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            PROLOGUE

          

          LIZ

        

      

    

    
      Of all the backstage rooms to pass out in, Liz just had to pass out in the one that stunk of cobwebs, hair gel, and a grubby fish tank.

      The frizz of the carpet bit into her back and only added to the aches all over her body. The loud laps of a jacuzzi echoing out loud by her head, ugh, not helping her, or her splitting headache.

      It was the kind of headache that made yanking out every strand of her long black hair sound like a good idea.

      Not to mention the old pizza stench.

      With the sweltering heat in here, her black tee shirt and even darker jeans were soggier than if she dunked into those algae-drenched waters herself, swam a few mini-laps to slime herself properly, and then plopped herself back down on the carpet, all without waking up.

      But laying down and watching the ceiling’s plaster crack itself apart wasn’t the answer to her problems.

      Standing up with soggy boots on wasn’t exactly pleasant either. It was as bad as trying to say her whole first name: Lizahayati.

      Yet as the guitarist to the cover band here, Liz ingested some questionable substances over her short life of twenty years, eventually leading to some questionable informal tours of backstage rooms, giving her the experience to know big gaping holes in plaster walls were never a good sign. No matter how neurotic the infamous brat was, the owner would at least batch up the damage quickly, even if they didn’t charge for it right away.

      Yet the mold and crusty algae on the dingy wood underneath?

      It had too many traces of pizza deserving the dumpster treatment centuries ago.

      The tombstone mirror framed with bright little light bulbs had corpse pale script on top saying:

      
        
        The Outrageous Dagger Zombies

        Slicing apart the living one body at a time since 1999

        A.D.

      

      

      Okay, a well over a decade ago, that sort of nonsense might of gotten a chuckle or two from heavy metal fans, maybe a hardcore horror fan or two too, in public or in private.

      But that wasn’t their public catchphrase.

      And nowadays everyone knew the Ink Worlds were real. Extra dimensional weirdness aside and all, the Ink Worlds were cartoon worlds from various old-fashioned toon styles, to anime styles, to even gorgeously illustrated like a Magic the Gathering or Dungeons and Dragons style, which, unfortunately, tended to include some very nasty horror shows, and plenty of supervillains, and whatnot, and apparently, those nasties were the ones who tended to crossover to reality and make a big nasty splash.

      Enough nasty splashes that most towns and cities now had Ink Patrols as part of the 911 response, and Ink Patrols were a lot like what firefighting departments were to fires, except Ink Patrols had humans with superpowers who dealt with Ink-related crazy.

      Too bad she forgot her phone in the car. Sucks to be her.

      Really.

      But having phones 1, 3, and 4 thrown into the audience never to be seen again, having phones 2, 7, and 8 outright stolen, and having phones 6 and 9 actually eaten got Liz fed up with losing phones during a performance and finally starting leaving them somewhere safer.

      But that violet desk curled like some wicked villain mustache. And it was overloaded with make-up supplies. Almost as much make-up supplies as her shallow, looks-obsessed little step-sister Krystal used in all four years of high school and their years of college together.

      Including all her little cheerleader friends.

      Krystal was so much still the queen bee of a nest of cheerleader nasties whose worse fears were pimples, beauty marks, and fat anything.

      Never mind that Krystal had a “Only 10s and Above Allowed” policy. Literally. Liz knew guys rated girls between 1-10 all the freaking time, but Krystal took it waaaay too seriously.

      That Liz got dragged into being one of them … triple ugh.

      (Just because Krystal insisted Liz was a solid exotic 13—especially with her tanned Arabic princess-in-hiding “look”. But Krystal was backed up by her jock friends, who, actually weren’t all jerks and actually, nudged down-to-earth Liz to join the cheerleader insanity to help tone down the Krystal crazy because sisters and sigh.)

      It was bad enough that Krystal dragged in Candi of all girls, since like, a redhead rated 13, of coursies! Especially for the pity the autistic beauty touch, since diversity whatever, but wow, did Candi need someone to watch her back, and that someone had always been Liz.

      In fact, speak of the devil: Candi was already standing supersilent right beside Liz, and oh no, Candi was already tugging her waist-long pigtails of ruby hair enough to jiggle her heart-shaped skull ties a bit too loose.

      On the bright side, Candi was still fully dressed in her favorite candy-cane-inspired gothic minidress, stockings, and spike-studded boots. Her fingerless elbow gloves had their usual steel-studded heart knuckles and showed her ruby fingernails hadn’t been chewed in the slightest, so her meds were very much still in effect.

      But her pixie face was paler than her usual peachy look. At least she wasn’t fondling the purple deck of monster-themed cards stuffed visibly yet securely in her boob pocket. Well, yet. Those cards held Ink monsters she captured and treated as pets because, fuck knew why, but Candi was Candi, after all.

      And between cards and phone, Candi always choose cards, so … woh, crap, on Liz’s other side was Krystal? Really?

      Krystal snuck into this place? Interesting. Normally she’d never be caught dead in a place like this. Maybe her tomboy terror side didn’t vanish after junior high after all.

      Then again, that’s when she finally threw out her goofy fake accent of the southern, Texan, or whatever variety, except in times of real serious emoting.

      She was even dressed up in a stylishly gothic yet very pink minidress (even if it showed far too much of her fatso chest). The dress matched her scarlet thigh boots and showed far too much scrawny thigh, while her fingerless elbow gloves were so gothic they had steel-skull knuckles—as if she could throw a punch. Yeah. Riiight. And risk breaking those perfect pink fingernails? Ha!

      That she didn’t have her disgusting pink and cutesy unicorn phone and her zillions of loyal minions hearting her every stupid second … wow. Wait.

      Was this really Krystal or just a look alike?

      Her beach blonde hair was wedged in that usual flawless way, framing her sweet heart of a face, complete with a fresh sparkly unicorn sticker on each all-too-perfectly dimpled cheek, and those huge wide glacier blue eyes stared at … oh.

      The desk’s deep abyss of a sink. It was so wide it shouldn’t even allow that much make-up on the rest of it. How did it all fit?

      Okay.

      It didn’t matter.

      It was mostly dark gothic colors. Stuff that matched the gothic zombie costumes the Outrageous Dagger Zombies used. Stuff they smothered their whole bodies with. It explained how they squeezed into those tight leather atrocities so easily, managed to move despite sounding like a horde of tortured bats.

      The plastic skull throne by the desk was so tall and wide that it managed to hide whether someone was actually sitting on it.

      Including whether it even had armrests.

      It probably did but, well, Liz couldn’t tell.

      Yet.

      And the mirror not reflecting anyone in the throne? Still not safe to assume it wasn’t occupied.

      Not nowadays.

      That just meant whoever might be there had more than enough vampire blood, and everyone knew vampires were the rulers of the Ink Worlds.

      Oh did those normal days sound good now right about now.

      What Liz could tell was that she was the one normal thing in this room (well, normal enough, compared to Candi and Krystal) besides the door a couple paces behind them. It had a normal comfy tea color. With a normal round knob of shiny steel. With a normal round button in the center too.

      A button that was already pressed down.

      And some solid steel bit glued over half of it. A steel bit that glowed like an old-fashion 1970s cartoon and bared a vertical tooth grin at her.

      Okay, so not so normal after all.

      “So Maxy,” Jackal Hunt said.

      Thee Jackal Hunt.

      No one else had such a voice so milkshake smooth and cold. Only him, the lead singer of the Outrageous Dagger Zombies, the one and only Jackal Hunt himself.

      The guy Krystal claimed she’d rather die than ever listen to again, and one of the many reasons why he became a favorite of Liz’s.

      “Annihilating a cover band and a whole audience,” Jackal said, “That’s gotta up my score by more than a few skulls.”

      The sound of lips being licked … Liz already edged back toward the semi-normal door.

      Then stopped.

      Stupid lock. The thing even looked dejected for a moment. As if all it wanted was some friendship.

      And to chew her hand a good bit.

      Both Krystal and Candi were frozen in place too. Liz wasn’t about to leave them behind. She’d never do that. Ever.

      Including Krystal. Sigh.

      (Stupid older sis stuff.)

      Yet the one who answered Jackal … she’d never mistake the dreadfully seductive voice of thee one and only Max Murder.

      Not after several very public nasty splashes he’d made over the last decade.

      He was that notorious toon supervillain and he appeared in the mirror. All of the mirror. An oversized toonish skull face, without a jaw, but plenty of sharp buckteeth. Pipes of green glowing goo for joints. And brawny body of solid black yet sinister armor. With digits of bleached and glowing white bone.

      Against pitch black mist.

      “The photos,” Max Murder said, “You made it too messy. All that should of been left were a few gory clues here and there. Placed to defy explanation. Give their loved ones a desperate, slim hope of uncovering them alive, a false hope that would gnaw at their bones, their very essence, for the rest of their meager lives. A bloodbath of body parts is far too obvious. Too easy for one of your ability. Only three skulls this time.”

      Holy shit shit.

      Goosebumps pinching her skin seemed a bit distant. Since it was far too numb from the freezing cold fear drenching every pore and orifice of her body.

      That his skull face moved expressively like a real face … fucked up, but toon whatevers were fucked up in general.

      “But those girls,” Jackal said, “Don’t tell me I went through all that trouble for nothing.”

      “Only three were virgins this time?” Max Murder said, “How … disappointing. Ms Vanity captured so many virgin boys tonight that processing them all will take far longer than expected.”

      Liz caught herself midstep.

      “I’m a virgin?” Liz said, “How’d I manage that?”

      With God’s grievous miracles known as substance-induced blackouts, Liz simply expected her first and other regretful moments were simply forever forgotten, thank God for small favors.

      Except—oh shit, speaking hadn’t been the best idea either.

      Krystal tsked scornfully. “Yeeeah, right. You, a virgin. Ha!”

      “Exactly,” Liz said, “We all know no guy is good enough for thee Krystal Violet, but me?”

      “With all your ‘substance-induced’ blackouts,” Krystal said, “It really would be a miracle. I’m like, shocked I’m more disturbed by it than you are.”

      But Max Murder only sighed? Phew.

      “Good question,” Max Murder said, “With your history …”

      “You know my history?” Liz said.

      Okay, interrupting the mass-murdering monster, really stupid, but hey, these monsters wanted their virgin asses alive for something, and didn’t even tie them up for it.

      “Of course,” Max Murder said, “Your, your little sister’s, and the autistic girl’s too.”

      Candi gasped. “Then … my False Love Firewall Spell card worked? Yay!”

      Krystal gasped, then sighed a groan. “More like Dateless Wonder Spell. No wonder … ugh, I can’t believe that’s why I couldn’t get a prom date no matter … argh!”

      So … the spell created disasters to prevent boyfriending anyone but their true love. Even for one night stands, apparently. That … explained Liz’s disaster of a love life a bit too well for comfort too.

      That clearly stung Candi but okay, Liz should of gasped too, maybe commented about it but less harshly than Krystal … but it made a fucked-up kind of sense, knowing Candi.

      So this time, Liz tsked scornful at Krystal.

      “Without Candi and her spell,” Liz said, “We’d all be so dead with everyone else.”

      Jackal cackled like a horde of tortured bats.

      “Exactly,” Jackal said, “Then, Maxy Maxy, my low score—”

      “Without failure, there is never true success,” Max Murder said, “Seek to do better next time and one day, even Victor Von Staker will become no more than gnat buzzing in your ear.”

      Victor Von Staker? Liz knew a guy back in junior high who called himself that. A geeky emo-wannabe, he was a scarecrow of a shortie, but tough-as-titanium-nails neohuman too.

      And not all humans with superpowers (neohumans for short,) had good powers. The guy could transform any part of his body into supertough bone armor for one. Unleash spiky death for two. Even fire bone stakes, with a good zap of lightning to boot.

      The very stakes he named himself after.

      Victor also happened to be in the same autistic support group as Candi. Good guy, nice to Liz, and he loved Candi’s card collection enough to help her capture new nasties at times. It was the only reason she knew his abilities so well. He was even friends with Krystal before she went shallow stupid cheerleader bitch in high school and beyond.

      Except, well, Victor got accepted by some neohero school meant for preparing Ink Patrollers, then bye-bye for nearly a decade.

      Why Krystal even went dumber bimbo and gasped now? Cringed stupider?

      She still considered him a friend? Wow. That guy broke phones just by standing too close to them. Literally. He had a lightning technique but Liz didn’t know much about it other than he had it. On top of his bone powers.

      So no chance he was one of her zillion online minions either. Okay, maybe she wasn’t completely rotten yet—or she was a look alike. A good twin look alike.

      (Miracles never cease?)

      And wait, Max Murder knew their history, and their less than hostile ties with his apparent archnemesis Victor Von … shit.

      “These girls,” Max Murder said, “will make excellent minions once the ritual is complete. Is that not right, Liz?”

      Now Liz gasped, tall and straight, because disagreeing too much with the mass-murdering supervillain, not a good idea, if she wanted them to survive this mess, and she did.

      “Um … right?” she said, “I mean—”

      “You forgot the ritual,” Max Murder said.

      Liz gulped. “Y-yeah. Sorry. Do … do I have to die now?”

      She tried not to cringe. Krystal cringed and glared at Liz, as if Liz was being the blonde bimbo here, but Candi was supercringing. More than enough for the three of them, but hopefully …

      “Of course not,” Max Murder said, “It granted you powers comparable to a neohuman’s and a second form, a toon form, but with … limitations, for now.”

      “Limitations?” Liz said.

      “The autistic girl’s firewall spell,” Max Murder said, “was upgraded to a Virginity Curse Seal, of course, and …”

      Suddenly, three loud, clothy pops rang out.
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        * * *

      

      Liz felt … different—and not in a good way.

      That soggy swam-in-algae-drenched-water feeling, despite the sweltering heat, become so much crisper and cooler that she couldn’t help but look at that jacuzzi horror show behind her, and … oh shit.

      Within those deep dark churning depths … flickers of a pink…ish unicorn-themed phone very much drowned dead.

      Liz’s dad, real dad, got Krystal that phone too. A big I’m-your-father-now-too sort of thing and Krystal went along with it enough.

      But that familiar violet phone with wonderful heart-shaped skulls, a phone that Liz loved like a tenth child was now … cuddling with Krystal’s dear departed pinko phone.

      Traitor.

      Along with Liz’s bracelet of steel skull beads? Oh crap. Her step-mom got her that. Some mother-new-daughter thing. Maybe Liz really did swim a few laps in that shithole. No wonder she felt like soggy shit.

      If it weren’t for the pizza stench that needed the dumpster treatment … phew. Thank God for stinky favors? Gothic gel city and Jackal Hunt in his weirdo throne nonwithstanding.

      But why did the floor feel so soft and icky squishy now? Her feet even felt … different. Like tippy toeish but not.  And—wait.

      Candi was … holy shit.

      She was now a bare-ass naked anime girl of the extreme gorgeous variety, well, except that her hands and feet were like eagle-style dragon claws of the gorgeously ruby red variety.

      Even her pubs and nipples were gone. Replaced by ruby scales?

      And a pink pentacle over her crotch?

      But her heart-themed skull ties survived. And her cards? Phew, even if they were all tooned like the rest of her. Losing her precious monster card deck would of seriously messed her up. Big time. Both arms were covering her chest, very obviously to protecting her precious cards more than her modesty.

      And Liz … looked down and, oh shit.

      She was bare-ass naked too, but a Disney-style Arabian princess toon girl. Her hands and feet … eagle-style dragon claws of the neon violet variety. And her pubs and nipples were gone. Replaced by violet scales. With a pink pentacle on her crotch too.

      Yikes.

      *Cringe*

      Ouch! Her teeth … vampire fangs? Really? Vampire fangs?

      And Krystal, holy shit shit.

      Krystal was bare-ass naked too, but went Looney Tunes busty blonde bimbo—and pouty annoyed at it? Really? Vampire fangs in full view too. Wow. Not even trying to hide how her privies were scaled pink
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