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        This book uses British English conventions, spelling, and grammar. Some colloquialisms may appear, but hopefully this just gives you some new and funny words to use in real life.

      

        

      
        It  is recommended that you have read all the other books in the series, including The Little Book of Lesser Known Monsters before reading The Torn Earth.

      

        

      
        Please be aware this story contains sexual content and themes or events of anxiety, depression, grief, post-traumatic stress, emotional manipulation, toxic masculinity, violence, gore, and death (including main character death).

      

        

      
        Endings can be a terrifying thing, especially because they are the beginning of so much more.

        Thank you for being here with me for this one.
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      In the darkness of grief, a moment can feel like a lifetime.

      Years may pass before a fleeting sound, scent, or thought drives sorrow into your heart anew. So, if not by time passed nor tears shed, how can we measure loss?

      Not by what changes or stays the same.

      Not by vengeance taken.

      In some ways, the world of those who loved Oscar Tundale ended at Stonehenge. What happened there changed them for all eternity.

      But nothing ever really ends—least of all things, trouble.

      So now, they must come together once more, for the sake of everything, forged by a bond of shared love and loss. Because no matter what has happened before, the world will always need saving. Perhaps if they can do that, they can also save themselves…
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            RETURN TO ASH

          

        

      

    

    
      Zara had always thought it strange that something as beautiful and bright as fire should be the destructive end of so many things.

      Of so many people.

      That so much could end in an incinerator like this, in a closed mouth full of burning teeth and death. She felt its oppressive heat, kissing her tear-streaked cheeks through the closed steel lips of its metallic door, even as it consumed her loved one’s remains. Zara imagined the lacquered wood within crumbing, the body inside charring and igniting; fat, flesh, and bone bubbling and scorching until it was reduced to nothingness. It would take at least an hour, they said. She found it difficult to believe, given all that remained inside.

      Nani Anjali had been so weak in the end.

      Her withered frame had held little more than sagging skin on bones, her rheumy eyes misted with cataracts, dull but for the rare moments they were kindled by memories. Even at her sickest, they hadn’t been able to put her in a home. Having over three hundred years of memories bubbling to the surface and spoken in several languages would have been unnerving for anyone but those that knew the truth.

      Her lucid periods had grown thinner and further spread, like scattered jewels glimpsed beneath a flood of water washing them away. It had been a couple of weeks since Zara’s last real conversation with Nani before she had died—brief as that was. She had taken her hand and stared her right in the eyes, as though she could still clearly see through the clouds fogging her sight. At first, Zara had thought she had been remembering something else, but…

      “Don’t lose yourself to sorrow, my brave girl.”

      When Zara had realised the words were truly for her, her breath had caught in her chest.

      Nani’s gnarled fingers had wound their way into hers, and she’d smiled sadly, as though she understood everything. It was as though she recalled every word Zara had said to her as she slept or drifted in and out of her current self. Everything Zara had confessed about what she had done…

      “The world is constantly in peril, but no matter how dark the day may grow…nothing is as dangerous as a broken heart.”

      After that, she had sighed and fallen into a deep sleep.

      She had not truly returned to herself again before she ended.

      The last two years had taken their toll on Zara’s mother. Her hair was more silver than dark now, the lines on her face deeper. She stood beside Zara, dabbing tears away from her eyes. Eyes Zara had barely been able to look into these last few days for fear that the relief she saw there might echo her own. Not relief that the burden of caring for Nani was lifted, but that the woman who’d done unknown good around the world had finally found peace. Unfortunately, no matter how Zara tried to rationalise it, that feeling still felt like treachery.

      Zara’s little brother, Hashim—still little, though he had shot up a foot to match her in height and was sprouting sparse hair on his top lip—was sobbing loudly beside her. His fractured, keening wails were almost alien within the sterile white walls and the cold, steel table and furnace before them. Zara squeezed his hand, and her mother reached out and took her other as a gasping sob escaped her.

      Zara absently wondered if she should be crying more.

      It surprised her she had cried at all.

      Not that she didn’t mourn. It was the opposite, in fact. Zara felt full. Beyond full. She was so overloaded with emotions and memories that no one thing seemed to find a way out. She wasn’t sure if she had all the tears wrung out of her, or she was just so deeply saturated with them it was impossible to pick herself up to squeeze them out.

      It wasn’t a new feeling.

      It had been like that ever since Oscar.

      Guilt seared through her again at her mind lingering on him now, at a time she should be remembering Nani. But she just couldn’t help but imagine what it might have been like if they had gotten to bury him. Maybe if she had stood there, watching a box with her best friend inside burn, it might somehow feel better than what had happened. A finality instead of countless nights dreaming of his body being torn between worlds, lost forever, never to be laid to rest. On the worst nights, he was still alive—or something close—preserved eternally, drifting in an endless maelstrom of pain and misery.

      The memory of Oscar flashed in her mind.

      Not the memory she would choose.

      Not of the thousands of times she’d seen Oscar laughing or happy, but the look of pained understanding in his eyes. That smile as he thanked her, forgave her for killing him. The hum of the willblade’s hilt as she drove its blade into his chest.

      Zara’s chest felt tight, her breath rasping. She dragged her eyes away from the incinerator, where the only family member that had ever fully supported her with everything she did was being reduced to ash, desperately seeking anything to anchor her to this place, to take her away from those memories and centre her once more. She couldn’t quite bring herself to look at her parents or weeping brother, so her gaze instead travelled across the white shirts and dresses filling the room and fell upon Cousin Rami, who stood between two uncles.

      If Zara felt like she was bursting at the seams with everything that had happened, Rami looked overstuffed himself—in an entirely bodily way. He’d always had a thick neck and bulging biceps, but something had shifted in the last few months, ever since he lost his job with the police for gross misconduct. His square jaw jutted out stubbornly, coarse with scruff, and his dark eyes shone as he stared at the incinerator, a thick vein throbbing in his neck. His charcoal suit was so snug on his wide chest and shoulders, Zara thought he might have needed to be stitched into the thing.

      More than once, she had wondered about steroids—that would explain the anger issues too. Rami always had a short fuse, but now he was more explosive than ever. That had been the reason for his dismissal. The civilian he’d accidentally put in the ICU whilst bullying a suspect happened to be the son of one of the police force’s commissioners. He’d quickly found work in private security, of course, but as he frequently reminded her, his real work was yet to come.

      As if he could sense her stare on him, his eyes met hers. Zara forced herself to meet them, keeping her gaze level. She could have sworn a faint smirk formed on his lips.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” Zara’s mother asked, pulling her into a hug in the sad little concrete carpark outside the crematorium. The forecast that morning had promised a clear spring day, but grey clouds lurked threateningly overhead. “We could put some uncles in a cab…”

      “No, Mum, you go.” Zara conjured a smile that was weak at best. “I’ll take a cab. You’ll never hear the end of it if you don’t drive any of them yourself.”

      Her mother tutted and winked a bloodshot eye. “You really think they would dare to cause a stir? I’m the matriarch now. You think one of them would have questioned your Nani’s word if she told them to wear their clothes back-to-front one day?”

      Zara’s face cracked in a grin, and her mother’s reflected it as she reached up to touch her cheek. “My beautiful girl. She was so proud of you.”

      Zara’s breath trembled.

      “Not to worry, Aunty,” a familiar voice boomed from nearby. “I can drive her.”

      Her mother cast a doubtful look at the swollen bull of a man. Rami had once been the poster boy for the family, but now they finally saw him for what he was. Trouble.

      “I’ll give you money for the cab later,” her mother said lowly from the corner of her mouth. The smile faltered on Rami’s face, though he was surely too far away to hear what she had said.

      There was a soft honk of a horn as her father pulled up. Her mother cast a harassed wave at Zara’s father in the driver’s seat before giving Zara a quick peck on the cheek and bustling to the passenger door. Zara waved and watched as the car pulled out onto the road and away.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Rami said stiffly. Zara took it as being as near a gentle tone as he could handle.

      Zara sighed and turned to deal with him.

      He didn’t look sorry…

      “Thanks,” she said blandly.

      “I know you were close. Today must be hard for you.” Rami’s thick brows knit in a fair imitation of concern.

      Zara folded her arms. “What is it, Rami? What do you want?”

      Rami raised his hands, wide eyes so exaggerated, it almost mocked innocence. “Nothing, nothing. Just showing concern. You’ve had a rough couple of years. It’s natural for your family to be concerned about you.”

      Zara chewed the inside of her cheek.

      “I know you and Nani were close, so I just wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help…like what we talked about before. It must feel like a good time now, so I just wanted to let you know I’m ready whenever.” His eyes travelled down to his own body, lifting a thick arm as though surprised himself at its impressive size. “I’ve been training constantly. Just imagine what that thing inside you could do to help people in a body like mine.”

      Zara rolled her eyes, then glanced around to ensure none of the remaining relatives getting into their cars were close enough to hear her reply. “We’ve talked about this, Rami. You didn’t do a great job of protecting people without powers. I need to be convinced you’re ready. I need to know your temper is under control before I go making you strong enough to knock someone’s head clean off with a casual swipe.”

      Rami’s face darkened. “Things change. That was a difficult time.”

      Zara’s stomach twisted. Right.

      Rami had claimed emotional duress because of Oscar’s disappearance despite them not having even spoken, let alone dated, for years. Zara didn’t know what she hated more: that he’d made that claim or that she automatically distrusted and rejected it. For all she knew, maybe he had been upset, but…

      Zara scowled and pulled her phone out of her pocket, already flicking up an app for a cab. “Things change, Rami, but people don’t. Not that easily. You have to put in the work for a responsibility like this. I already told you, I will hand it over, but you need to be ready⁠—”

      “But you’re wasting it,” Rami blurted out, his eyes widening in surprise as he did.

      Zara closed her mouth and clenched her jaw, her gaze moving up to meet his. He was shifting those tree-trunk legs on the spot like a scolded child, but he continued.

      “You have so much strength, and you’re doing nothing but mope around and go to work. Think of all the people I could help, Zara. I would dedicate my life to it.”

      The truth of the words nettled Zara. She still patrolled occasionally, but in the last year or so, she hadn’t had the time to follow up leads, even though the supernatural goings-on seemed to be remarkably quiet of late. She had finished her study, but taking on the advanced nurse practitioner role was a lot. And even with the Ghatotkacha’s energy in her, she could only do so much.

      Time and energy were only some factors, though. There was also the fact that she just didn’t really want to host the Ghatotkacha anymore. She resented it. She hated its pounding torrent of energy and the way it made her temper flare and the dreams it gave her, even the ones that weren’t memories seen through Nani’s eyes. Even worse, it felt…closer now. Ever since that night at Stonehenge, sometimes…sometimes she could almost swear she heard its voice even when she was awake.

      What she hated most of all was that, for all the power the spirit afforded her, it had failed when it mattered most. For all the things she could do, she couldn’t save Oscar.

      What Rami said might be true, and most days, she did think about giving up the ghost to him, but the time had to be right.

      “I’m just saying, with me holding the power, things might be much better,” Rami pushed. “Who knows, Oscar might even still be here if I’d have been the one to have it…”

      A flash of fury and ice cold ran across Zara’s skin. She stared at Rami, now hearing only the pounding of her heart in her ears. Rami’s eyes fixed on hers, blinking in the realisation that he had pushed too far.

      “I don’t want to hear his name out of your mouth,” Zara spat.

      Rami shrugged his massive shoulders awkwardly. “I get it. It was a loss for me, too. I liked the guy. Me and Oscar⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Zara snapped. “You dated him for a couple of weeks and treated him like shit.” Rami opened his mouth to retort, but she cut him off. “You need to leave.”

      She felt her power flooding into her, using her open fury as a channel to fill her with energy. It was crackling around her like static, and she knew her eyes glowed visibly, even in the sunlight.

      “Zara, I’m sorry. I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Go! And I don’t want to hear anything else from you for the rest of the day. You’d better be as quiet as the world’s muscliest fucking dormouse at the funeral party.”

      Frustration flashed in Rami’s eyes, and she thought she saw his fists flex for a moment before he huffed and turned away. He stalked over to his car, something black and shiny he probably shouldn’t be able to afford on his current wages—yet another demonstration of where his priorities lay.

      As Zara watched him, she felt movement against her chest. Not her pounding heart, but a tentative scrabbling from her handbag where it hung against her.

      She was sure he’d been sleeping before, but now he was definitely awake.

      He must be able to sense trouble brewing.

      For a moment, Zara considered opening her bag and upending its contents to release the monster inside. She imagined him swelling and growing and chasing Rami as far as she could see.

      She smiled in a way that was closer to just baring her teeth.

      Nah, not worth it.

      She heard a low whistle over her shoulder. “Jeez, bitch. You got mean whilst I was gone.”

      Zara froze.

      No way…it couldn’t be.

      Slowly, hoping against hope, Zara turned around.

      He was as handsome as ever, white shirt hugging his lean form, collar and cuffs oversized, black gems studding one ear. His umber skin was dewy and flawless but for a new, thin scar—paler than the rest of him—cutting a line down one side of his face, just beside his eyebrow. A short beard faded into his temples below tight dark curls.

      He gave her that familiar grin, his russet eyes sparkling and white teeth flashing beatifically, and for a second, she felt like all the weight had been lifted from her heart.

      “Marcus,” she breathed.

      Marcus winked, flourishing dramatically. “’Tis I.”
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      “What…what are you doing here?” Zara stammered.

      “Wherever you need me, I shall be,” Marcus sombrely replied before his face cracked in a mischievous grin. “Come on. The receptionist said we can use the consultation room, but I want to be out of here before she gets any ideas about me following through on the date I might have promised her…”

      Some things never change.

      Zara rushed after Marcus, who was already stalking on his long legs back to the oak double doors at the front of the crematorium.

      “Marcus…” She held onto the relief of seeing him, though the anger at him for disappearing so long buffeted her like a tempest. “I haven’t heard from you in eighteen months. You can’t just show up at Nani’s funeral like some kind of magickal glamour pirate and expect me to do whatever you say.”

      Marcus spun around with heavily lidded eyes and a deeply satisfied smirk. “I know. I look good, right?”

      Zara sighed. “You look like a slutty magician.”

      “I am a slutty magician.” Marcus waggled his eyebrows, and Zara couldn’t contain a snort of laughter.

      Jesus, she’d missed him.

      Marcus strode through the entryway, opened the small door marked ‘Reflection Room,’ and gestured inside. “C’mon.”

      Zara wasn’t all the way into the room when she spotted Song.

      The ethernal was dressed in a full white suit, the perfect complement of Marcus. Their lapels glittered with black rhinestones, almost the same shade as their onyx skin. Zara opened her mouth to speak but was hit by a wave of emotion.

      Regret. Sorrow. The anticipation of the end not really being the end at all. The faint satisfaction of a long life well lived. Hopefulness.

      Zara smiled. Had she really hated that once? “Hi, Song. It’s great to see you.”

      Song rushed forward, reaching out with their lithe arms, and pulled Zara against their tiny body with surprising strength into a fierce hug.

      “Oh…wow,” Zara murmured.

      “Yeah, we’re huggers now,” Marcus said, casually pushing the door closed with a wave of his fingers. “Song really likes feeling people’s slowly perishing mortal bodies against their shell. It gives them a sense of what futility might be like.”

      “Thanks, I hate it,” Zara said dully.

      Another feeling rushed over Zara, softer this time. Amusement. The sharp jab of a riposte at Marcus. Affection at a playful lie.

      Marcus grinned. “Yeah, Song. You got me. They just like hugging. They think it’s funny.”

      Song grinned broadly, a proud flash of white teeth.

      “Oh.” Zara found herself grinning back at them. “You smile now? You look incredible. And the puffer jacket is gone?”

      Gratitude and shyness lapped at the edges of Zara’s senses.

      “Yeah, they were kind of attached to that look. Turns out they just hadn’t found anything else they liked. We hit a couple of fashion shows since, though. They just have fancy-ass taste. Anyway, Zara, I gotta stop you flirting with Song before they decide they like you more than me.”

      Marcus dropped heavily into the worn leather chair by the window. Song moved to perch their tiny body on the arm, punching him in the shoulder playfully.

      Zara put her hands on her hips. “Business? Does business include telling me where you’ve been the last year and a half whilst I’ve been stuck here alone?”

      Marcus bared his teeth. “I’d like to say I had a choice, but we kind of got stuck between things. And by stuck, I mean literally, and by things, I mean a temporal flux in the Amazon.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a long story. Or a really short one, depending on how you look at it.” Marcus shrugged. “Spacetime, huh?”

      “Is that where you got the scar?”

      “I will neither confirm nor deny the origin story of my cool ass scar.”

      Zara folded her arms. “Why do you even still have it? Can’t you trade it with Song? Use the imperfection to juice yourself up some?”

      Marcus shrugged. “I might’ve tried a few times. Turns out the scar isn’t an imperfection. It’s part of who I’m supposed to be, and for some reason…I know it.”

      Zara opened her mouth, frustrated with his nebulous answers. “I’ve been worried, Marcus. Do you really think with everything that happened, I didn’t…need you?”

      Marcus’ russet eyes held sadness when he met hers, and he said simply, “I know. I needed you too.”

      Zara sighed. It would be two years next month.

      Two years since she had killed Oscar.

      Zara turned, stepping carefully around the low glass table to the tweed sofa opposite Marcus. As she sat, she wondered how many people had grieved in these chairs. How many people had held each other’s hands as their lives fell apart?

      That must be nice. The luxury of being able to fall apart.

      “I won’t ask how you are. Or how you’ve been.” Marcus’ eyes drifted awkwardly around the room the way they tended to when he was nervous. “We both know it’s been shit. I can’t tell you how many nights I’ve not been able to sleep thinking about it. But it is what it is, and this is what we got.” He deflated slightly. “I…I wanted to be here. Not just to talk about things, but to be here for you. I’m sorry things got fucked up, Zara.”

      Zara shook her head sadly.

      Sorry things got fucked up, or sorry I fucked them up? Maybe both.

      “It’s okay, Marcus. Like you said, it is what it is. And thank you. I appreciate you being here. I…I don’t feel like I’ve really got many people on my side these days.”

      That’s an understatement.

      “How’s Ed?” Marcus asked suddenly, breaking the stiff tension.

      Zara smiled wanly. “He’s fine. He stopped running back to Kinmount Street a few months ago. I think he finally figured out that Dmitri isn’t there.”

      Isn’t there and probably isn’t coming back.

      Marcus grinned. “I’ll never forget that first night when I heard the banging. And he was trying to bash the front door down as the biggest poodle I’ve ever seen.”

      Zara laughed. “Yeah, that was pretty weird.”

      “You should probably let him out before he eats all your money or something.”

      Zara eyed him incredulously and was about to ask him how he knew when she realised her handbag was practically wriggling off the sofa beside her. She leaned over, opened it up, and a bubbling, shape-shifting ball of chaos poured out.

      Marcus whooped in delight as a shivering teacup Chihuahua swelled into an energetic Yorkshire terrier and back—then something in-between—before inflating into a golden Shiba Inu and landing in Marcus’ lap. His yips of delight were smothered by Ed’s licks all over his face.

      It was still strange seeing Marcus and Ed that way, considering the first time they met, the creature had used his head like a chew-toy when the three unwittingly broke into Dmitri’s derelict house. That was before Zara gained the power of an ancient spirit inside her and Marcus soul-bonded to a transcendent being, of course…and before all the good and bad shit that happened thereafter.

      “You’d better be quiet. I don’t think all the flirting in the world would make the receptionist let you have a dog in here.”

      Marcus flipped Ed into his arms, cradling him like a huffing, excited, furry baby. “Oh, come on! Who could resist this guy?” He kissed him on the snout, and Ed shivered, his eyes closed in content ecstasy. “He’s living at the flat with you? How’s that going? Do I, uh…owe you rent?”

      Zara grimaced. “It was a little tight at first, but I got a promotion, so I’m doing okay despite your disappearance.” She still had the keys to Kinmount Street hanging up on a hook in her kitchen but couldn’t face the idea of going in, let alone living there rent-free, even with London’s property prices.

      Marcus cringed, rubbing the back of his head awkwardly. “I’m sorry. Can I make it up to you? I’ll give you my share of arrears. I have cash and some treasures from my travels that I’m pretty sure are technically priceless. I’m nothing if not a sharer.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Where do you even sell priceless things, though?” Marcus grumbled. “And if they’re priceless, how can anyone afford them?”

      Zara quirked an eyebrow. “So, you are a pirate now?”

      “A little bit. I mean, a little manipulation of the ethernal has kind of given me access to resources and a bunch of bank accounts…”

      “Marcus!”

      “It’s fine! All offshore tax scammers. I’ve even redirected a bunch to charities. Turns out I have a secret daddy fetish cos I love finding new ways to make the patriarchy suck my dick.”

      Zara smiled. “I’ll allow it. But you said you were here to talk business, then told me everything but all the meals you’ve eaten in the last year.”

      “Right,” Marcus snapped back to himself, chuckling. “Sorry—getting stuck in a time rift really messes with the old executive function. Not that I didn’t have problems with that before, it’s just now I seem to lose my train of thought more easily. And besides, I don’t eat anymore. Well, except sometimes for fun. Had to trade in hunger and nourishment to get out of a nasty pinch in Malaysia.” He tilted his head toward Song, who nodded gravely.

      “Jesus, Marcus,” Zara breathed.

      “It’s great, honestly! Kinda plays havoc with the bowels when I do eat, to be honest, but I reckon I’ll trade that in next…”

      Zara shook her head, staring not at Marcus but instead at Song. Though the ethernal looked timid, they were beyond powerful. An immortal godlike being that corporealised on Earth and formed a soul-pact with Marcus, trading their magickal energy for his perceived or actual human flaws. When they had taken enough of them, Marcus would…cease to be human anymore. He would become like an ethernal, and transcend. By anyone’s reckoning, that was a lifelong process. But due to the hazards Marcus had endured, who knew how much wick was left on his candle to burn.

      Zara braved the question. “How long do you have?”

      “Oh, like an hour, but it’s not too important,” Marcus said casually.

      Zara’s jaw dropped, and she stared at him, horror-stricken.

      Marcus stared back for a moment before his eyes widened. “Oh! You mean until I become all immortal and godly! Jeez, ages yet. I haven’t even really gotten to the good stuff. I just meant I have an hour before I have to be somewhere else.”

      Zara let out a deep breath that had caught in her chest, and her body relaxed. She slumped back onto the couch. “Jesus, Marcus. Don’t do that to me.”

      Marcus cringed, squeezing Ed, who was squirming out of his arms, and wrestled him back under control. “Sorry. But yeah, let’s get down to business…to defeeeeeat⁠—”

      “Marcus.”

      He sighed. “Did you see the news? About the landslides in Italy? And the tsunami in Indonesia?”

      “Of course. It was all over the news.”

      “How about the five volcanoes that popped off in New Zealand a few weeks back?”

      Zara nodded grimly. That had been big news. Building a city on fifty dormant volcanoes might have only been a small gamble, but that many injured and dead had really shaken the world.

      “And the floods in China?”

      “Yeah, it’s been a real shitty year. What’s your point?”

      “In just a few weeks, there will be a series of quakes that will decimate California. Only a few days after that, another will obliterate half of Tokyo.”

      “Christ, Marcus. How do you…how can you know that? That would mean thousands dead.”

      “Millions,” Marcus corrected. “And that’s only the beginning. It gets worse. But what I saw gets a little hazy after that. I’m pretty sure that’s a bad thing rather than a good—as in the world falling apart hits such a catastrophic level of cluster-fuck that it’s impossible to pick one disaster apart from the other.”

      “What you…saw?”

      “In the temporal rift.”

      “Right,” Zara said, taking a deep breath and eyeing him carefully.

      If it hadn’t been for the events of the last few years, she might have thought Marcus had gone off the deep-end, but his wide and fervent eyes told her he was telling the truth. Song’s sombre ethernal gaze beside him confirmed it was not just a truth that he believed, but the truth.

      “Why are you telling me all this? It’s natural disasters, right? Not anything to do with monsters that I can help with.”

      “Au contraire, ma soeur,” Marcus said. “I speak French now, by the way. I can do all the languages. Get into it.”

      “How about sense? Do you speak that?”

      “It does have something to do with monsters, though. In point of fact, it is only to do with monsters.”

      Zara’s face scrunched up in confusion. “Are there like…monsters that can make disasters happen?”

      “Oh Gods, no. That would be terrible, wouldn’t it?” Marcus’ face split in a wide smile. “But also, like, really cool.” He sobered again. “No, that’s not what’s happening. It’s specifically to do with Theia. Zara, the world of monsters is dying, and I think we have to save it.”
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      “Theia?” Zara repeated. Her skin tingled. “I thought Theia was already destroyed.”

      She remembered how Lyn had described it: if the earth were one side of a coin, Theia was the other—a place filled with things more incredible and terrifying than she could reckon.

      It had been a while since she had thought about Lyn: the beautiful, fierce, intelligent doctor she had a short tryst with after…after saving Oscar from her clutches when she was trying to use him to end the world. It had been complicated, but there was definitely a tender spot left on Zara despite telling Lyn she didn’t want to see her again two years ago. Lyn, of course, had kept good on the request.

      “True, in some ways. Ever since the druids sealed the waypoints between Earth and Theia, pressure from energy transferred from Earth—particularly hate—has been building up. Theia is totes broken, but from the Umbran crossing over, we know there is some sense of…existence there. Problem is, as things get worse, the whole place is finally crumbling under the pressure. And because of the interconnection between our worlds, the damage is finally showing on Earth. The veil is bulging, tearing at points that are shifting the Earth at its very core.”

      Zara stared at him numbly. “And what do you want me to do about it?”

      “Zara, we need to stop it! If the pressure keeps building, eventually, not even too long from now…let’s just say it will be a lot more than both the worlds at risk. The force will collapse Earth and Theia in on themselves with such pressure as to create something bigger than a supermassive black hole. It could destroy everything.”

      The Ghatotkacha hummed inside her. Before, with Rami, the spirit had gleefully rushed into her, attaching to her fury with its fierce energy to intimidate its opponent. But now, a deeper excitement thrummed. Now, it smelled what she had long suspected was its favourite thing.

      It smelled battle.

      She felt the pressure of it flexing against her. Driving her. It made her skin flush. Her insides boil. Bile burned the back of her throat.

      “How?” Her voice shook from the control she exerted to speak normally when every cell of her wanted to scream.

      Marcus wasn’t smiling anymore. His eyes were fixed on Ed in his lap, who was making only the most perfunctory attempts to escape. Marcus absently booped him and cleared his throat. “Uh…well…that’s why I’m here. I…”

      Song cast Zara a sympathetic look, and she felt disappointment, confusion, and…

      “You have no idea, do you?” Zara asked hoarsely.

      Marcus cringed. “Nope.”

      The thrumming inside Zara eased, but not by much. More than anything, she wanted to let it out, to stand up and fling the sofa through the tall window, tearing through wood, glass, and brick. Not that it would fit, but she could always make it…

      “Marcus, what you’re telling me is that the universe is in peril, and you don’t know what we can do to stop it. Have you tried⁠—”

      “The Bean-Nighe? Of course. I saw her straight away, and she’s seen the same. But that’s all. After that, she just kept saying the same thing: ‘Too much death. Too much death.’”

      “She can’t see beyond death.”

      Zara remembered. The Bean-Nighe could see futures but hadn’t seen Zara’s destiny…because she had died before it came to pass.

      Marcus nodded.

      “So that’s it? No one else with that kind of vision? At least…not with Betty Blumpkin dead?”

      Marcus shrugged miserably. He’d never gotten to meet the squat, gruff drag queen—or otherworldly beauty depending which side of the glamour she was on—who had a skill for reading the past to guide the present. That would have been perfect right about now…but the Umbran had murdered her.

      “There are a few people—monsters, I should say—that had foretelling in their skill set. There were even a couple lesser kinds in London, but by the time I got to them, they had gone missing.”

      Zara frowned. That wasn’t a good sign. “Maybe they knew the danger and bailed?”

      “To where?” Marcus shook his head. “The level of obliteration will destroy everything, including the in-between.”

      Zara grunted.

      “I was in Guangzhou yesterday. There is a seer there that knows something is coming but can’t see the details. She told me about a trio of prophets in Thessaloniki called the Nufates, but when I got there…it turned out they were a sham. Using monster blood to conduct low-level scrying. Had a Charybdis locked in a cage that they had nearly drained dry.”

      Zara frowned. “Wait, what are you talking about? How did you get there and here so fast, and⁠—”

      “And still look this good?” Marcus flashed white teeth and dusted off his shoulders. “I don’t fly economy, sweetheart.”

      “Marcus, if you don’t just tell me, I’m gonna spirit slap that grin off your face.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Marcus raised his hands in surrender. “Spare my beautiful face. I’ve got some new tricks up my sleeve is all I’m saying.”

      Zara was about to ask what he was talking about when Marcus let out a low whistle through his teeth. There was a flash of movement from behind the leather chair he sat upon, and then from behind it waddled a duck. Its head was a beautiful, lustrous emerald green. The emerald spread down its proud, plump breast where either side split into mottled tawny wings.

      There were three strange things about the duck. One was its beak; rather than yellow or orange, it was a shimmering gold. Next were its eyes. Zara had never seen a duck with blood-red eyes before. The third and final peculiarity was its legs—specifically that it had three of them.

      “Marcus!” Zara gasped as the duck waddled forth and looked between her and Marcus with curiosity. Song reached down and touched their fingers to its emerald crown, causing the duck to close its eyes in bliss.

      “Pretty fancy, eh?” Marcus grinned. “Found her on my travels. Only took a little juice for me to converse with magickal creatures. Less than getting pimples.” He winked, but judging by his flawless, umber skin, Zara wasn’t sure if he was joking.

      Ed had perked up in Marcus’ lap and was now desperately trying to get free, eyes fixed on the duck.

      The three-footed duck.

      Wasn’t that part of what had gotten them into this mess? The childlike drawing that the Bean-Nighe had handed to them? The roughly hewn wooden token that Oscar had touched, handed to him by the ghoulish girl that had claimed Zara’s own life-force before Oscar ended hers?

      As if it could hear her thoughts, the duck gave a low inquisitive quack.

      “Easy, buddy. I’ll let you go if you’re a good boy, okay?” Marcus said to Ed.

      Ed went very still, wide eyes fixed on Marcus, and gave a heavy huff followed by a cough.

      Marcus released him. Ed flipped off his lap and onto the floor in a heartbeat, already shifting into one of his more un-intimidating forms: a ridiculously fluffy Pomeranian. He pawed the rug tentatively, attention fixed on the three-footed duck, which seemed to shimmer slightly and gave off a nervous quack.

      “And…it, uh…works?” Zara’s voice was low. From what Lyn had told her, the three-footed duck was thought extinct—hunted too often for the properties of its blood. The ability to teleport anywhere from anywhere.

      “Damn right!” Marcus grinned. “I couldn’t tell you all the shit we’ve been up to thanks to Du—uh…her. Breakfast in Paris, followed by a morning walk on the Golden Gate Bridge. You might think that’s irresponsible, but the way I see it, it would be irresponsible not to take advantage of such a beautiful gift.”

      “And it doesn’t mind just…taking you places?”

      Marcus shrugged. “Not so much. She likes a nice fluffy nest to sleep in, so as long as we get her lots of snacks and good pillows, she’s alright. And, uh…” He cast a glance at the duck, raising one hand to cover his mouth and speak in a whisper. “She likes fresh meat. Other ducks especially. Our little travelling cannibal.”

      The duck took a tentative step toward Ed and let out a low quack again. Zara thought she saw dark, jagged teeth in its golden bill. It sent a shiver up her spine. “Well, that’s horrifying.”

      “Yup,” Marcus agreed, watching the duck with a mixture of affection, disgust, and concern.

      The duck plopped down on its plump body, her beady red eyes fixed on Ed. He padded toward her, paused for a moment, then gave her a tentative lick right on her golden bill. The duck closed its eyes patiently.

      Zara dragged her gaze away from the display uneasily. “So…not that it’s not great to see you—I could have done with you around pretty much every day for the last two years. Or, you know, even a text would have been nice. But, if the world is fucked and we can’t fix it, I assume you’re not just here to show me some signposts and tell me we’re on our way to hell in a handcart?”

      “Universe, not world. And ‘hell’ would be the place causing it to implode, to be specific, rather than the destination. But yeah, I have some ideas for what we can do. There is a sect of druids in Japan. Apparently, they are an offshoot of the ones that put the seal in place that started all this shit. I’m going to head up there with my old golden-beaked pal here and see what I can learn. Only problem is…the Bean-Nighe said that things might go better with you there. Only, she didn’t say that exactly. You know how she is with making sense and all—totally hates it. I just figured that since she mentioned it, I gotta catch ya. Get it? Got-a-catch-ya…” Marcus waggled his eyebrows, smirking.

      Zara folded her arms, feeling an uneasy prickling between her shoulder blades. The last time she had seen the moon-eyed fate witch was the night Oscar died. She didn’t exactly blame her, at least no more than she blamed herself, but thanks to the Bean-Nighe’s vagueness, she was constantly haunted by the idea that she could have done more to save him.

      “I don’t know, Marcus. These things have a way of going south fast. After everything that’s been going on…now isn’t really a good time.”

      “It’s all good,” Marcus replied quickly. “Beanie said you’d probably say that. She also told me to pass on a message to you.”

      Zara’s skin prickled. “Do I want to hear the message?”

      “Want to? Probably not. But I do think you need to.”

      Zara sighed, steeling herself.

      Marcus tilted his head, lifting his voice in a high sing-song way, a fair imitation of the pale doomsayer. “What was given to you is not always yours to give in turn. What you have might be kept, and who would take you can spurn.”

      Zara’s heart lurched. Her jaw clenched, and she looked up at Marcus.

      “I guess she’s talking about your little ghost pal that makes you all sparkly smashy goodness, huh? And from what I caught, Rami wants to take on the spooky mantle…”

      Zara did not reply.

      “For what it’s worth, Zara, I want you to be happy. Whether that means giving up your power or keeping it to fight another day. What I will say, however, is that when it comes to the end of the universe, I’d definitely rather have you at my back than that thumb-headed man-child.”

      Zara met his eyes and spoke carefully, “I…I don’t know Marcus. Honestly. Ever since I got this, things have been hard. I don’t know that they would be any easier without it, but…I just don’t know if this is me. Sometimes, I don’t know who I am anymore.” Silence rung like a bell in her ears as she dropped her head. It hung for an uncomfortable amount of time.

      “I know who you are, Zara,” Marcus said finally, his voice soft. “And I think you do, too. Maybe you just have to remember…”

      Zara felt tears prickle the corner of her eyes. She welcomed them for once, letting them run down her cheeks. “I’m not so sure.”

      Marcus leaned forward and grasped her hand. “You did the right thing, Zara.” His voice was flat. “You had to…you had to do what you did to Oscar. If you didn’t, none of us would be here today. Including him.”

      “I know,” Zara said. The words were so solid and firm, she wondered if this might be the first time she had said it and really believed it.

      “I don’t think I could have done it. You’re strong. Stronger than me. And that’s why I need you to fight. So, I’m going to go to the sweet arse end of nowhere and talk to some secret witches, and you can take a little time to decide what you’re gonna do. I’m hoping you’re gonna suit up and come and fix this mess with me once and for all.”

      Zara laughed, releasing his hand and wiping the tears from her eyes with her palms. “Once and for all? That’s wishful thinking. Usually, this shit just gets worse every time.”

      Marcus shrugged, grinning. “Yeah, you know me, ever the optimist.”

      There was a low knock on the door.

      “Mr Williams? We have a family waiting for the room,” the soft voice of a woman said from outside the door.

      “Thanks, Lisa. We’ll just be a minute,” Marcus said loudly in return.

      “Be sure to stop by the desk on your way out,” the woman replied.

      Marcus grimaced nervously, and a wash of amusement came from Song.

      Ed was still licking the three-footed duck curiously. For her part, the duck sat and quietly allowed it.

      “So uh, I get you don’t want to come, but what about him?” Marcus asked.

      It took Zara a moment to realise who he was talking about. “Ed? What, do you need something licked to death?”

      Marcus arched an eyebrow. “We both know he can do a lot more than that. One of us first-hand. Besides, the Bean-Nighe said you were a low maybe, but Ed was a definite yes.”

      Zara felt a pang in her chest and looked down at the Pomeranian wiggling his tail in the air as he continued to try and lick the duck’s face off.

      Him too? Does everyone have to up and leave me?

      “Sure. If you think he will be useful.” She tried to sound nonchalant. “Just don’t keep him too long. I need someone to eat my leftovers and climb on my head in the mornings to wake me up.”

      Marcus raised his hands. “No promises. I hope it’s quick, but I don’t know how things are going to work out.”

      “Just…no more temporal rifts. Don’t want you coming back and me being a doddery old lady, do we?”

      “I’ll do my best.” Marcus sounded, for once, solemn. It only lasted a moment before mischief found its way back into his voice. “Can I offer you a ride? I can take you wherever you wanna go.” Marcus glanced toward the three-footed duck. “Singapore, Timbuktu, Alaska. Or ya know…home.”

      Zara smiled. “No, thanks. I’ll stick with the cab. I’ll leave the duck surfing to you.”

      “As you wish. Come on, Du—uh…buddy.” Marcus stood, reached down, and hefted the plump creature up with both hands. It ruffled its feathers, adjusting in his grip as he righted himself.

      Song got to their feet, golden eyes fixed on Zara’s as they reached down and picked up Ed, who went still and quiet. They clutched him in one of their dark hands, the other linked through Marcus’ arm.

      Zara frowned, something itching in her thoughts. “Wait, Marcus.”

      “Yes’m?”

      “You gave the duck a name, right? You’ve almost said it twice but stopped yourself.”

      Marcus stared back blankly.

      “What is the duck’s name?”

      “I don’t want to tell you.”

      Zara smothered a grin. “Tell me the duck’s name.”

      Marcus looked away woefully. “The duck’s name is…Ducky.”

      Zara had only just started laughing when they vanished with a pop.
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        A thing of scale, feather, and claw,

        A thirst for blood within its maw,

        A single eye to find its prey,

        Seeking death in night or day,

        It doesn’t matter where you run,

        That’s how the ’gaster has its fun.
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      Zara let the shower reach the edge of being too hot, relishing the heat as it flowed down her body. She’d thought that once she completed her exams to finish her master’s and gotten her promotion, everything else would just fall into place. That had been three months ago. But things just hadn’t…even before Nani died. She had no idea what exactly it was she needed to get herself back on track—or what track that was—but whatever trouble Marcus was trying to pull her into likely would only take her further away from it.

      The brief lift of seeing Marcus again had been punctuated by the jarring news he brought. It wasn’t exactly a surprise per se, just another thing to add to the list. Another reason to wake up tangled in sweat-soaked sheets…because the world was ending. Again.

      It wasn’t always the world-ending dreams that troubled her sleep. Some nights, she dreamt of the Ghatotkacha within its previous hosts, and those didn’t feel like dreams at all. She relived memories. Sometimes she stood before a vast gold and red gate marked with symbols and heard the rumbling voice of the Ghatotkacha from within. It was becoming difficult to remember when she’d last had a restful night’s sleep.

      Marcus’ visit and dark words had, however, left her gratefully numb to the afternoon gathering that followed Nani’s funeral. Everyone there knew how close she had been with Nani, so there was a parade of distant relatives gripping her to them and spouting sorrowful words. They all seemed to say the same thing, hollow sentiments that skimmed over the void left below. When she fixed her gaze with theirs to decide who was being genuine, it was like trying to nail down a wounded animal and deliver the mercy blow, each of them squirming away with polite excuses.

      On the other hand, the more she heard people talking about Nani, the more it brought back the real her. Not the soiled bed sheets and disoriented wailing, but the wry, wise, and whip-crack smart warrior of a woman Zara had known her whole life. It made the loss feel keener but also more distant. She hadn’t seen that Nani for a long time, so really, the grieving had begun years ago.

      Zara’s mother had busied herself seeing after everyone, sorting out plates of food, and nipping interfamily conflict in the bud before it could really kick off. Zara recognised the busy work. She wondered again if her mother felt the guilt too—the guilt at the relief of not having to see Nani suffer any longer. A release from seeing the fleeting frustration in her eyes when she almost remembered who she had been before sinking into a fog of despondent confusion.

      Despite all the years she had protected the family—and who knows how many others—from unimaginable threats when she had held the Ghatotkacha, she still died a long, quiet death alone in her bed. Zara sometimes wondered if Nani would have preferred to die in battle.

      It made her wonder if she would rather go that way, too.

      She closed her eyes and lifted her face so the hot spray of the shower plastered her thick, dark hair back, trying to imagine the misery washing off her like a film of oil.

      At least Rami had kept his distance at the party, lurking at the edge of the room, though she had caught him watching her with that strange look.

      That scowling, hungry look.

      Spitting out a mouthful of water, Zara twisted the tap, irritated she couldn’t cleanse her feelings as easily as her body. She used a little more force than was strictly necessary, and the metal groaned in protest. For a moment, she expected it to bust off, water spraying out in a torrent in its place.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Mercifully, not today.

      Zara reached out and grabbed a couple of towels, wrapping one around her head and giving her body a cursory rub with the other before putting it on the hanger, then moisturising and donning a fluffy white dressing gown.

      She made her way into the kitchen diner. Despite all the delicious food that family members had brought to the funeral party, Zara hadn’t had much time to eat—what with all the facilitating other people’s grief on top of her own.

      Padding over to the window, Zara pulled the navy curtains closed, conscious that the dim light revealed her to the inky night outside without her being able to see back. She then made her way over to the tall fridge. One good thing about Marcus being gone was that the flat was tidy. Spartan, almost. She kept it that way because she didn’t have much time to be sorting things out. She ate more meals out than in nowadays, and twenty quid a week got her a great cleaner that came every Sunday and kept everything nice. Zara approached the fridge and was debating if she had anything good to eat when she heard a low tapping.

      At first, she wondered if the dull thud was coming from the refrigerator. She was well overdue for a replacement, and it was prone to making some interesting sounds. However, when she heard it again, she realised the sound was instead coming from the hallway.

      Frowning and pulling the cord of her dressing gown tight, she turned and padded on still damp feet to the hallway. The lamp cast a glow that was eerie or cosy depending on context, but a mysterious tapping near midnight coming from nowhere near the front door fell firmly into the former.

      Cautiously, Zara made her way down the hallway, her eyes immediately pulling to the full-body mirror there. A bunch of dill hung over the mirror’s crown, its tips browning but still fresh enough to ward off unwanted visitors that might come that way. The mirror itself was clear, holding only the reflection of the opposite wall until Zara stepped before it and saw herself there, too.

      She turned, deciding to check the door just for good measure, when it happened again, so close this time she jumped. The spirit within her awoke in a pulse of energy. She spun back to the mirror, finding only herself once more.

      Then, slowly, her reflection changed.

      Her golden-brown eyes lightened, becoming crimson like fresh, pooling blood.

      Her tawny skin shimmered, turning alabaster, a shock of white, slicked-back hair now atop her head.

      Her round curves faded, shifting to tall, lean sinew and muscle.

      The figure smiled wickedly, raising her hand and tapping gently on the inside of the mirror’s surface once more with black, pointed nails.

      Zara’s heart lurched in her chest, already galloping. The Ghatotkacha sang with excitement. She snatched the dill from above the mirror and spoke, her voice soft on the same word three times. A name. “Vandle, Vandle, Vandle.”

      The mirror shone, and the figure within reached out. The surface gave way to her long, pale fingers, like a bubble being flawlessly breached without bursting. Zara’s heart pounded, but she didn’t move as the woman people had once called Bloody Mary stepped forth.

      “Zara, Zara, Zara,” Vandle said, echoing Zara’s summoning. Her tone was dulcet as always, deeper than you might expect, but softly spoken.

      The dill had sealed this route for most that might mean to use it, but removing it and speaking Vandle’s name thrice had opened it to her. The narrow hallway barely held them both, but Zara refused to move. She took up her space, forcing the other woman to stand close.

      Zara opened her mouth to reply but found the pale woman’s long fingers already wrapping around her throat, her breath already on her lips. Zara welcomed her, the soft touch of her mouth and the cool feel of her fingers. It had been weeks since she had last been able to visit.

      Zara’s hand knotted in the other woman’s short, bone-white hair as those cool fingers found their way into Zara’s dressing gown, hungrily rediscovering her warmth.
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      “It had been too long,” Vandle drawled, her dark, pointed fingernail gently trailing its way up Zara’s bare back.

      “I blame you,” Zara mumbled, face down into the pillow. She turned her head to look tiredly at the pale woman beside her. “You’re the one with all the move and shake. You should have shaked it over here faster.”

      Vandle chuckled, running fingers through her now tousled hair. “Maybe if you let me smoke in bed, I’d be here more often.”

      Zara pulled a disgusted face.

      “I’m immortal. It’s not like they will make me sick…nor you.”

      “I know. They still smell and taste gross, though.” Zara propped herself up on her elbows. The height difference meant she couldn’t easily steal a kiss from those pale lips, so she settled instead for brushing hers against the curve of Vandle’s breast. “Besides, you taste perfect as is. No seasoning required.”

      Vandle smirked, those red eyes fixing on Zara’s. “How have you been?”

      Zara sighed. “Hungry. You came just as I was trying to decide between leftover takeout or fresh takeout.”

      “Fancy.”

      “And if you’re going to make a joke about me just having eaten⁠—”

      “No, Zara. I’m going to ask you how you are again. It was your grandmother’s funeral today.”

      The smile slid from Zara’s face. It wasn’t as though she’d forgotten, not even for a second. It was just easier to pretend everything was okay, even if only for a little while. A few breaths without remembering the smiling picture of Nani amongst the flowers.

      “I’m managing.”

      “Would you like to talk?”

      Zara sighed and flopped back into the pillow, so her reply was muffled. “Not really, no.”

      “Understood,” Vandle said simply. “But when you do want to, I am here. How is everything else?”

      “Business as usual,” Zara said tiredly, rolling onto her back. “Not much trouble to speak of around here. Though I’ll admit I could look harder for it. How about you?”

      Vandle grimaced at Zara’s general evasion of the question. “New York is interesting. Much livelier than I remembered it being. Many of my kind make their homes there, and they are a diverse group. I haven’t spent a significant amount of time there since the sixties, and it’s changed. I suppose any city in a country with so many Theians in government would.”

      Zara’s eyebrows shot up. “Huh. I mean…that tracks.”

      “Other than that, Paige is…formidable, as usual. I thought after Betty died, I would be short of things to do, but it seems she constantly has several pots on the boil. At times, I’m not sure if she is an agent of chaos or incredibly intelligent. Things go wrong about as often as they go right, but it’s…fun.”

      Zara chuckled. That sounded about right, too. Oscar’s sister had always been trouble, and after what happened at Stonehenge, she had taken an interest in Vandle from a purely business perspective. Vandle had been somewhat adrift since the Umbran slaughtered her psychometric drag queen partner. Now, she and Paige ran some kind of operation out of New York, sending Vandle on constant trips around the world to transport wares. Vandle wasn’t telling her everything, but Zara got the impression that perhaps it was because Paige didn’t tell her everything, either. Regardless, they could handle themselves, and it sounded like Paige was thriving. Zara had no desire to put a stop to that. Finding something to keep her busy after Oscar…it was important.

      “There is something,” Vandle said. “A concern.”

      Zara frowned. “What? Did something happen?”

      “Almost certainly. Our kind are…going missing. Mostly cities, but there have been reports elsewhere, too. I have heard only whispers, but it seems like only parts of their remains have been recovered. The community is disjointed but agrees that something is…hunting them.”

      Zara froze. Her next breath came with great difficulty.

      Monsters going missing and only part of their remains being found? That sounds like…

      “An Umbran?” Zara’s voice came out choked.

      Vandle didn’t meet her eyes; her fine silver brows were knotted with consternation. “Perhaps. Who can say? We don’t know enough of them in their current state to be certain, but the remains found were…the wrong way around compared to last time.” Her lips curled in disgust.

      Last time, the Umbran seemed
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