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VENDETTA BLUES

The Fifth Kelly Chan Novel

 

By Gary Jonas & Rebecca Hodgkins


CHAPTER ONE

 

It all started when I crossed a forgotten river.

“You promised me this would be fun, Amanda.”

“I said it would probably be fun.”

“That’s not what I heard.” 

“I can’t help that you hear what you want to hear.”

“Dammit, Amanda.” I leaned against the basement’s cold concrete wall. The place smelled like wet earth, fresh worms and crushed summer grass, with the barest hint of sage floating over the top. From above us came the piney smell of freshly-cut two-by-fours — the basement ceiling. Somewhere in the dark ahead of us, I heard a faint trickle of water. The light from the top of the stairs behind us only pooled a few feet before fading into the shadows.

I flicked a light switch up and down half a dozen times. Nothing happened except that Amanda looked at me annoyed, which was almost as good as getting a light.

“I told you, Kel. Electric power doesn’t work down here.”

“You also told me this would be fun, so why should I believe you about anything?”

Amanda rolled her eyes. She put her hands together, and when she pulled them apart, a glowing yellow globe floated between them. 

I took out a flashlight and clicked it on.

“Don’t!” Amanda tried to bat the flashlight down, but missed. In the meantime, I did a quick pass. The beam didn’t reach a third of the way into the empty basement. The house above was huge, a six-thousand-square-foot McMansion, but underneath seemed even bigger.

Out of the darkness came a sound like a fish jumping in and out of a stream, or it could have been a woman’s sob.

My flashlight flickered and died.

“Told you,” Amanda said, her voice a hissing whisper. “Now stop before you piss anyone off. Besides me.”

My best friend, Amanda West, had become a real pill since joining the esteemed ranks of wizards and witches at Dragon Gate Industries. We used to get into all sorts of trouble that usually left me happy and pleasantly content from a day of killing things, often accompanied by a healthy injection into my bank account. 

Now we hung out in rich people’s basements as pest control. 

A whimper echoed off the basement walls. Amanda tensed.

“We have to approach slowly. We don’t want to appear threatening.”

I snorted. “So you have me along why?”

Amanda gave me a sideways glance. “Just keep your weapons stashed, okay? Unless I give the signal. The prime objective is to end this peaceably. Use force only if necessary.”

“Right. Wouldn’t want to drop the property values.”

“Exactly.” Amanda murmured a word of magic and the globe glowed brighter. Still not enough light to actually see what we’d come to end peaceably. Or completely, if it decided to attack.

I admit I might have been trying to provoke it. I’d had a slow week.

Overhead, the front door opened, slammed shut. Voices argued, then two sets of footsteps raced to the stairs. Sounded like hubby came home for lunch a couple hours early.

“Shit.” Amanda dismissed the globe and turned to face our employer and her pissed-off husband. 

Mr. Carlyle appeared at the top of the stairs, red-faced, breathless, pudge of a gut pressing against his expensive dress shirt. He stared down at us like we were sewer rats. I stepped in front of Amanda out of habit. I often put myself between women and pissed-off men. Sometimes that was all I had to do. Sometimes, I had a little more fun and the Kin got a snack out of the remains.

“Kelly.” Amanda touched my back. “I’ve got this.”

Melinda Carlyle’s head bobbed up over her husband’s shoulder. “Carl,” she said, her face calmer than her voice. Maybe she was used to taming his anger, or maybe it was the Botox.

“Carl Carlyle?” I nudged Amanda. “Some parents are just mean.”

Amanda glared at me before looking back up the stairs. “Mr. Carlyle?” She stepped around me and smiled up at the man. “I’m Amanda West and this is Kelly Chan. We’re here because—”

“I know why you’re here, dammit.” Like a negative image of his wife, Carl’s voice was calmer than his face. 

From the basement, a bubbling puurrrr. 

Carl stopped looking at us and squatted to peer beyond into the darkness, his expression changing to match his soft, round face. Mrs. Carlyle’s thin face tightened. Comparing her reactions to her husband’s was like watching a pair of kids on a see-saw – as one went up the other went down. 

“Please leave,” he said, in the reasonable voice I imagined he used with lawyers every day as he handed down verdicts. 

We expected that. Mrs. Carlyle warned us over gluten-free breakfast muffins and cold-pressed green juice that her husband, Judge Carlyle – and that’s what she called him, like we were in some Edwardian novel or she was his secretary and not his wife – had a differing opinion on what to do about the thing in the basement currently destroying their new home. He’d developed a sort of attachment to it, while at the same time telling her not to go in the basement to confront it. She didn’t need to add the impact this situation had on their marriage. Judge Carlyle was used to people accepting his opinion, no questions asked. Unless you wanted a fight.

Mrs. Carlyle obviously wanted a fight.

I smiled. Now things are funning up. 

I turned to walk deeper into the basement. We had a job to do, and the money was good. But Amanda grabbed my wrist and I felt the faintest tingle of magic in her grip. A warning not to screw this up. I sighed and stopped. I’d negotiate for a bigger cut later.

“Mister … Judge Carlyle,” Amanda said, “Your wife hired us at great expense and some risk to take care of a problem that has serious implications not only for your new home, but the entire neighborhood.”

“My company developed this neighborhood, Carl, remember.” Mrs. Carlyle stood taller. “I have greater obligations than just our personal property values.” 

“Fuck that.”

Mrs. Carlyle’s eyes widened and she put her hands on her narrow hips. “Are you seriously saying forget two million dollars?”

Judge Carlyle straightened up and faced his wife. “Two point three million dollars. But that’s right. I pay the bills, don’t I? And yes, that’s what I’m saying. This is,” he gestured toward the basement, “this is a greater discovery, a bigger…” He sighed. “Life is better than I ever dared to imagine.”

Mrs. Carlyle dropped her arms and shook her head. “Is that how you see it?”

Amanda cut in. “Excuse me, but we need to get on with this.” She let go of my wrist, which I took as my cue to commence playtime. As we walked into the gloom, I heard the judge and his wife scramble down the stairs. I turned to see good old Carl make it to the bottom first and block her way.

“Melinda, I told you since the flooding to just stay upstairs. I don’t want you to get hurt, Honey.”

“Now it’s ‘Honey’?” She pushed past him and walked toward me, her plumped lips compressed into a thin line. Amanda sighed and conjured a new light globe with much higher wattage. The judge’s eyebrows went up at that and he took a step back, then regained his composure and caught up to his wife and me.

“I wish you’d stay upstairs, Honey,” he tried again. 

Mrs. Carlyle ignored him. “I think it’s toward the back, Ms. West.”

Amanda walked ahead to light the way through the empty basement. Or almost empty. We passed some packed boxes and random tables, hideous lamps and a rolled-up rug along the way. 

The smells of water and river mud grew stronger. The concrete floor turned damp. The damp turned to shallow standing water. I was glad Amanda told me to wear an old pair of boots I didn’t care about ruining.

The water sounds echoed off the concrete walls. I was surprised the basement wasn’t a swimming pool. I spotted the source. A rough hole in the concrete about a foot-and-a-half across and two feet long, with a crooked fissure about three inches wide snaking through and stretching from one end of the basement to the other. The water flowed under the fissure and occasionally surged and lapped over the edges, especially at the hole. 

Earlier, Mrs. Carlyle explained that the new development was built on top of open space that backed to an older neighborhood, which in turn had been grazing fields and farmland about fifty years ago. The land sloped down into a gully that was rumored to flood once every hundred years. 

“We thought we were being savvy,” she said. She and the judge bought a house at the top of the gully, in case the alarm clock went off on those hundred years, even though Melinda’s company assured everyone that the dry creek bed at the bottom hadn’t seen significant water in decades. “And besides, they built up all the land around it a long time ago to prevent flooding,” she added, shaking her head and turning about as green as her juice.

Then the rainiest spring in – you guessed it – a hundred years came along. And the savvy Carlyles discovered that they’d bought a house built right on the long-buried part of the “dry bed” creek that used to flow down the hill. A senior from the older neighborhood told them about how he used to go fishing along the stream as a kid, back before the farmer sold out and the suburbs grew there instead.

“We didn’t think to check the basement right away, being on the hill. But the concrete floor cracked along the old creek bed and water seeped right up through it. We called every flood restoration company in town, but they were all booked for months already.” 

So Judge Carlyle took a sledgehammer to the middle of the floor to make a hole for a temporary sump pump in the meantime. Chunks of broken concrete and an orange, five-gallon bucket filled with sandy soil stood next to the hole, with a couple buckets-worth of dirt piled next to that. No pump though. 

Judge Carlyle hadn’t gotten that far before the river spirit made herself known.


CHAPTER TWO

 

The water surged higher as we reached the hole. 

“She knows we’re here,” Judge Carlyle said. His voice had a sheepish quality to it. Then his firmer but reasonable courtroom voice returned. “I think we should go back upstairs and talk this over.”

“I can see why you’d want to do that, Carl. And why you kept telling me to stay upstairs.” Mrs. Carlyle matched her husband’s flat, reasonable tone. 

A domestic dispute. If I wanted to do this dance, I’d have stayed at the dojo after class. There was always one pissed-off boyfriend or another to bounce.

Across the fissure stood a bistro table and two chairs. The table was covered with a white cloth trimmed in silver, something meant for a much bigger tabletop. In the middle stood a tarnished silver candelabrum with stubby tapers, recently burned. I could still catch a whiff of melted beeswax. The table was set for two.

“That’s our wedding china,” Mrs. Carlyle said. “And my mother’s sterling. We haven’t used it in ages.”

“I can explain,” the judge said.

He didn’t have to. The river spirit’s appearance said everything. 

A six-foot geyser rose from the hole and she stepped out of the water on dainty bare feet. A sheet of water stayed with her, clinging to her body like a veil and doing the exact opposite of keeping her modest. She was about five and a half feet tall, curvy and slightly plump, with fish-belly pale skin and moss-green hair hanging to the backs of her knees. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were mossy green, too, and let’s just say she wasn’t a waxer, and that the carpet matched the drapes.

I felt Amanda pull up more magic, so I stepped to the left. I’d seen her innocuous glowing sphere turn into a fireball before, and since I was still growing out my hair, I didn’t want it to get singed. 

In the meantime, I debated if shuriken would do any damage, or if they’d just bounce off the water spirit’s skin like skipping stones. Maybe one of my blades, but then I got an image of trying to cut through an ocean wave and all the good that did. I should have brought the flamethrower. 

Maybe Amanda could steam her out of the house. 

The water spirit, or naiad as Amanda called her, didn’t realize the potential danger as she surged forward and planted a wet kiss on Judge Carlyle’s cheek. He made a half-hearted attempt to push her away.

Mrs. Carlyle just stared. “When you mentioned opening up the marriage, I didn’t think you wanted to open it this wide, Carl.”

I tapped her arm. “I know a hot, horny vampire. I could introduce you.”

She ignored me. “I knew we should have insisted on installing a sump pump from the beginning, but no, we’re in a desert, we don’t need a sump pump.”

The naiad hissed steam at Mrs. Carlyle. 

“It’s okay, Ariel,” Judge Carlyle said, changing his mind about pushing his wet girlfriend away. He wrapped his arm around her, immediately soaking his shirt.

“You call her Ariel?” Mrs. Carlyle actually laughed. 

“I can’t pronounce her real name. It’s too beautiful for the human tongue.” 

The judge stepped into the hole. The water came halfway up his calves. Ariel wrapped herself around him like an eel, her eyes never leaving his wife. It would be difficult to hit her without causing collateral damage, but that didn’t exactly bother me.

Mrs. Carlyle shook her head. “I knew there was someone, but I figured it was that skinny stenographer. I didn’t think it was some fat water baby.”

Ariel’s eyes flashed and she hissed again. Judge Carlyle stroked her arm.

Mrs. Carlyle hissed back. “I thought maybe you were down here conjuring something to get rid of me.”

Amanda glanced at her. The glowing ball of magic pulsed red. “You really didn’t investigate the basement before calling?”

“Of course not! I thought I might be walking into a trap. Instead, I would have stumbled into a love nest.”

Judge Carlyle and Ariel stepped back onto the concrete next to the bistro table. Out of her stream, Ariel took on a more watery appearance. Spray billowed around her.

“Is he a wizard?” I asked Amanda.

Amanda narrowed her eyes at Melinda. “Mrs. Carlyle? Something you forgot to tell me?”

I flexed, and my hands filled with shuriken. “Taking out wizards is extra, but I’m willing to let it go just because it’s fun.”

Mrs. Carlyle never took her eyes off the happy, soaking wet couple. “The only reason he’s gotten anywhere in life is because his mother’s a witch. And he’s a son of a witch.”

 “Married to a bitch.” The judge stroked Ariel’s hair. “Who’s built more like a broomstick than a real woman.”

“Ouch,” I said.

Amanda held up her hands. “Time out.” The ball of light drifted to the level of her waist and stopped there when she snapped her fingers. “We’ll have to reevaluate the parameters of the contract, since you withheld critical info, Mrs. Carlyle.”

The judge spoke. “How about making a new contract with me, Ms.…?”

“West.”

Mrs. Carlyle threw her hands in the air. “Oh, great! Witches stick together, is that it?”

Amanda shook her head. “Not at all, but with this new information, I don’t want to risk the wrath of a witch.”

I grinned. “Say that last part three times fast.”

“Kelly, quit it.”

“Bored now.”

“Down, girl.” Amanda turned to Ariel. “I’d like to hear your side of things.”

Mrs. Carlyle stamped her foot like a spoiled brat. “Don’t talk to her, she’s a monster!” She pointed at me. “You, Japanese girl!”

“Chinese.”

“Whatever. You want to kill something, kill that!”

I gave Amanda puppy-dog eyes. “Please? And him, too?”

“No!”

Judge Carlyle moved Ariel behind him. She in turn sent up a wall of water between us and them. I felt the ground rumble and little cracks spread out from the main fissure.

“Do you know who I am?” Judge Carlyle puffed himself up. “I could have you arrested and thrown into the worst, most decrepit cell in Colorado. I could send you to Florence!”

He didn’t mean a nice lady who’d make me cookies and tea. He meant Florence, Colorado, home of the Supermax. 

Which might present an interesting challenge. As I said, I’d had a slow week. I flipped a coin in my mind and decided on the shuriken as an opener. Next, to decide if I wanted to hit the naiad or the judge. After all, Mrs. Carlyle was still the client, not him.

Ah, hell, I felt generous and I had plenty to go around. I didn’t think the client would mind if I nailed both.

“Kelly!” Amanda’s voice was like a mosquito buzzing next to my ear as the shuriken flew.

Which was not a good move. The sheet of water in front of the naiad boiled. The shuriken hit it and shot straight up into the wooden ceiling. The cracks around the fissure grew and water poured into the basement. The house groaned around us.

“That’s enough!” Amanda reached into the ball of magic and flung a bit of it at me. My hands locked together inside a glowing sphere. 

“Really?” I gave Amanda my best death stare. 

Amanda used her calmest voice. “Ariel. We can still bring this situation to a close without any more violence. I know you want to keep Carl and yourself safe. I want that, too.”

Mrs. Carlyle shrieked. “I want a divorce!” Tears of rage poured down her face, now twisted into a demented grimace. Woman scorned: one, Botox: zero.

Amanda wheeled on her. “I don’t give a damn what you want right now. You lied to me and now you’re endangering an entire community, not to mention us. Try and pretend you give a shit about someone besides yourself for five minutes. And calm. The fuck. Down.”

Mrs. Carlyle’s mouth opened wide, then closed with an audible click of her capped teeth.

The ground rumbled again. Chunks of basement floor came loose around the fissure and fell into the growing stream. The naiad made a sobbing sound behind the wall of water.

Amanda’s eyes widened but she maintained her cool. “Ariel. I don’t think you want to do this. If you pull in more water, the ground is going to shift and the house could collapse. We’re standing on nothing but sand.”

The naiad’s voice echoed like dripping water in a cavern. “You think I don’t know my own home? I know what will happen. This house will fall, and it will slide into the others down the hill. They’ll all tumble into the gully and wash away. I’ll have my flowing river back. My home.” Her voice broke on the last word as she glared at Mrs. Carlyle. “We warned you not to build here. This place is sacred. I was vital once, but now you’ve damned me.” Or she could have meant dammed. No difference at the end of the day. “I’m going to destroy this place!”

I struggled with the magic restraining my hands. “Let her do it, Amanda. You and I will be fine, she’ll be fine. The mundanes, well, maybe we can search their house for cash after it’s reduced to matchsticks.”

“We’re not playing it that way, Kelly.”

“Why not? You got the payment up front.”

Judge Carlyle stepped away from his girlfriend. “What are you saying, Ariel? If you destroy this place, I could be killed! I thought you cared for me.” He looked back and forth between her and his wife. “But I think you’re using me.”

A two-foot wave swept through the fissure, flooding the basement and shaking the house. Beams groaned above and an ominous crack sounded from another part of the basement. 

Amanda lost her concentration enough for me to break free of the magic. The ball of light dimmed and I jumped through the boiling wall of water to the other side of the new river. Now that the lovers parted, I had a clean shot at the naiad. She looked less than solid – I could almost see through her, like cloudy water. I suspected that summoning the wave weakened her. I pulled out my katana and swung. It might be like fighting a waterspout and just as futile, but it was my only option.

I was wrong. My katana made contact with the naiad’s body and I felt a strange resistance. At first, her body bent in with the blade. And then her skin gave way, like I’d pierced a tenacious bubble. Water poured out of the tear and she lost her shape, like a deflating woman-shaped water balloon. 

Judge Carlyle screamed and fell to his knees, futilely trying to scoop up his puddle of a girlfriend as she poured back into the steam. He picked up her discarded skin and cradled it to his chest. 

The wall of boiling water collapsed, giving Mrs. Carlyle a clear view of her husband. All the anger drained out of her and her face went back to its expressionless default. Amanda on the other hand looked ready to spit cobras. 

The ground rumbled and kept rumbling, and Amanda’s expression gave way to horror.

“Everyone to the stairs, now!” She pulled up more magic and sent it along the walls in an effort to reinforce the house. The basement glowed, showing the full extent of the damage. The fissure was three feet across in places, and wide cracks ran up the cement walls. Broken beams dangled from the ceiling. 

The river fluoresced. Foam churned and several shapes rose from the water, dripping clay and sand from their seven-foot humanoid frames. Ariel’s little elemental friends come to defend their local river goddess. 

Party time. I twirled my katana and approached my closest dance partner.

Amanda pushed Mrs. Carlyle toward the stairs. “Judge Carlyle, I’m not going to tell you again. Get your ass up and move it!”

My katana sliced through the mud-man’s torso as it took a swipe at my head. It was big and strong but blessedly slow so it missed. I grimaced as I felt the blade make contact with numerous rocks inside its body. Shit. I’d be smoothing nicks out of my sword for days, if it wasn’t ruined completely. 

I stepped back to get another swing in and nearly tripped over good old Carl. I reached down and pulled him up by his armpit. I pushed him toward the fissure and he tripped and fell in. Blood streamed from his forehead where it hit the cement edge.

“Carl!” Mrs. Carlyle turned and ran back to her husband. Amanda screamed her frustration.

Whatever. I hated domestic disputes. Love sucks. I twirled and landed a solid kick to the solar plexus that sent one mud-man into another. They fell like bricks.

Mrs. Carlyle grabbed her unconscious husband by the shoulders and pulled. The stream churned and boiled. Judge Carlyle’s body shot up on a waterspout that quickly formed into a bigger, angrier Ariel. Her head and shoulders broke through the basement ceiling. Knickknacks and end tables rained down through the hole. The standing water in the basement pulled back into the stream and fed the growing naiad.

“What the hell just happened?” I asked Amanda as I beheaded a mud-man.

“What passes for a blood sacrifice, right in the river.”

“Whoops. My bad.” I de-armed the last mud-man. 

“Carl!” Mrs. Carlyle screamed. “Is he dead?”

The judge writhed in Ariel’s arms. 

“Not yet,” I said, as I swung at Ariel’s legs. “And if I were you, Mrs. Carlyle, I’d worry about your own life.” 

My poor nicked katana hit just above the naiad’s left knee and stuck halfway through like I’d sliced into goo. Ariel bled water around the blade. I pulled straight back and my sword came loose with a sucking-mud sound. Her skin closed and the water stopped flowing. 

“Guess I’ll have to peel you like an orange,” I shouted up through the hole in the ceiling.

Ariel cradled the judge in one arm and punched the floor with the other. More furniture tumbled through the widening hole. Mrs. Carlyle nearly bought it from a falling loveseat.

“Kelly.” Amanda sounded exhausted. “I can’t keep holding up the house.”

“Then get the hell out. I got this.” 

The naiad kicked at me and I rolled to avoid her giant foot. I turned my blade sidewise and took a slice off the side of her leg from the ankle to the knee. Water gushed and the skin took longer to cohere.

Upstairs, Ariel punched through the living room ceiling. Now we had a nice bedroom set joining us in the basement. 

I spared a look at Amanda. “She’s trying to get out. You’d better, too.”

“Look for a fish.”

“What?”

“Look for a fish. A big one. Her heart will be in it.”

Amanda grabbed Mrs. Carlyle by the arm. I wasn’t sure who was supporting who as they stumbled to the basement steps. Good. At least I didn’t have to worry about the house falling on Amanda. 

The magic in the basement walls flickered. My witch was almost out of gas. The stream had dwindled to a trickle, so at least Ariel was losing steam, too. 

I waited just long enough for Amanda and Mrs. Carlyle to get to the top of the stairs to resume my attack on the naiad. I took another slice out of her leg and even more water poured out. The skin took longer to heal. I looked up through the hole in the ceiling, and through the naiad’s own watery body for any sign of a fish.

Now Ariel was big enough to take up most of the living room. She crouched in there like a girl in a cardboard box, her back poking through the hole in the ceiling into the bedroom. If she stood up, she’d probably go right through the roof. Feeling a little like a pervert, I looked up into her body, searching for any movement, any sign of a fish.

Judge Carlyle roused himself enough to scream and struggle in the naiad’s grasp. She sighed and her breath was like a breeze off a lake. She put him down next to the hole in the floor, then kissed her index and middle fingers and touched the top of his bleeding head. The judge snapped out of his panic, realized where he was, and ran for the front door. 

Ariel raised a leg and set her knee on the floor of the living room, trying to climb out of the hole. The magic in the walls flared and died. The floor gave way under Ariel’s knee, sending splintered boards, sheetrock and carpet down on my head. 

She tried again, bracing one hand against the floor and pulling herself up by the other. That’s when I saw it, deep in her torso. The rainbow-colored flash of an enormous brookie. 

Dammit. I couldn’t let the naiad get out.

This time when I sliced her leg, I pulled back on a flap of skin. I dropped my katana, took a deep breath and fought against the current of pouring water as I pushed my way into her calf. The skin closed behind me and I was surrounded by water. I kicked off from the bottom of the naiad’s foot and shot up the inside of her leg. I struggled through the narrow space of her knee until her leg widened out at the base of her thigh. 

The naiad screamed. I couldn’t blame her. Her voice sent shock waves through the water and battered my body. I closed my eyes against the pressure. I tumbled inside her thigh and lost all sense of direction. She shook her leg and that didn’t help. She hit her thigh with a fist and nearly concussed me. I grabbed her skin from the inside and tried to climb my way up, which did help. 

When I got to her torso, the water was calmer. I opened my eyes. I could see the living room through watery layers. The house was collapsing around the naiad. 

I looked around until I spotted the fish swimming in her chest. I took out a dagger and swam up toward the rainbow-colored trout. It slipped away and swam under me. I dove back down and reached out, just missing the tail. I started seeing spots and my lungs burned. I could take in a lungful of water without dying immediately, but I’d lose consciousness pretty quick and that would end up killing me. 

I kicked harder and stabbed wildly. I nicked Ariel’s skin and she screamed again. This time her scream stunned the fish, too. I grabbed the brookie from the top and plunged the dagger in. 

The fish’s blood – Ariel’s heart-blood – filled her
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