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      “Unlike many down-on-their-luck heroes who never seem to suffer, Quaid’s characters are genuinely desperate, lending a real sense of danger and urgency. Without a vampire, werewolf, or fallen angel to be seen, this strong debut is a pleasantly fresh take [on the genre].”

      
        
        —Publishers Weekly

      

      

      “Quaid jumps into the urban fantasy genre with a bang. . . . She quickly establishes a unique cast of characters, full of flaws and mystery. There is plenty of humor, wild action, and vigilante justice in this truly excellent beginning of the Saturn’s Daughter series.”

      
        
        —RT Book Reviews

      

      

      “Fast paced and action packed entertainment . . . A fun read . . . wonderfully crafted.”

      
        
        —Seeing Night Book Reviews

      

      

      “Engaging and energetic . . . Sexy, fun, and dangerous are perfect words to describe this book.”—Books, Bones & Buffy

      “Action-packed from beginning to end, sparkled with a great dose of humor.”

      
        
        —Tynga’s Reviews

      

      

      “A quirky romp of a ride . . . A cute twist on the paranormal genre.”

      
        
        —Night Owl Sci-Fi
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      Please consider joining my newsletter for exclusive content and news of upcoming releases. Be the first to know about special sales, freebies, stories from my writer life, and other fun information. You'll even receive a thank-you gift. Join me on my writing adventures!
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      This book was written in 2012, well before the current pandemic in which I’m re-releasing it. The coincidence of a plague/gas/virus that cripples old people is not surprising, historically or otherwise. But I apologize to anyone offended by my dark humor about what is now a real catastrophe instead of my imaginary one.

      Sometimes, life is a bowl of pits instead of cherries.
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      On a noisy Friday night inside Chesty’s pole-dancing bar and restaurant, no one heard the gargoyles scream until the front door crashed in.

      The pounding rock music in the bar screeched to a halt—not an unusual occurrence or a reason for alarm. The DJ often had to spin albums with a hand crank, since anything electronic developed a personality of its own in the Zone.

      But this time, the shrill aiieeeee of the town gargoyles shattered the abrupt silence.

      Like most of the other patrons, I’d been boogying hard and was annoyed with the abrupt halt to the music. I’d spent eight long years scrambling my way to this moment. I had my law degree, my license, and a job with a judge. I deserved one night of pure celebration. For that, I needed music.

      It wasn’t as if I had a boyfriend to help me work off steam. I’d sent him to hell a few months back. Long pathetic story.

      Two old people fell through the front door, whacking at each other. It was a bar. Normally, I’d shrug off the fight. But the earsplitting shrieks reminded me too much of the sirens that had been the end of my innocence. Drunk on appletinis and sweaty from dancing off my exultation, I wiped my brow with the back of my arm and studied the situation.

      The rest of Chesty’s clientele returned to eating and drinking. The girls on the poles put their clothes back on and wandered off until the DJ could get the music rolling again.

      The persistence of the unholy screams raised my hackles, despite the buzz I’d been working on. Being a topless bar, Chesty’s didn’t have windows, so I slipped inside the office I used to share with Ernesto, the club manager, to look out the small one there.

      In the blue glow of the Zone, I could barely make out the outline of a stone gargoyle sitting atop the gutter of the building next door. It seemed to be stretching its neck and screeching bloody murder. While they were supposed to be mere architectural details, gargoyles in the Zone occasionally strolled the alleyways. They’d even been known to mutter insults, but they never just sat there and screamed. My gut churned.

      At least I hadn’t been the one to set off alarms this time. Trying to ignore the unease crawling under my skin, I returned to the main room and sought my sometimes-boss. Andre Legrande owns Chesty’s and most of the businesses in the Zone. He’s also an amoral enigma, but he’d lived in the Zone all his life. I was confident he’d know what it meant when gargoyles cried.

      I caught sight of him across the room, pushing through the weekend crowd toward the struggling pair who’d broken in the door. Out of a sense of curiosity that will be the death of me one of these days, I slipped along the sidelines to do the same. Once upon a time I had been invisible to most of this crowd—a gap-toothed, four-eyed, limping nerd so innocuous that I disappeared into the woodwork.

      Nowadays, thanks to my patron saint, Saturn, and the rewards he bestowed upon me for damning people to hell, I was more noticeable and had a reputation. People tended to shift out of my way of late.

      I wasn’t certain if being feared was any better than being invisible. All I wanted to be was a lawyer bringing fairness and justice to an unfair world. I had a few strikes against me in achieving my ultimate goal, but no one ever said I was a quitter.

      A foggy cloud of green and pink drifted through the open doorway. Andre picked up his pace. So did I, my unease escalating.

      What kind of craziness produced pink and green clouds? The Zone’s massive pollution had created serious anomalies over the years, like the neon-blue buildings and the ambling gargoyles, but so far it hadn’t changed the weather.

      One of the struggling drunks located a chair and smashed it over his opponent’s head.

      Instead of collapsing in a bloody heap, his victim simply shook a shaggy mane in bewilderment—which was the moment I recognized her. A her, not a him. Nancy Rose! Why would mild-mannered, motherly Nancy Rose the hippie florist be in a barroom brawl with a bum?

      Hurrying, I shoved people aside to reach the front.

      Unlike other Zone inhabitants warped by the chemical pollution, I have a cosmic birth defect for which toxic waste can’t be blamed. It seems I was born in the seventh house under a wrong asteroid or something, which warped my chromosomes and made me one of Saturn’s daughters. Mostly, it gives me an innate ability to screw up my life seeking justice. Repeatedly.

      Nice Nancy Rose was being assaulted, and I needed to stop it. I was about to drunkenly conjure a whammy to turn the bum into a toadstool when—to my astonishment—the bully keeled over, blocking the entry with his bulk.

      Seemingly unharmed, short, stout Nancy Rose stood dazed and swaying over her assailant’s sprawled body. Only when he didn’t get up to finish the fight did she slowly topple herself.

      Weird. Staggering drunks might be mother’s milk around here but not fighting florists.

      The pink and green cloud continued to seep through the doorway.

      Andre reached the entrance before me. He stepped over both bodies and glanced in the direction of the chemical factory to the north. I made it to his side just in time to hear him mutter, “Frigging shit,” before cursing in three languages that I understood and a few more that I didn’t. Formerly Special Forces, Andre Legrande has a colorful background, and I could tell he was about to harsh what remained of my mellow.

      My gut churned as I kneeled beside Nancy Rose to check her pulse.

      Verifying she was alive and breathing normally, I stood and stepped over bodies into the street.

      On the harbor along this industrial south side of Baltimore, the Zone glowed blue neon on a normal night. A series of chemical floods over the past ten years had polluted the land along the water where tanks had once stored the output of our neighborhood chemical companies—the kind of places that create nerve gases for wars as well as personal hygiene products.

      After the last flood, the EPA had cordoned off the blighted harbor and abandoned the Zone’s commercial district in the shadow of the rusted-out chimneys of the derelict plant.

      Acme Chemical had rebuilt up the hill to the north of us. Tonight, a noxious cloud drifted down that hill.

      Holy crap. Acme sent gas and not a flood this time? Did they want to eradicate us?

      “That green looks really bad against the blue,” I pronounced with drunken brilliance.

      “Shut up, Clancy.” Andre and I had a friendly enemy relationship happening.

      My name is actually Mary Justine Clancy, but no one gets to use my first name. Most people just call me Tina, except Andre the All-Knowing.

      “I’ll handle Nancy Rose and clear the club,” he snapped. “You need to go home and wake up Pearl and my father and herd them into the basement until we know what’s happening. I’ll be up right behind you.”

      I was too buzzed to panic but not too drunk to register Andre’s fury.

      Andre despised Acme for many good reasons, and the chemical plant was the direction of his glare. It was also the direction from which the wind carried the rainbow cloud.

      I didn’t think Acme had a night shift, but lights were popping on all over the plant.

      “And here I thought tonight would be our night. I was really ready to celebrate that you’re no longer my boss,” I said with drunken regret.

      After years of struggling and a fortune’s worth of law school debt, I’d just received my official notice welcoming me to the Maryland bar. I was a real lawyer now, no longer a dispenser of street justice or Andre’s flunky. And I was about to be gassed by a pink cloud before I could find out what was beneath Andre’s silk shirts.

      Familiar amusement flickered in his dark eyes as he checked out my revealing halter top and micro-shorts.

      “I don’t do lawyers,” he replied, mocking my earlier rejection—I’d told him I didn’t do bosses. Andre holds a grudge. “I’m sure the senator does.”

      I punched his arm for that snide remark, but the cloud rising ominously larger and more luminous had me heading up the street at a fast clip.

      If Andre was handling the florist, I needed to save my neighbors and my cat. Milo was aberrant enough—the whole Zone was aberrant enough—without being nuked by a Disney cloud.

      Checking over my shoulder to see how much of a head start I had, I jogged uphill toward our neighboring town houses. The old Victorians above the Zone housed apartments, offices, and what I assumed was an abandoned warehouse. Further away from the harbor, there were real neighborhoods, or slums might be a better word. If gas reached further than the Zone. . .

      Trying not to panic, I determinedly clung to my moment of triumph. I was now in a position of being able to officially defend the law instead of relying on my unpredictable Saturnian vigilante instincts.

      Well, for the moment, I was merely a law clerk, but I was finally on the straight and narrow, doing-it-by-the-book path. Law libraries, not planets, ruled my world these days.

      I would not let a bilious green cloud extinguish the sweet future I had planned. A few more months of a real salary, and I’d be able to move out of shantytown.

      Except, instead of calling 911, I was obeying Andre’s orders. Not out of habit, mind you, but because what happened in the Zone stayed in the Zone. Police hated melting their tires on our tar, and if officialdom came down here too often, they’d eventually realize the whole place needed to be bulldozed. That would create a lot of homeless people.

      Or if the media saw shrieking gargoyles, we could be turned into a freak circus. There was safety only in privacy.

      I glanced back again, in some vague hope that the cloud would dissipate. Instead, it had all but obliterated any sight of the far end of town. I assumed the lighted windows meant someone at Acme had called for help, but one never knew.

      I tried my el-cheapo cell to warn my friend Cora and reached a Greek restaurant—in Athens, if the language was any indicator. The Zone was perpetually hungry, and cell phones were unreliable at best down here.

      As I tucked my phone away, one of the homeless bums from the encampment along the water darted out from between two buildings. He looked a little moon-mad with his gray hair straggling to his shoulders and his shadowed eyes darting from side to side. I intelligently halted—until he brandished a knife and shouted incomprehensibly in my direction.

      Mostly, the weird ones never gave me any trouble. This one ran straight at me, slashing the air in large strokes as if he carried a sword. What was it with old guys tonight?

      Fear robbed me of caution. I kicked high and connected with his wrist.

      The knife flew into the street. The bum stopped, blinked in astonishment, then slowly crumpled to the broken pavement, just as Nancy Rose had.

      Damn, I hadn’t hit him that hard! The bum’s belly alone was twice my size. Hauling him off the street was out of the question.

      I almost panicked, but Bill, the giant who operated the bar and grill, lumbered out and noticed my predicament. “I’ll handle it,” he called. “Get out of here and warn the others.”

      I liked Bill for a lot of reasons, and not just because he fed my cat real fish.

      Checking the progress of the gas cloud, I sprinted faster. A street light pole twisted as if watching me run. I’d had some time to grow accustomed to aberrancy, but I still despised being spied on. Swiveling lights were a nasty reminder of the bad old days when I had snoops on my tail.

      My apartment was in one of the Victorian row houses above the Zone on the south end of the harbor, half a mile or more away from Acme's perch to the north. I hoped the gas didn’t reach this far. The gray flicker of TVs lit some of the windows, but none shone in the darkness of my building. Inside, I pounded on my landlady’s apartment door to wake her, yelling at her to get to the basement. Then I ran up the stairs for my tufted-eared miniature bobcat. He’d grown too large to be called a Manx kitty.

      Milo raced to greet me, dragging the messenger bag I used as a carryall. He had a bad habit of running toward trouble, so I didn’t see this as a good sign. Before I could scoop him up, he dashed into the second-floor hall and raced up the stairs to the top floor. Shit. Running up into a sky full of gas didn't seem the wisest course of action.

      Just as Milo reached the landing, heavy feet lumbered down. Milo turned, jumped past the bottom two steps, sped by me, and threw himself at the door of the apartment across the hall from mine.

      I had only lived here a few months. Caught up in study, exams, two jobs, and the tracking of a murderer, I hadn’t had time to make the acquaintance of any of the other tenants.

      That was about to change.

      “Basement,” a voice rusty from disuse called from above. A pair of shabby brown corduroys appeared on the stairs above me. Paddy!

      I recognized the crazy inventor who occasionally stopped at Chesty’s. The waitresses fed him gratis, and I’d assumed he was homeless. His graying chestnut hair fell lankly to his shoulders, and his lined and bearded face was nearly as wrinkled and faded as his corduroys.

      I’d been told that once upon a time, he’d been a renowned research scientist at Acme Chemical, which is owned by his wealthy, powerful family, the Vanderventers. After the disastrous flood, he’d fallen apart.

      From the looks of him now, he had deteriorated even more since I’d seen him last. He might not have taken the death of his nephew—my boyfriend Max—in a fiery car crash too well. Especially since Paddy’s son, Dane, had died shortly after, because of little old me.

      Well, sort of died. I had sent Dane’s wicked soul to hell for cutting Max’s brake lines, so in a strange twist of fate, Max’s soul now inhabited Senator Dane Vanderventer’s body. Did I mention it was a long story?

      The point was—I was a wee bit hesitant to assure Paddy that his good nephew had replaced his bad son’s soul. It didn’t seem like an explanation I could give to a man I barely knew and who wasn’t precisely in his right mind.

      “Basement,” Paddy repeated, taking the next flight of stairs. “I’ll get Pearl.”

      Pearl Bodine was our elderly landlady. I grabbed Milo before he could take out the door with his scratching, pounded on the old oak panel as hard as I could, and shouted, “Gas attack!”

      The heavy panel swung open to reveal a blurry-eyed Lieutenant Leo Schwartz—in his knit boxers and nothing else.

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and I gaped at ripped abdominals and bulging pectorals. This was what the good detective hid behind rumpled suits and uniforms? By all that was holy. . .

      Milo leapt from my arms and bolted down the stairs after Paddy.

      “Gas?” Schwartz asked, sniffing the air.

      “Acme. I think there’s been an explosion. Paddy says to get to the basement.”

      “Just a matter of time,” he said fatalistically. “Be right there.”

      I rushed after Milo.

      Paddy was already assisting our chattering landlady down the cellar stairs. I wasn’t entirely certain following a crazy scientist into the basement was the wisest means of avoiding a gas attack. If the cloud hadn’t spread, we had time to get the hell out of Dodge. My Miata could hold us, barely. Besides, Pearl had cobwebs on her chandeliers. I didn’t want to imagine what her basement was like.

      I waited to see what the good detective intended to do.

      Milo yowled and flung himself at the front door, disturbing my fuzzy internal debate. The appletinis hadn’t completely dissipated.

      “You can’t attack gas, you idiot.” I scooped him up again, but he jumped off my chest to the top of an ornate armoire, putting him in reach of the open transom of the aging town house.

      “Milo!” I screamed as my cat disappeared out the opening. Damned cat, if the leap to the porch didn’t kill him, the gas would. He’d pretty much used up half his nine lives already.

      Torn between the desire to protect myself and the urge to find my cat, I lingered long enough to hear Schwartz clattering down the stairs. Clattering? What was he wearing, a suit of armor?

      Not waiting to find out, I raced after Milo.

      If I died rescuing a cat, maybe I wouldn’t go to hell for my vigilante justice. Although right about now, I was thinking the Zone was pretty close to hell on earth. All we needed was the stench of sulfur. I took a second to sniff the air, but other than the usual fishy odor from the harbor, I only detected a faint whiff of burned ozone. A few freaked-out gargoyles could still be heard.

      Milo leaped from the porch rail to the railing of the next town house, skipping stairs and the yellow jacket nest in the bushes. Feeling plucky, I followed suit, but landed with a thud far less graceful than my kitty's feline pounce.

      “Milo, my white-knight cat.” With renewed urgency, I shoved him in my messenger bag before he could run again, then pounded the door knocker. Andre owned this town house and shared it with his father, Julius. He’d also taken in Tim, the invisible kid. If they were all still asleep, they needed to be warned.

      When no one answered, I let myself in and shouted, “Julius! Tim! To the basement, now!”

      I knew they had one. I’d been in Andre’s underground tunnel that led to the empty warehouse across the road. Should I ever have time to spare, I’d look up the history of these old houses, but I was more concerned about any illegal operations Andre might be running.

      “We’re coming down,” Julius’s familiar voice shouted back. “Open the basement door for us.” Elegant, imperturbable Julius sounded edgy.

      Hoping this house was identical to Pearl’s, I ran down the hall toward the kitchen, located a flat painted door almost hidden by an Oriental wall hanging, and tugged. It opened silently on well-oiled hinges. I flipped a light switch and, thinking a grown man and a teenager could make their own way downstairs without my aid, I hurried to get out of their way. I knew Andre’s cellar was a heck of a lot cleaner than Pearl’s would be.

      The gargoyles’ cries were lost behind these thick brick-and-plaster walls. Andre didn’t settle for filthy damp coal cellars, no sirree. His cellar had plaster, and wall sconces, and some kind of rugged stair-tread protector over mahogany-stained and polished wood stairs. Hell, his cellar looked better than any place I’d ever slept in.

      The bottom step led to some kind of speckled-tile floor like they used to have in banks and city halls. Doors led off to either side of the corridor, but I had no idea which one to take. The only one I knew was at the end and led to the warehouse.

      What the devil was taking Julius and Tim so long? The way they were stumbling and staggering and bumping into walls, it sounded as if they were carrying a pirate trunk.

      You’d have to understand Andre to get why my mind leapt to pirate trunks and not sixty-four-inch flat-screen TVs, which most normal men would try to take with them to the grave. Andre reminded me of Jean Lafitte, the gentleman pirate in old New Orleans—complete with slick black hair, swarthy complexion, flashy white teeth, and a distinctly European mind-set.

      Even though he called himself Legrande, I knew he’d grown up right here in blue-collar Baltimore. He’d gone to the same school as the wealthy Vanderventers, except I figured he’d done it on a scholarship.

      I nearly jumped as the object of my thoughts yelled down the stairs at me. “Dammit, Clancy, doors! Open doors!”

      Andre must have taken care of Nancy Rose and cleared the customers out of Chesty’s in record time.

      Not bothering to waste breath asking why he couldn’t open his own damned doors, I started flinging open every one in sight. He knew better than to yell at me like I was some kind of low-IQ sheep.

      No hoards of pirate gold or exotic harems down here—very disappointing. I’d expected more from our alpha-male.

      One room had tubes and paraphernalia like a chemistry lab. Another was filled with computer equipment. A third contained a pretty damned extravagant theater that would have made any Hollywood director proud. I was pretty sure the flat-screen TV in here was bigger than sixty-four inches. Clearly we were either far enough away from the Zone for Andre to have his play toys or the underground bunker acted as a buffer against the Zone’s eccentricities.

      I threw open the only remaining barrier and found a hospital room. Damn, Andre just kept getting spookier and spookier. I could almost believe vampires, but Frankenstein was out of my territory.

      “Tina, give us a hand here. Tim’s fading out.”

      “Am not,” Tim argued—faintly.

      I spun around to see Andre and Julius holding up the corners of one of those shiny, colorful comforters they sell in fancy department stores. Sure enough, Tim had disappeared, and his corner was sagging.

      On the comforter lay Sleeping Beauty.
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      “Color, Tim,” I scolded, grabbing the sagging duvet at Beauty’s feet. “Concentrate.”

      Tim had been only five when the first chemical flood had spilled through the home of his drug-addicted mother. Small, bullied, and neglected, he’d grown into a terrified gay adolescent who loved plants—and turned invisible when frightened. Made sense in a completely Zonish way, but he’s one of the reasons we don’t like strangers around.

      He colored in enough for me to see his hands and feet so I didn’t step on him. I nodded at Julius, whose face was lined with weariness and worry.

      Still dressed in flawless elegance, Andre held up the opposite side of the blanket all by himself. This mysterious Sleeping Beauty was sufficient argument to keep my distance from my former boss. Who the hell was she and where had they been hiding her? A few months back, I’d lived in this building for days and hadn’t seen or heard another woman. And how could anyone sleep through this commotion?

      That was, assuming we weren’t carting a dead body around. The Zone was paranormal enough that I didn’t need to play fantasy games about zombies and vampires. I was probably living with them. I’d left normal far behind with Max’s death.

      One of these days, I was getting normal back. Not tonight, obviously.

      Andre backed through the doorway of the hospital room and maneuvered the duvet over the naked cot with a skill born of experience. Anywhere else, and I’d worry about the cleanliness of a bare mattress in a damp cellar, but I was pretty sure Andre would have ionic air cleaners and space shuttle technology to prevent anything resembling so much as a mote of dust.

      Andre wasn’t poor, just weird, in a controlling kind of way. He always knew what was needed and where. Maybe it was his Special Forces training.

      I’d learned enough to not demand explanations if there was any chance I wouldn’t like the answer, so I didn’t ask any. Yet.

      Now that I had time to look, I could see that Beauty was breathing. The wrinkles in the corners of her eyes framed a face too old for her to be Andre’s wife and a little too young for her to be Julius’s. Like her fabled namesake, she appeared lovely and healthy, but also as in the fairy tale, she didn’t wake up, despite the jostling acrobatics of the clumsy men and Andre’s irritated growls.

      I’d have said something witty about kissing her awake, except Julius’s mouth sagged with sadness as he tenderly arranged her nightgown and used the long end of the duvet to cover her bare feet. I liked Julius, even if he was Andre’s father. Besides being kind, he had aristocratically chiseled features, distinguished silver streaks in his hair, and an elegant mien Andre might someday aspire to.

      Come to think of it, so did Beauty.

      “Linens in the cabinet,” Andre stated tersely, punching up numbers on his cell phone. Cell phones worked down here?

      I don’t know who he had meant to order about, but Tim was the one who obeyed, not me. After being deemed a daughter of Saturn, I’d checked out Saturn, and sure enough, Capricorn is ruled by the planet Saturn. If you want to believe astrology, my late December birthday means I'm goal-oriented, pessimistic, and cautious. And I don’t do orders.

      Still suspended between drunken disbelief and fear, I whipped out my phone, too, intending to warn my friends not to come to work in the Zone for the next few days.

      I verified that Milo was still with me. From my bag, he batted my hand with his head. Reassured, I ignored a rattle on the stairs.

      As I punched buttons, a space suit clattered into sight. My eyebrows probably met my hairline, but I had a sleepy Cora on the other end of the line and couldn’t manage to question and yell at the same time.

      Still on his phone, Andre joined me in the hall, seemingly unfazed by Space Man. So I yelled at Cora to stay away, kept Milo in my bag to keep him from being stomped on, and pretended I was on a Star Trek set.

      Cora lived outside the Zone and could count on a functioning phone, so we’d worked out a telephone tree by the time Andre finished yelling at his flunkies to batten down the hatches. He had a right to be short-tempered if Acme was gassing his employees.

      The level of his rage expanded my fear, but I was still having a hard time accepting that Disney clouds from a regulated company could kill me. Wouldn’t the plant be sounding warning alarms and the police and medics be swarming down here if there was a chemical disaster?

      Stupid, I know, but Denial is my middle name. I hadn’t grown up in the Zone like Andre. I was still looking at this as a logistical problem to be approached with reasonable solutions.

      Andre and Space Suit hurried to the tunnel door at the end of the hall, and I tagged along, trying to keep Milo in my messenger bag. He wasn’t kitten size any more. I needed a larger bag.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going, Clancy?” Andre snarled, stopping at the door and glaring at me.

      “To fetch a nurse for Sleeping Beauty?” I suggested.

      Andre in Special Forces mode was intimidating. He glared as if he would snap off my head, which meant I’d succeeded in crawling under his skin. Score one for the girl.

      “You can’t go out without a hazmat suit,” Space Man said, sounding like a mechanical Schwartz. He kept hazmat suits in his apartment?

      “So where do I find one?” I asked politely, figuring Andre was heading for a storage room already well supplied for any conceivable emergency.

      “The gas is spreading. Until we know what we’re up against, we’ll need trained nurses and emergency personnel using our limited number of suits, not lawyers,” Andre said snottily. Women generally didn’t reject his advances, so he was taking mine personally. “Stay here and man the phones.”

      I didn’t like it, but he had a point. “Lawyers are trained to communicate,” I reminded him. “Use me as communication central. Do I need passwords to get into your computers?” I nodded at his technology room.

      Andre looked as if he’d rather eat flesh than agree with me, but just as I was forced to admit I was useless outside, he had to admit I’d be effective inside.

      He sent Schwartz through the tunnel while he backtracked to the communication room. Powering up servers, a small generator—I raised my eyebrows again—and an entire array of networking devices, he typed in passwords and opened windows on the world.

      Score two for the girl.

      I didn’t even have the money to buy a small PC, and he had a duplicate Pentagon. The why of this over-the-top preparation remained unclear.

      The generator appeared to vent outside, I cautiously noted. One thing you learn when spending a childhood in strange places was how to check for potential hazards. Generators produce deadly carbon monoxide. If they were vented to the outside, what about smoke intake?

      “Ventilation?” I asked.

      “Filtered. This is an old bomb shelter. We can house forty if we have to. Food storage in the warehouse, but if the gas reaches as far as the hill, you’ll need hazmat suits to get it. There’s another suit in the closet, but it’s only for chemical spills, not gas. I don’t recommend using it unless necessary.”

      If he and Schwartz don’t return went unsaid. The seriousness of the situation was really harshing my buzz. I’d been treating the smoke cloud as just another of the Zone’s eccentricities, like the blue buildings. I was playing along with the default script, not really thinking.

      But if the gas cloud was truly deadly, all hell was about to break loose. The last vestiges of alcohol fled my brain—I was totally in the Zone now—physically and mentally.

      My ex-boyfriend had spent weeks in the outer rings of hell, yelling at me through a mirror, so I knew hell existed. Or limbo. Or some fiendish dimension beyond this one. I’d seen enough of the afterlife to know I didn’t want to experience it again.

      Fear got me focused. Setting Milo and my bag on the floor, I sat my butt in the desk chair and listened intently as Andre gave curt instructions about websites, networks, and e-mail. Apparently all his businesses were connected. Terrified messages were already pouring in—although a good third of them came garbled or as advertisements for pork rinds in Georgia. . . which are toxic in their own way.

      The Zone had a sense of humor. I didn’t. Not if lives were at stake.

      Milo crawled out of my pouch and prowled the room. Apparently tired of playing nursemaid, Tim wandered in and shifted nervously from foot to foot. I gave him my cell phone and told him to start calling everyone on it. There weren’t that many names. I’d been too busy to have much of a life.

      “We’re survivors, Clancy,” Andre said as I opened the first of the obscenity-laced rants on the screen. “Just keep your cool. . . and your boyfriend out.” With that reassuring pep talk, he hurried away, leaving me to the silent cellar.

      Max. Or rather, Dane/Max. He meant for me to keep Senator Dane Vanderventer out of the Zone. Normally, United States senators would not visit a backwater industrial area with few voting constituents. But now that Max’s do-gooder soul was inhabiting his powerful cousin’s body, keeping him out of another environmental disaster was akin to averting it in the first place. Wasn’t happening. I’d have to hope for a terrorist attack to distract him. Max would have the Zone torn down if he knew how truly weird it was.

      “Don’t call the number labeled Max,” I warned Tim. “And come to think of it, don’t call Jane Claremont, either. She doesn’t live down here.”

      “Too late.” Tim handed the phone to me while I scrolled through incoming on the monitor. One e-mail contained video. The gas was spreading downwind, in our direction.

      “Tina, what’s happening?” Jane asked sleepily.

      I could hear her kid crying in the background. Tim had probably woken them up. Jane is an accidental friend and a journalist—a poor, idealistic one with a two-year-old son.

      “Is it a story I can sell?” she demanded, knowing I wouldn’t have called her at this hour for anything less than a good reason.

      Shit. Well, the gas cloud was obvious. I didn’t know how to play it cool. Besides, Jane knew us down here. Someone would catch the breaking news. It might as well be Jane. She was the only media I trusted.

      “First off, don’t come anywhere near the Zone,” I warned. “At dawn, you’ll see a spectacular cloud over the chemical plant that is spreading onto the streets. We don't know much more than that. Call Acme and see if they stonewall. Start calling police and fire stations and find out what they’re hearing. Get back to me if they have any real news.” I glanced at the computer clock. Three a.m. No one would know anything yet.

      “I might be able to hit the network with this. Bless you!” She hung up, eager to sell a story.

      The possibility of real disaster hadn’t sunk in for her yet, either. We’re all so inured to catastrophe from watching TV, complete with commercial interludes, that we don’t have an appropriate respect for the reality of ground zero.

      Damn, I didn’t have Sarah’s number. The daughter of a serial killer and apparently another of Saturn’s dangerous band, she could be volatile under stress. She’d be out there whacking old men if we didn’t move her somewhere safe. I wasn’t certain I had the character to save an entire community.

      Without my phone to keep him entertained, Tim had been peering over my shoulder. A text from Nancy Rose came in along with dozens of others re-directed from Andre’s phone. “Hey! That says it’s coming from my boss’s phone but she doesn’t know how to text!”

      Oh crap, Tim didn’t know about Nancy Rose. Lord knew who had her phone. I scrambled to divert him rather than break the news of the fight now. “I’ll find out. Why don’t you scout around, see what supplies Andre has down here?”

      I suspected the warehouse above held the bulk of Andre’s supplies, but I needed Tim to stay busy. Tim obediently trotted off.

      I scanned the next few messages. Bill, the bartender, called to say he was transporting a van of locals upwind. Most normal people were smart enough not to move into the Zone. But I knew he meant elderly folks who had never left their familiar neighborhood, transients who camped in the dead buffer along the water, and the poor with nowhere else to go. Plus people like Paddy who defied explanation. Although apparently he was living at Pearl’s and not in the homeless camp, as I’d thought.

      I monitored wind currents on one computer and local news on another. So far, Jane’s exclusive hadn’t hit the airwaves. Other than a few brawls and the pretty cloud, there wasn’t much to report. Unless there were dead bodies lying in the street, we didn’t rate headlines. They’d do breaking news for the morning TV shows when their pretty anchors could look good on camera.

      But Andre obviously hadn’t wasted time stirring up the populace. More videos started making it through. They showed a cloud that had grown spectacularly ominous—thick and greasy and. . . colorful. Sluggish in the pre-dawn humidity, the chemical fog rolled widespread and low along the harbor. Beneath it, small figures dashed about, either escaping or trying to mug each other. It was hard to tell.

      Around four a.m., Frank, the detective who owned Discreet Detection called in. “We’ve got two geezers behind Chesty’s trying to kill each other.”

      What was it with geezers beating up on each other tonight?

      “Where’s Andre?” he asked.

      “Chasing vandals out of Bill’s bar,” I told him. “They’re breaking in windows already. Want me to send Schwartz your way?” I didn’t know how many hazmat suits they had on the ground, but Frank was apparently in one of them.

      “Nah, I’ll just dump one in a Dumpster,” he said. “They’ll wear themselves out trying to get at each other. Nice to know a catastrophe brings out the crazies but not the cops.”

      He appeared to be right. Rather than falling dead in the streets, people in the Zone were becoming increasingly violent—and there was nary an official policeman in sight. I knew they hated melting their tires, but gee criminy. . .

      Had Acme not called them?

      Andre had to establish a bunker in front of Bill’s Biker Bar and Grill to keep people out of the liquor. I hoped he wasn’t guarding it with his AK-47; alcohol wasn’t worth human life.

      Schwartz called to say he was barricading the kitchen at Chesty’s. A cook had caught thieves running out with everything they could lay hands on. They were hauling their loot back to the homeless camp, fighting over it and then dropping like flies.

      “What’s happening with your buddies at the precinct?” I asked.

      “Acme’s told them the air has neutralized the gas,” he said flatly. “And I’m not inviting mundanes to learn the hard way that Acme lies.” He hung up before I could ask more. I’d never heard Studly Do-Right sound so cynical. He’d be beating up bums next.

      On his next call, Andre was shouting. “Clancy, send Tim next door to bring back Paddy and Pearl! You've got incoming.”

      Incoming? Andre didn’t talk about his military career much, but I’d seen him crash through locked doors with automatic weapons in hand. Even though I didn’t know what to expect, I jumped when he hit commando mode. And if Andre thought it was safe for Tim to run next door, fine. I couldn’t imagine what crazy Paddy or doddering Pearl could do to help, but I was pretty certain it would be safer here than in Pearl’s moldy basement.

      By the time I finally heard sirens, it was more than three hours since we’d first seen the cloud. It was now practically covering the entire Zone, officialdom was just checking in, and Milo was fast asleep at my feet.

      Propping the cell phone against my ear as Bill reported relieving Andre at the bar, I checked the corridor at the sound of pounding on a door. Emerging from the hospital room, Julius waved me away to indicate he had matters in hand.

      I liked Julius, but he was a neurotic hermit and not necessarily dependable.

      With the phone still propped on my shoulder, I told Bill that the authorities were heading his way. Then I took a quick survey of the premises, as it had occurred to me that by incoming Andre likely meant new patients, not bombs or cops.

      Three more cots had been set up in the room with Beauty—who hadn’t flicked an eyelid. She lay there in eerie stillness even as voices shouted from the tunnel and wheels and running feet racketed outside in the hall.

      “They were pounding the stuffing out of each other, then whap!—just like that, they keeled over,” a sharp, curt voice said from the hallway. Frank. Frank was a detective because he had a talent for finding what was lost. Strange, but again, it was best not to question. Not with Frank. Not with Cora, my best friend down here, who conjured snakes. And definitely not with Sarah, who was even weirder, not to mention scarier, than me.

      Life in the Zone was never boring.

      I left the infirmary to watch Frank rolling a gurney carrying a frail old man. Julius tested his pulse and checked under his eyelids. I got out of their way.

      The patient on the gurney wore the rough clothes of the homeless encampment. He didn’t move a muscle or make a sound as he was unceremoniously rolled from one mattress to another. Just like Sleeping Beauty, and Nancy Rose earlier, he was stone-cold out of it, and my skin crept with uneasiness.

      At this rate, we could have an encampment of zombies by noon.
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      I shoved an overgrown hank of hair out of my face and started making calls, attempting to discover what had happened to Nancy Rose. My shampoo-ad hair had been a reward from Saturn for sending Max to hell. Thus it was a source of both guilt and pleasure.

      I hadn’t meant to send Max to hell. I still didn’t have a rulebook about this Saturn’s daughter business. All I had was impossible-to-contact Themis, my dotty grandmother. And she wasn’t exactly what I’d call clear about facts, which made me assume there weren’t any. For all I knew, she could be one of the homeless living in the encampment, not that I'd recognize her if they’d rolled her in on a gurney.

      Sarah, the only other daughter of Saturn I was aware of, looked more and more like a chimpanzee every time she took someone out. Not knowing exact criteria one way or the other, her example had cured me of experimenting with my special abilities. Fearing that I was selling my soul to the devil for pretty hair had been a game changer that had me vowing to behave and never to use my erratic Saturn power again.

      Except. . . I’m not what you’d call a passive person. I’m small, Mediterranean dark, and until recently, looked like a wimpy geek. In consequence, I’d spent a lifetime being bullied. I’d learned to fight back. So yeah, I was lying to myself if I thought I could stop using my planet-god-given ability to wreak havoc.

      “Where is Nancy Rose?” I asked when I finally reached Ernesto.

      “Still here. We’ve got a probl—” The phone went dead.

      I pounded the damned receiver against the desk.

      Can you see my dilemma as I watched my neighborhood crash and burn? I conceivably had the super-ability to fry all of Acme Chemical’s management in eternal flames for gassing my friends. But no matter how crazy-making furious I might be, I couldn’t convince myself anyone would deliberately explode chemical tanks. Who would I damn? And if I damned the wrong person, would I, in turn, be damning myself?

      Milo climbed on my lap, and I stroked him in an effort to calm down.

      “More incoming!” Andre shouted a little later, this time in person while I was helping Julius peel grubby clothes off the previous batch of comatose old people.

      I made a lousy nurse, but my landlady was worse. Pearl held her nose and picked up the rags with tongs to carry them to a covered trash can. Paddy hadn’t arrived with Pearl. Tim had said our mad scientist had come out of Pearl’s basement, sniffed the air, and wandered off without a hazmat. I half expected the incoming to be him.

      But instead this new arrival was someone else I recognized—Nancy Rose. I still hadn’t told Tim about her, hoping his boss would have recovered by now. Stupid of me.

      Praying the chemical company hadn’t been experimenting with infectious diseases, I helped roll her onto a cot. She was younger and in better shape than the homeless guys, if totally zonked. But Tim started crying when he saw her.

      “She’s just asleep,” I said, trying to be comforting. I’d had enough crying for a lifetime, and under these conditions, it could be contagious. “See if Andre has more cots anywhere.”

      “Why can’t we take her to a hospital?” Tim sniffed and wiped his eyes.

      Andre folded up the gurney. “Because Acme is covering up the disaster by sweeping everyone into trucks and hauling them to the plant.” He’d removed the hood of his hazmat. His expression was grim and his hair was wet with sweat.

      “What—why the plant and not a hospital?” I gaped in horror at the monstrosity of first nuking, then kidnapping the helpless.

      Andre tapped my jaw shut. “You said it yourself: we’re guinea pigs. Tim, move the theater seats to the walls. Julius knows where there are more cots. I have all my men scrambling to pick up bodies as they drop, before Acme can steal them.”

      Murderous red rage must have shown in my eyes. Andre didn’t know precisely what I was capable of, but he’d seen my powers flood his bar and allow me to talk to Max in hell. He knew I wasn’t normal. He caught a hank of my overlong hair in his glove and tugged, then leaned over and planted a hot kiss on my cheek that seared my skin.

      “Don’t, Clancy,” he purred in my ear while my blood pressure went up in flames. “Whatever you’re thinking, just don’t. We need you to keep Senator Boyfriend on a leash.”

      My neglected breasts perked to attention and my libido sparked. Who wouldn’t melt if the sexiest man on the planet expressed concern like that? But no matter how hot Andre might be, I was too smart to fall for his considerable charms. The bastard was simply hoping to distract me, and talking about Dane was a bigger distraction than the kiss.

      I resented that all the world thought a slimy U.S. senator was my boyfriend, just because Max in Dane’s body claimed I saved his life and kept calling me.

      I’d saved Max’s soul maybe, but the senator’s was burning in hell, where it belonged. My place in the scheme of things was murky, but I was quite clear that I wasn’t anyone’s girlfriend. I hadn’t had sex in months.

      Still, Andre had succeeded in bringing me down from my wrathful cloud enough to realize he was right about leashing Dane/Max. The senator’s conscience would have us shut down, and we’d all starve and go homeless.

      I would have to be the one to rein in his righteous huff, but we had more immediate problems. “Can’t we send cops after the body snatchers?”

      “The cops think Acme is being generous in offering in-house facilities to a bunch of homeless people with no insurance. You want to tell them otherwise? Keep it cool in here, Clancy. I’ve gotta get back to the street.”

      He had a point. The outside world thought we were slimy deadbeat trolls living in a slum. To them, Acme was a shining example of capitalism at its best.

      Leaving Julius and Pearl to clean up the patients, Tim and I began moving theater seats. Cora found us a while later.

      “I told you to stay home,” I said ungratefully as she began hauling benches.

      “And I love you, too,” she retorted.

      Cora is gorgeous. Tall, voluptuous, with smooth dark skin stretched over dramatic cheekbones and hair cropped to accentuate the angles, she should have been a model or an actress. Instead, she manned the secretary’s desk at Discreet Detection and produced snakes from thin air. We all have our hang-ups. The Zone’s were just more intriguing than most.

      “Yeah, that and three bucks will get me a cup of coffee, for which I would kill right now,” I said. I hadn’t seen a kitchen down here, but I was betting there was one. It just required thinking like Andre to find it.

      I didn’t have the time or inclination to kink my mind that badly. I returned to communication central, wishing I knew how to fix things.

      Messages had piled up in my absence. I glanced at the clock—past six. It was barely past sunrise and I was dead on my feet and about to starve.

      Checking online, I saw that the morning news had finally picked up helicopter views of the gas cloud at dawn—a spooky roiling green and pink wide enough to spread over the dead zone by the water and a little way up the hill to the residential area above Edgewater Street, creeping closer to us on the far south side from the plant.

      Feeling sick thinking of the little kids living in those tenements on the hill, I turned off the TV and tuned in to the reports feeding directly to me through the computer.

      Which was when Frank’s all-caps subject header caught my eye—SARAH.

      Shit. I’d hoped she’d stayed home. With trepidation, I clicked the link in Frank’s message.

      It opened a video of guys in fancier hazmat than Andre owned loading Sarah onto a stretcher. It was unmistakably Sarah—frizzy bronze hair, torpedo breasts, and hairy chimp hands and feet. She must have passed out mid-change. Normally, when Sarah was startled, she morphed instantly into a chimp.

      Fear sank deep into my bones. Acme scientists would take every cell of her body apart to figure out how she did that—one of the many, many reasons we stayed under the radar. As a daughter of Saturn like me, she had
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