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			1

			It was date night, and Constance Verity was wrestling an alligator woman in her underwear. How the alligator woman ended up wearing Connie’s underwear was a mystery she never solved.

			Connie herself currently wore a towel, rolling around on the floor with her opponent. She’d wrestled people and alligators, but not a combination of both at once. It was trickier than she expected. Several times, Connie had the alligator woman locked down, only for the woman to use her tail for leverage or almost bite Connie’s face off, forcing a withdrawal.

			She did not have time for this. Byron would be there in a few minutes. He would be on time. He was always on time. Usually early. It was one of the things she admired about him, but it also meant she couldn’t spend all night subduing her opponent.

			She hadn’t even picked out her outfit yet.

			Connie wrapped her legs around the alligator woman, choked her out with a full nelson. It took precious minutes for the alligator woman to lose consciousness. The moment she went limp, Connie rolled her over, grabbed some rope she kept in her sock drawer, and hogtied the intruder. In Connie’s life, it often paid to have some spare rope lying around.

			The alligator woman rolled around on the floor. She growled and hissed and snapped her toothy jaws.

			Six minutes to get ready.

			Connie made a call. She didn’t wait for the person on the other end to say anything.

			“I’ve got an alligator woman in my apartment, and I need her picked up now.”

			There was a pause.

			“Who is this?” asked Agent Ellington.

			“You know damn well who this is,” said Connie.

			“I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake,” said Ellington. “I am a government liaison. Not your personal valet.”

			Connie adjusted her towel, checked herself in the mirror. There weren’t any fresh scrapes or bruises, aside from a small scratch on her shoulder. “I’m calling in a favor.”

			“We don’t owe you any favors.”

			“Don’t you? Two weeks ago, I kept the supervolcano under Yellowstone from erupting.”

			“So?”

			“So, that’s a pretty big favor.”

			“Constance, you do things of that nature all the time. Are we supposed to keep a running tally?”

			“Isn’t that your job?”

			Ellington sighed. “Yes, I suppose it is. But I don’t work for you.”

			Five minutes and counting.

			“I don’t ask for much,” said Connie. “But I have a date tonight, and after dinner, we’ll be coming back here. If we end up in my bedroom with an alligator woman bound at the foot of my bed, it’ll probably ruin the mood.”

			“He might be into it.”

			“Is Agent Harrison ever coming back?” asked Connie.

			“Now you’re just trying to hurt my feelings,” replied Ellington. “All right, Constance. One pickup. But this isn’t going to become a regular thing.”

			“Great. Wait twenty minutes and then let yourself in. And, Ellington, thanks.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Connie ended the call. Four minutes. She grabbed something easy out of her closet. She’d never been a high-fashion kind of lady. When many little girls were planning their wedding, she’d been exploring the seventh dimension and escaping robots. Comfort was preferred over style in such situations. She was able to get dressed in twenty seconds flat, a skill she’d picked up along the way.

			She brushed her teeth and ran a comb through her hair. She’d been toying with the idea of makeup, but that was another thing she didn’t have much experience with. She could disarm fourteen kinds of bombs, but she still tended to overdo the rouge.

			Three minutes. Plenty of time.

			The alligator woman rolled to one side, bumping into a chest of drawers, knocking a lamp off the top. Connie’s reflexes sprang into action. She caught the lamp, set it down safely.

			“If you don’t stop squirming around, I’m going to have to knock you out again,” she said.

			The alligator woman growled.

			“Have it your way, but I’m unfamiliar with your physiology, so don’t complain to me if you wake up with a killer headache.”

			Connie knelt down and pressed her thumb on the alligator woman’s throat. The press itself was less important than the channeling of inner chi to stifle the flow of vitality. The woman passed out.

			There was a knock on the door.

			Byron was early. Connie hopped over the woman and shut the bedroom door behind her.

			He wore a gray suit. He must’ve come straight from work. His necktie was crooked. He couldn’t get it right to save his life. It was one of the things she found endearing about him. One of many things.

			He leaned in and kissed her. He ran his finger across a scrape on her forehead. One several days old.

			“Trouble in the Congo?” he asked.

			“Antarctica,” she corrected. “And nothing I couldn’t handle.” She took his hand and pulled him out of the apartment.

			He pulled back. “I was hoping to use the bathroom first.”

			“Yeah, sure. No problem.”

			She heard the edge in her voice, but hopefully, Byron wouldn’t notice.

			“Something wrong?” he asked. Okay, so maybe he would.

			She smiled. “No, I’m just hungry.”

			She didn’t like lying to him. She didn’t do it often. She didn’t need to. He knew all about the other half of her life, but Byron wasn’t part of that. Just like she didn’t know a lot about his accounting job.

			“I know you,” he said. “Something’s wrong.”

			“We’ll talk about it at the restaurant,” she replied, although she had no such intention.

			“Connie . . .”

			She pushed him into the bathroom and checked on the alligator woman—still thankfully unconscious. Byron came out a few minutes later.

			“Connie . . .”

			“We’ll talk on the way.” She maneuvered him out the door. Once in the hall, she breathed easier.

			The alligator woman howled.

			“Neighbor got a new dog,” said Connie as she led Byron down the hall.

			At dinner, her attempts to change the subject met with resistance.

			“All right, Connie. I’m not an idiot,” he said. “What was going on?”

			“Nothing,” she replied. “Nothing important, anyway.”

			He stabbed his fork into his pasta and shook his head. “I hate when you do that.”

			“Do what?”

			“Hide things from me.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t act like you don’t do it,” he said.

			“I didn’t think you were interested in that part of my life.”

			“Connie, that part of your life is important.”

			“Can we not talk about this tonight?” she asked.

			“When will we talk about it?”

			She reached across the table and took his hand. “Later.”

			He squeezed her hand. “All right, but we will talk about it later. You can’t compartmentalize your life.”

			Sure, she could. She could do anything.

			Back at her place, she checked her bedroom. The alligator woman was gone, but a strange red fog was spilling out from her closet door.

			Byron came up behind her and put his arms around her. He kissed her neck.

			She shut the bedroom door and led him toward the couch. He didn’t question. They made out for a few minutes until he stopped.

			“Okay, something is definitely wrong,” he said. “You’re distracted.”

			“What? No. I’m totally into this.” She grabbed his head and planted a deep, passionate kiss on him. His concerns melted away as she ran her hands up his chest and curled her fingers through his hair. She was unbuttoning his shirt when she noticed the wisps of red mist creeping from the edges of her bedroom door. This problem wasn’t going away. Her problems rarely did.

			“Do you mind if we call it a night?” she asked.

			“Now?” His hands were resting on her ass as she straddled him. “Okay, so you’re definitely distracted.”

			She slid off him. “I’m just really beat.”

			“We don’t have to do anything,” he said. “We could just cuddle.”

			Cuddling sounded great. More than cuddling sounded even better. But worlds were colliding, and she needed to avert that.

			She shoved Byron out the front door. He put up surprisingly little resistance, which was helpful but bothered her a little.

			“Connie, we need to talk,” he said.

			She cringed. They needed to talk. 

			Across infinite dimensions, endless time, and boundless space, nothing good ever came of needing to talk.

			“Sure. Next time. We’ll talk and talk and talk.” She filled the air with words, not leaving him space to reply. “Just next time, all right?”

			He opened his mouth.

			“Great. Next time.” She shut the door and waited for him to knock.

			He didn’t.

			Again, she was both relieved and disappointed.

			Her bedroom door burst open and more fog spilled forth. A massive warrior wearing a loincloth snorted at her. He narrowed his cruel, red eyes and snorted.

			“Relationships. Right?” asked Connie.

			The warrior threw an axe at her head. She ducked aside and the weapon buried itself in her door. She wrenched it free and swung it over her head. The balance was off, but she could work with it.

			Relationships were complicated, but this was easy.

			The warrior hurled himself forward, and she rushed to meet him.

			  

			The next day, she met Tia over drinks and shared her aborted date night.

			“Wait,” said Tia. “Where did the barbarian come from?”

			“Dimensional rift in my closet,” replied Connie. “I thought I’d had them all cleared, but either I missed this one or the clearing needs refreshing. I’ll have to give the place the once-over again.”

			“Meanwhile, warriors from other realities will just be stepping through your closet?”

			“I closed this one. It should stay closed.”

			“How’d Byron take it?”

			Connie mumbled something. Even she wasn’t sure what it was.

			“He freaked?” asked Tia.

			“No.”

			“Great. I didn’t think he was the freaking type, from what you’ve told me.”

			“I kicked him out before he could see anything,” said Connie. “For his own safety, of course.”

			“Of course.” Tia fixed Connie with a quiet stare. “Bet that pissed him off.”

			“Maybe a little,” said Connie. “He said we needed to talk.”

			“Shit.”

			“Yeah. Shit.”

			“You can’t exactly blame the guy,” said Tia. “You’ve been stringing him along for a while now.”

			Connie said, “What the hell does that mean?”

			Tia shook her head. “Never mind. You don’t want to know what I think.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“No . . . Fine, but don’t take this the wrong way.”

			Connie forced a smile. “Why would I?”

			“I’m only saying this because I’m your friend, but if you’re going to make this work, you’re going to have to share more of your life with Byron.”

			“I share plenty of my life.”

			“Then how come I haven’t met him yet?”

			“Do you want to meet him?”

			“He’s your boyfriend. Yes, I want to meet him.”

			“We’ll schedule something, then,” said Connie.

			“Saturday,” said Tia. “You can come over to my place. We’ll have dinner. You and Byron, me and Hiro, some other people.”

			“Who?”

			“Coworkers.”

			“They don’t like me.”

			“Oh, they like you fine.”

			Connie was certain they didn’t. She’d never done anything to them. She’d only exchanged a few words with most of them, but she always sensed an aura of hostility. It must’ve been simply a lifestyle clash. She was an adventurer. They were in the insurance game. Like oil and water, but with the oil also being on fire and wrestling bears and getting in gunfights and stuff that any rational insurance adjustor wisely avoided.

			“You’re making excuses,” said Tia. 

			Connie didn’t like the idea of Byron meeting her ninja ex-boyfriend. She wasn’t too keen on Byron meeting Tia, either. Tia was a normal person, but by virtue of being Connie’s oldest friend, Tia had also accumulated her share of unusual experiences. The thought of the four of them sitting at a table filled Connie with dread.

			“It’ll be fun,” said Tia.

			“Sure. Fun.”

			“At some point, you’re going to have to decide if you’re serious or not with this guy.”

			“I am serious,” said Connie. “Just not serious serious.”

			Tia chuckled. “You’re really bad at this normal stuff.”

			“Can we not use that word. Normal. Like what I do is abnormal. And I’m not bad at normal stuff. I’m just not great at it. It’s only noteworthy because I’m great at so many things.”

			Tia ordered another mai tai. “So, if you’re not serious serious, then what are you?”

			“I don’t know. I like Byron. A lot. But sometimes, I think—and I know how terrible this sounds—he’s a bit vulnerable. He’s so normal.” 

			She sucked a deep breath through her gritted teeth. 

			“He’s not special.”

			Connie’s hands fell to her side, and she stared in exasperation at the ceiling. The kitschy bric-a-brac hanging over her head, especially an old-timey bicycle, irritated her for some reason. Just by being there. Just because it was so obviously there to be kitschy.

			“He’s vulnerable,” she said. “So far, I’ve managed to keep him out of the line of fire, but one of these days, he’s bound to end up in the middle of something. You know how I am with . . .” She struggled with a good word, but only one kept popping into her damned brain. “. . . normal guys.”

			“I know,” said Tia.

			Connie’s normal romantic relationships never ended well. She was usually too busy to be bothered by the breakups, but the guys who were eaten by monsters still haunted her now and then.

			“You’re paranoid,” said Tia. “It makes sense. But you’re not the same person you were. You fixed that caretaker thing, didn’t you. You’re not entirely normal, but you’re more normal than you were.”

			Since removing most of the magical blessing that had defined Connie’s life, she’d still been drawn into adventures, but it was more in her control now. She could even ignore them, and they’d sometimes go away on their own. She had something resembling a quieter life now. Quieter than it had ever been before.

			“Look at it this way,” said Tia. “If you keep dating Byron, worlds are bound to collide sooner or later. But if there’s one place in this world where nothing weird or exciting is going to happen, with a complete absence of international intrigue and/or fiendish plots, it’ll be at a party with a bunch of insurance adjustors and actuaries.”

			“You can’t guarantee that.”

			“No, I can’t, since you’ll be there, but you’re my best friend.” Tia grinned. “I have to invite you.”

		


		
			2

			Byron’s sister, Dana, lived across the hall from Connie. She was nice, if a little too ready with life advice. It wasn’t that her advice was bad. It just didn’t usually apply to Connie.

			“You should hire a maid,” said Dana. “Or you could just give me a key. I wouldn’t mind stepping in to dust the place when you’re away on your missions.” She ran her finger across Connie’s television. “That’s what they’re called, right? Missions?”

			“Adventures,” replied Connie. “Although sometimes, they’re also missions.”

			“What’s the difference?” asked Dana.

			“All missions are adventures, but not all adventures are missions.”

			Dana nodded, but she wasn’t listening. She had a tendency to focus on her own thoughts. It might have been annoying, but Connie liked having someone around who didn’t think too much of her. Aside from Tia, there weren’t many people who could handle hanging out with Constance Verity. Dana was just self-involved enough to not be starstruck.

			“I wouldn’t even charge you,” she said. “Just a favor.”

			“It’s cool, but I do appreciate the offer.”

			Dana reached for an idol on a shelf. “Shouldn’t this be in a museum?”

			“It’s only a reproduction,” said Connie. “And it’s cursed.”

			“A cursed reproduction? Who does that?”

			“You’d be surprised. If you’re trying to forge a cursed artifact, you have to curse it yourself. Otherwise, it’s a dead giveaway.”

			“That makes a surprising amount of sense, though I would think you’d get rid of it. Just to be safe.”

			“I’ve tried. It keeps coming back.”

			The bug-eyed idol stared at Dana. “Can I at least turn it around?”

			“Be my guest.”

			Dana turned the hideous thing the other direction. A tremor shook the building. The rumble grew in intensity. Connie grabbed her glass as it rattled its way to the edge of the coffee table.

			“All right, already.” Dana turned the idol back around, and the tremors ceased. “Temperamental, isn’t it?” She glanced across the shelves. “Are all these things cursed?”

			“About a third. Another third are enchanted.”

			“There’s a difference?”

			“Excalibur makes you King of England,” she said. “The cursed Muramasa blade makes you an invincible warrior but demands you take a life a day.”

			Dana pulled her hand away from the ancient Japanese sword on Connie’s shelf. “Oh.”

			“I should probably organize them better,” admitted Connie.

			“You’re going to run out of room,” said Dana.

			“I give most of them away eventually or put them in storage.”

			“You shouldn’t be living in an apartment, anyway,” said Dana. “You should get a house. You’re rich. Why not move into a manor? Or a penthouse condo?”

			“I like having a small place,” replied Connie.

			“That’s great for you,” said Dana, “but what about later?”

			The word later hung in the air. Dana was Byron’s sister, but there were times she was more like his mother. It might’ve been because their actual mother had died years before or because Dana had fixed Connie and Byron up in the first place. Or Dana was a busybody who knew what was best for everybody, even if she was subtler than most busybodies. Connie had learned to ignore it, and Dana was usually polite enough to allow it. Usually.

			“You can’t raise a family in this place,” said Dana. “You can’t childproof a room full of cursed artifacts.”

			“I grew up around stuff like this.”

			“But you’re you. You’re designated to deal with it, aren’t you? I’m talking about normal children.”

			Connie didn’t want to have this conversation. She checked the time. Byron wasn’t due for another half hour.

			“I should really get ready.” She had no official plans, but maybe Dana would catch the hint.

			She sat on the couch. “I love my brother, Connie. And I like you. But have you thought about where this is going?”

			“No.” 

			Connie hoped the brusque reply would deter Dana, but she was a juggernaut of sisterly concern and friendly advice. Once she got going, the only option was to step aside or get run over.

			“The life you live, it’s complicated. What about kids? If you and Byron settle down and decide to have children, how do you hope to manage that, living like you do? Hard to be a mom when you’re off visiting the moons of Atlantis or busting ghosts.”

			“No offense, Dana, but I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

			“Byron is my business. I just want to make sure you’re doing right by him.”

			“That’s up to Byron, isn’t it?”

			Dana chuckled with a touch of condescension. “My brother doesn’t always know what’s best for him. That’s why I have to watch out for him. And I’m hoping you do too.”

			“Do you want us to break up?” asked Connie.

			“I never said that. I like you two together, and it’s obvious Byron likes you a lot. But there are things he wants that I worry you won’t be able to give him.”

			“Has he said anything?”

			“Oh, no. He doesn’t like to talk to me about stuff like that. I don’t know why.”

			Maybe because Dana always knew better. She was confident in her opinions of how everyone should live their lives.

			But it didn’t mean she was wrong this time.

			Dana said, “Well, I have to get going. Theater tickets.”

			“You’re not dressed for the theater.”

			“Underground theater,” replied Dana, using her fingers as quotation marks. “Whatever the hell that means.”

			Dana’s hipster artist boyfriend wasn’t the type of guy Connie would imagine Dana belonged with, but somehow, they made it work.

			“God, I hope it’s not a one-man show,” said Dana.

			“You don’t know?”

			“I didn’t have the courage to ask. Wish me luck.”

			“Can do. I have a feeling you’ll need it.”

			Dana left, and Connie took a shower while waiting for Byron.

			She pondered her limits. She was capable of so much, but she tried envisioning herself with a husband and kids, a house in the suburbs, a dog that barked too much, waging a never-ending battle with the homeowners’ association over the color of her mailbox. Off-white was close enough to eggshell that they should mind their own goddamn business.

			The absurdity of such a simple thing being out of her reach almost amused her.

			When she was younger, she’d thought about having children. At twenty-six, there’d been a king who had wanted to make her his queen. She’d almost taken him up on it, but then the grand vizier had betrayed the kingdom, killing the king in an attempt to steal the throne. Connie had killed the vizier, restoring justice and claiming her revenge, but that had been the day she’d decided certain choices just weren’t hers to make.

			She couldn’t scale mountains or fight mutants while pregnant, and she doubted the universe would be kind enough to give her a nine-month adventuring sabbatical. She could always adopt, but how many moments would she miss while out there saving the world? First steps, birthdays, and school plays.

			“Sorry, honey, Mommy couldn’t make your graduation, because she was keeping serpent men from bringing forth their mad snake god. Have a card and a hundred bucks instead.”

			She’d made the cosmic forces that controlled her life more manageable, but they were still a factor. She’d made peace with certain sacrifices, and she’d never considered certain choices. She wasn’t even sure she wanted kids, but it wasn’t only about her now. It was also about Byron. They hadn’t talked about it yet. Weird. They’d been together long enough for the topic to come up unless they were both avoiding it.

			They were going to have to talk about it at some point. That and other things that made her uncomfortable, a dozen conversational minefields where one wrong step could cause the entire relationship to self-destruct.

			She stepped out of the shower, slipped on her shirt while drying her hair. She heard Byron rustling around in the kitchen. He was early.

			She heard a dish break. Then another. Then something slam and some gruff voices. 

			It wasn’t Byron.

			She did not have time for this tonight.

			She stepped out of the hall to see a muscular goon in a tight suit rifling through her kitchen cabinets. She cleared her throat.

			“Something I can maybe help you with?”

			The snarling muscle shoved her into the living room. A mobster in an Armani suit sat in one of her chairs. He removed his hat and ran his fingers along the brim. “Please, have a seat.”

			“I’ll stand, thanks.” Connie toweled her hair. The goon put a hand on her shoulder, but his boss shook his head.

			“As you wish.”

			The goon grunted, folding his thick arms across his chest. She had trouble telling what regular people found scary. Bloodthirsty hopping vampires and giant robots were obvious. Tough guys who relied on scowls and attitudes were a little more nebulous. This one probably assumed she felt exposed, having just stepped out of the shower and not wearing pants.

			“What do you want?” she asked.

			The boss smiled. “To the point. I like that. I’d like to think we can handle this with civility. Nobody needs to get hurt as long as we understand—”

			“Oh, Christ,” she said. “You’re one of those verbose, civilized gangsters, aren’t you? The kind that loves his own voice and likes to talk around his actual threats.”

			The boss frowned. “I don’t think you understand—”

			“No, you don’t understand.” She tossed her towel across a chair and considered taking out the goon. She didn’t need the hassle. “I have company coming over. So, just tell me what you want so we can get this over with.”

			The mobster and his goon exchanged glances.

			“You don’t know who I am, do you?” she asked.

			“Sure, I do,” said the boss. “You’re the lady who has my diamonds.”

			“Diamonds, huh. Let me guess. Through circumstances too complicated to get into, you hid a fortune in stolen diamonds in something I just happened to pick up somewhere.”

			“Yes, my men were fleeing from the authorities and—”

			“Don’t care. Don’t need to know. Under normal circumstances, I’d see that you were all foiled and brought to justice, but this will probably be faster if I just give you what you want.”

			The gangsters had hidden the precious gems in a velvet purse. Not hers. She didn’t own a purse. She didn’t ponder how this one had come, unknown, into her possession and under her sink. Things like this fell into her lap regularly. She’d gotten into the habit of checking her grocery bags for loose relics and other bric-a-brac.

			She checked the velvet bag, full of diamonds.

			“If you would be so kind . . . ,” said the gangster boss.

			Connie offered the bag but didn’t drop it in the goon’s callused palm.

			She said, “I do have to ask. These are just diamonds, right? They’re not cursed or something weird like that? You’re not planning on using them to power a doomsday machine? You just want them for their monetary value?”

			The boss said, “What other value is there?”

			She tried and failed to assess his trustworthiness. He was a bad guy, but a greedy bad guy wasn’t that big a deal. If he was working for an evil sorcerer or mad scientist or something else like that, she might as well nip this in the bud now.

			Not all of the adventures her destiny sent her way were life-or-death. She saved the world too often, but she didn’t save it every week. Sometimes, she just foiled petty crimes and million-dollar jewel heists. Sometimes, she simply happened to be in the right place at the right time to give a lost extraterrestrial directions to the other side of the galaxy.

			The goon grabbed her wrist and squeezed painfully. She dropped the bag into his hand as he grinned menacingly. She should’ve knocked him out, but she was still hoping to resolve this quickly.

			“You have what you came for,” she said. “You can feel free to leave now.”

			The goon tossed the bag to his boss, who inspected them again. “Your cooperation has been greatly appreciated. Unfortunately, you know too much.”

			She sighed. “You don’t want to do this.”

			He unbuttoned his jacket and withdrew a revolver. “It’s nothing personal.”

			“Funny,” she replied. “I was about to say the same thing.”

			She twisted, using her knowledge of the secrets of the Shaolin masters to pull the goon in front of her. The boss’s bullets struck the goon in the chest, and Connie shoved him into his boss. They toppled backward over the chair. While the boss struggled to free himself from his thug, Connie disarmed him. She sat, pointing the weapon at the boss.

			“You just had to be an asshole,” she said. “I mean, I would’ve tracked you down eventually and taken the diamonds back, but you had to force the issue.”

			“We can make a deal,” he said from the floor, underneath his dying goon.

			“No deals. I’m calling an ambulance. Then I’m calling the cops. And that’s that. My whole evening, gone up in smoke because you didn’t take the time to do an Internet search. I’m not exactly a household name, but I have a goddamn Wikipedia page. One thug? I’d be insulted, except that you’re obviously not very bright.”

			She called the authorities and checked the thug’s wounds. They were bloody, but with some first aid and basic acupuncture she’d picked up somewhere (she’d actually forgotten where), she was able to stop the bleeding. He’d live.

			While inserting a needle into a nerve cluster and holding her gun on the boss with her other hand, she cradled the phone between her cheek and neck and waited for Byron to pick up.

			“What’s up?” he asked.

			“Would you be terribly upset if we rescheduled tonight?” she said.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong,” she replied. “Just something came up. You know how it is.”

			“Do you need to leave town?”

			The boss thought to take her out while her back was turned. She coldcocked him with a spinning kick to the nose. He knocked over a lamp, but she caught it just before it hit the floor.

			“Is everything all right?” asked Byron.

			She should’ve just told him, but she didn’t. She didn’t know why.

			“I’m just tired,” she said. “You know how it is.”

			“I know,” he said, but there was a tone she didn’t like.

			“You’re not mad, are you?” she asked.

			“Why should I be mad? I’m ten minutes from your place, and you’re canceling on me. Again.”

			“I don’t cancel that often,” she said. “It never bothered you before.”

			She waited for him to say something. He didn’t. The silence across the phone felt like a gulf she couldn’t cross. Worse, it told her it had bothered him before. He just hadn’t said anything, and she hadn’t noticed. Some master detective she was.

			God, she was stupid. Byron had every right to be mad. She was stringing him along. 

			She should’ve just told him about the mobsters and the diamonds. He’d understand. He knew how her life worked.

			“Tia is having this party Saturday,” said Connie. “She invited us. You and me. Other people too, of course.”

			Why was she still talking? Probably because he hadn’t said anything. She didn’t need to say anything else. Just give him time to talk.

			“It’s a dinner party or something. Dress casual, I think,” she said. “Nothing fancy or anything.”

			Thirty-six was too goddamn old to start trying to date like a regular person. If only she’d met Byron on a jewel heist in Morocco or fighting ghost pirates in the Bermuda Triangle. Someplace where their lives had been in danger, where things were as basic as staying alive and saving the day.

			It would’ve simplified things, but it also would’ve led her down the same path. Crazy, passionate flings that didn’t go anywhere. They were fun, but she wanted more now. She wanted something other than wild sex in steamy jungles while waiting for rabid gorillas to strike.

			The boss stood and grabbed a sword off her wall. She did not need this right now, either.

			“Uh, one second, Byron.” She muted the phone, waved her gun at the mobster. “You’re kidding, right?”

			“Most broads don’t have the guts to shoot a man in the face.”

			Connie groaned. “You did not just call me a broad. What decade are you from? Anyway, I don’t have to shoot you. Don’t think I wouldn’t, but that’s one of my cursed swords you’re holding. I’d put it back where you found it if I were you.”

			He raised the sword and ran at her. His foot caught the end table. He fell, cracking his head against her coffee table. The sword sailed through the air. She caught it in one hand and checked him. He was still conscious.

			“Warned you. Now just lay down and try not to fall asleep. The ambulance should be here shortly.”

			She unmuted the phone. “Sorry about that. So, did you want to go to the party?”

			“Yes. If you want me to go.”

			“Of course I do.” She was a good liar, but even she had trouble believing herself this time. “I’ll see you Saturday, then?”

			“Yes, Saturday.”

			“Great.” 

			She ended the call abruptly before anything could go wrong. Worlds were bound to collide, but not tonight.

			The sirens in the distance grew louder.

		


		
			3

			Connie had a history of bad ideas. They came with her life. When most people would run from kaiju attacks or cursed temples, she went forward. It worked out okay. Most of the time. 

			But this was a bad idea.

			Byron buttoned up his shirt and straightened his collar. “Are you getting dressed?”

			She sat on the bed, in her underwear. “In a minute.”

			He smiled at her. “You’re stalling.”

			“No, I’m not. I just don’t know what I’m wearing.”

			“Wear your red dress. You always look good in red.”

			“Little ostentatious, isn’t it?”

			“Then a simple top and some pants,” he said.

			“I don’t want to be underdressed.”

			He shook his head and chuckled. “Sure. Take your time. I don’t suppose it will matter if we’re fashionably late.”

			She rose from the bed and hugged him from behind. “Or we could stay home and entertain ourselves.”

			“You’re stooping to bribing me with sex. You must be more nervous than I realized.”

			She backed away. “Maybe a little.”

			“As tempting as an offer as it is, I think we should at least drop by.” He put a hand on her cheek. “And if I am your boyfriend—”

			“You are,” she said.

			“Then we have to do this. It’s boyfriend stuff.”

			“Does it really matter? I’m not going to know many of the people there. It’s mostly Tia’s friends.”

			“Yes, but it’s Tia. She is your best friend, right? It’s about time I met her.”

			Connie shrugged. “She said the same thing.”

			“So we’ll go. We don’t have to stay long.”

			“Promise?”

			He picked her blue top out of her closet and held it out to her. “Cross my heart.”

			She chose some jeans and the top. Nothing fancy. She had a ball gown, but she’d only worn that once while impersonating a princess who just happened to be her physical twin. And she had a formal suit she wore when attending any political affair of note. But this was just a party. No need to overthink it.

			They drove to the party. She didn’t say much. She’d faced down armies of mutants with less dread. He filled the car with a little small talk, but mostly, he held her hand. It made her feel like everything was going to be all right.

			The party was a dozen people. Most of them were Tia’s friends, people from the ordinary parts of her life. Connie didn’t know many of them aside from their names and faces. They were nice, normal people with nice, normal lives. Connie didn’t have much in common with them, but she knew how to fake it.

			Tia greeted Connie and Byron at the door. She hugged Connie then Byron.

			“So nice to finally meet you,” said Tia. “Connie’s told me a lot about you.”

			“Really?” he replied. “She hasn’t told me much about you, actually.”

			“Oh, we should change that, then. Do you mind if I borrow him for a bit? Help yourself to some cheese while we talk.”

			She took Byron’s arm and guided him away before Connie could object.

			Connie found the table, loaded with appetizers and a hefty cheese plate. She grabbed herself a pig in a blanket and a beer. The crowd milled about. She exchanged a few pleasantries with anyone who wandered nearby, but no conversations started. Connie scanned the party for Hiro. She was surprised he wasn’t there.

			“Hello, Connie,” Hiro said from beside her.

			She didn’t jump, but only because she had a lot of practice at not jumping.

			“Christ, you love doing that, don’t you?” she asked.

			“One must stay in practice,” he replied. “Byron seems nice.”

			“He is nice,” said Connie. “Have you talked to him yet?”

			“Not yet, but he’s an organ donor and an NPR supporter as well. Good for him.”

			“You stole his wallet?”

			“I’m offended. I don’t steal small. I borrowed his wallet. And his keys. And forty-one cents in change from his pockets. Just to get a sense of him. Well, the change was just for the hell of it.”

			Connie glared.

			“I’ll return everything before he even notices they’re gone,” said Hiro. “Heaven forbid he lose his Subway sandwich reward card. He’s three punches away from a free six-inch.”

			“Hiro, if you ruin this for me . . .”

			But of course he was gone again. It would’ve been infuriating if she wasn’t used to it by now. Now it was only annoying.

			Byron and Tia chatted across the room. Connie deliberately avoided reading their lips. It was a conversation. Nothing more. Tia and Byron were the two most important people in Connie’s life. They should meet. They should talk. She’d give them a few more minutes before joining them. Four or five minutes. Three.

			Three would be enough.

			They laughed. That was a good thing. It had to be a good thing.

			She was less concerned with Tia than with Hiro. Tia was at least a regular person. A ninja ex-boyfriend was more troublesome.

			Millie came forward and nodded to Connie. “Oh, hello.”

			Connie pushed forward her most diplomatic smile. Millie was the closest thing to an archenemy Connie had in her ordinary life. She had plenty of archenemies in her adventure life. Too many. It stretched the definition of the word. But on the ordinary side of things, Millie was Connie’s biggest foe.

			Millie had been Tia’s friend for years now. Her ordinary friend. They did ordinary things together and dealt with ordinary problems. Connie tried to be there for Tia, but there were times when adventure conflicted. Millie was there to pick up the slack. It should’ve been a good thing. There was plenty of Tia to go around.

			But there was a weird conflict between Connie and Millie. A friendship tug-of-war, a struggle for best-friend status. Millie didn’t have much of a chance in the battle because Connie and Tia had been friends for nearly thirty years. But it was obvious she wanted the title and resented Connie for having it.

			It was all a bit silly, but Connie was competitive enough that she found herself invested in the contest more than she should have.

			“Try the Roquefort yet?” asked Millie. “I don’t usually like it, but this is delicious.”

			She cut a thick slice and put it on a tiny cracker before taking a big bite.

			“So, that’s Byron?” asked Millie, her mouth full, implying something with her tone. Something Connie couldn’t decipher.

			“Yes.”

			“He seems . . . nice.”

			“He is nice,” replied Connie pleasantly, forcing a lilt in her reply.

			“Not what I expected from you.”

			Connie swallowed her irritation. If she could ignore the thinly veiled insults of the King of the Mummies, she could ignore this.

			“Doesn’t really seem your type,” said Millie, cutting another hunk of the Roquefort, not even bothering with the cracker this time.

			“What type is that?” asked Connie before she could stop herself.

			“Oh, nice and stable and, well, a little boring.”

			Connie could jab Millie in a pressure point on her torso that would go unnoticed but would cause her to drop dead in six months. Untraceable. No one could prove anything.

			“He’s a good guy,” said Connie.

			“I’m sure he is.

			“So, did Tia tell you about her promotion yet?” asked Millie.

			“No.”

			Millie grinned. Little bits of white and blue stuck in her teeth. “Oh, I’m sure she was planning on it soon. You’ve just been busy . . . doing whatever it is you do.”

			“Saving the world,” said Connie.

			“Yes. That.”

			Untraceable.

			“I’m sure it’s important stuff,” said Millie. “Tia was planning on getting around to telling you eventually.”

			Sometimes, Connie hated civilized society. She’d discovered a lost tribe in Asia who settled all interpersonal conflicts with hatchet fights. Bloody, sure, but definitive.

			“Uh-huh,” said Connie, grabbing a bunch of crackers and walking away. Some battles weren’t worth fighting. Millie had been a distraction, and Connie had lost track of Tia and Byron. Connie drifted through the party, acting casual, hunting for them.

			“They’re in the backyard,” said Hiro from beside her.

			She didn’t jump. She’d been expecting him. She hadn’t detected him, but his timing was predictable.

			She reached for a cracker in her plate, but they were all gone. His plate was filled, though.

			“Goddamn it,” she said.

			“Practice.” He bit into a cracker and offered her some of his.

			“I thought you told Tia you were going straight.”

			“Doesn’t mean I have to be boring. Speaking of boring, are you sure this guy is right for you?”

			“Yes, I’m sure. Boring is what I need.”

			“So, you admit it, then. He is boring.”

			“Poor choice of words,” said Connie. “He’s normal.”

			“Normal is just a nice way of saying boring.”

			“No, normal is a nice way of saying he won’t disappear on me the moment things get serious. Normal means he’s not a cyborg from the future or an alien or a barbarian warlord or a secret agent or whatever.”

			“If that’s what you want . . .”

			She stopped him. “It is. I like this guy a lot, and if you screw this up for me, master ninja or not, I will find you and I will kill you. There isn’t a hole deep enough for even you to hide in. I’ll track you to the ends of the universe. That’s a promise.”

			Hiro said, “That’s not a very normal thing to say.”

			“We’re not very normal people,” she replied. “But Byron is, so let’s smile and act like we’re the same.”

			“You forget. I’m a ninja. Trained in the art of blending in. I’ve mastered the ninjaly art of inane small talk. I can put a man to sleep just by talking about the weather. This will be no problem for me. I’m more concerned for you. Can you really manage this? Hiding half of your life from him? It isn’t necessarily fair to you or him. And it’s a lot of strain to put on a relationship.”

			“I don’t hide it from him. I don’t dwell on it.”

			“Still, it’s a balancing act I don’t envy. I can’t imagine how Tia and I would manage if I had to act as if I didn’t steal things for a living.”

			“Don’t you mean used to steal things?”

			Hiro forced a laugh. “Oh, yes, yes. Of course. Used to steal things. No stealing for me now. I’m a good boy.”

			Connie replied with silence.

			“There might be some incidental stealing,” he said. “Nothing big. Just a little contract now and then. Tia and I have an unspoken understanding.”

			“And she knows about this?”

			“I assume. It’s not like we’ve talked about it. That’s what makes it unspoken.” He waved his hands. “How did we end up talking about my relationship? This is about you and Byron. And I like him. I do. But I don’t see it going the distance with you two.”

			“I didn’t ask your opinion.”

			“Let me finish. I’d like to think of us as friends, and I will do what I can to help you make this work. But, as your friend and as a ninja dating a normal woman, I can tell you finding that balance is key. We are who we are. We can’t change that. Now, let’s go check up on our significant others and act like you aren’t a regular visitor to the center of the Earth or that I didn’t steal the Mona Lisa last weekend.”

			“Hiro . . .”

			“Unspoken
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