “You’ve heard about the new queen of the Greek Underworld?”

			Helen nodded. “The one who was human.”

			“Well, my friend’s cousin knows the fiancée of a banshee who’s met a hierophant, and he thinks the new queen might have weakened the walls between the worlds enough that it’s affecting ghosts in this one.” He put out a hand as if it held up all those people and their rumors before putting up the other hand. “And my boyfriend’s aunt’s ex-husband learned from two people in a satyr’s thruple that someone is summoning ghosts around the globe for some kind of, I don’t know, ghost army or something.”

			Helen tried to wrap her head around all that. “And your ghost is…part of the army?”

			He snorted a laugh. “Basil? Hardly. I mean, I guess he could have been at one time or another. We’ve never actually, you know, met.” He gave another vague wave. “I don’t even know what his name was when he was alive. I just call him Basil after Basil Rathbone, you know, the actor who played Sherlock Holmes about a million years ago. Such a cutie. Anyway, Basil’s been here as long as I have, but he’s always been as gentle as a lamb, and he is a wizard at alphabetizing all the comics and zines. But he’s been putting things out of order lately, and he almost knocked a customer on the head the other day when he shifted the red dragon mini I keep only for display.”

			Helen followed his finger to a model of a dragon—that looked far from mini—that perched over one of the aisles, forever glaring at the patrons below. She was not awake enough for all this. She should have made Ligeia come in with her hoodie pulled low. They both spoke almost too fast to follow. “So you want Basil…removed?”

			“Um, no.” He seemed shocked, maybe even a little pissed. “Just, you know, calmed.”

			If she couldn’t remember a spell to banish ghosts, she sure as hell couldn’t remember one to calm them down. “Have you tried a séance?” She was only half kidding.

			He seemed thoughtful. “You think that might work?”

			Hallelujah, a way out. “Yep.” She kept her face serious through a Herculean effort.

			“Well, great.” He beamed again. “Now while you’re here…” He paused, looking sheepish.

			Helen barely kept herself from swearing and took a gulp of coffee, hoping Colin wasn’t going to ask for more than an autograph. She really didn’t have it in her to hear more about a ghost who’d done nothing more than mix up some books and knock a figurine off a shelf. And she really, really didn’t want to meet him. “Yes?”

			“Well, I don’t want to hold you up, but I thought you should also know about the new ghost in the apartment complex behind here that tried to kill several people a few days ago. People keep coming in and asking about it after some internet rumor, and I think they’re confusing it with poor Basil.”

			Helen just kept from crushing her cup. “New ghost.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Tried to kill people.”

			“Mmm.”

			Helen sucked her top lip in and bit it hard enough to keep from screaming. “Don’t you think you should have led with that, Colin?”

			He looked a little alarmed. Not enough, but Helen would take what she could get. “You think that might be what’s upsetting Basil?”

			Spoke too soon. If it wasn’t about Basil, Colin clearly didn’t give a shit. “Tell me about this other ghost.”

			As he spoke, Helen’s mind wandered. Partly from fatigue, but she also didn’t know what to do about either of Colin’s ghostly problems. Her limited experience with the unquiet dead lay far in her past.

			Mostly.

			Chloe appeared in her mind’s eye again, and she didn’t even have the energy to be pissed off at herself. What was that strange energy Helen had felt between them? The energy of the ghostly pharaoh or perhaps the magic that bound him and Chloe together? Helen hadn’t been around another demigod in a very long time. She’d forgotten just how powerful the pull between gods could be, and since she’d once felt a similar twinge in Egypt, it made sense that—

			“…you know?” Colin asked.

			“Totally,” Helen answered on auto-pilot. Something about a pharaoh’s energy didn’t fully explain what she’d experienced in Chloe’s presence. Maybe it was Chloe’s innate magic. Or maybe it was just…her.

			Helen sighed. Gods, what was she doing? She had been down this road too many times.

			“So.” Colin drew the word out, staring expectantly.

			Helen shook herself. “Right. I’m on it.” Hoping she’d just agreed to take care of the ghost and nothing else, she lightly slapped the counter and walked away, hoping to banish her disturbing thoughts here, too.
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