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      My first December in my new home—and I simply hoped for peace on Edgewater Street.

      Forget peace on earth. I just wanted to walk down the street I lived on for a little normal Christmas shopping. After the horrors of this past year, I deserved a Currier-and-Ives holiday.

      The chances of it happening in the Zone, the industrially blighted outpost of South Baltimore where I worked and lived—was about as good as my getting lucky before day’s end.

      In my office, watching the snow fall in greeting card prettiness through the big plate glass window, I abandoned my desk to grab my coat. For the first time in my entire history, I had money in my pocket.

      Through my office doorway, I watched my six-foot-five quarterback assistant catch a buzzing fly against the glass door in the front lobby. I held my breath while he eyed the insect like an appetizer. Then he opened the door to let in a client, and I sighed in relief as he sheepishly flung the fly out the door. Ned was a trifle self-conscious about his former life as an amphibian.

      It had been a brief episode in Ned’s thuggish career, and I wasn’t certain how much of it he remembered, but it pained me every time Ned pounced on an insect. I held myself responsible for his condition and used him as a chronic reminder not to misuse my weird abilities.

      Hi, my name is Justine Clancy, and I’m a freak of nature. Or Saturn’s daughter, according to my mother and grandmother, but they’re not in the picture much anymore. Last I heard, Mom was hiding in an isolated Peruvian village, and Themis. . . I wasn’t totally certain she wasn’t communicating from the Great Beyond. Since a few months after my twenty-sixth birthday, when I learned I could damn my boyfriend to hell and get rewarded for it, I’d been without a rulebook. I had no idea what would happen the next time I damned someone. So I tried very hard to keep my vocabulary polite.

      “C’mon, Clancy, It’s lunchtime. Let’s find something to eat.” The client who had just entered dropped ominous envelopes from the city on my desk. He was the main reason I now had money in my pocket.

      Most people called me Tina. Andre was just being obnoxious. He stood there expectantly, allowing me to admire all his handsome manliness, waiting for me to jump at his bidding.

      Actually, he knew better. He was just taunting me with what I couldn’t have.

      Andre Legrande could have walked out of my favorite old-fashioned cowboy movie, the kind where the slick gentleman gambler wears a frock coat and silk ruffles and vest. Today, under his shoulder-hugging leather blazer, he wore a blue silk shirt that emphasized taut abs and wide pecs. Combine all that hunkiness with thick black hair, and curious blue-green eyes and a smile that could melt bones, and Andre was the most dangerous man on this side of Baltimore. He knew it, too, and his arrogance was another reason, despite our past history, I wasn’t going to bed with him.

      Mostly, it’s unethical for a lawyer to sleep with her clients, and Andre’s business paid over half my bills. The amoral cad liked to kick me in my principles.

      “It’s almost Christmas,” I reminded him. “I’m going shopping with Cora.”

      Cora works at the detective agency down the street and has her own set of weirdnesses, but she was a super friend of the sort I’d thought never to have. Once upon a time, Cora had been a prostitute working the streets in the Zone. Weirdly, the chemical flood had given her tattooed snakes a life. That was just how the Zone worked.

      “We’re hoping we can persuade your mother to leave the house,” I added.

      “Not in a wheelchair.” Andre’s smirk faded into a frown of regret. “Katerina Montoya is not about to let anyone see her as anything other than who she once was.”

      Acme, our neighborhood chemical factory, controls a mystery element. In their dangerous experiments, they had cured Andre’s mother of cancer, except the cure had sent her into a coma for nearly a decade. Another gaseous experiment a few months back had returned Katerina from the near-dead. Once a proud, beautiful woman, she was still too weak to get about on her own and hadn’t appeared in public since her recovery.

      Because his father is a famous attorney and Andre Legrande is a lying manipulative cad most of the time, he protects his parents by generously not polluting his father’s good name of Montoya.

      “Your mother is confused by ten years of changes since she went to Never-Never land,” I suggested. “I’ll call and ask if she has a shopping list anyway.”

      Andre helped me pull on my leather biker jacket. The proximity to his spicy aftershave had me drooling, so I had to counterbalance with snideness. I tapped the stack of letters he’d just dropped on me. “Don’t beat up any of those building inspectors or you’ll end up paying twice.”

      “The city is after us because of all the damned tourists,” Andre grumbled. “You’d think the idiots would have the sense to stay out of an environmental hazard zone. Acme used to keep the city off our backs and the tourists off the street. You’re the one who took Acme’s management out of commission. You do something about it.”

      “Tourists are profitable,” I argued, half-heartedly.

      “Not for the tourists,” he warned. “I’m suing the moron who shit his pants when one of the Dumpsters got in his way. The damned fool shot at a frigging Dumpster and missed.”

      Among other things, the chemicals permeating the Zone’s ground have given theoretically inanimate objects the ability to move. Waltzing Dumpsters used to scare me too. It would only be a matter of time before the media realized the Zone wasn’t just a drunken hallucination but the real deal. So, maybe tourists weren’t a good idea.

      “That bullet took out the bar window and the arm of one of my bartenders. Just give me one good excuse, and I’ll sue Acme too,” Andre grumbled.

      “Gun control laws should involve intelligence tests,” I muttered as Andre accompanied me to the outer lobby. “But Acme has no responsibility for keeping out tourists or idiots.”

      “Someone has to keep them out. The Zone isn’t normal and Acme is the reason!” he protested, as if he weren’t preaching to the choir. “Imbeciles are going to be trouble if we don’t find some way to move them along.”

      I didn’t have an answer to that. He was right. The Zone with its dangerous idiosyncrasies was no place to play. It was a worse place to live, but once infused with the chemicals that permeated the area, some of us had little choice.

      My assistant, wearing a pink shirt, rose-colored tie, and a pink quartz earring, held the door open for us—as if he hadn’t been hunting more flies in the window.

      I worried about Ned’s other froggy friends and whether they’d ever returned to normal. They’d been thugs and the world was probably better off without them, but I’m a lawyer. My over-developed conscience didn’t like condemning people without a real trial. Consequences inevitably sucked. I wanted a rule book that promised I wouldn’t go to hell for condemning people without due process.

      Outside, a cold wind rushed down the hill, promising heavier snow than the pretty flakes falling now. My office was in an old storefront across the street from the row of Victorian houses where Andre and I lived. Andre probably owned the whole street, but our apartments were in separate buildings.

      Below us, in the Zone proper, I could see bums warming their hands over steaming manholes, unbothered by the traffic creeping around them. I knew manholes could steam in the cold, but this steam had an oddly red tint to it. Given that sidewalks here turned to green mud and the buildings glowed neon blue, a little steam wasn’t worth questioning.

      “No wailing sirens, no gaseous clouds, no chemical waste lines exploding.” I recited my litany of gratitude every time I saw this peaceful scene. “May Saturn be praised.”

      I was being facetious. So far, no one had told me if my Saturn was a planet or an antique god, but astrology and gods made as much sense as anything around here.

      Andre snorted. “If you think killing off Gloria Vanderventer means the Zone will stay peaceful, you haven’t lived here long enough. Something’s stewing. It just hasn’t broken out yet.”

      I knew that. Gloria and her grandson Dane had once owned Acme Chemical. They had been evil personified, as far as I could determine. I’d damned them both to hell and been rewarded for my good deeds. I had no other way of verifying that they were actually gone. I worried sometimes, because I occasionally saw them writhing in flames and cursing me.

      But they hadn’t succeeded in destroying my home, and it was the season of peace. I wanted—needed—to celebrate my new security for a while. After a lifetime of wandering, I finally had a home, friends, and a new career. That was worth a revel or two before life started tossing fireballs at me again.

      “Are the Christmas lights on the streetlamps supposed to be pink and orange?” I asked cautiously, still admiring the view as we strolled down the hill. “Because they kind of clash with the red wreaths.” The day was gray enough for the twinkling lights to sparkle nicely.

      Andre jammed his hands into his pockets and studied the holiday scene below. “No one here paid for decorations. That must be the DG’s work.”

      The DG, otherwise known as Dedicated to Good Inc. or the Do-Gooders in local lingo, had been inexplicably attempting to clean up the Zone these last weeks. They were mundanes from outside the Zone. For whatever reason, we’d become the nonprofit’s charitable cause, whether we wanted it or not.

      “Cheap bulbs from China,” I suggested. Or the Zone’s pollution was already eating at them. It happened. “I’m meeting Cora at her office. Where are you headed?” I pulled on my gloves, striving not to admire Andre’s conquistador profile.

      “I’ll stop at Chesty’s for lunch. Who’s feeding your cat?”

      Chesty’s is a bar and restaurant with pole dancers that caters to the industrial workers from the plants to the north. Andre owns it.

      “Milo and Mrs. Bodine have bonded. When he’s hungry, he yowls, and she sends someone up to feed him.” Milo was a tailless, tufted manx who looked like a baby bobcat. In the Zone, it was hard to say what he really was, but he never hurt anyone unless they tried to hurt me. “I can’t keep him in the office. He scares the clients he doesn’t like.”

      “Your cat’s not normal, Clancy,” Andre warned. “Neither are you. Don’t go getting happy ideas about this spell of quiet.”

      I grimaced. “It’s Christmas, Legrande. Be merry. We’ll worry about calamity in the new year.” I walked faster, eager for my shopping trip.

      The orange and pink bulbs below exploded into little flames that ate the red wreaths and produced colorful circles of hellish flames on all the lampposts.

      Then the manhole covers blew off.

      I hated it when Andre was right.
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      Andre and I watched the flaming scene in awe and horror.

      To add to the Zone freakishness, a blue blob the shape of the Pillsbury doughboy crawled out of one of the exploding manholes and sauntered toward an alley, away from the flames and in the direction of the polluted harbor.

      Blue blobs were not Christmasy, I muttered under my breath.

      The Do-Gooders in their knit hats and gloves frantically screamed and jumped up and down, trying to douse fiery wreaths by ineffectively waving their hands in panic. I wasn’t at all certain they noticed the blob. People tend not to see what doesn’t make sense to them.

      I, on the other hand, started to wonder if the city really shouldn’t shut down the Zone, as they’d been threatening recently. The Zone had never actually created an object before. That we knew of.

      “You saw that, right?” I asked as we hurried toward our so-called business district.

      “Nothing a little cataract surgery won’t solve,” he retorted.

      “Cataracts aren’t blue. That was blue. As in Cookie Monster blue.” Even my deprived childhood had included Sesame Street.

      That neither Andre or I raced to douse burning Christmas wreaths said a lot about the Zone. Instead, we cautiously scanned the street for any more dangerous phenomena, leaving the mundanes to deal with normal occurrences like fire.

      Mostly, after realizing they couldn’t spit out a blazing wreath, the DG people stared in helpless astonishment as their fiery ornaments disintegrated. They apparently hadn’t even completed putting them up. The guy holding the last wreath dropped it and backed away.

      One of the homeless guys lay sprawled on the street, knocked cold by a flying manhole cover just outside Discreet Detection Agency. As the agency’s receptionist, Cora appeared in the doorway to check out the confusion. She wore her tight curls cut short to accentuate the glory of her razor-sharp cheekbones and rich coloring. Despite her irritating beauty queen glamor, I still counted Cora among my best friends. Seeing us, she leaned against the jamb and waved.

      People began emerging with fire extinguishers to spray down the wreaths. I sincerely hoped these were normal electrical fires. In the Zone, the alternative could mean anything from more chemical floods to hell’s demons emerging.

      I wasn’t exaggerating. Much.

      “Does anyone have a clue what kind of fires those are so they aren’t blowing them up with the wrong chemicals?” I asked with reasonable trepidation.

      “We don’t all have college degrees,” Andre said scornfully as one of the sprayed wreaths exploded—as I’d feared. “We learn by doing.”

      “Ow, that’s gotta hurt.” I watched one of Chesty’s regulars dance up and down and beat at his flaming sleeves after the fire extinguisher he’d been holding turned into a torch. “Maybe we could start a Zone school and offer common sense degrees.”

      “And enroll Leibowitz,” Andre said with a resigned sigh, nodding in our neighborhood flatfoot’s direction and punching the buttons on his phone at the same time. There was no guarantee emergency services would bother with his call or even that the Zone would let the call go out, but I let him handle the outside world.

      My urge was to follow the Cookie Monster dough boy, but Leibowitz seemed to be writing a ticket to the DG’s who’d been installing the holiday décor. He’d no doubt fine the stunned bum and the would-be fireman for littering the street. Authority should be useful, but Leibowitz worked with a different dictionary than mine.

      And I had this unholy obsession about serving justice.

      “If there were any fairness in this world, petty-minded officialdom would be illegal,” I muttered, wishing for a good excuse to send Leibowitz to another dimension.

      Even knowing my dangerous propensities, Andre looked only vaguely alarmed as he cut off his phone and tried 911 again. “He’s one of us. Maybe he’ll learn.” He returned his attention to reporting a fire. At least he’d finally got through. Whether the fire department responded was another question. Officialdom didn’t like having their tires melted on our polluted blacktop.

      “Or maybe we could isolate those who lack the imagination to see the bigger picture and ship them to Nebraska,” I snarled, knowing he wasn’t listening.

      Andre would have had the sense to look alarmed if he’d heard me, because I can do exactly what I suggested. I visualized baddies into new scenarios. It just seemed less permanent and safer than sending them to hell without a trial. Nebraska sounded about right.

      I sauntered toward the cop. Leibowitz hated me on general principles. There was no point in wasting a good hate.

      Only last spring, I used to hide from Leibowitz and most of the rest of the world. I’d been small, crippled, and invisible, and carried a big grudge. These days, thanks to insanity or Saturn, whichever you’d like to believe, I had straight legs, great eyesight, pretty teeth, and my hair belonged on a shampoo model. And I now had my law license—but that was mostly thanks to me and no heavenly entities.

      “Leibowitz!” I shouted. “Call the damned ambulance! If you ticket an injured man, I’ll sue your fat pants off.”

      This was how I’d built my clientele so quickly. I stood up for the little guys, and there were waaaaay more of them than there were rich fat cats around the Zone. Couldn’t say that I always won in court, but I had other methods.

      “He’s not injured,” Leibowitz said with suspicion, looking at the shocked Do-Gooder. “He tried to set the place on fire. So, go ahead, sue me.”

      “China tried to set the place on fire.” I gestured at the burnt wires hanging from the lamp poles. “We’re suing the manufacturer. Call the ambulance for the real injured parties here.”

      Since sirens were finally screaming in the distance, I knew Andre had succeeded in reaching 911, but it was always good to give Leibowitz a task he understood.

      Sure enough, he was distracted enough to tuck away his ticket book and wander over to look at the homeless guy struggling to sit up. He didn’t help the bum, mind you, but he did pull out his phone.

      I glanced warily at the nearest alley. Had the Cookie Monster really been invisible to everyone else? A gnawing in my gut told me I needed to investigate.

      “Thanks,” the DG I’d just saved from a ticket said, rubbing his head and staring at the wires. “They all went up in flames at once. How is that possible?”

      He was young and lanky, with sandy hair, but he looked intelligent enough to want to dissect the wiring. So not a good idea.

      “If you accept the impossible, you’ll fare better down here,” I suggested, holding out my hand to distract him from live wires. “Tina Clancy. And you?”

      “Rob Hanks, scout leader for Dedicated to Good’s ninth division, pleased to meet you Ms. Clancy. And I have to accept responsibility for the faulty wiring. I just want to know how it happened so I can file a report.” He studied the dangling wire, but it still looked too hot to handle. “Thank you for talking the officer out of a ticket. Our funds don’t cover fines.”

      “Leibowitz is a decent guy with a few frayed ethics I’m trying to clean up. It’s possible to change people, but not the Zone, Mr. Hanks. In case you haven’t noticed, technology has problems down here. There’s a reason we only accept cash and not credit cards, and even cash isn’t safe. I’m sure there are far more appreciative neighborhoods than ours, and gangs are less hazardous to your health than an environmental disaster zone. You really should take your folks elsewhere.”

      He looked at me with puzzlement. “Senator Vanderventer has given us a grant to help clean up this area. He’s set up a foundation in his late grandmother’s name just for this purpose. He wouldn’t send us anywhere dangerous.”

      Rage nearly blew off my lid. I smothered it before I did something rash like send Max to hell for a second time.

      Rob didn’t deserve my wrath. Max and his Do-Gooder soul did. He knew we lived with blue blobs and fiery manholes. Sending innocents in was the kind of idealistic stupidity that had got him killed once already.

      “Take the money and run,” I advised the overgrown Boy Scout. “Because Vanderventer and his interfering lunacy will be withdrawing his offer shortly.”

      I opened my phone and walked toward Cora, who was admiring the scurrying of Do-Gooders and tourists as they beat out fiery wreaths and occasionally threw punches when they got in each other’s way.

      Since the gas cloud earlier in the fall, casual violence had become chronic. Occasional bouts of benevolence erupted as well, but mostly they went unheralded—just like in the real world.

      I reached Max’s—Senator Vanderventer’s—voice mail. “You flaming moron,” I shouted at the phone. “Do you want to get these nice people killed? Pull your Do-Gooders out of here now, before your grandmother starts crisping them!”

      I wished I had enough money to fling phones at the wall to express my frustration, but I’m not that rich. I clicked OFF and shoved the cell into my pocket. Lawyers probably shouldn’t throw tantrums anyway.

      “Grandmother?” Cora asked, crossing her arms and letting the snake wrapped around her biceps sink back into her tattoo. She’d been a little more brazen about flashing her oddities since I’d become the public weirdo. “Were we talking to the good senator? Must be nice to have private congressional phone numbers.”

      “Dane’s a tool meant to be used,” I muttered.

      Granny Vanderventer had been evil, as in demonically impaired. She and her son, Senator Dane Vanderventer, had my boyfriend Max killed and had done their best to kill me.

      Except Max’s Do-Gooder soul now resided in his cousin Dane’s senator body, which was a source of constant confusion. Don’t make me explain.

      “And what does our good senator have to do with flaming wreaths?” Cora asked with interest.

      “Dane’s formed a foundation with granny’s money to improve the Zone that she polluted.” I should have known he’d do that. I’d threatened him with mayhem if he dared close down Acme, because mass unemployment was as toxic as chemicals in this industrial backwater. The DGs were his retaliation. “I’m sure he didn’t order flaming wreaths, though. Do you think there’s a gas leak?”

      Cora gazed at the pole outside the office with interest. “They were gas lamps once, but they quit working a gazillion years ago. The city wired them for electricity back before the chemical spill, but they’ve been blowing out lately. Maybe they’ve reached their expiration dates.”

      I didn’t have to turn to recognize the snort of derision behind me as Andre’s.

      “They call it infrastructure deterioration,” he said, pocketing his cell. “Our sewers and water mains are leaking, the underground wires are corroding, and the gas lines are decaying. And until recently, we didn’t have enough tax base to be worth the city’s time. The good senator has apparently been pulling strings to finally get inspectors down here.” He didn’t say that with appreciation.

      I wasn’t so certain that bad wiring was at fault, but Andre hadn’t seen Granny’s face screaming at him from a gas flame. Max and I had, though, and we knew there were stranger things between heaven and earth than even Hamlet knew about. After all, Max had lived in the outer rings of hell—or another dimension—for a while.

      “And here come the infrastructure police.” I nodded at a yellow truck covered in ladders and spitting out men in hard hats and orange vests. “That was mighty quick.”

      The fire department’s tanker truck arrived at the same time. Amazing. Two trucks at once—Max had really been leaning on the city. Usually, they just waited for us to burn down. This bunch intelligently hooked hoses to the tank instead of hunting non-working hydrants.

      Andre ignored the wreaths and firemen and focused on the utility guys. “That was one of the notices I gave you this morning.” His normal insouciance barely hid his irritation. “For whatever reason, we’re to be inundated with line crews covering every damned utility at once. I predict power outages and gas shut-offs in our future.”

      I shivered, but not just from the chilly wind. I didn’t need to walk between dimensions as Andre did to predict the future. I had an overabundance of common sense and disaster expertise to calculate the odds of the city approving of sidewalks that turned to mud and stoplights that flashed rainbows. Or manholes containing sentient Cookie Monster blobs. Trepidation escalated to flashing amber alert. Happy holidays to me.

      “Let’s go shopping,” I told Cora as a white hard hat walked our way. “I don’t want to be here for this.”

      “Frank has our computer cable wired outside the Zone,” Cora said. “But I’ll have to shut the machines down if they’re turning off the electricity. We can’t risk frying the equipment.”

      Frank was the shadowy owner of Discreet Detection. He’d been helpful in the past, but I wouldn’t want to dig too deeply into his business or his abilities. Right now, the sign above his agency was flashing a collage of unsavory mug shots—including the mayor’s. There’d been a time when my photo had been up there.

      So much for normal. Resigned to hunting down new monsters instead of holiday shopping, I waited for the hardhat guy to finish flipping through his clipboard of papers. In the TV ads, guys with hardhats had six-pack abs and cleft chins. This guy was bundled up to his ears in a down jacket and wore a wool scarf muffling everything above the jacket. Management, I concluded, not acclimated to working outside.

      “We’re gonna have to shut down the electricity for a few hours, folks.” Hard Hat handed over a printed memo.

      “This can’t wait until after the holidays?” I asked, covering my half frozen nose with my gloved hand. “This is the busiest time of year for the shops around here.”

      Well, for the clubs and bars, anyway. The florist shop and a minimart up the road was as close to legitimate businesses as it came.

      “Won’t be busy if they burn to the ground.” Hard Hat nodded at the flaming lampposts that the fire hoses hadn’t doused yet. He walked off without further pleasantries.

      “Crap.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket as Cora ran back in to turn off the computers, and Andre headed for Bill’s Biker Bar to set his own office in order.

      Down the block, Ernesto, manager of Chesty’s Bar and Grill, shouted his rage and shook his fat fists at another utility worker, apparently furious at having to turn out his lunch crowd. Christmas in the Zone would be a disaster without heat and water.

      I studied the fizzling wreaths with disgruntlement. “If that’s you, Gloria,” I told the post, “I’m sending your bony ass straight to the deepest bowels of hell, so you’d better think twice about messing with me, lady.”

      The wire shot sparks.

      See, this was where superstition started. I could believe Granny had heard me, or I could figure the wiring was faulty. Except in my case, it was almost always the supernatural and not natural physics at work. My life was such an interesting balance of the impossible and the improbable.

      That was Granny in there all right, doing her best to destroy us. Her last goal in life had been to shut down the Zone so Acme could take it over. I didn’t know why and cared less. She was gone. I wasn’t. I would not let her have a second chance to destroy my home from the Other World—if I had to hunt blue monsters to prove it.
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      I considered hunting my sisters in Saturn—I had their useless web page so I knew they existed in some form—but I had a notion that ones with experience in evil electrical wiring were thin on the ground. Besides, I had been handling problems on my own practically since infancy. I had no good mechanism for saying help me, even if I had a way of contacting unknown sisters, which I didn’t.

      With a sigh of regret at missing my personal holiday celebration , I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets and stalked down the nearest alley. If Cookie Monsters and fried utilities had any relation, I needed to slay me a monster.

      Reaching the dead man’s land between the Zone buildings and the harbor, I could see no blue blobs. The empty, chained-off wasteland from the water’s edge to the alley behind the Zone’s business was a vast wasteland of trampled mud and trash. The usual assortment of vagrants camped on the chemically polluted ground, undisturbed by the Zone’s peculiarity. Of course, some of the tent people were as peculiar as the Zone.

      Avoiding a lackadaisical fist fight just outside the fenced-off area, I turned back up the next alley—not a blue blob in sight. I headed home without a clue of how to stop Gloria. I shuddered at the possibility that the answer was—blow up the Zone.

      My fancy new phone rang the “Star-Spangled Banner,” jarring me from my funk. The Zone has a warped sense of humor I’d hoped to shut out when I’d bought the not-so-smart phone. I had not programmed in the song, but I knew who it was.

      I punched a button without bothering to check ID. “Max, if Granny doesn’t set your ass on fire, I will. You had—”

      “She’s already tried,” Max/Dane said with weariness. “My condo went up in flames about three this morning. Don’t you ever listen to the news?”

      “Oh crap.” I picked up my pace. “I work, remember? Listening to the news is for retired people. What happened? Are you all right?”

      I didn’t much care if his ultra-wealthy neighbors lost their Guccis and Rolexes, but I still cared about Max. Learning how to retrieve him from hell had been an education I’ll never forget.

      “I had my gas turned off, but the lines burst next door. We have good fire walls and smoke detectors and everyone escaped, but flames went through the roof and both units are total losses. If Gloria is causing trouble in the Zone, too, then she’s on a rampage.”

      “We have no proof,” I offered tentatively. “It could be coincidence. Mercury retrograde maybe. We just got flaming wreaths and steaming manholes down here.”

      He almost chuckled. “Dump steaming shit down them and see what happens.”

      “Love to, but now we have inspectors crawling all over the place and dumping shit on them probably won’t improve their humor. And your damned Do-Gooders are in danger of going to hell with the rest of us. Call them off, Max. They don’t deserve this.”

      I shoved my key in the front door lock and yelled a greeting to Mrs. Bodine to let her know it was just me before tramping up the boarding house stairs.

      “No one deserves this. We have to stop whatever’s happening in the Zone, Justy,” Max said, back to weariness again.

      Max was the only one who got to call me Justy.

      “Now that Paddy has some control over Acme,” he continued, “we have to clean up the environmental disaster the plant’s created.”

      Paddy is Dane’s father, Max’s uncle, and theoretically a stockholder in Acme. He either plays his hand close or he’s missing a lot of marbles, take your choice. Ironically, a mad scientist might be our only link to sane management at Acme.

      “You can’t clean up the Zone by frying the innocent,” I warned, unlocking both locks on my door. Caution-is-me. “I’ll deal with Granny and Acme, if I have to, but not Do-Gooders going up in flame.”

      “I’ll call the agency and tell them to pull back until we’ve determined if the area is safe,” he agreed. “But I don’t guarantee the Zone will ever be safe. If Granny Gloria is on the rampage, you need to go somewhere she can’t find you, like Alaska.”

      “I’m freezing my buns off in bloody Baltimore!” I cried, wiggling out of my jacket as I hit the warmth of my rooms. “No way. This is my home now, and I’m not running from Dane’s grandmother.” Having spent most of my childhood traveling with my wayfaring mother, I had home issues. I wanted roots.

      Putting down roots in polluted soil made no sense to normal people. It apparently did for me. I blamed it on my contaminated gene pool. “Gloria is going down, and I’m taking her there. Where are you now?”

      “I have a driver running me over to Hell’s Mansion. I’d rather Granny burned it down than my neighbors,” he said dryly.

      Ah, that explained his weariness. Max had hated his cousin Dane and Dane’s grandmother Gloria when they’d been alive. He had reason to hate their mansion, the one Acme had built on blood money, where Gloria had died so spectacularly. Despite his distaste, it belonged to him now. Max’s soul lived a life of irony these days.

      Granny’s house was sitting on wide open land well above the rest of the neighbors. It could go boom and Baltimore would simply admire the fireworks.

      “Ruxton is a pretty far hike from D.C.,” I argued. “Find a fancy hotel and forget the mansion.”

      “I have to decide what to do with it sometime. Congress is closed for winter break, so I might as well look around now.”

      “Merry Christmas,” I muttered, sitting on the floor and taking Milo in my lap. His purrs soothed my troubled soul. “Did Papa MacNeill invite you for a fun family dinner over the holiday or are you on your own?”

      The MacNeills were Max’s real family. They thought he was dead and didn’t know his soul had moved into his cousin’s body after Dane abandoned it—probably in embarrassment at getting caught trying to kill me. Middle class families were merely dysfunctional. Max’s family was rich and powerful and had thus acquired a higher degree of impairment.

      “I could invite myself, if I was interested.” Max didn’t sound interested. “What are you doing for the holiday?”

      “Updating case files, filing petitions, the usual thing.” Hunting for my invisible and possibly dead grandmother Themis, looking for other daughters of Saturn, and gunning for Gloria’s evil soul, but I’d rather sound busy than nuts.

      “I have tickets to a D.C. gala this weekend. Go with me,” he said impulsively.

      That was my old Harley-riding rebel Max speaking. I scratched Milo behind the ears and shook my head. “Not happening, babe,” I said regretfully. “You’re everything I oppose these days. Bad bad karma.”

      “You’ll look gorgeous, no one will know who you are, and we can both get bombed on pricey drinks we don’t have to pay for. It’s a holiday, celebrate!”

      I’d never looked gorgeous. Thanks to my weird ancestry, I have a naturally tan middle-eastern complexion, and thanks to Saturn Daddy granting my wishes, I now have good hair and straight teeth, but the bus stops there. “You’re sounding a little desperate, Maxie. Take one of Dane’s dollies to the party and boff her silly after. You’ll be fine.” I hated saying that, but the truth was, as lovely as Dane’s body was, I wasn’t attracted to it.

      I wasn’t even certain I’d loved Max while he was alive. I’d learned he was a lying shit just like most men. I might occasionally be desperate but never stupid enough to make the same mistake twice.

      But dressing up and getting plastered had its appeal. And it had been a damned long time since I’d had sex. I had to admit to temptation.

      “Maybe I will. Anything is better than staying in this place,” he said gloomily. “The car just reached the gate. I’ll buzz the DGs and call off the kids. Stay safe, Justy.”

      I don’t know how he did it. I wanted to rip him a new one for bringing the nutwings down on us, but I ended up feeling sorry for him. Hanging up, I cuddled Milo. “It’s you and me, babe. Simpler that way.”

      I called up Fat Chick in Canada’s blog, another Saturn’s daughter. She’s not really fat but Viking goddess beautiful. We’d been e-mailing occasionally, enough for me to learn that she’d been crippled when she’d gone looking for a car thief to execute because she wanted to ask Saturn Daddy for a new car. Really bad karma. Thieves are redeemable, especially the young ones, and killing them isn’t justified. So Saturn put her in a set of wheels of his choice.

      Our super-abilities came with a rough downside if we didn’t carry out justice correctly.

      Does anyone know anything about evil and hell’s dimensions? I typed under her public comments, not knowing what else to ask. I mean, how do you phrase conundrums like that? No wonder we had communication problems. I kept hoping I had a Saturnian sister who could at least intelligently discuss my questions. Fat Chick knew about as much as I did.

      “You could give your daughters an instruction book!” I told Saturn while fixing my sandwich. As usual, he didn’t answer. Not that I knew if he was an actual entity or just a genetic flaw. No instruction book, remember. All I had was the name. My own family couldn’t tell me more.

      I liked the astrology aspect of Saturn better than the astronomy one though. I was pretty sure I hadn’t been born on the planet Saturn, but I was a December baby, so Capricorn and Saturn were my astrological identity.

      To pacify my shopping urge and keep the holiday mood before returning to monster hunting, I cruised some on-line sites and ordered a few presents. I still didn’t have a credit card, but I had sufficient cash now to fund a PayPal account.

      It was easy to order for my more human friends, but what did one buy for a former thug and frog turned gay assistant? Or amoral Andre, who had everything except a soul, apparently.

      Not expecting any immediate replies from Fat Chick—we hadn’t exchanged real names and exchanging phone numbers with a murderous Amazon gave even me a creepy feeling—I hugged Milo and ordered him to be my guard cat. I still had normal work to do. As long as the Zone was not in danger of blowing up, hunting Gloria and blue blobs had to come under after-hours tasks.

      I dashed across the street to my office. The snow was falling harder. Brushing off my discontent with the snowflakes, I took some satisfaction from entering my very own law office. Being a lawyer with my own space gave me a warm tingle of accomplishment that was almost as good as sex. Almost.

      The Do-Gooder, Rob Hanks, and Ned looked up at my entrance. Uh-oh. I dragged my fingers through my uncut mane to remove ice particles and narrowed my eyes at them.

      “I thought you’d be gone by now,” I said rudely. Rob reminded me of myself in college, when I’d egged the provost’s office in protest against his fraudulent practices. At the time, I probably should have been locked up for my own safety. Rob had that same look of determined idealism.

      “They’re forcing the homeless off the harbor,” he said indignantly, all fiery-eyed and waving the invisible flag of justice.

      Damn, I wondered if Saturn had sons.

      “The harbor isn’t healthy,” I countered.

      “Where else can they go?” Rob argued. “The shelters are full or won’t take addicts. At the harbor, they’ve got tents and barrels for fire and they look out for each other. Where in heck does the city expect them to live?”

      Heck. The guy actually said heck. I’d pray for him if I believed in prayer. “And I suppose you want me to sue the city to stop them?”

      He got all steely-eyed and resolute. “Yes.”

      “And I suppose you want me to do it for nothing?”

      More fiery idealism. “Yes. Lawyers do pro bono.”

      “Established lawyers. With real clients and lots of money,” I reminded him. “Do you have any idea how much it costs to heat this place?” I gestured at the twenty-foot pressed-tin ceiling.

      He looked a little more desperate. “They’re old people. Army vets. They deserve better.”

      He almost had me there. I’d once feared my psychic grandmother was living in the camp. Still wasn’t sure that she wasn’t. Of course, I wasn’t even sure she was alive. And Max and his friends were vets. I wasn’t immune to idealism. I’d just had to learn practicality.

      “The harbor is polluted. It’s dangerous,” I repeated. “Find them a city park, an empty building, and I’ll do what I can, but fighting to let them kill themselves with chemical beds is not on my agenda.”

      His eyes lit with new enthusiasm. “This area is crammed with empty buildings! They’d be better off inside for the winter. Will you help us hold off the cops if we trespass?”

      I knew this wouldn’t end well, but I sympathized with his cause. The homeless at the harbor were mostly homeless because they couldn’t take care of themselves within the strictures of a so-called civilized society. If we found them a building, one of them would eventually burn it down or stab someone for a better corner or another bottle of whiskey.

      In my jaded mind, those animal survival techniques weren’t a whole lot different from white-collar workers using more socially acceptable tactics to rob and steal each other blind. And it wasn’t as if our vagrants would ruin the neighborhood by moving in.

      And every once in a while, I knew, someone could be saved with a helping hand—and that’s where my bleeding heart kicked in.

      “I’ll do what I can,” I agreed with a sigh of resignation. “But Andre probably owns most of the buildings on Edgewater, and he doesn’t always recognize the law.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Rob said gallantly. “He can’t hope to rent out those wrecks.”

      Well, yeah, he could and he had, but Rob was heading out the door and there was no point in hindering his progress.

      Ned leaned back in the massive sixties’ orange desk chair we’d dug out of the rubble of the warehouse next door. “Lawyers don’t encourage crime,” he said disapprovingly.

      “Define crime,” I said. “Leaving those old guys out in the snow is a crime in my book.”

      Which was kind of where I got myself into trouble. Law books existed for a reason, but I had this really bad habit of wanting actual justice.

      Justice would be making Acme pay for the damage they’d done. Justice would be allowing the denizens of the Zone control over their destinies. And their electricity. And when I got feeling irritable about the lack of justice around me, people ended up in hell.
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      It was still snowing when I left the office after dark. I sloshed through several inches of wet stuff on my way to Chesty’s. And then the walk turned dry.

      Amazed that anyone had bothered shoveling sidewalks, I checked the building I was passing to see who this energetic person might be. The boarded-up windows looked like every other empty storefront on the street as far as I could tell. Odd.

      I reached the first intersection—and the road had been plowed. The city never plowed down here.

      The reason for the clear intersection became apparent as I crossed—the street was hot.

      Swearing, I hurried to the other side. I could feel the heat even through my heavy-duty Uggs. Hot streets, that was just plain scary given my fear of Gloria and hell’s dimensions.

      I pressed onward, keeping an eye open for any more dangerous anomalies. That didn’t take long. A red-hatted garden gnome statue relaxed and splashed his little feet in a gutter of gushing melted snow that steamed like a hot bath. Shit, this couldn’t be good.

      I pretended not to see him as I spun around and marched back home to fix my own dinner. At least the Victorians were on a hill out of the Zone—or Gloria’s—reach. I hoped.

      Gloria was dead. She couldn’t hire thugs to hurt us anymore. If I kept telling myself that long enough, I might learn to relax and enjoy floating garden gnomes.

      After feeding Milo and nuking a meal, I couldn’t relax. I needed to investigate blue blobs and hot streets but I wanted to do it from a safe location. I could start by inspecting the bowels of my office building. Maybe I could determine if the danger might extend up here.

      I went in search of mole clothes. I dredged out ancient corduroys and a sweatshirt and a hoodie.

      “Want to go for a walk?” I asked Milo as I loaded up a tote with flashlights and batteries and other useful equipment.

      He washed his whiskers and eyed me with suspicion. Then, head held high, he trotted to the door. Milo is one very spooky cat. I could swear he understood me. Worse yet, he had a tendency to follow me when I was heading for trouble. His escort wasn’t exactly a good sign.

      I hadn’t anticipated any other company, but emerging onto the porch, I almost fell over Sarah Jones, currently a waitress at Chesty’s. Sarah and I had a peculiar relationship based on the fact that we wore identical scales-of-justice tattoos on our backs, presumably making us both Saturn’s daughters.

      Except Sarah took her justice powers to some pretty weird extremes in attempts to beautify herself, and I avoided sending tools to the devil in exchange for wishes. Not that I hadn’t done it, mind you, but I’m trying harder not to these days in fear for my eternal soul. Or wheelchairs. Or pointy boobs like Sarah’s.

      She sat on the snow-covered front step looking as if someone had just run over her best friend. Crap.

      I sat down beside her. “Something up?”

      “I’ve got elves swimming in the birdbath,” she muttered. “I don’t believe in Santa but I got elves. What’s next, reindeer?”

      This was a huge conversation for Sarah. When I’d first met her, she’d jump at a car door slam and turn into a chimp if a man looked at her. Sarah’s not real clear on how she did it, but she had admitted to killing her abusive husband. I was thinking she’d damned him to hell, and Saturn had obliged by giving her a chimp’s strength to send him there. Just my guess.

      “Reindeer—or the devil,” I suggested experimentally, to see if her late mother had passed on information that mine hadn’t.

      She shrugged. “Life is hell. That makes sense. Elves don’t make sense.”

      “Neither do dancing Dumpsters.” If garden gnomes were her only problem, I had better things to do than freeze my ass off. I got up and brushed snow off my corduroys. “I’m going exploring. Want to come?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t.

      “Dumpsters don’t dance,” she argued, following me across the street.

      Sarah’s company was dangerously unpredictable, but I had no good reason to tell her to get lost.

      The pavement up here wasn’t as hot as the Zone’s and the road was getting slick. I hoped that meant I wouldn’t be descending directly to Gloria’s den—yet.

      “The Dumpsters just roll around,” she continued. “I figure it’s earthquakes or the ground settling.”

      Everyone lives in their separate states of denial. I shrugged. “If you believe that, then believe garden gnomes are rolling around in your bird bath.”

      “You mean those weird little statues people put on their lawns? We don’t get those down here. We don’t have grass.” She waited for me to open my office door without any expression of curiosity.

      I categorized Sarah as a classic sociopath. Raised by a serial killer mother and abused by her husband, she was what life had made her. I had hopes the Zone would morph her into a better person, eventually. It had already improved her social skills.

      I had no good reason to damn a coward with extreme reactions to fear, but I stayed clear of her when possible.

      “Maybe your elves are escaping the heat of hell,” I suggested, flicking on a flashlight. I didn’t want Andre seeing lights and coming over to get in my way. It was time I learned the Zone’s secrets. I knew tunnels existed under the hill. I didn’t know if they connected with the main drag.

      Milo trotted ahead of the light beam. Sarah simply shoved her hands in her baggy coat pockets and followed.

      “Demons instead of elves?” she asked. “Mama said demons walked this earth, but I don’t think I’ve ever met one, unless it was my husband.”

      I didn’t want to believe in a superstitious, Bible-thumping hell, much less demons on earth. Events had forced me to at least accept string theory and hypothesize that hell was another dimension. And with my luck, it existed beneath my feet.

      “Maybe she meant metaphorical demons.” Even as I said it, I knew that comment went right past her head. Sarah isn’t the most educated member of our community.

      “How many kinds of demons are there?” she asked grumpily. “And can you point them out so I can kill them?”

      I rolled my eyes. Sarah didn’t want to kill demons because they were dangerous, but because she wanted to wish for a reward from Saturn Daddy. I bit my tongue.

      “Andre still won’t look at me,” she continued, proving my point. “My legs aren’t long enough.”

      Legs weren’t her problem. Andre knew she was a killer. Okay, with Andre, maybe lumpy ankles made the difference.

      “Andre has a lot of problems on his mind right now,” I suggested. “Why don’t you try for Ernesto? He has a steady job.” Ernesto was the creepy manager of Chesty’s pole-dancing bar and ought to be right up Sarah’s alley.

      I made my way through the unused warren of offices behind my front lobby. The building had been abandoned long ago for lack of elevators, lack of air-conditioning, and a general lack of anything new over the past fifty years. My rent was cheap.

      “Ernesto is creepy,” Sarah protested.

      And a girl who turned into a chimp wasn’t? “He’s getting better. He even says hi and bye occasionally now.”

      I unlocked the battered wooden door Andre had once shown me. The harbor just east of here had been the site of Civil War shenanigans, and the area was permeated with old tunnels. Andre had turned the one under his warehouse into a bomb shelter, then the warehouse had been bombed. Life is just a jiggling bowl of irony.

      A blast of musty air hit us when I opened the door, but that was nothing unexpected from an unused basement. The air might be a tad warmer than I’d anticipated, but for all I knew, heat goes down instead of up here.

      That open-mind thing I was acquiring necessitated an Alice-in-Wonderland mentality. I might be heading down a rabbit hole, but I’d avoid anything in a bottle labeled Drink Me.

      The stairs were totally dark. I should have invested in a new LED flashlight. The dim beam on this old one revealed a wood step, relatively intact. I flipped an ancient light switch but nothing happened. I didn’t even know where the bulbs were to check them. Using my feeble light, I tested each step with my boot before putting my weight on it. Milo trotted down without hesitation.

      A vaguely damp concrete cellar greeted us at the bottom. I couldn’t find another switch. I swung the flashlight along the ceiling and found one of those bulb fixtures attached to a chain. I tugged that and the bulb briefly illuminated, then exploded. Par for the course.

      Milo sniffed along the concrete block walls. A cat really needed a tail to express itself, but Milo didn’t appear concerned about his lack. He tagged my flashlight beam, leaping on it as we crossed the cellar. I didn’t see any way out except the way we came in. Bummer.

      “You should start a bar down here, call it The Cellar.” Sarah studied some old abandoned doors leaning against the wall. “You could make tables of these.”

      “The neighbors probably wouldn’t appreciate it,” I said, “but there might be more cellars like this nearer the harbor. You can have the doors.”

      “I don’t have the money.” She dragged one of the doors to the side and pointed to a shadow behind the others. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

      Crafty, Andre, hiding the door behind a stack of doors. We hauled the stack to one side and examined the cracked and peeling panel. The last time I’d opened a cellar door, I’d been hit by a flock of demonic bats. But Hell’s Mansion was a long drive from here.

      “You go first,” Sarah said, not as dumb as she seemed.
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