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Chapter One – Homecoming
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It’s a good thing dreams hurt a little. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t feel real.

I knew I was dreaming. But what was the alternative? Waking up? Facing the fact that I had just been used to maim or even kill Magus? That I had allowed my mom to be played against me in compromising the black castle, and now because of my actions Earth was screwed?

All the other survivors who had found refuge within the castle had been pushed outside. I had done that. Now Mindy, Paige, Dr. Eva, and hundreds of others were as good as dead. The Goddess’s hive monsters and Bethany were devouring them.

And here I was eating waffles.

My brother Robbie finished off his plate, wiping a pool of brown syrup with his last chunk of waffle. Then he grabbed another. Mom dolloped more batter into the small waffle maker and closed it. The machine hissed and bits of white dough dripped out.

The dream waffles were delicious.

“Robbie, eat some of your fruit,” Mom said.

He nodded as he poured syrup into each of the waffle’s pockets. We both had small dishes of cut melon in front of us. The garbage beside the kitchen island had the rinds in it, which meant Mom had prepared the melon herself. Judging by the flour, sugar, and oil still on the counter, the waffles were made from scratch. Mom was pulling out all the stops.

She wiped her hands on her frilly apron. “Deanne, aren’t you enjoying it?”

I had stopped eating. Dreams like this never lasted that long. They ended, leaving me yearning for more. This was a fantasy breakfast that had never happened. Us all together, eating in leisure without a TV on, and Mom making waffles. It was all a fiction.

I adjusted myself on the stool and cut another piece of waffle before considering my mom.

Now she appeared normal, with no swelling, and the makeup on her face was perfect, if a bit heavy. But when I had last seen her, she’d had a purple alien man inside of her. The minder named Frog had used her like a Trojan horse, duping me into letting her inside so he could grab me. Control me. And have me murder Magus, the only person standing in the Goddess’s path as she wiped out everyone on Earth.

My stomach began to hurt. I put my fork down.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asked.

“Probably her period,” Robbie said. My brother Robbie was a twenty-year-old felon with tattoos. This version of him was around thirteen. 

“I’m fine. It’s just...Mom, how are you feeling?”

The question clearly surprised her and she smiled. “Why, I’m doing really well today. And I’m glad you’re up and feeling better. But the doctor said that you’ll need to stay in for a little while longer. I’ve got the schoolwork for both you and Robbie, so once you finish breakfast, you can start.”

Don’t dreams usually end before it’s time for homework?

***
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I ALMOST FELT LOST in my own house. I had just been there, the real version in a world overrun by minders, monsters, and alien viruses. Dreams had a way of changing the layouts of things, stretching hallways, making big places small and small places big, and adding features like waterslides and turrets with blaster weapons for taking out TIE fighters.

But this was home, at least a déjà vu version that had triggered all my memories from when I was ten.

My mom may have been challenged when it came to caring for us or herself, but her home was always immaculate. The banister going up the stairs was glossy white, and the upstairs hallway walls were painted a marigold orange with pale yellow baseboards and crown molding. The credenza in the hall was where it was supposed to be, but had the oak finish been this dark before? Two fake plants sat on it, because nothing got watered in this house.

I went to the bathroom. Here everything was powder blue, including the walls, sink, bathtub, and bathroom rug. Robbie’s comb, water cup, and toothbrush were out on the sink. Mine were all put away in the medicine cabinet. I closed the cabinet and took a good look at myself in the mirror. My hair was a tangle. I had scratches on my face and some acne on the skin below my neck.

My arm was still made of blue crystal, and it speckled the sides of my face.

Nice touch, dream gods.

I also wasn’t ten years old.

I put my crystal fingers to the mirror and raked across my reflection, leaving scratches. I turned on the water and flushed the toilet. The plumbing worked. The shower had my Dove shampoo and washcloth.

Robbie’s towel was stained. Eww.

The bathroom was all too real. What about my bedroom? Buffy was there on one wall, posing demurely with a wooden stake in her hands. The stubbly boys of One Direction were staring at me too and assuming a crouching arms-on-shoulders pose because they were all best pals, weren’t they?

I was about to speak, to call to Frog to end the illusion, but I stopped myself. What would be the harm in staying for another hour or two? I heard my brother’s music turn on in his room. It was his crappy hip-hop stuff I always hated. I opened my mouth to shout at him to turn it off, but instead I lay down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling.

This was the type of pain I could endure for a while.
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Chapter Two – The Faithful Friend
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The black cathedral had kicked Bethany out along with the others. And then it grew. Each time the wall pushed, it took some of the collapsing buildings along the downtown street with it. Already the nearest buildings had been demolished, leaving little more than plowed dunes of dark sand. Everything close to the cathedral deteriorated, apparently because Magus and his crystal machines depleted matter for resources or fuel.

She didn’t understand it but appreciated how dangerous the place was even with Magus out of the picture. Frog was now in control, and he obviously didn’t need her anymore.

Bethany didn’t wait to see if the cathedral would stop its growth to give them a chance to get clear. Frog had Deanne under his spell and he used her to build. Either he would take delight in seeing people get crushed or he wouldn’t care. She scrambled away, and not a moment too soon. A new wing with a high roof pressed outward from the closest wall, plowing what had once been a downtown brewpub into oblivion.

The survivors around her screamed. At least a few had been beating their fists at the walls, clearly thinking their ouster had been some mistake. She never saw those people again.

A teenage girl not much younger than her kept a hold on Bethany’s sleeve. The girl had kept up, hadn’t complained, said nothing. Bethany saw no fear in her eyes.

They made it a block away before stopping. Bethany caught her breath and finally looked back at the cathedral. New tall spires lined the outer buildings, making the place look like a crown of thorns. She wondered if this would be a victory for the Goddess. But who did Frog serve?

Himself, probably.

But Magus was dead. Surely that fact alone would please Her.

A group of survivors had gathered at the grocery store. Bethany kept back until she spotted both Mindy and the female army scientist, who was still wearing the bottom half of her yellow moon suit. The whole group appeared confused and panicked and no one was looking for her. One man had recognized her just after their expulsion, but Bethany had left him choking on hive particles. 

Parts of the infection still grew within her, hidden under her muscles and inside her bones, but it was a tool she controlled. She had proven herself against it and shown herself to be strong. It was why the Goddess had chosen her as one of her lieutenants. She had been blessed by her and would use her strength in the Goddess’s service for all time.

Bethany’s last remaining monster was close. It had enough food for now, but it would never be satisfied. She felt its hunger and bid it to remain hidden.

But the other servants of the Goddess were also nearby, and they had so many targets on which to feed.

“Wait,” Bethany told them, and they did for now. Their tentative pact was still in force. Many of them had given their all in getting Frog into the cathedral. The structure’s defenses were lethal to those infected with the hive organisms. But Bethany believed some of the refugees might still prove useful. They would all have to restrain themselves, at least until Frog revealed his intentions.

The scientist appeared to be rallying the group of survivors together.

“We can’t wait here,” the woman named Dr. Eva said in a loud voice. She was used to being listened to. She reminded Bethany of one of her high school soccer coaches or even one of the COs at juvie. “That place is still growing. If we don’t get further away, we’re going to get hurt.”

“But go where?” a survivor asked. “We were safe inside. Why did we get pushed out?”

“I don’t know. There’ll be time for questions later.”

“But what about the monsters?”

“I know. It’s dangerous. We don’t have any resources. But staying put is the worst thing we can do right now.”

Not everyone agreed, but everyone followed her, including Mindy. As the group moved out together, Bethany did a survey and counted about fifty survivors. Deanne wasn’t one of them, which meant she was still under Frog’s control, unless she was dead. Bethany would want to see the body to believe that.

“What’s your name?” Bethany asked the girl holding her sleeve.

“Luanne Wei. Just Lu.”

“Lu, I’m Beth. I’m going to take care of you. No matter what you see happen, I’ll protect you.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll be the best friend you ever had, if you let me.”

Lu nodded. A girl of few words. Bethany liked that.

––––––––
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THEY SHADOWED THE SURVIVORS, even helping a few stragglers keep up. The group kept together, marching down the middle of the thoroughfare past businesses and apartment buildings until making it to a large mansion. Its sign boasted a toy railroad museum inside.

Her own monster trailed just behind them. It had grown stronger and showed no more signs of having been poisoned by the chemical attack that had slain the rest of Bethany’s army. She resisted the urge to send up any flying scouts. The group of survivors was in enough of a panic. Keeping them together would be easier if they didn’t scatter.

Besides, the other creatures lurking around the outskirts of the cathedral wouldn’t resist the urge to pick off stragglers. The others had spotted a few small groups.

Let us feed, came the request.

Bethany wouldn’t hold them back any longer. They didn’t have to defer to her, and it was best to keep them happy. The distant hoots, chirps, and roars could be heard by the group gathered in front of the museum as the Goddess’s servants attacked.

A couple of people ran.

“We have to stay together!” Dr. Eva shouted.

Most did as she said, but not all. The ones who ran would be fair game, Bethany decided, but she still held her own creature back. She noticed Mindy keeping close to Dr. Eva. Bethany felt a moment of anger. Her onetime friend had Magus’s crystals growing on her. She had turned her back on the Goddess and now was a weapon that could fight any of the Goddess’s creatures.

Why am I bothering to keep her safe?

Mindy couldn’t be redeemed. Those who had been healed could be infected again, but not the ones who had accepted Magus’s crystals into their bodies. The Goddess said their souls were now tainted. Mindy’s touch would burn all her served. She would have to be destroyed, just like Deanne.

And for the sake of their friendship, Bethany would oblige.

What a contrast Lu struck. Her body bore the mark of the hive. Telltale scars ran up her arm and one side of her face. One eye was an empty socket. She had been healed but had resisted the temptation of accepting Magus’s gift. The Goddess could make her whole as she had done with Bethany.

Bethany put a hand to the girl’s cheek. “Are you in pain?”

“No,” Lu said.

“Are you afraid?”

“A little.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. All of us here are under the Goddess’s protection.”

Lu nodded as if she understood. “I heard her voice in my head. I thought I was going mad. My mother and father were dying of the illness, but she said she would care for me.”

“It’s not an illness. It’s a test. Many aren’t strong enough. But you are.”

Lu didn’t say anything. But she watched Bethany with an intensity that suggested some unspoken need.

Bethany met her gaze. “Sometimes it means we leave mothers and fathers and friends behind. But she’ll be all those things to you, if you let her.”

“I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”

“You won’t be. She’ll keep you safe as she’s kept me safe. All you have to do is return to her.”

***
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TWO MEN ON MOUNTAIN bikes came pedaling up to the survivors as they headed further away from downtown. Both carried a rifle of some sort strapped to their backpacks. Bethany wasn’t close enough to hear as they spoke with Dr. Eva.

Soon the bikers were leading everyone down a tree-lined side street. Quite a few homes in the neighborhood had burned. Others had windows and doors broken in either by looters or the creatures. The survivors arrived at a large park by late afternoon. Their strength was waning and a few people had to be helped along. Bethany and Lu did their part, assisting with a man in his forties who had broken his leg while fleeing from the cathedral. He was using part of a two-by-four as a crutch and he hadn’t been able to keep up. He never complained, even when Bethany and Lu set him down on a bench and Lu went to find him water. He then passed out.

No one paid Bethany any mind, as the survivors were all intent on finding their own spot of shade and a place to rest. One of the bikers rode off only to return with ten more men and women also riding bicycles. They all appeared young, dirty, and overburdened with gear and weapons. A woman with a large volume of dark hair wrapped in a ponytail spoke with Dr. Eva. She appeared friendly enough, yet none of her group offered any food or water. The park had a single drinking fountain by a yellow-and-blue jungle gym. The survivors waited impatiently for their turn to drink as Lu filled a bottle she had found with water.

The man with the broken leg began to moan.

“Shhh,” Bethany whispered.

“It feels like it’s swelling,” he said.

“I know. We’ll get you a doctor soon, or at least find some pain pills.”

He nodded but the moans grew louder. Some of the group turned to look in Bethany’s direction as if seeing her for the first time.

“We’ve got to keep quiet,” she said.

“I know. It just hurts so bad. I...I can’t breathe right. God...”

She tried shushing him but now he was squirming. 

“What happened to him?” one of the men with a bike asked. He had pushed his bike over but kept a cautious distance.

“He broke his leg,” Bethany said. “I think his name is Thomas. We’ll have to get him some painkillers and set it.”

“Good luck with that. He’ll want to keep the screaming down.”

“I’ll take care of him.”

Bethany caressed the man and stroked his head. Others in the group watched, their faces lined with concern. Eventually they looked away. Without hesitation, Bethany inserted her finger into his ear. The hive particles flowed and the man let out the briefest sigh as he passed out. He stopped breathing moments later, only to begin again a minute after. He kept quiet as Bethany continued to comfort him. He felt no more pain.

––––––––
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AFTER HANDING OFF THE water, Lu circulated around the newcomers. No one paid her any attention. She returned to report back to Bethany.

“How’s Mindy?” Bethany asked.

“Quiet. Just sits there with the doctor and doesn’t do much of anything except help this one mom with her baby. Maybe she got hit on the head when leaving the castle.”

“Who’s the leader of the new group?”

“The older woman with the ponytail? I heard one of them call her Ms. Wilkins.”

“Keep an eye on Thomas,” Bethany said, indicating the man with the broken leg. He had reclined on the bench and was breathing softly. Bethany got up and made her way through the other survivors. Just as Lu had reported, Mindy held a fussy baby in her arms and was keeping it occupied. The mother was curled up nearby and trying to sleep.

Ms. Wilkins was speaking with Dr. Eva. Bethany had to push her way in to get close enough to hear, as many of the survivors were trying to listen.

“We keep quiet,” Ms. Wilkins said. “And keep moving. They seemed to be going south until the black building popped up in the middle of town. Now they’ve spread everywhere and my scouts spotted more of the smaller creatures in the area. It’s like they’re getting ready to make a second pass through. That’s why we can’t stay.”

“You have weapons,” Dr. Eva said.

“So did your National Guardsmen, fat lot of good it did them. We’ve tried acid, bleach, and bullets. Fire does the most damage. But we’ve seen what they can do to us if we stop to fight. Running is the only answer for now, and the longer we wait here the greater chance something finds us.”

“Everyone’s pretty tired. And we’ve got injured.”

“It’s a tough choice,” Ms. Wilkins said without emotion. “We’re at the Mount Sebastian Park right now. Plenty of open ground. Less chance one of those things will sneak up on us.”

“What about the fliers?”

“They’re a problem. But lately they’ve only been around the downtown area. Whatever that crystal thing was doing definitely attracted them.”

“That crystal thing is named Magus,” Mindy said. “He fights against the Goddess. I think he was hurt, maybe even killed, but he’s helped a lot of people that were sick. Even me.”

“Maybe he has. But we don’t trust him. And look where taking shelter with him has gotten you. He shot down your last plane.”

“The castle did,” Dr. Eva said. “We were attacked. It’s not just the infection and the necromass creatures anymore. It’s complicated, but there are different factions among the aliens.”

“And you’ve been able to sort them out?”

“Not exactly.”

“Seems to me we’re small potatoes on their agenda. Judging by how you’ve been treated, I’m more right than wrong.”

“Let us come with you.”

“You can. But not her.” Wilkins nodded towards Mindy. She was bouncing the baby in a gentle rocking motion and appeared not to notice.

“But she’s one of us. She helped save some of us.”

“I don’t care. Anyone with that blue stuff on them doesn’t get close to our camp.”

When Dr. Eva tried to reply, Wilkins put up a hand. Some of her troops chuckled. A few of the survivors began to murmur.

“You can’t leave us here,” one of the survivors said.

“I can and I will,” Wilkins said. “Anyone not infected that can fight and keep up is welcome. I told you where we are. End of discussion.”

Her group began to wheel their bikes away. About twenty of the survivors rose to follow. Dr. Eva watched them leave.

“We’ll be okay,” Mindy said.

Dr. Eva cursed under her breath and stormed off past Bethany. Many of those remaining had injuries and had been the slowest of the group.

Bethany returned to Lu and sat back down on the bench. Thomas looked to be asleep but he kept jerking silently as if experiencing a nightmare. Bethany watched the remaining survivors with a mix of pity and revulsion. These were the weak ones. But Dr. Eva and Mindy were here, so Bethany decided she too would stay. If she didn’t, they would fall prey to the other servants of the Goddess.

She decided both might have their use in the short term while she learned more of what Frog was up to. Plus Mindy deserved a quick death. Bethany could provide that out of respect for their past friendship.

Wilkins and her gang also intrigued Bethany. None had fallen victim to the hive infection, and some of them were young and strong. Somehow they had evaded all the voracious servants of the Goddess. With a thought, Bethany ordered all her fellow servants nearby to keep clear of this new group. She told them they were dangerous.

When it was time, she wanted them all for herself.
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Chapter Three – Sibling Rivalry
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Mom was racing about her bedroom, trying to put in an earring. “Have you seen my phone?”

“You left it in the kitchen by the coffee machine,” Robbie said from his room.

“Thanks, honey.” Earring finally in place, she headed downstairs.

I went to follow. “Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what, dear?” Mom asked. She scooped up her phone and put it in her purse. I grabbed it. It wouldn’t power on. It was like everything else electronic, dead since the first night of the Goddess’s arrival. I pushed the power button and showed it to her.

“Oh, drat,” Mom said. “I forgot to charge it.”

“Where’s your charger? I’ll plug it in.” The house had power. There was light. There was a working waffle iron.

“Nonsense. I’ll do it at work.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Of course. I’m running late, so be a sweetie and make sure Robbie finishes his schoolwork.”

“He’s older than me. Tell him to do it yourself.”

“Don’t be difficult,” she said with a sigh. She made a circuit through the kitchen to check that the stove and coffee machine were all off.

“Frog, I’m talking to you,” I said as calmly as I could. “Why are you doing this?”

It was as if my mom hadn’t heard. She was ignoring me. That was the mom I knew. She kissed me on the cheek and went to the garage. Her white Mini Cooper was there and she opened the garage door. Heavy fog had settled in on the street outside.

“Now stay in, keep bundled up, and be good.”

With that, she got in the car and backed out. As the door closed, I could only stand by and watch. Hand still a blue crystal? Check. I patted myself down to make sure the rest of me was real.

“Weirdo,” Robbie said.

I jumped. He had snuck up behind me. I swung at him, but he danced backwards out of reach. I wasn’t going to be goaded. Then he made a face. I charged. He hooted and ran upstairs and I followed. Before he could get his door closed, I got my foot inside.

“Oww!” I screamed as he pressed his weight against the door.

“Piss off! Get your foot out!”

“I can’t while you’re leaning against the door.”

He let up on the door. I body-slammed it open and forced myself inside. He was laughing, squealing as I tackled him and drove him down on the bed. I thrust my thumb and thumbnail in under his ribs.

“Ow! Deanne, stop! All right!”

“Tell me I’m beautiful.”

“Piss off!”

“Say it.” My thumb pressed in. He howled.

“Okay, okay, whatever. You’re a beautiful Princess Peach. Just get off!”

I got off. I was having trouble breathing because I was laughing so hard. Robbie was curled into a ball and he kicked at me but missed. I was seventeen and he was supposed to be twenty. Now I had twelve inches on him, at least, and twenty-five pounds. But here he was, my thirteen-year-old brother. Inside a home we never quite had. I saw one of his little spaceman action figures had a bazooka-like weapon. It didn’t belong to any science fiction universe I was aware of.

I snapped its head off.

“Deanne, what the hell? What are you doing? Why did you do that?”

I picked up another one. “What are you going to do about it?” I plucked off its arm. Then its leg.

He shook his head and almost said something but remained silent.

“What are you going to do?” I asked again. “Tell? Or are you going to cry?”

When I grabbed a third spaceman, this one dual-wielding laser swords, he actually had tears in his eyes.

“When did you turn into a wuss?” I asked as I put the spaceman back on the shelf.

I left the room. My real brother would never have let me get away with that without giving me a fat lip.

––––––––
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I SAT IN MY ROOM AND stared at my Buffy poster. It was quiet. Before I knew it, I had dozed off, and I was awakened by the vibration of the garage door opening. I hadn’t gotten much sleep in the past couple of weeks. Disoriented, I sat up, my head swimming. But my room was still around me. My mom was pulling into the garage. I paused to listen at my door.

If Robbie had become milquetoast, then he would at least play the go-cry-to-Mom card. But I heard nothing as I waited. Mom came upstairs and I heard her go into her bathroom. I stepped out into the hallway. Knocked on Robbie’s door and opened it. He lay on his bed with a comic book.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“Nothing. I’m checking if you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. Go away.”

“Mom’s home.”

“So?”

I watched him read for a moment before closing the door. Mom came out of her room and gave me a kiss. We went downstairs and she popped a few TV dinners into the oven. Robbie joined us as she poured three glasses of orange soda and set out napkins and flatware.

“The choices are fried chicken, beef bourguignon, and spicy chicken stir-fry,” she said.

Robbie claimed the fried chicken. I took the stir-fry. When it all came out of the oven, we ate at the kitchen island. Robbie never said a word about what had happened.

“How did your schoolwork go?” Mom asked as she picked at the green beans on her tray.

“It only took me two hours,” Robbie said.

“Did you do all of your reading assignment?” she asked. Robbie hesitated. “Well, I guess you have some work to do tonight. And what about you, Deanne?”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Deanne, I know you need your rest, but you can’t fall behind.”

“Mom, I’m so far behind I’ve stalled out. You know that. I’ll get my GED once I get released, assuming the world hasn’t been destroyed. And then I’ll find the right boy who isn’t a drug addict and I’ll never do anything to get myself arrested ever again. Is that what you want to hear? Are you listening, Frog?”

My mom and Robbie both just stared at me.

“Oh, sweetie, you’re exhausted,” Mom said. She got up as if to hug me but I pushed her away.

“I don’t know what game this is or what you’re doing here or how Robbie is thirteen again, but it’s not real. I’ll eat the food and try not to burn the house down, but don’t expect me to buy into your make-believe.”

“Deanne, I don’t know what’s gotten into you. Maybe you should go up to your room.”

“Maybe I should.”

––––––––
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I SAT ON MY BED WITH my arms around my knees. I was feeling guilty. Once again, I was the poison pill of the family. What was the point of Frog keeping me here? The whole setup was so elaborate, yet it did nothing to erase my memories of the past few days.

Such horrors.

I shivered as I thought about Grant and the way those bird monsters had stabbed him. His sister Paige and Mindy were out there somewhere. Frog had used me to push them outside, as well as everyone else who had taken refuge within the castle. Were they all gone now, taken by the hordes of monsters who no doubt lay in wait just beyond the safe zone?

But with Magus dead, what did any of it matter? His castle still stood, but without him we had no defense against the Goddess and her creatures. Whatever Frog was doing would be the final nail in the coffin.

We lost. The minders won.

So, what made me so special that I warranted a comfy prison made up of my childhood’s greatest hits? I felt the smooth fabric of the comforter on my bed. My blue hand never stopped fascinating me, but what good would it do against a purple monster that could seize my mind?

“Deanne?” My mom came in without knocking. She carried a steaming cup. “I brought you something to make you feel better.”

“Mom, you know tea makes my stomach sour.”

“It’s hot chocolate.”

I sat up. She placed the cup on my nightstand.

“I know it’s been hard just the three of us. We’ve been through rough patches before and we’ll make it through this one. If you’re not up to doing your schoolwork, that’s fine. Leave it until tomorrow and we can work on it together.”

Who was this woman? I nodded and picked up the cup of cocoa. I sipped at the edge but it was too hot. The warm cup felt good in my hands.

She turned to leave.

“Mom?” I said. “I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetie.”

She closed the door to my bedroom, leaving me alone.
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Chapter Four – Rebel
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As the night grew long and got colder, Bethany prayed. Would the Goddess ever answer again?

The nearby children of the Goddess listened. Then they joined Bethany in her supplication.

“We brought Magus down for you,” she said. “The resistance here is gone, leaving the way open for total victory.”

The Goddess seemed to have heard them. She allowed them to come close as if to receive an audience, and then she screamed. She was in agony. Bethany felt her pain as if it was her own, felt her flesh sting and blister, and there was no way to stop it. 

The Goddess flew high above a city that looked strangely familiar to Bethany. It was blacked out and some of the taller buildings had flames rolling through shattered windows. A long beach stretched alongside calm water. Bethany thought it might be in South America somewhere.

From beneath the Goddess roiled a dark mass of twisting tendrils that grabbed at her legs and arms. Each touch seared her flesh. The fire from the Goddess burned the whiplike appendages away even as more tentacles stretched upward. The thing that fought her was some distorted version of the Goddess’s hive creatures. Its black skin appeared oily and its enormous body was mostly smooth, lacking the partially consumed limbs of the creatures Bethany had commanded. Its body spread out and covered all of the nearest streets.

At that moment, Bethany understood the Goddess was fighting another minder, and she was losing. 

And yet the Goddess fought on, tirelessly immolating limb after limb and ignoring the cost as her own skin cracked and flayed. Wisps of her flesh fell away like ash. Judging from the destruction, this was the culmination of a struggle that had begun days before. Was this why she hadn’t wanted to be distracted? How many other minders had turned on her?

And through the Goddess’s eyes Bethany saw others among her slaves who waited and watched, held back, as if unsure who would win. All of them had once been residents of the coastal city. Bethany touched one of them and shared its thoughts. Even as the man he once was didn’t speak English but Portuguese, the slave understood.

“Help her,” Bethany said. “Hers is the only path to victory. The other minders will lie, but she never has and never will.”

None responded. They continued to watch. Then Bethany shared her own memory of Frog.

“The other minder may have promised you much but will never deliver on those promises. The Goddess has given you life and preserved you all because you are the strong ones. Help her. Go to your mother.”

At first Bethany believed her words had failed. They remained closed off to her. And then one servant moved in the direction of the fight. He was large, a mass that had consumed hundreds of men and women. The other slaves followed. Unlike the slaves in Bethany’s experience, these appeared to trust one another and they moved in unison. Their words to each other became a chorus.

“Help her. Help her. Help her.”

Their large forms stormed towards the mass of dark tentacles. They began to tear at the edges of the rebellious minder’s form. It became clear the minder was trapped and too large to maneuver. It didn’t hold back on its assault on the Goddess, but its body was being decimated by the attacks from all sides.

“All of you,” Bethany said. “Now. Do not hold back.”

Soon the minder’s mass was split into many wriggling parts and these were quickly destroyed. The Goddess grew bright as she incinerated the last of the tentacles that clung to her. The lifeless heap of wasted matter formed a small hill beneath her that covered the broad beachfront street. The shrubs and palm trees along the greenbelt had been turned to ash. 

The Goddess descended to the hill, where what looked like a giant praying mantis fought against the grip of one of the Goddess’s slaves. It had been pulled from the center of the mass like a butterfly being torn from its cocoon. The Goddess put a hand to the minder’s face and cooed soft words that Bethany didn’t understand. The Goddess briefly shared her feelings with her slaves, and Bethany experienced a surge of regret.

Then the burning woman called her fire and the insect minder burned. It twisted, fell, and curled up as it
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